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for his funeral “publicly declared that the enlightened 
modern age has failed to find a suitable replacement for 
a religious way of coping with the final rite de passage 
which brings life to a close” (15). A similar critique 
was made of Habermas’s own philosophy in the 1980s 
by Helmut Peukert, a German theologian influenced by 
many of the same Frankfurt School social thinkers as 
Habermas. Peukert argued that Habermas’s notions of 
an unlimited communication community and universal 
solidarity lead to an identity that is self-contradictory on 
its own in relation to the irretrievable losses involved in 
the deaths of victims in history.5 Faith in Jesus’ resurrec-
tion can overcome this contradiction and empower one 
to live by these ideals, Peukert contended,6 by providing 
a transcendent principle of expectation that Habermas’s 
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A recently published book entitled An Awareness 
of What Is Missing: Faith and Reason in a Post-

Secular Age (2010) contains five insightful essays 
stemming from a series of discussions Jürgen Habermas 
had in February 2007 with four faculty members at the 
Jesuit School for Philosophy in Munich. The theme in 
these essays, as in the discussion, is the new understand-
ing of religion and the description of Western societies 
as “post-secular” that Habermas has articulated since 
October 2001.1 This was his second dialogue with 
Roman Catholics on this topic—the first happening 
in 2004 with Joseph Ratzinger, now Pope Benedict 
XVI.2 The book begins with an excellent overview of 
Habermas’s new view of religion, its development, and 
the discussion in these essays.3 Before 2001, Habermas 
tended to describe religion as having lost its cultural 
vitality and as increasingly obsolete. He now argues 
that while secular reason4 and religion remain foreign 
to each other, religion makes a contribution to society 
that secular reason needs. The two stand in a dialectical 
relationship that does not yet issue into a synthesis. The 
persistence of religion requires that Western societies be 
described as post-secular and should be critically wel-
comed by secular reason.

Habermas’s Argument
Habermas begins his initial contribution by describ-

ing the funeral of an agnostic friend that was held in a 
church in 1991. Though no religious words were spoken, 
Habermas observes that his friend’s choice of this place 
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secular reason lacks. Habermas does not pursue this 
line of inquiry here. Instead, he interprets this funeral 
as illustrating the “peculiar dialectical relationship” of 
modern secular reason to major world religions (16). 
According to Habermas, secular or post-metaphysical 
reason has an emancipatory intent (18–19). Secular 
reason cannot fully understand religion, but religion can 
provide something necessary for this intent’s fulfillment 
that secular reason cannot provide itself. Because of this, 
secular reason should recognize religion as an ally in its 
struggle for a more just society.

Habermas’s argument has two parts. First, he notes 
that Judaism and Christianity played roles compa-
rable to Hellenistic philosophy in the development of 
abstract reasoning and the dawning of awareness of 
historical contingency and individual responsibility. 
Religion and philosophical reasoning both “belong to 
the history of the origins of … secular reason” (17), and 
secular reason fails to understand itself if it denies this 
heritage. Furthermore, modern secular reason cannot 
assimilate religious faith. Religion remains opaque to 
it “in a way that can neither be denied nor accepted” 
(18). Yet though revelation and religion are “alien and 
extraneous” to secular reason (17), it needs them. For 
example, religions like Judaism and Christianity pre-
serve powerful symbolic expressions of compassion, 
solidarity, and justice as “collectively binding ideals” in 
images like the Kingdom of God. They are able to com-
municate these in ways that secular reason cannot. This 
contribution of religion is necessary if practical reason 
is “to keep awake, in the minds of secular subjects, an 
awareness of the violations of solidarity throughout the 
world, an awareness of what is missing” (19). Without 
this broad awareness, secular reason is liable to forsake 
its emancipatory intent, become restricted in its moral 
concern and cynical towards the world. At this point, 
Habermas’s new assessment of religion contradicts 
“the widespread view of religion shaped by aspects of 
the European Enlightenment and subsequent, related 
ideologies which see religion as nothing more than su-
perstition.”7 Religion carries the danger of lapsing into 
superstition but cannot be reduced to it. With religion’s 
perception that the world is not as it could and should 
be, it can function oddly enough like a Socratic gadfly, 
urging society to seek greater peace and justice through 
its utopian images and prophetic criticism. This impulse 
towards peace and justice makes certain forms of reli-
gion necessary allies to secular reason in its attempt to 
preserve and enhance life.

In Habermas’s view, fundamentalist versions of 
Christianity and Islam, Hindu communalism, or New 
Age syncretism are not allies to reason. New Age syn-
cretism expresses “social pathologies of modernity,”8 but 
offers no effective resistance to them. Fundamentalism’s 
lack of critical reflexivity in the form of recognition of 
the other and reciprocal self-respect for them “clashes 
with fundamental convictions of modernity” (20). 
According to Habermas, religions need to internalize 
this recognition of the other in order to be constructive 
presences in contemporary societies and not continu-
ous sources of conflict (21). But in doing so, religions 
should continue to live from their traditions and symbols 
and not let their critical ideals and utopias be dissolved 
through conformity to secular forms of rationality. 

Second, religions have not faded away, as some 
secularization theorists predicted. Instead, religions are 
experiencing a resurgence accompanied by “an increase 
in the frequency of conflicts between different religious 
groups and denominations” (19) and between people 
of secular and religious convictions. Religions are still 
an “unexhausted force” (18) in liberal societies. But 
towards what will this force be directed? If religions 
are to contribute constructively to society, they need 
the aid of secular reason and must accept its authority 
in the institutionalized sciences, the basic principles of 
liberalism in law and morality, and express themselves 
in accessible ways when speaking publicly. Religions 
must become bilingual—they must be able to use a 
language drawn from their own traditions within their 
communities and another that can express their convic-
tions intelligibly in relation to the natural sciences and 
other systems of belief when addressing public issues.9 
Secular reason must acknowledge the emancipatory po-
tential of religion and the new cultural constellation of 
post-secular societies that religion’s enduring presence 
has helped create. Secular reason cannot set itself up as 
“the judge concerning the truths of faith” (16), and lib-
eral states must recognize that “religious utterances can 
make a meaningful contribution to clarifying controver-
sial questions of principle” (22) in public discussions. 
Habermas sees these to be parallel steps in a reciprocal 
learning process that secular reason and religion must 
undertake (19) if they are to fulfill their potential to 
benefit humanity. Secular reason and religion must open 
themselves to one another in this way for the sake of 
working together. They need each other. 
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What Is New in Habermas’s Position?
Habermas distinguishes his new understanding of 

religion from “the blinkered enlightenment which is 
unenlightened about itself and which denies religion any 
rational content” and from Hegel’s understanding of re-
ligion as a form of representational thinking subordinate 
to philosophy (18). The novelty of Habermas’s position 
can be illuminated by comparing it to the influential 
argument of New Testament scholar and Protestant 
theologian Rudolf Bultmann in his famous essay calling 
for the demythologization of the New Testament, origi-
nally published in 1941.10 Bultmann was convinced that 
the modern world needed to hear the gospel and that, to 
meet this objective, the gospel required demythologiza-
tion. Bultmann argued:  

It is impossible to use electric light and the wire-
less and to avail ourselves of modern medical 
and surgical discoveries, and at the same time to 
believe in the New Testament world of spirits and 
miracles. We may think we can manage it in our 
own lives, but to expect others to do so is to make 
the Christian faith unintelligible and unacceptable 
to the modern world.11

Like Bultmann, Habermas recognizes a cleavage be-
tween religion and secular reason that cannot be bridged 
(17). Yet Habermas notes that what Bultmann described 
as impossible is happening. Many—not all, but many—
people use electric lights et cetera and continue to 
believe “in the New Testament world … of miracles.”12 
Christian faith that invokes the symbols and themes of 
the New Testament remains present in Western societ-
ies along with other religions. These no longer have the 
culture-forming power they once did in the West, but 
they have not disappeared. Like Bultmann, Habermas 
recognizes that because their symbols, beliefs, and ra-
tionality are frequently “unintelligible … to the modern 
world,”13 religions need to express their convictions 
non-religiously in order to communicate them in public. 
But unlike Bultmann, Habermas does not believe that 
religions should trim their beliefs to limits imposed by 
secular reason because those that don’t are doomed to 
disappear. History has not borne this out. He also argues 
that secular reason cannot simply declare religious sym-
bols and beliefs to be “unacceptable” and dismiss them. 
On this point it must correct itself. Secular reason can no 
longer pose as the arbiter of the rationality of all forms 
of knowledge and experience. According to Habermas, 
in “the end it can accept as reasonable only what it can 

translate into its own, in principle universally accessible, 
discourses,” but it must recognize that it cannot judge 
the truth claims of religions in a final way (16). In argu-
ing this, Habermas assumes a prophetic stance against 
the “ideological secularism” opposed to religion in prin-
ciple, which is prevalent in many Western universities, 
public media, and social institutions.14

Bultmann argued that the truth claims of religion had 
to be restricted to what was acceptable to secular reason 
in order to be intellectually credible. Habermas rec-
ognizes the clash between secular reason and religion. 
However, he argues that the two must be held together in 
a productive tension rather than one reduced to the other. 
Secular reason that is truly self-critical must recognize 
that religion remains present often in constructive ways 
in contemporary societies and acknowledge that the 
nature of religion and its truth claims have become open 
questions for it. 

In the United States, Jeffrey Stout has made a similar 
argument.15 The functional differentiation of modern 
Western societies has led to a proliferation of rationali-
ties and concepts of reason that are difficult to reconcile 
with one another in a coherent way. The unsettled 
relation of secular reason to religion is one example 
of how the “rationality continuum” of contemporary 
Western societies has become broken.16 Habermas’s 
reassessment of religion is postmodern in recognizing 
this brokenness and acknowledging that no one form 
of knowledge can be the final arbiter of the truth of all. 

However, Habermas describes contemporary societ-
ies as post-secular rather than postmodern. This is an 
important difference between his understanding and 
Jean-François Lyotard’s insightful and influential de-
scription of postmodernism, which also emphasized 
how the “speculative unity” of knowledge has fragment-
ed into a plurality of disparate forms of knowledge and 
experience.17 For Lyotard, postmodernism also meant 
that the grand narratives of religion and emancipatory 
reason that claim to articulate transcendent truths have 
lost their credibility.18 Lyotard described people as now 
living in “flexible networks of language games,”19 eclec-
tically composed of scientific and narrative forms of 
knowledge,20 none of which can be legitimized in an in-
tersubjective way. As a result, scientific knowledge has 
become primarily a commodity, that is, a form of power 
to be bought and sold and judged by its performative ca-
pabilities. Narrative knowledge has become a subjective 
account of a particular group’s experience. Rather than 
seeking to re-establish a unity to knowledge by restoring 
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an old grand narrative or devising a new one, one should 
acknowledge the diversity of the many language games 
and live out the uniqueness of that which one inhabits 
and helps create. 

From Habermas’s perspective, Lyotard’s dismissal of 
grand narratives fails to recognize the continuing eman-
cipatory power of reason and religion (18) as well as the 
responsibility that comes with this power. Societies are 
post-secular because religions, with their grand narra-
tives, continue to be motivating for significant numbers 
of people. In universities and seminaries, there are 
still theologians who, as Johannes Baptist Metz put it, 
remain universalists “for the sake of God and human 
beings,” despite a widespread “postmodern sensitivity 
toward the … dangers of universalistic concepts and 
their cognitive degradation of plurality and difference.”21 
This postmodern sensitivity22 correctly teaches that 
guiding notions of love and care for others must always 
be open to critique and reformulation, and, if possible, 
worked out through dialogue with those one cares for. 
But this sensitivity to the cultural relativity and danger 
of universal concepts does not rule out the “universal 
responsibility born of the memory of suffering”23 and the 
hope for the final overcoming of sin and evil that faith 
in God creates. 

The ethical relativism resulting from Lyotard’s in-
credulity towards grand narratives has been criticized 
by a number of Christian thinkers, including Gregory 
Baum.24 A kind of grand narrative, the “longing that the 
murderer should not triumph over his innocent victim,”25 
is implicit in commitment to the idea of justice, even if 
only in the form of a “minimal theology.”26 Lyotard’s 
incredulity towards grand narratives rules out concepts 
of transcendent justice and truth. This leads him into the 
performative contradiction of stating an understanding 
of reality claiming to be more than simply one more 
language game while denying that such exist.27 Like 
Lyotard, Habermas recognizes the fragmented nature of 
contemporary Western rationality. But for him, reason 
has a grand narrative that should be continued. 

Against Pope Benedict XVI’s denial of the legitimacy 
of this fragmentation and criticism of its effects (22), 
Habermas affirms that aspects of this development are 
rationally grounded and have been beneficial for human-
ity in some respects. In his judgment,

the move from Duns Scotus to nominalism does 
not merely lead to the Protestant voluntarist 
deity … but also paves the way for modern natural 
science. Kant’s transcendental turn leads not only 

to a critique of the proofs of God’s existence but 
also to the concept of autonomy which first made 
possible our modern European understanding of 
law and democracy. Moreover, historicism does 
not necessarily lead to a relativistic self-denial of 
reason. As a child of the Enlightenment, it makes 
us sensitive to cultural differences and prevents us 
from over-generalizing context-dependent judg-
ments. (22–23)

For Habermas, reason serves life by functioning 
as the guardian of rationality,28 a task that has led it 
through the transformations described above. To fulfill 
its emancipatory potential, secular reason must now 
change again, correcting itself by recognizing and draw-
ing upon the continuing presence and salvific potential 
of religion. 

The grand narratives of religion and reason are not 
the only ones still present in Western societies. Lyotard’s 
study was first published in 1979. Since then, through 
the 1980s and the first decade of the new millennium, 
grand narratives of nationalism, particularly that of 
American empire, have been powerfully and often bane-
fully present around the globe, drawing political support 
in the United States from an alliance with the Christian 
Right’s opposition to secularism and democratic plu-
ralism.29 An incredulity towards grand narratives can 
become a failure to recognize and address this. Grand 
narratives of nationalism express an intrinsic aspect of 
the human condition30 that easily becomes perverted into 
destructive myths of self-centred identity that frequently 
attempt to co-opt the symbols and rhetoric of religion. 
An important aspect of Habermas’s new assessment of 
religion is his recognition that secular reason should 
cease attempting to discredit or ignore religions like 
Hinduism, Islam, and Christianity, and instead work 
with them so they are not co-opted in this way (18). 
Secular reason must enter into the debate about the 
contemporary public meaning of religions, showing that 
support for liberal democracies can be justified on the 
basis of religious convictions (20) and recognizing that 
these have a place in public discourse. The recognition 
of the other and reciprocal self-respect that support “the 
neutrality of the state toward worldviews, the equal free-
dom of all religious communities, and the independence 
of the institutionalized sciences” (21) can be justified 
on the basis of the commandment to love others that is 
central to Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, and Christianity.
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A Dichotomy or a Distinction? 
Habermas describes secular reason and religion 

as two dichotomous things separated by a profound 
cleavage that “cannot be bridged” (17). This obscures 
how the two intermingle and contain elements of each 
other. There is a minimal theology, a religious element 
in the form of a “metaphysical supplement” present 
in Habermas’s own secular reasoning “where it ad-
dresses the moral and aesthetic-practical dimensions 
that regulate human agency and constitute individual 
meaningfulness.”31 Here Habermas’s secular reason pre-
supposes a very abstract and minimal form of religious 
faith as the ground of its own rationality. Hent De Vries 
points out a problem with Habermas’s form of religion: 
“Not only must the attempt to explicate the concept of 
rationality remain far more hypothetical than Habermas 
intends, but to be comprehensive, coherent, and explana-
tory the theory must somehow point – and be carried 
– beyond itself.”32 Reason that has an emancipatory in-
tent and commitment to justice is never wholly secular. 

Secular reason, even that claiming emancipatory 
intent, often has another, less salutary, religious dimen-
sion. In calling for the demythologizing of the gospel, 
Bultmann also opposed the secular reason of Western 
modernity to Christian religion in a dichotomous way. 
As James Cone argued, this was an oversimplifica-
tion.33 Mythic notions and languages continue to be a 
part of what claims to be secular reason, even if not 
acknowledged as such. As Lyotard noted, the networks 
of language games that people live in are composed of 
both scientific and narrative discourses. The latter are 
often mythic in nature. In his critique of Bultmann, Cone 
pointed to mythic notions of white racism present in 
much of what passed for secular reason in the dominant 
culture of the United States during the 1960s and 1970s. 
White American theologians who adopted Bultmann’s 
program of demythologizing the gospel failed to recog-
nize and address this. 

There is a significant overlap between Cone’s 
demand that mythic understandings of Jesus’ saving sig-
nificance be critically related to racist myths present in 
secular reason and Habermas’s recognition that secular 
reason needs the stimulus of emancipatory religion to 
keep it alert to the “violations of solidarity throughout 
the world” (19). A lack of awareness of the sufferings 
of others can result from the hidden presence of racist 
myths in what claims to be secular reason. Human rea-
son is always involved in an ”ideological taint”34 of some 
sort that often takes the form of self-serving myths. 

What Habermas calls religious images of the “moral 
whole,” like the kingdom of God, can work against this 
by the inclusivity of their vision of salvation that coun-
teracts tendencies to become reconciled to the suffering 
of others. 

Conversely, secular reason is not foreign to most 
religions in contemporary Western societies. As Norbert 
Brieskorn, one of Habermas’s respondents in the book, 
observes, the “sons and daughters of modernity do 
not live outside of the religious communities.”35 Even 
fundamentalists make use of secular reason in certain re-
spects, rejecting modernity selectively, not holus bolus,36 
eagerly using products of secular reason that serve their 
purposes. Also, through dialogue with Marxism, lib-
eration, feminist, and black theologies have integrated 
a self-critical emphasis of modern emancipatory reason 
into their religious thought, continually testing their 
doctrinal formulations and theological methods in light 
of the practice they give rise to. 

Just as Habermas’s emancipatory secular reason has 
an ineradicably religious element, socially engaged reli-
gious people who act rationally employ secular reason. 
If one examines the speeches and sermons of Martin 
Luther King, Jr., for example, one sees the intermingling 
of secular reason and religion. In planning and articulat-
ing their strategies in the civil rights struggle, King and 
others employed secular reasoning, looking at the forms 
of power and persuasion that African-Americans could 
use and the likelihood of these being successful. Their 
goals and strategies depended upon immanent principles 
of expectation that could be roughly calculated by secu-
lar reason. Yet there was a religious dimension to the 
reasoning and rhetoric of King and company. King knew 
how powerful and ruthless the forces of white racism 
were, how radical and deeply entrenched the oppres-
sion of African-Americans was. His ultimate hope that 
it could be overcome was based not in the strength or 
moral goodness of African-Americans, but in his faith 
that a transcendent principle of justice was at work in 
their struggle for civil rights. In a sermon during this 
period, when he articulated this hope, he invoked the 
death and resurrection of Jesus Christ as the basis for it.37 
The goals and strategies worked out by secular reason-
ing gave King and company a rational way of living out 
this hope. Yet only this transcendent hope based on faith 
in God made their struggle rational in the sense of hav-
ing an ultimate hope of success. This helped keep their 
struggle from degenerating into destructive violence. 
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In most world religions, the call for humanity to have 
faith in God and the call to act responsibly to the best of 
one’s ability go together. As Paul Tillich argued in The 
Socialist Decision, the tension between religion or tran-
scendent expectation and secular reason or immanent 
expectation is “indisputable,” but it is not a fundamental 
opposition, because human “expectation is always tran-
scendent and immanent at the same time.”38 A movement 
for social justice proceeds rationally when it is able to 
articulate both immanent and transcendent principles of 
expectation. Secular reason and religion are not com-
pletely dichotomous. Although frequently separated by 
profound differences in norms, sources, and principles 
of reasoning, they “meet in the framework of open 
questions, the question of suffering which cannot be an-
swered and the question of righteousness which cannot 
be surrendered,”39 and as allies in struggles for justice 
and peace. The difference between religion and secular 
reason that has an emancipatory intent is one of distinc-
tion rather than dichotomy. Secular reason focuses on 
what can be concretely analyzed, responsibly calculated, 
and rationally demonstrated. Religious faith articulates 
more what one has been grasped by, what moves one 
and gives meaning and direction to one’s ethical action. 
Although secular reason and religion are often very dif-
ferent and at times antagonistic, they are both forms of 
finite human reason, each limited in its own way, each 
needing something beyond itself. A major contribution 
of Habermas’s new assessment of religion is the clear 
and incisive way he articulates the distinct form this 
need takes for religion and secular reason in the present 
and how each can help the other fulfill its emancipatory 
potential. 

The Responses to Habermas
The responses to Habermas also argue that there are 

greater commonalities between religion and secular 
reason than Habermas recognizes. Norbert Brieskorn 
suggests that Habermas’s secular reason inevitably 
reaches beyond its self-proclaimed limits.40 He sees in 
Habermas’s new assessment of religion an invitation to 
religious communities to become involved in public life 
and a recognition of the power of their disestablished 
state in secular societies.41 Michael Reder, another re-
spondent, argues that the relation of faith and reason is 
one of reciprocal determination rather than dichotomy42 
and that religious “arguments could have even greater 
impact in the public arena in the light of a broad un-
derstanding of reason (which does not distinguish it 

sharply from faith).”43 Friedo Ricken, also a respon-
dent, questions whether Habermas’s postmetaphysical 
reason can adequately express “the awkwardness and 
provocativeness of the biblical message as well as do 
the concepts of Greek metaphysics.”44 Josef Schmidt, in 
his response, argues that “the orientation to the infinite, 
unique God grounds human freedom and autonomy and 
the inclusiveness of the human mind and the universality 
of human morality.”45 He argues that reason belongs to 
Christian faith’s own logos.46 

All of these respondents argue that there is an under-
lying unity between religious faith and secular reason 
properly conceived. Yet the fragmentation of reason in 
the present and the differences between religious faith 
and secular reason that Habermas emphasizes must be 
acknowledged (79–80). He correctly insists that no theo-
retical synthesis of the two exists at present. His call is 
to recognize the contribution that each can make through 
the assistance of the other and to accept the fragmentary 
nature of each, rather than declare either to be sufficient 
alone or to assert a unity to the two that is not really 
present. The difference between them is more a distinc-
tion of form than a dichotomy. Yet this distinction leads 
to radically different kinds of knowledge that are dif-
ficult to reconcile with each other. Both are necessary in 
struggles for justice, yet their differences easily become 
sources of mutual contradiction.

Shared Perceptions
In his reply to his respondents, Habermas notes 

that moral sensitivity to injustice and suffering has not 
diminished in Western societies, but is now extended 
beyond their borders. As this compassion clashes with 
“imperatives of the market” (73), it often withdraws 
“into the private domain” (74), and awareness of suf-
fering becomes repressed from political and economic 
discourse. This produces trends “toward the breakdown 
of solidarity.” For Habermas, this is all the more dis-
turbing because globalization has created a need for 
“the political regulation of an emerging multicultural 
world society” (74). World religions, with their global 
networks of communities and their ideals of love for all 
others, can help stem the withdrawal of compassion and 
aid by helping create the political will for a more just 
global society. 

This perception is shared by others. Gregory Baum 
has similarly argued that world religions articulate in 
accessible ways the insight that we belong to one an-
other. Socialism and movements for social justice must 
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draw upon this if they are to succeed.47 Charles Taylor 
has argued that the high moral standards of solidarity 
that Habermas wants to maintain and extend can best 
be sustained by religious visions that provide moral 
sources stronger than secular reason can generate.48 
Religions can be an irreplaceable source of solidar-
ity. Like Habermas, Taylor also argues that Western 
societies are post-secular, that their salient feature is 
the co-existence of secular reason and religion in an 
unstable relationship, each contributing in its own way 
to human flourishing, yet each threatening to undermine 
the other.49 The prevalence of secular reason has led to 
people conceiving themselves, the world, and the future 
in purely immanent terms. But Taylor argues that this 
immanent frame can be lived in many ways—some open 
to religious transcendence, others closed to it.50 

Habermas’s new understanding of religion is an at-
tempt to open the immanent frame of secular Western 
societies to the witness to transcendence of world re-
ligions. It remains to be seen what kind of hearing he, 
Jeffrey Stout,51 and others will receive. This slim volume 
offers a concise presentation and excellent discussion 
of Habermas’s new understanding of religion. It will be 
important reading for anyone concerned with the public 
nature of religion, its contribution to the common good, 
and its future in Western societies. 

Don Schweitzer is Professor of Theology at St. Andrew’s College, 
Saskatoon. 
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Three Takes on Marci McDonald’s The Armageddon Factor
By Margie Patrick 
The King’s University College

With the increasing secularization of Canadian law 
and political culture after World War II, many 

evangelicals came to perceive themselves as cultural 
outsiders under siege from secular liberal elites. In re-
sponse, they created the infrastructure to protect their 
orthodoxy, launching religious broadcasters, expanding 
educational institutions, and founding interdenomina-
tional and transdenominational organizations. For those 
organizations entering the arena of politics, opposition 
to secularism became a mobilizing discourse as they 
sought to educate evangelicals about political processes 
and solicit support from the rank and file.

The evangelical sense of marginalization at the 
hands of liberal elites surfaced most recently in the 
same-sex marriage debate of the early 2000s, in which 
evangelicals were among the most vocal opponents of 
redefining marriage. During the debate, journalist Marci 
McDonald returned to Canada from her assignment in 
the US to find, from her perspective, elements of the 
American culture wars and Religious Right operative 
in various Canadian evangelical organizations. With the 
election of Stephen Harper’s Conservatives in 2006, she 
believed that evangelicals gained significant access to 
political power. Ten months after the election, she wrote 
an article for The Walrus in which she described the in-
fluence of socially conservative evangelicals on Harper’s 
domestic and international policies.1 After further 
research she published an expanded version of her argu-
ment in a book entitled The Armageddon Factor: The 
Rise of Christian Nationalism in Canada, published in 
2010.2 In The Armageddon Factor, McDonald focused 
on a small evangelical sub-group she called “Christian 
Nationalists,” portrayed as theocrats intent on remak-
ing Canada into a Christian nation. The individuals and 
organizations she highlighted include Charles McVety, 
Preston Manning, Stockwell Day, Faytene Kryskow 
of 4MYCanada, the National House of Prayer, the 
Miracle Network, Watchmen for the Nations, Big Valley 
Creation Science Museum, and the Christian Zionist 
movement. 

Needless to say, The Armageddon Factor evoked 
much criticism from evangelicals who found a num-
ber of McDonald’s interpretations galling, such as her 

claim that Christian Nationalists believe that homo-
sexuals and adulterers violate biblical law and “merit 
severe punishment and the sort of shunning that once 
characterized a society where suspected witches were 
burned” (359). While not all responses to McDonald’s 
work were negative,3 in this article I focus on what I 
consider to be the more substantive critiques written by 
evangelicals, especially those by John G. Stackhouse 
Jr., who engaged with McDonald in three lengthy blogs. 
In part, these critiques were an attempt by evangelicals 
to explain themselves to other Canadians and they 
are my first “take” or first layer of engagement with 
The Armageddon Factor. The second “take” reframes 
McDonald’s suggestion that evangelicals who use secu-
lar language when participating in the public sphere may 
be engaging in political subterfuge. In contrast, I argue 
that evangelical employment of such language can be in-
terpreted as an indication of some political maturity. The 
third “take” moves beyond McDonald’s book and asks 
whether involvement in politics might lead evangelicals, 
including those identified by McDonald as Christian 
Nationalists, to develop more mature and deeper un-
derstandings of social issues. Although this task is 
somewhat speculative, it is based on the experiences of 
the Evangelical Fellowship of Canada, an organization 
created in 1964 that became more intentionally involved 
in politics in 1983.

Take 1: McDonald’s Critics
One of the criticisms levelled against McDonald was 

her lack of definitions, which left her open to the charge 
of casting her net too widely. There is significant theo-
logical diversity among evangelicals, as they worship 
in over 100 denominations.4 Anabaptists are committed 
to peacemaking, while those from Reformed churches 
emphasize the transformation of society to reflect bib-
lical principles of justice, and Pentecostals embody 
the holiness tradition. To complicate matters, not all 
members of these traditions self-identify as evangelical 
or agree on the nature and extent of their involvement 
in the public sphere. As a result, evangelicals do not 
vote as a block. In fact, until the 2000s, they exhibited 
roughly the same voting patterns as the general popula-
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tion, albeit with slightly higher levels of support for the 
Reform and Alliance parties.5 According to Stackhouse, 
the inclusion of definitions would help readers grasp 
the differences between the Religious Right, orthodox 
Christianity, and those who happen to be both religious 
and politically conservative.6 Definitions might also 
help readers distinguish between a Religious Right and 
a general drift towards political conservatism in the 
Canadian population. Molly Worthen made a similar 
point when she maintained that McDonald incorrectly 
painted Lutherans, Dutch Reformed, and Mennonites 
as all supportive of Christian “Dominionism” and hold-
ing a premillennialist view of the end times. Worthen 
contended that what McDonald identified as Christian 
Reconstructionism was actually a form of Reformed 
cultural theology.7 

To be fair, McDonald came to acknowledge the 
theological and political diversity among evangelicals, 
evident in the terms she used to identify her subjects. 
In the Walrus article, she referred to the people she was 
studying as evangelical, whereas in The Armageddon 
Factor, she identified them as Christian Nationalists, 
a sub-group of evangelicalism. In an interview with 
walrusmagazine.com after the release of the book, she 
described Christian Nationalists as forming a “very 
small wing of the evangelical community – most of them 
Pentecostals, it turns out, but it certainly doesn’t apply to 
all Pentecostals ….”8 Furthermore, in The Armageddon 
Factor she distinguished between moderate evangeli-
cals and Christian Nationalists. For example, she noted 
that Brian Stiller, former President of the Evangelical 
Fellowship of Canada, disliked the political tactics em-
ployed by Jerry Falwell, leader of the Moral Majority 
in the US during the 1980s, and preferred to build 
bridges with Roman Catholics, including the Canadian 
Conference of Catholic Bishops. Yet Stackhouse argued 
that McDonald did not consistently maintain the dis-
tinctions throughout her book. His charge is supported 
by the fact that despite McDonald’s identification of 
the Evangelical Fellowship as politically moderate, she 
included its name in a list of “theo-con” organizations 
(284). In her Walrus article, McDonald used the term 
“theo-con” to refer to those elements of Canadian evan-
gelicalism that fashion themselves after the American 
Religious Right and use religion in a confrontational 
manner to promote conservative social policy and pro-
Israeli foreign policy.

At the heart of many of these types of challenges was 
the belief that McDonald had oversimplified her sub-

jects. As a spokesperson for the Evangelical Fellowship 
of Canada blogged, the reduction of her subjects’ 
theology to premillennialism and dominionism led 
McDonald to ignore “the possibility that Evangelicals 
can be motivated to participate in public life from a be-
lief in God’s purpose for a just society that cares for the 
vulnerable and respects human dignity, while respecting 
the democratic principles that welcome difference of 
opinion.”9 Newspaper columnist Lorrie Goldstein made 
the same point when he highlighted the work of vari-
ous evangelical and socially conservative pastors in the 
troubled community along the Jane and Finch corridor 
in Toronto.10 Goldstein’s account reflects the different 
types of political engagement evident in the evangelical 
community. While some evangelicals argue that the role 
of the state is to promote public justice, others believe 
that it is individuals who transform society, leading them 
to emphasize the necessity of conversion and participate 
in local efforts to care for the poor and needy.

Another critique offered by Stackhouse was that 
McDonald did not make her subjects intelligible to 
her audience because she never delved into why they 
believe what they do and why they act in particular 
ways. As a result, he contended, readers viewed them 
as ignorant and bizarre. McDonald reinforced this 
conception by claiming that evangelicals engage in po-
litical subterfuge. Readers encountered this allegation 
early in the book when she stated that “many Canadian 
evangelicals have learned to operate with a mixture 
of stealth and obfuscation” (7). For an example, she 
turned to Preston Manning and his Manning Centre for 
Building Democracy, which she claimed was modelled 
after the Leadership Institute in the US. Run by a “vet-
eran Republican operative” whom McDonald described 
as a “hard-core social conservative” named Morton 
Blackwell, the Leadership Institute schooled such lu-
minaries as Republican Karl Rove and former Christian 
Coalition leader Ralph Reed in the techniques of po-
litical organizing (104). McDonald depicted Manning’s 
“faith and politics” seminars, in which he discussed how 
people of faith may engage in democratic politics, as “… 
spin control: ditch the God talk and avoid the temptation 
to play holier-than-thou” (107). She then questioned the 
degree to which his efforts were directed “by cunning 
and equivocation” (108). The implicit suggestion was 
that mixing faith and politics is un-Canadian, that it 
is a strategy taken from the roster of tactics employed 
by the American Religious Right. Indeed, in an article 
McDonald wrote for The Star, she charged Harper with 
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Americanizing political debate by bringing religion into 
the public sphere.11

Although some critics charged McDonald with 
propagating the old liberal adage that religion must be 
kept out of politics, this was not the case. She described 
her intention as sounding a wake-up call to Canadians, 
for “in the end, it is up to Canadian voters to write the 
next chapter. Only they can decide the kind of country 
in which they want to live” (361). She sought to bring 
into the light those whom she believed operate in the 
shadows and threaten Canadian tolerance and multi-
culturalism. Yet McDonald’s portrayal of her subjects 
as conspiratorial, sinister, scheming tacticians begs the 
question of how evangelicals or organizations of faith 
should participate in the public sphere. This issue re-
quires some further reflection.

Take 2: Political Maturation
McDonald’s commentary on Manning’s seminars 

implies that sectarian language is more legitimate for 
religious groups to use in the public sphere than politi-
cal or secular language. Others, however, view the use of 
publicly accessible language as an indication of politi-
cal maturity in that it demonstrates an understanding of 
what is specifically political language. This is the argu-
ment of Jonathan Chaplin, who distinguishes between 
“confessional” and “political” discourse. According to 
Chaplin, the first proclaims either religious or secular 
comprehensive doctrines about life, while the second ad-
dresses issues of public policy and law. To elaborate the 
distinction, Chaplin provides the following examples: 

… religiously-grounded statements like “humans 
must respect the divinely-created diversity of spe-
cies,” or “human life is sacred,” could, if someone 
wished, be legitimately invoked in political debate, 
but a virtuous (religious) citizen would not sup-
pose that by employing them they had adequately 
addressed the specifically political question of 
what implications such statements might have for 
lawmaking and public policy. Equally, a statement 
like “Humans are merely one species among the 
realm of living creatures depending on Earth for 
their sustenance” could be legitimately invoked 
in political debate, but a virtuous (Green) citizen 
would not suppose that by employing it they had 
yet spoken politically [italics in original].12 

Chaplin suggests that, while citizens and even elected 
representatives are free to invoke confessional discourse 
in the public sphere and their political advocacy, it may 

not be helpful or even appropriate to do so, as they must 
inevitably talk about the implication of those confes-
sional beliefs on law, governments, and public policy. 
One of the purposes of political education that occurs 
within religious organizations, he claims, is to educate 
religious citizens about which types of rhetoric and 
public policies are appropriate to the state as an institu-
tion that decides on matters of public interest. Believers 
who insist on invoking only confessional statements in 
politics are “political apprentices in need of guidance 
towards more focused and pertinent modes of political 
speech.”13 For Chaplin, the same applies to those who 
employ secular confessional discourse. 

In the past, Chaplin served on the Social Action 
Commission of the Evangelical Fellowship of Canada 
(EFC). In The Armageddon Factor, McDonald portrayed 
the EFC as politically moderate. Yet, like Manning, EFC 
leaders urge evangelicals to use specifically political 
language in the public sphere. This was especially true 
for Stiller during his tenure as EFC president, from 1983 
to 1998. Stiller’s counsel did not indicate subterfuge 
on his part nor reveal a lack of commitment to what he 
believed to be the truth. Rather, his lessons on language 
reflected a political pragmatism. If evangelicals wished 
to persuade others about the benefits of the Christian 
faith, Stiller advised, they must use the language that 
enables them to be heard. As he reminded them, “to use 
[the Bible] with those who do not believe is to invite 
their scorn and repudiation of the Bible. Instead, use 
biblical ideas expressed in non-biblical language.”14 In 
addition, Stiller cautioned evangelicals against uttering 
such phrases as “thus says the Lord” and proclaiming 
judgment. Instead of moralizing, he urged them to at-
tend public debates and present ideas, get their facts 
right, avoid being sidetracked from the real issue, digest 
the views and arguments of others, test their approach 
before presenting to politicians or committees, meet the 
key players, learn the system, be present at the table, 
build coalitions, learn the art of compromise, and refrain 
from becoming weary.15 

In their various legal interventions, EFC leaders often 
argue that support for their positions does not depend 
on commitments to a particular religious creed or tradi-
tion. In many cases, the EFC intervenes in legal cases as 
part of a coalition of organizations, some of them inter-
religious, which means that the coalition partners cannot 
use specifically sectarian or denominational language 
and reasoning in their arguments. Depending on the 
religious and social diversity in the coalitions, participa-
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tion in them may contribute to democracy, for according 
to Veit Bader, citizens learn to live with disagreement 
by developing civil and democratic practices such as 
explaining positions in a manner that is understandable 
by a wide range of people, listening to others, being 
fair-minded, and being willing to accommodate others’ 
views.16 To return to the Christian Nationalists portrayed 
in The Armageddon Factor, some are unable to move 
beyond confessional language to political discourse. 
Given their relatively short existence, such political 
immaturity is not surprising. For those who are more 
politically mature and attempt to teach others how to en-
gage the political sphere, their use of political language 
cannot be dismissed as mere subterfuge. Instead, it may 
create some new possibilities for evangelical engage-
ment in the public sphere.

Take 3: Possibilities
The history of the EFC and the manner in which 

it helped create coalitions and increasingly employed 
political language suggests that participation in politics 
has a definite impact on religious organizations. In the 
context of The Armageddon Factor, the question is how 
involvement in political processes might moderate the 
Christian Nationalists. This is a realistic question, for 
as Thomas E. Reynolds notes, religious traditions are 
reshaped by their involvement in politics and the process 
of sharing public, secular space with others.17 Similarly, 
José Casanova discusses how the engagement in politics 
by religious organizations and individuals brings moral-
ity into the public sphere and publicity into private life. 
The latter process requires religions and their adherents 
to confront, and in some cases perhaps adopt, modern 
normative structures.18 

An example is how EFC leaders moderated their 
views about same-sex relationships. In 1986 they ob-
jected to a proposed amendment to the Human Rights 
Act that sought to include “sexual orientation” as one of 
the grounds on which it would be illegal to discriminate. 
The EFC’s position paper insisted that homosexuals 
already enjoyed protection against discrimination and 
inequality in that they had the same rights and protec-
tions as other Canadians.19 However, by the time of the 
same-sex marriage debate, various EFC papers and sub-
missions acknowledged the need to recognize same-sex 
relationships in some manner and accord them social 
benefits, especially if the benefits supported the vulner-
able. Examples of recognition mentioned by the EFC in 
a positive manner were the “civil partnership regimes” 

created by the provincial governments of Quebec and 
Nova Scotia. Although EFC leaders continued to oppose 
same-sex marriage, they and the coalitions in which 
they participated realized that if the state was to legally 
recognize heterosexual marriage, it might be discrimi-
natory not to recognize other types of relationships.20 
These changes in position could be ascribed to various 
causes. Perhaps EFC leaders came to believe that justice 
required some state recognition for same-sex relation-
ships. Perhaps the changes simply reflected the new 
legal realities as Parliament and provincial legislatures 
changed various laws to protect same-sex relationships. 
Regardless of the reason, participating in shared public 
space required EFC leaders to engage with the legal and 
political realities rather than romanticize the past. With 
regard to the Christian Nationalists, their more extreme 
positions may become moderated by their involvement 
in the processes of political negotiation. Those who 
refuse or are unable to moderate their positions may be 
marginalized by those who value the benefits of being 
“at the table” and having a public voice.

Another possibility arising from the experience of 
sharing public space might be that evangelicals broaden 
their scope of interest in public issues, moving beyond 
culture-war morality issues to such issues as poverty 
and global warming. While some evangelical groups, 
most notably the Mennonites, have a long history of 
addressing issues of poverty, sustainable development, 
and environmental care, much evangelical political 
advocacy continues to focus on such issues as abor-
tion, prostitution, pornography, and same-sex marriage. 
Evangelicals, like Roman Catholics and Jews, view hu-
man beings as image bearers of God, as the imago Dei. 
The manner in which many evangelicals conceptualize 
the imago Dei prompts them to focus on the moral is-
sues because they believe involvement in these actions 
harms human flourishing. Many evangelicals, however, 
do not acknowledge that some economic structures and 
environmental degradation also harm the imago Dei. 
Evangelical silence on these issues is inconsistent with 
their concerns about secularism, for the economic 
sphere is the most secular of all social spheres. Even 
the EFC did not address the issue of poverty in a sus-
tained manner until 2003, when it created a roundtable 
on poverty and homelessness. Evangelicals have a so-
phisticated communication network and if they were to 
mobilize these networks and protest child poverty in the 
same numbers as they attend rallies to oppose abortion 
on demand, they could have a lasting impact on social 
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policy. This is not to suggest that evangelicals should 
not mobilize around the issues that they believe their 
faith and conscience require them to address. Instead, I 
am proposing that involvement in politics may encour-
age evangelicals to expand their understanding of what 
protection of the imago Dei entails.21

Somewhat related to these possibilities that may 
arise from political engagement is the question of 
who may legitimately speak for the evangelical rank 
and file. Many of the organizations highlighted in The 
Armageddon Factor are populist and arose in response 
to specific events. For example, Jean Chrétien’s prohibi-
tion against invoking the name of Jesus Christ in public 
memorials for the victims of 9/11 prompted a group 
of Pentecostals to found the National House of Prayer. 
A number of the others arose during the gay marriage 
debate. These are the people and organizations that 
McDonald alleges are well funded, well organized, and 
“punching above their weight.” Conversely, the more 
moderate evangelical organizations tend to be more 
elitist because they communicate with and represent 
denominational leaders and well-established evangelical 
institutions. At times these elite leaders are embarrassed 
by populists such as Charles McVety and believe that his 
self-promotion harms their long-term goal of becoming 
significant players in the creation of social policy. For 
instance, when McVety told the media that he had lob-
bied the Conservative government to limit tax credits 
for Canadian-made movies that violate traditional so-
cial mores, the EFC’s Don Hutchinson told the Ottawa 
Citizen that neither McVety nor Canada Christian 
College, of which McVety is president, were members 
of the EFC and that McVety represented a more extreme 
end of the political spectrum.22 Now that evangelicals 
have a wide array of organizations that they may choose 
to fund, it remains to be seen whether they will tend 
towards the populist ones that have some extremist 
elements or the elitist and more moderate ones. Such de-
cisions may impact the ability of large umbrella groups 
like the EFC to claim to speak for evangelicals. With the 
election of a Conservative majority government in 2011, 
only time will tell whether the populist or the elite orga-
nizations eventually gain more political access. 

Conclusion
Although some of the points that I raise here are 

speculative, in that they address possibilities rather than 
analyze current actions, they take McDonald’s work as a 
serious point of departure. They also take engagement in 

political processes seriously. As those with deeply held 
religious beliefs enter public space, they learn the art of 
dialogue, understand the need for compromise, employ 
political language, and become more intelligible to the 
Canadian public. While McDonald did not fully com-
prehend the nature of evangelical (Christian Nationalist) 
political involvement, her work invites readers to think 
more deeply about the value and potential of religious 
groups participating in politics. 
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Libya and the Responsibility to Protect
By John Siebert
Project Ploughshares

Together with our international allies, we have 
steadily and systematically reduced the ability of 
the Gadhafi regime to threaten its own population 
with violence.

Defence Minister Peter MacKay, June 9, 2011

With no indication [in 1999] that Mr. Milosevic 
was going to give in, diplomacy was given a long 
overdue chance…. Myth buster: Diplomacy, not 
bombing, played the key role in bringing a puni-
tive bombing campaign [in Kosovo and Serbia] 
based on hope to an end. The same solution should 
be pursued in the case of Libya.

Lewis MacKenzie1 

Introduction

On June 14, 2011, Canadian parliamentarians 
debated a motion to extend Canadian Forces’ 

participation in the United Nations–sanctioned NATO 
military mission in Libya. By that time, the mission, 
which had begun in March 2011, had shifted from 
the protection of vulnerable civilians to a NATO-led 
campaign to effect regime change. Operationally, the 
mission shift meant Canadian forces were no longer pri-
marily enforcing no-fly zones but were instead involved 
in bombing runs targeting Gadhafi military assets and 
convoys. On October 20, 2011, shortly after being hit by 
a NATO strike, Gadhafi was captured by Libyan rebels 
in his hometown of Sirte and subsequently killed, alleg-
edly by a gunshot to the head.    

While NATO trumpets its success in assisting the 
forces of the National Transitional Council in bringing 
down Gadhafi, we should be concerned by the mission’s 
impact on the evolution of the doctrine of the “respon-
sibility to protect” (R2P). At its core, R2P is intended to 
protect vulnerable civilians, and this was the justifica-
tion used by NATO for sending forces into Libya. But 
within just a couple of months, it seemed that R2P had 
become little more than a pretext for regime change. 
The following is based on a briefing I drafted for Project 
Ploughshares in June 20112 asking the Canadian govern-
ment to avoid the mission shift and to aggressively seek 
a ceasefire and negotiations for a sustainable future for 

Libya. In my view, this approach would have allowed 
Canada and its NATO allies to genuinely fulfill the 
primary mission of UNSC Resolution 1973 to protect 
vulnerable people in Libya, and stop the erosion of the 
legitimacy of R2P as an international norm.

The Conflict
What began in Libya in February 2011 as appar-

ently peaceful civilian protests by people emulating their 
neighbours in Tunisia and Egypt in the “Arab spring” 
quickly devolved into a civil war. Rebels of what became 
known as the Transitional Authority, located primarily 
in the east of Libya, were pitted against the govern-
ment forces of Gadhafi, which held sway in the west 
and quickly advanced with vastly superior firepower. 
Threats of attack and human rights violations by govern-
ment forces against civilians were reported. Government 
and opposition fighting forces ebbed and flowed across 
desert highways and within hitherto unheard-of cities 
and towns.

In the rush to war, and the corresponding rush of 
commentary, the moral and strategic basis for this in-
ternational military action was debated without much 
knowledge of Libya. Many of us started taking self-
guided crash courses in the history, geography, and 
political culture of Libya to make sense of the often 
unverifiable facts on the ground. 

In the space of a few short weeks in February and 
March, the UN Security Council (UNSC) leapt from 
diplomatic and economic preventive measures in 
Resolution 1970 to sanctioning military intervention in 
Libya in Resolution 1973. Tomahawk cruise missiles, 
launched from US and British ships, started landing 
on strategic military sites in Libya on March 19, 2011, 
with jet fighters from France and the US following close 
behind. This was the first stage of setting and enforcing 
a no-fly zone. Canada did not hesitate to participate in 
the coalition setting the no-fly zone in Libya. Six CF-
18 fighter jets, two CP-140 Auroras for surveillance, 
and the HMCS Charlottetown have been dispatched, 
with a reported 515 Canadian Forces personnel directly 
involved.3
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On March 21, 2011, the House of Commons passed 
a unanimous resolution deploring the violence in Libya 
and committing “military assets in accordance with 
UNSC Resolution 1973.” According to the motion, if the 
Canadian Forces were needed beyond three months, the 
government would seek consent for an extension after 
a debate in the House of Commons. This debate was 
scheduled for June 14 and was followed by a vote on the 
motion on June 15. An additional vote to extend the mis-
sion until the end of 2011 took place in September, with 
the New Democratic Party (NDP) proposing an amend-
ment to concentrate on rebuilding instead of bombing 
runs. The motion to extend the mission passed, but not 
with the NDP amendment.  

R2P and Libya
The UN Security Council prominently infused 

Resolutions 1970 (on February 26) and 1973 (on March 
17) with the language of the international community’s 
“responsibility to protect” vulnerable civilians,4 while 
also paying heed to the precautionary principles embed-
ded in R2P. 

The R2P doctrine itself was crystallized in the report 
of the International Commission on Intervention and 
State Sovereignty (ICISS), which published its report in 
2001. The ICISS report codified a stream of internation-
al norms and practices from what was then referred to 
as “humanitarian interventions.”5 It provided an analytic 
grid to define and properly constrain the use of R2P. The 
prevailing principle of non-intervention codified in the 
UN Charter was recognized by the framers of R2P as a 
valid means of protecting weak states from the preda-
tions of the strong. At the same time the ICISS elevated 
international humanitarian law, including respect for hu-
man life and human rights, to a level similar to, if not of 
equal standing with, sovereignty. If a state is unwilling 
or unable to protect its citizens, then the international 
community has a responsibility to militarily intervene in 
that state—if certain conditions are met.

The wording of the two UNSC Libya resolutions 
closely follow the ICISS analytic framework. Resolution 
1970 invoked preventive diplomatic, political, and eco-
nomic sanctions. These were met by rhetorical defiance 
and stepped-up military action against armed insurgents 
and civilians by the Libyan government. The use of inter-
national military force to stop the Libyan armed forces 
from advancing on the rebel-held city of Benghazi was 
subsequently approved in Resolution 1973. The task was 
given to NATO.

R2P Precautionary Principles6

The first and most important threshold for an R2P 
military intervention is “just cause.” The ICISS report 
states explicitly that “for military action ever to be de-
fensible the circumstances must be grave indeed.”7 Only 
genocide, crimes against humanity, war crimes, and eth-
nic cleansing can trigger an R2P military intervention. 
The qualifying modifiers “actual or apprehended”8 are 
important when considering the Libya case.

In Libya, verifiable facts do not unequivocally prove 
that the gravity of the situation had reached the just-
cause threshold by March 17. It is difficult to establish 
from reliable public sources the number of people 
actually killed in Libya in the lead-up to the military 
intervention. Commentator Juan Cole, considering the 
numbers of dead reported by the Transitional Authority 
in Benghazi, concludes: “If 8,000 was an exaggeration, 
simply ‘thousands’ was not.”9 Stephen Zunes, a critic 
of the intervention, writes that “some estimates run as 
high as 8,000, some as low as 1,000, but most estimates 
put the number of civilians killed during the five weeks 
between the start of the uprising and the Western inter-
vention at approximately 1,700.”10 

These losses are grave, and may in themselves pro-
vide evidence for the charge of war crimes by the Libyan 
government, as UNSC resolutions 1970 and 1973 state, 
but uncertainty remains. It seems more appropriate to 
argue that the threshold of just cause was met in the 
apprehended threat. Roland Paris helpfully points to 
the necessity and difficulty of measuring a what if: “If 
[a military intervention] works, a potentially devastat-
ing event has been averted. Paradoxically, however, it 
becomes impossible to prove that the devastating event 
would necessarily have transpired if not for the inter-
vention.” Paris then quotes White House official Dennis 
Ross, who reportedly said in a private meeting that there 
is “the real or imminent possibility that up to 100,000 
people could be massacred and everyone would blame 
us [the US] for it.”11 

The principle of “right intention” is always open to 
interpretation, and the ICISS report made allowance for 
mixed motives. The important distinction is that the pri-
mary motive for a military intervention must be to “avert 
human suffering.” Speculation about Western interests 
in Libya’s oil cannot be dismissed out of hand, and the 
positions of Italy and France likely are influenced by the 
potential impact of increased unofficial migration from 
northern Africa, including Libya. Zunes says in blunter 
language what the ICISS report concluded about mixed 
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motives: “Hypocrisy and double standards regarding 
military intervention does not automatically mean that 
military intervention in this case is necessarily wrong.”12 
UNSC Resolutions 1970 and 1973 clearly lay out the 
case for protection of vulnerable citizens, directly quot-
ing the ICISS report. As a result, it is reasonable to 
conclude that the R2P right-intention test was met. 

The ICISS report went further. The intervention must 
also be the “last resort” for the international community. 
With international coalition bombing commencing on 
March 19, critics are left to argue the counter-factual 
case. It is not possible to know what the impact on civil-
ians would have been had Libyan troops continued to 
advance on Benghazi and other insurgent-held cities. 
Gadhafi’s forces may have stopped short of massacre 
and targeted only opposition combatants. The diplomat-
ic sanctions and proposed alternatives might have taken 
hold and restrained the Libyan military. On the other 
hand, to stop a slaughter in Benghazi, military interven-
tion might have been the last and only option. 

The ICISS requirement that “proportional means” 
and “reasonable prospects” be used by the interveners 
can be judged only when the conflict finally settles. 
Certainly restraint and choice were shown initially. 
Circumspection in targeting to avoid civilian casualties 
was observed, according to media reports that cannot 
always be independently verified. 

Within days, the coalition powers had successfully 
imposed a no-fly zone over Libya. But the question of 
whether a no-fly zone can provide a “reasonable chance 
of success in halting or averting the suffering which has 
justified the intervention” remains. While a reliance on 
air assets may have slowed Libyan forces in the first few 
weeks of the campaign, they have made adjustments and 
continue to battle opposition forces.

“Right authority” was secured through UNSC 
Resolutions 1970 and 1973, with China and Russia—
two of the five permanent members—and three of the 
rotating members abstaining. With the passage of the 
resolutions, the legality of the military intervention is 
settled. Language from Chapter 7 of the UN Charter was 
invoked in the resolutions to “use all available means” 
to respond to this threat to vulnerable civilians and to 
international peace and security. What certainly needs 
more consideration is whether the now explicit goal 
of regime change fits with the wording of Resolution 
1973 and the rationale of protecting vulnerable civil-
ians. Legitimizing the goal of regime change may in fact 

require a new UNSC resolution that would possibly be 
vetoed by either China or Russia. 

“Legitimacy” is related to legality, but is not the 
same. In the opening weeks of the bombing campaign, 
criticisms were generally muted. Early support from the 
Arab League for the imposition of a no-fly zone against 
one of its own members was a prominent rationale cited 
in the UNSC resolutions and contributed to the mission’s 
legitimacy. Over time, however, questions increasingly 
have been raised about how bombing raids on Gadhafi’s 
various home compounds are protecting vulnerable 
civilians. Disabling Gadhafi’s military command and 
control centres is NATO’s explanation. It is difficult, 
however, to believe that the framers of R2P would agree 
that such actions directly protect vulnerable civilians.

Operational Challenges Not Met
The ICISS Commissioners should be gratified that 

the texts of UNSC Resolutions 1970 and 1973 adhere so 
closely to the precautionary and principled constraints 
laid out in their report. In an imperfect world, where the 
circumstances of particular armed conflicts can vary dra-
matically, the ICISS report reasonably anticipates and 
addresses many of the difficulties encountered in Libya.

Mounting an international military mission clearly 
presents a greater challenge. Again, the ICISS report 
provides an analytic grid to judge a mission’s opera-
tionalization.134 It also presents the obligation to remain 
vigilant in assessing the failure of a mission on R2P 
grounds if the means used to protect civilians violate the 
principles of R2P itself. 

In implementing the Libya UNSC Resolutions, direc-
tion was given to provide “clear objectives and resources 
to match.” This goal was met in the initial days of the 
campaign, if you accept that a no-fly zone was sufficient 
to stop the Libyan government from attacking civilians. 
There was a “common military approach” and a “unified 
command structure”—or close enough—to carry it out. 

“Incrementalism and gradualism” may not be so 
much in evidence, but defenders of this mission have 
a strong argument that time was of the essence to pro-
tect innocents from military slaughter in Benghazi. 
“Coordination with humanitarian agencies” is likely 
in evidence on the borders of Libya, but only tentative 
judgments can be made on this point, pending more 
information.

The more difficult challenges facing the Libyan inter-
vention arise from the operational principles that “rules 
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of engagement fit the operational concept” and “force 
protection cannot become the principal objective.”

Bombing Offers False Hope
The dependence on air assets in this military interven-

tion raises uncertainty about the primary mission—the 
protection of vulnerable civilians. Was bombing Libyan 
military assets around Benghazi and beyond the best 
means of doing this? “Boots on the ground”—a peace-
sustaining presence in the form of military, police, and 
civilians—normally is the surest route to protection of 
non-combatants. It is also messy and risky and therefore 
politically costly for the nations that contribute interven-
ing forces. 

Three truths confront the NATO military mission 
in Libya, as they did the 1999 bombing campaign in 
Serbia and Kosovo: bombs are imprecise and civilians 
ultimately cannot be protected from the air; diplomacy, 
not bombing, is the key to resolving the conflict; and 
choosing means primarily based on protection of the 
intervening military forces will fail.

Air strikes are not the neat precision instruments 
they are touted to be. Civilian deaths and the destruc-
tion of civil infrastructure are inevitable, very costly, 
and cannot be simply dismissed as collateral damage. 
The International Crisis Group recently concluded: 
“Although the declared rationale of this [Libya] inter-
vention was to protect civilians, civilians are figuring in 
large numbers as victims of the war, both as casualties 
and refugees, while the leading Western governments 
supporting NATO’s campaign make no secret of the fact 
that their goal is regime change.”14 

Secondly, there is scant evidence to show that 
bombing campaigns can achieve the desired ends of 
protecting civilians or of coercing leaders to stop at-
tacks on civilians. Project Ploughshares made this point 
early in the Kosovo bombing campaign. On March 30, 
1999, Walter Pitman, then the Board Chair of Project 
Ploughshares, wrote to Prime Minister Jean Chrétien 
that NATO had made the wrong decision to commence 
bombing Kosovo and Serbia on March 24, 1999:

In our experience, bombs have no capacity what-
soever to protect innocent civilians or to soften 
the hearts of an aggressive military and its po-
litical masters. Once again a catastrophe has been 
allowed to develop without the international com-
munity’s having equipped itself with the means 
to intervene in ways that make peacebuilding and 
conflict prevention possible.15

Retired Canadian major-general Lewis MacKenzie 
makes the same point about the ineffectiveness of 
bombing and suggests diplomacy can work, drawing the 
parallel from Kosovo to Libya:

With no indication [in 1999] that Mr. Milosevic 
was going to give in, diplomacy was given a long 
overdue chance…. Myth buster: Diplomacy, not 
bombing, played the key role in bringing a puni-
tive bombing campaign [in Serbia] based on hope 
to an end. The same solution should be pursued in 
the case of Libya.

Thirdly, the primary virtue of an air war for the in-
terveners is that there is very little threat to the bombers 
and their crews once air defences have been neutralized. 
The ICISS report put its finger on the problem when 
considering “force protection,” or keeping the interven-
ing military force safe: 

Often, modalities for the proactive use of force 
have been determined more by military expedi-
ency than by any sense of responsibility to protect 
humanitarian interests…. Force protection of the 
intervening force is important, but should never be 
allowed to become the principal objective. Where 
force protection becomes the prime concern, 
withdrawal—perhaps followed by a new and more 
robust initiative—may be the best course.16

Veteran human security advocate Mary Kaldor has 
focused on the weakness of an air approach to protect 
civilians in Libya. She starts by praising the “huge 
achievement” of the UNSC for acting “just in time to 
prevent Gadhafi forces from overrunning Benghazi.” 
However, Kaldor argues that international intervention 
over time should focus on providing robust security 
in UN-protected areas or safe havens, rather than on 
degrading or defeating Gadhafi’s military forces. The re-
moval of the Gadhafi regime could usher in a prolonged 
period of instability and entrenched violence. Kaldor 
writes: “If the Gadhafi regime is overthrown by force, 
the division is likely to persist, leading to a ‘new war’ 
rather than democracy.” She judges the intervention’s 
impact beyond the immediate goal of stopping slaughter 
in Benghazi. She asks: Can it also create a sustainable 
peace in Libya?17 

Kaldor well knows that the prohibition on foreign 
troops entering Libya is virtually universally sup-
ported—by the wording of Resolution 1973, by the 
intervener nations in the coalition, by the Arab League, 
and by the armed opposition itself in Libya. She coun-
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ters that “our knee jerk reaction to crisis is air strikes 
because that is what we have the capability to do.”18 To 
the argument about expediency she could add, but does 
not, that fewer intervener troops are killed or wounded 
with an air war. None of this discounts the need for 
properly established and defended safe havens, accord-
ing to Kaldor. The troops on the ground could be Arab 
or African rather than American or French. They would 
be peacekeepers and not invading troops. 

Regime Change and Diplomacy:  
The ICISS Line

The ICISS report also explored the connection be-
tween regime change and R2P. When President Obama 
declared near the start of this military campaign that 
he sought the removal of Gadhafi, “but not by military 
means,” he was closely adhering to what the ICISS re-
port said about regime change: “Overthrow of regimes 
is not, as such, a legitimate objective, although disabling 
that regime’s capacity to harm its own people may be 
essential to discharging the mandate of protection—and 
what is necessary to achieve that disabling will vary 
from case to case.”19 The ICISS authors anticipated 
that governments themselves might be the authors of 
mayhem on their own people, not just immobilized, un-
able, or unwilling bystanders. However, regime change 
cannot be the goal of an R2P military mission as con-
ceived by the ICISS. Initial statements about the military 
intervention in Libya adhered to this line against regime 
change. Military spokespersons sometimes bested their 
political masters in articulating the firm limit of military 
actions to protecting vulnerable civilians in Libya. 

Most of us—likely including Canadian parliamentar-
ians—cannot claim extensive knowledge about Libya 
and its internal workings, including the depth or breadth 
of support among Libyans for the Gadhafi regime. But 
such information is crucial to evaluating the prospects 
for success of the bombing campaign and alternatives to 
the bombing campaign. 

The International Crisis Group (ICG) helpfully 
provides background information on Libya in a recent 
report that challenges NATO and others to re-examine 
the extensive support Gadhafi has in Libya and why that 
calls into question the potential impact of successful 
regime decapitation. Writing in June 2011, ICG also 
recommended diplomacy as the necessary alternative to 
NATO’s current course of action: “Instead, the priority 
should be to secure an immediate ceasefire and negotia-
tions on a transition to a post-Qaddafi political order.”20 

The only guarantee for civilian protection over time is 
successful diplomacy.

The Consequences for Not Engaging  
in Inclusive Diplomacy

Now that NATO, with the NTC forces, has succeeded 
in removing Gadhafi, it remains unclear whether the 
prospects for peace in Libya will worsen. The post-9/11 
conflict in Afghanistan may offer lessons for resolving 
the Libya conflict. In 2001, the Northern Alliance was 
able to sweep the Taliban from power with the assistance 
of the US and NATO allies. In subsequent international 
conferences, the Taliban (the losers) were excluded from 
participation in the governance of Afghanistan. As we 
all too painfully know, the Taliban and other insurgents 
lived and reorganized to fight another day. Their exclu-
sion from the negotiations resulted in failure to create an 
inclusive regime in Afghanistan, setting the stage for the 
prolonged civil war in which the troops of Canada and 
other countries continue to die 10 years later. 

The same scenario could play out in Libya. While 
Gadhafi and his sons have been removed from Libya’s 
future, there remain significant rifts. If Gadhafi’s sup-
porters represented a sufficient base of support within 
Libya to reorganize and fight another day, a claim often 
made by those advocating a shift in the mission, there 
may well be further threats to civilian populations. 
Moreover, some observers of the Libyan transition 
have warned of a new Libyan government comprised of 
Islamist leaders.21 And even more ominously, these rifts 
in Libyan society could once again become fault lines 
for conflict as the impending legions of foreign investors 
seek to capitalize on Libya’s oil supply. 

The Consequences for R2P
We also should consider the implications of the 

Libya military mission for the evolution of R2P. A poor 
precedent has been set in this operationalization of 
the principle of protecting vulnerable civilians. UNSC 
Resolution 1973 clearly and expressly invoked the prin-
ciples of R2P in a way that no previous resolution had 
done. The failure of the operationalization of Resolution 
1973 through the military focus on inappropriate means 
(bombing from the air) and inappropriate ends (regime 
change) created an unfortunate precedent that has the 
potential to fatally weaken the concept of R2P for future 
acceptance and use by the international community.

R2P was born out of the horrible tragedies of Rwanda 
and elsewhere. “Not again” is still relevant. When civil-
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ians are being slaughtered, the international community 
needs the legal norms, implementation guidance, and 
capacity to override the principle of sovereignty and 
non-intervention in the internal matters of a state. Under 
specific and limited circumstances, the international 
community has said it has a responsibility to intervene, 
militarily if necessary, to protect these people. 

Conclusion
Canada’s Parliament had an opportunity in June to 

avoid simply rubber-stamping an extension of Canadian 
Forces participation in the Libya bombing campaign. 
A motion could have been crafted that significantly 
propelled diplomatic initiatives to secure a ceasefire 
and encourage conditions for negotiation of a participa-
tory new government in Libya. That is, finally, the only 
reliable route to protect vulnerable citizens in Libya. 
Parliament decided not to take this route in June, a 
decision reaffirmed in its September vote to extend the 
mission through the end of the year.

John Siebert is the Executive Director of Project Ploughshares, an agency 
of the Canadian Council of Churches established to bear witness to peace, 
reconciliation and non-violence and to contribute to the building of a 
national and international order that serves the goals of peace with justice, 
freedom and security for all.
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Religion and the City 
By David Seljak
St. Jerome’s University
William James, God’s Plenty: Religious Diversity in Kingston.  
Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2011. 472 pp.

In his new book, God’s Plenty: Religious Diversity 
in Kingston, veteran observer of Canada’s religious 

scene William James attempts to give a global picture 
of the real world of religious diversity in a mid-sized 
Canadian city: Kingston, Ontario. The story of the 
religious evolution of Kingston is told against the 
background of a double dynamic: the modernization 
of Kingston, including its secularization, and the in-
troduction of a greater religious pluralism since the 
liberalization of Canada’s immigration policy in the late 
1960s. Dominated by mainline Christian churches since 
its foundation, Kingston now faces increased religious 
diversity as well as a predominantly secular public life. 
James’s book reminds us how unique this situation is.

Using the template generated by Harvard University’s 
Pluralism Project, along with historical research, a se-
ries of television interviews, websites, media sources, 
student-generated research, and personal experience, the 
author creates a “map” of the religious life of Kingston. 
This map is presented in the context of the social chang-
es that have dramatically altered the social reality of 
Kingston, a medium-sized city with a strong sense of its 
history and its stats as an “institutional town”—that is, a 
town where the major employers are state or state-spon-
sored institutions (penitentiaries, universities, Canadian 
Forces base, hospitals, social services agencies, etc.). 

Demographic changes (population growth, immigra-
tion, and suburban sprawl), along with the secularization 
of Canadian society and the emergence of new forms 
of ethnic, religious, and “visible minority status” (i.e., 
“racial”) pluralism have changed the dynamics of the 
religious life of Kingston, a city that was once defined 
by its fairly staid Christian religious culture. 

In engaging, accessible, and sometimes elegant 
prose, James outlines the changes that have emerged 
from these social trends: the movement of churches to 
the suburbs; the decline of inner-city parishes and con-
gregations; the decline in membership and attendance in 
mainline churches; the privatization of religion and the 
decline in the political power of the historically domi-

nant Christian churches; the development of greater 
ethnic diversity within Christian churches; the growth 
of non-Christian religious communities (Hindus, Sikhs, 
Muslims, Jews, Buddhists, etc.); the splitting of reli-
gious communities along liberal and conservative fault 
lines; the emergence of privatized spirituality inside 
religious institutions (for example, within the Christian 
churches) and outside of them (for example, the “spiritu-
al but not religious” cohort); the changing role of women 
in religion; and the continued presence of religion in 
Kingston’s institutions and public life. 

At the heart of this book is the argument that demo-
graphic change, secularization, and the new pluralism 
have irrevocably changed the configuration of reli-
gious communities, practices, and beliefs that defined 
Kingston’s religious environment up to World War II. 
First, James tells this story in terms of the very architec-
ture, planning, and placement of religious sites. While 
less engaging than the rest of the book, this mapping 
reminded me of a conversation I had with British so-
ciologist of religion, David Martin, whom I met at a 
conference in Kingston. Martin explained that, before 
World War II, one could measure the political power 
and public significance of a religious community (really, 
a church) by looking at where its building was located 
in relation to the city centre (city hall and the business 
district). When he went to a new town or city, he would 
circumambulate the downtown streets, starting at city 
hall and spiralling outwards. As he walked, he noted 
the denomination, location, size, and splendour of each 
church building. The powerful, respectable, “mainline” 
churches had magnificent houses of worship located 
close to city hall. The further out one moved, the more 
marginal the religious community. One could read the 
religious, political, and social history of a community in 
the layout of the land.

More recently, some churches have thrived by follow-
ing their flocks into the suburbs and providing them with 
accessible parking, interesting sermons, and services for 
children and families. Overall, however, secularization 
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has meant declining membership and attendance and 
hence shrinking financial resources; consequently, some 
inner-city historical churches have been closed, sold, or 
amalgamated. All churches, along with non-Christian 
religious communities, are challenged by seculariza-
tion, especially the challenge of “hanging on to their 
children.” 

Secularization has also meant the decline of the 
public presence of Christianity; the state and secular 
institutions now do the work that churches used to do 
in education, health care, and social services. Religion 
has become privatized. Finally, the new religious plural-
ism expresses itself, the author argues, in three ways: 
(i) traditional Christian groups are divided along the 
lines of liberal and conservative, that is, those that 
adapt more easily to post-1960s mainstream culture and 
those that want to resist it; (ii) ethnic division within 
denominations (Korean Presbyterian, Chinese Christian 
and Missionary Alliance, Coptic orthodox congrega-
tions, for example); and (iii) the growing representation 
of non-Christian religious communities, particularly 
Muslim, Baha’i, Hindu, Sikh, and Jewish groups. James 
takes the reader through a series of issues particular to 
each religious community and organization. Needless to 
say, this is not a short book.

James’s conclusion is that the forces (demographic 
shift, secularization, and the new pluralism) that have 
inspired this change are still in play and consequently 
we can expect further change in the religious topography 
of the city in the years to come. 

The approach of the author is eclectic. James’s 
method is familiar to all scholars of religion in North 
America, since it comes out of Harvard University’s 
widely known Pluralism Project. However, this is, in 
many ways, an intensely personal work. No one other 
than the author—who has interests in such diverse fields 
as history, ethnography, the sociology of religion, lit-
erature, Aboriginal studies, interfaith dialogue, religion 
and public life, and the phenomenology of religion, 
along with sensitivity to theological debates—could 
have produced such a study. The overall effect is to give 
the reader a well-rounded, if sometimes idiosyncratic, 
portrait of Kingston’s rich religious life. 

Like many studies based on Harvard’s Pluralism 
Project, the theoretical basis of James’s Kingston in 
God’s Plenty is not particularly strong. In fact, James 
delves into theory mostly in an ad hoc manner (for 
example, using Max Weber’s work on charisma to talk 
about conservative evangelicals but nowhere else). In 

that sense, the study lacks a strong theoretical frame-
work that would support the narrative. The unity of the 
book is really rooted in the city of Kingston itself and the 
author’s broad, eclectic sensitivity and judgment. 

Scholars of Canadian religion will undoubtedly wel-
come this groundbreaking work in the study of religious 
diversity in North America. Many of its findings will 
apply to other mid-size Canadian cities. I predict that it 
will inspire a number of similar projects and studies of 
cities in other parts of Canada. It will also make a serious 
contribution to studies of Canadian multiculturalism, a 
field that is dominated by political scientists, political 
philosophers, sociologists, and historians, who have 
only recently recognized the importance of religion and 
religious diversity to the understanding of multicultural-
ism, democracy, and immigrant integration. 

God’s Plenty is a unique book. Most books on re-
ligion in Canada have a national focus (for example, 
Robert Choquette’s Canada’s Religions: An Historical 
Introduction or Paul Bramadat and David Seljak, eds., 
Religion and Ethnicity in Canada). In the French-
language academic world, the “national” focus is most 
often Quebec society. In other cases, the focus might be 
one of the world religions (e.g., Bruce Matthews, ed. 
Buddhism in Canada) or, if Christian, denominational 
(e.g., Alan Hayes, Anglicans in Canada). There are also 
a number of interesting regional studies. However, to 
my knowledge, no other single study attempts to capture 
the religious landscape of a single city in the depth and 
detail of God’s Plenty. And while international, national, 
and regional studies are important, so too are studies of 
cities. Cities are, after all, where many of us live out our 
day-to-day existence, including our religious lives. In 
this manner, God’s Plenty is a detailed study of “lived” 
religion.

This book will be used by scholars of religion, espe-
cially those interested in religious diversity in Canada, a 
growing field. It would also be suitable for adoption for 
both undergraduate and graduate courses in Religion in 
Canada, which are offered in almost every department 
of Religious Studies in Canada. This work will also find 
a receptive audience in theological colleges, seminar-
ies, and bible colleges. In fact, given the challenges that 
clergy face in an increasingly secular and religiously 
diverse Canada, I think that this book should be required 
reading at all those institutions—of whatever denomina-
tion—that train ministers and church leaders. Moreover, 
members of the religious communities themselves will, 
no doubt, want to read this book, as will members of 
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Kingston’s civic institutions and social agencies who 
deal with religious diversity on a daily basis.

God’s Plenty will appeal to a broad audience because 
while James claims only to map out the religious land-
scape of one mid-sized Ontario city, in fact, he tells us 
an awful lot about the evolution of Canadian religion 
and society.

David Seljak is editor of The Ecumenist and Associate Professor of 
Religious Studies at St. Jerome’s University. He is co-editor (with Paul 
Bramadat) of Religion and Ethnicity in Canada.
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