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held in Dakar, Senegal, in February 2011, celebrated 
the ten-year anniversary of the WSF. Since its creation, 
five world social fora have taken place in Brazil, two 
in Africa, one in India, and another was multi-centric. 
There are also a number of continental fora, regional 
or local, including two in Montreal. Some of these are 
focused on a specific theme.
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The World Social Forum: 
A Radical New Practice of Political Transformation
Denise Couture 
Université de Montréal

The World Social Forum (WSF) arose from outrage 
over the experiences of intolerable injustices in 

this time of neoliberal globalization; over the growing 
gap between rich and poor both within and between 
countries; over the unacceptable living conditions and 
poverty in which the majority of the population in the 
“two-thirds world” live; over the multitude of exclusions 
and marginalizations; over the destruction of the Earth’s 
health. From where I stand as a Christian, eco-feminist, 
antiracist feminist, the WSF is good news. In this time 
marked also by neo-conservatism (its reinstatement of 
hierarchies between people and its hijacking of ecologi-
cal issues) and by post-feminism (the idea that gender 
equality has already been achieved in Western demo-
cratic countries), the WSF expresses a formidable hope 
for change. This hope is not simply wishful thinking; 
it is expressed in immediate and concrete action that 
re-creates just relationships for today. It is shared in 
solidarity by many groups and people around the world 
in a great diversity of actions, not inherently coherent, 
which create the possibility of another possible world.

What is the World Social Forum?
The WSF started in Porto Alegre, Brazil, in 2001 as 

a movement of solidarity to challenge the prevailing 
imperialism, domination, and neo-liberalism. The gath-
ering brought together thousands of people, sometimes 
over one hundred thousand. The last World Forum, 
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The Charter of the WSF states:

The alternatives proposed at the World Social 
Forum stand in opposition to a process of glo-
balization commanded by the large multinational 
corporations …[and] are designed to ensure that 
globalization in solidarity will prevail as a new 
stage in world history … at the service of social 
justice, equality and the sovereignty of peoples. 
(Principle 4)

The World Social Forum brings together diverse 
groups and individuals from civil society, from various 
places, with diverse backgrounds and communities; 
local, regional, and international associations; peasant 
organizations; anti-capitalists; ecologists; feminists; 
university activists; Aboriginal peoples; and others. 
They come from around the world to build a world free 
from structures of oppression: another possible world. 
The expression “another world is possible” is both the 
slogan and the subtitle of the WSF.

One of the co-founders, Chico Whitaker, speaks of 
“a new way to change the world” based on civil society 
action; we no longer believe that “the change in our so-
cieties will only occur by taking political power.”1 This 
position on engaging civil society originated in Brazil 
when the newly elected President Lula, a leftist former 
member of the military, was unable to implement his 
social program when he was in power. This gave rise to 
this option that “the whole society needs to be engaged, 
each citizen by his actions, behaviours, organizations.”2 
But this means that the change we want starts with the 
self and the group. Individuals and groups active in the 
World Social Forum are asked to be the change they 
seek. 

The term “alter-globalization” arose as a neologism 
in Latin-based languages to describe the phenomenon 
of the WSF which is the creation, from the base, from 
civil society, of another possible world, starting from 
the self and one’s group. The prefix of anti-globalization 
was changed because, although the WSF is opposed to 
neoliberal globalization, it is not limited to anti-global-
ization for two reasons: in the first place, it relies on a 
global solidarity to create another world, and secondly, 
several of the participating groups do not specifically 
engage in a critique of neoliberal globalization but rather 
of the multiple situations of injustice that affect relations 
or the relationship to the earth. The term “alter-global-
ization” (other globalization) was chosen to describe the 
spectrum of these sets of actions.

The World Social Forum:  
An Ongoing Process

To understand the unprecedented phenomenon of the 
WSF, it is necessary to refer to the second principle of 
its charter as well, which states that it is “a permanent 
process of seeking and building alternatives, which can-
not be reduced to the events supporting it.” Its supporters 
understand it to be an ongoing process of transformation 
that goes beyond the gatherings organized by the WSF. 
The process takes place everywhere that individuals and 
groups build another possible world. The WSF becomes 
the name given to the transformation that takes place in 
civil society in order to build justice.

The transformation affects all dimensions: capital-
ism, neoliberalism, relational justice, health of the Earth, 
and others; it affects the personal, cultural, political, 
theoretical, etc.; it is individual, communitarian, social, 
organizational, etc.3 This means that as a phenomenon 
of continual transformation that seeks another possible 
world, the WSF does not only take place at a distance 
from us. It takes place through us when individuals 
or groups engage in a process of change to create jus-
tice. So it is not surprising that in 2012, the organizing 
committees of the WSF decided to take a break to 
re-examine the strategies adopted to explore the links 
between the WSF and other major civil society protests 
in recent years, such as the Arab Spring and the Occupy 
movement.

Conceived as an ongoing process of transformation 
initiated by civil society all over the world, the WSF in-
cludes a diversity of actions and actors. Inevitably, some 
of the demands are contradictory within the same mo-
mentum towards building another world. Multiplicity, 
tensions, and contradictions are characteristic of the 
WSF.

How to Analyze the World Social Forum?
The WSF has been the object of a growing num-

ber of studies in the humanities and social sciences.4 
This literature emphasizes the difficulty of containing 
the phenomenon of the WSF for two key reasons: its 
novel approach to strategies of political change and 
the great diversity in its composition. Jai Sen and Peter 
Waterman, two WSF activists and social sciences re-
searchers, consider it to be “one of the most significant 
civil and political initiatives of the past several decades, 
and perhaps, even of these past hundred years.”5 What a 
statement! Is the WSF really that significant? According 
to Sen and Waterman, it puts into action a radically new 

Ecumenist SUMMER 2012.indd   2 12-07-17   13:12



The Ecumenist, Vol. 49, No. 3  Summer 2012 / 3

practice of political, social, and cultural change. This 
radical novelty makes analysis of the WSF difficult, 
because practice precedes theory. The doing precedes 
the saying. We are only beginning to understand the 
phenomenon. We cannot simply apply existing theories, 
but are faced with the challenge of imagining new ways 
of thinking about creating justice.

Similarly, the philosopher Rosi Braidotti describes 
this time of post-industrial and neoliberal globalization 
as being marked simultaneously by extremely rapid 
change and considerable complexity, and characterized 
by the fact that the phenomena that we want to analyze 
have contradictory effects, positive and negative, when 
it comes to relational justice. According to Braidotti, 
critical thought faces the challenge of following these 
rapid changes in real time, which it currently cannot 
do successfully.6 She applies this observation equally 
to the transformation of the structures of oppression in 
this time of neoliberal globalization and to changes that 
affect the modes of resistance to these oppressions. At 
the same time, analysts of the WSF maintain that the 
practices of political transformation in the WSF move 
faster than our ability to analyze them.

A Theological Reading of  
the World Social Forum

Some authors have proposed a theological reading of 
the WSF from the perspective of Latin American theol-
ogy of liberation. They have demonstrated the links 
between the two.7 To help conceptualize the WSF, I 
would like to explore an image from the theological tra-
dition: that of the “already and not yet of the Kingdom of 
God” as it relates to the transformation of the world for 
the coming of justice. I present this reading as a working 
hypothesis that takes into consideration the fact that we 
are learning to think in new ways about rapid changes. 
The following are three perspectives from which we can 
make links between this image and the WSF.

The first way the “already and not yet” plays out at 
the WSF is the break with modern strategies of political 
change that have been the norm for several decades. The 
first principle in the WSF Charter of Principles, which 
defines the WSF as an “open meeting space,” is probably 
the most difficult point to understand, and the one that 
gives rise to the most active discussion. Some criticize 
“open meeting space,” arguing that we cannot change 
the world concretely simply by bringing together groups 
and individuals who are building another possible world. 
This would be ineffective, because it does not provide 

concrete opportunities for acting and effectively chang-
ing the course of events. This argument is powerful. 
Actually, the “open meeting space” is different from the 
platform of deliberative action to which we are accus-
tomed in collective action. The deliberative processes 
give rise to decision making, to the creation of mani-
festos, and to the organization of common actions. The 
WSF is built on more than the collective efforts towards 
specific goals, although it continues to do this to some 
extent. The transformative strategy of the WSF rests 
primarily in creating an open space where civil society 
groups and individuals who work towards another pos-
sible world can meet.8 These groups and individuals are 
creating just relations, and do so (the “already”) without 
being able to celebrate the coming of a world free from 
the structures of the injustices that they challenge (the 
“not yet”).

The second way that the WSF reflects the “already 
and not yet” is a prolongation and elaboration of the 
first point: the WSF puts into play a new form of utopia. 
This involves an ongoing process of transformation of 
the self and the group that is perpetually coming in this 
time. One abandons the idea of a “temporal utopia” 
that expects justice to arrive in the future.9 In contrast, 
one engages oneself in creating just relationships in the 
present with the understanding that the action itself is 
ever renewed in concrete struggles. The WSF brings 
these actions into dialogue in an “open space” where 
the priority is not to raise awareness among others about 
what one’s group knows or does, but rather to learn from 
others what one does not yet know or has not yet done. 
In this activism, which aims to change the world, we use 
the motto “learn to unlearn.”10

This new form of utopia does two things. First of all, 
we do not expect others to do the work of transforma-
tion. Groups and individuals find themselves working 
against the grain of the domination they encounter. They 
do not postpone commitment until tomorrow, but actu-
alize it now. Some authors have described this kind of 
utopia as a concrete and circumstantial process of trans-
formation.11 It relates to the creation of just relationships 
in the present, while knowing that in doing this, the 
world it hopes for, free from the structures that create 
injustice, is not yet here (“not yet”). One acts not only 
so that justice will come in the future, but so that it will 
take root now in its own way, in its own scale, according 
to its own partial, local, and situated reading of reality.

Thirdly, the “already and not yet” is manifested in the 
ode to the multiplicity of struggles and particular posi-
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tions. This idea is subtle, because this multiplicity could 
also go against a struggle that opposes oppressive pow-
ers. Neoliberal globalization also promotes multiplicity 
in that companies depend on dividing needs and identi-
ties to continually produce targeted consumer items. It 
is important to clarify that what is celebrated is the mul-
tiplicity of resistance groups that build another possible 
world, the diversity of their positions, life experiences, 
stories, critical analyses, and proposed alternatives.

But this also means that, from the point of view of 
resistance, a coherent vision does not exist – only a web 
of interventions, often contradicting one another. The 
challenge that presents itself to each group is to intensify 
the creation of local-global justice, starting from one’s 
particular position, while seeking to create links with 
other groups and paying attention to the convergences 
that can arise. We find ourselves again in the paradigm 
of the “already” – that of a local action, and the “not 
yet” – the convergence of resistance towards which we 
are striving.

Conclusion
Several parallel fora and themes accompany the WSF, 

including a theology forum called the World Forum on 
Theology and Liberation. It was created in 2005 by as-
sociations of theologians from the global South. The 
theology forum meets biannually and is held several 
days before the world meeting of the WSF or at the same 
time as the event. It is an “open meeting space” on the 
world stage for contextual theologies of liberation. The 
same questions confront a theology engaged in building 
a world of justice as those confronted by the WSF. At the 
theological forum, the same transformations take place: 
becoming “an open meeting space,” becoming involved 
in the utopia of the present, celebrating multiplicity, pay-
ing attention to emerging convergences.

We live in a time marked by neoliberal globaliza-
tion, by neo-conservatism and post-feminism, by the 
transformation of both the structures of oppression and 
the modes of resistance. In this time of rapid change, 
the WSF appears as a power of transformation that is 
already there, already taking effect, and preparing for 
another possible world. Today, the WSF is a command-

ing call and web of powerfully transformative actions 
for justice. It touches all walks of life, including the 
Christian and theological engagement in justice.
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Hope, Food and Climate Change
Patrick Kerans
Ottawa, Ontario

Because Patrick Kerans’ book A Pessimist’s Hope: 
Food and the Ecological Crisis1 opened my eyes to a 
world-threatening phenomenon, I asked him to write an 
article for The Ecumenist introducing the reader to the 
crisis provoked by the production of food and the hope 
available to realistic pessimists. — Gregory Baum, edi-
tor of the present issue 

There are at least two reasons for pessimism in the 
face of the looming climate crisis. One is the steady 

stream of climatological reports being made public, each 
more alarming than the last. A second is that our indus-
trial culture, which has enabled us to bring about such 
dangerous climatic transformations, seems to have left 
us incapable of facing the implications of global warm-
ing. “The inability to conceive of its own devastation,” 
one philosopher has suggested, “will tend to be the blind 
spot of any culture.”2

It should then be no surprise that, while there is ample 
literature reporting on the facts of global warming, there 
has not yet been much searching discussion of what can 
be done about it, except individual actions.3 While the 
Stern Report, which calculated the long-term costs of 
global warming,4 seemed for a short while to have made 
the climate crisis a high political priority, the collapse of 
the sub-prime mortgage bubble in 2008 swept the envi-
ronment off the political stage.5 Hence my pessimism.

We need to come to grips with the connection be-
tween the “mythic power of the industrial vision”6 and 
the looming environmental crisis. I spend half my recent 
book exploring some dimensions of this cultural impo-
tence. 

As my title suggests, I make two tentative steps 
towards facing the systemic difficulties of global warm-
ing: rather than dealing with the amorphous problem 
of “energy,” I focus on the food system; I make a sharp 
differentiation between optimism/pessimism and hope/
despair. 

Why food? 
Our daily need of food ought to be symbolic of our ut-

ter dependence on the biosphere that surrounds us. Food, 
however, is rarely discussed in the context of global 
warming, even though the food system is a significant 

source of greenhouse gases. The average American’s 
annual diet requires about 1,500 litres of oil or its 
equivalents;7 the average Canadian “eats” about 1,650 
litres each year – enough to drive a small automobile 
about 28,000 kilometres. Studies that focus just on the 
American food system estimate that about 17 percent of 
all oil and its equivalents consumed in North America 
are used in the food system.8 This is about as much as 
is used for automobiles and the heating and cooling of 
houses. A broader study argues that, because of the cli-
matic effect of deforestation to create more agricultural 
land, the global food system accounts for a further 15 to 
18 percent of all greenhouse gas emissions.9 “Food,” it 
concludes, “is a key driver of climate change.” 

Discussions of the climate crisis that centre on energy 
tend to take our society’s appetite for energy as a given 
and only explore technical innovations around renew-
able energy, such as the hydrogen cell, or technological 
ways to block the sun’s rays, or geo-engineering. To 
approach the crisis by focusing on food, by contrast, 
entails challenging our use of petrochemicals and insists 
that we return to using only our annual dose of solar 
energy. The conventional response to this is that we can-
not feed the world without petrochemicals and genetic 
engineering. 

It is more helpful to call this a systemic response, 
since systems are designed for self-maintenance and 
have “steering mechanisms”10 that are impervious to 
rational discussion. For instance, it is at the moment be-
yond discussion that the goal of the economy is constant 
growth. While Habermas uses the term in a very abstract 
way (money is the steering mechanism of the market; 
power is that of the state), it seems more appropriate to 
examine carefully the nodal points of the global food 
system and how they are kept immune from any search-
ing discussion. 

In people’s everyday lives, where working parents are 
harried,11 supermarkets offer consumers convenience—
food that takes almost no preparation and is all found 
in one place. And the price is at an all-time low—now 
around 7 percent of income.12 Governments keep citi-
zens’ questions about the nutritional value or safety of 
the food at bay with assurances that regulatory bodies 
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are vigilant and competent. Despite concerns about 
genetically engineered foods, the courts have upheld the 
ability of biotech firms such as Monsanto and Dupont 
to patent their genetically modified seeds and the herbi-
cides that go with them, so that farmers are slowly being 
forced to use them. Furthermore, since in North America 
the governments refuse to allow any labeling to differ-
entiate between natural and genetically modified food, 
consumers are kept in the dark. Finally, both govern-
ments and corporations insist that only an industrialized 
food system can feed the world. 

The problem with this final defense is that it is not 
true. Not all scientists are in the pay of the biotech firms, 
and some have brought together evidence that intensive 
organic agriculture, supported by new scientific knowl-
edge about pest control and symbiotic processes, would 
provide more food than industrialized agriculture.13 

The history of one such scientific survey gives us a 
glimpse into the politics of the global food system, and 
hence into the difficulty of bringing about significant 
change. The International Assessment of Agricultural 
Knowledge, Science and Development (IAASTD) was 
a group of eminent scientists brought together by the 
United Nations with the intention that they attain the 
same status as the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC)—that is, an intergovernmental body 
that could speak in the name of all. In their preliminary 
report, they rejected the assumption that petrochemi-
cal methods are the way forward: “business as usual 
is not an option.” They argued that there now existed a 
fund of agricultural knowledge, science, and technol-
ogy that “can help create synergy among agricultural 
growth, social equity and environmental sustainabil-
ity.”14 However, at an international meeting in 2008, 
three countries—Australia, Canada, and the United 
States—rejected their report because it was too critical 
of the industrial agriculture policies that these countries 
have espoused. 

Why Hope?
Pessimism need not lead to despair. There is room for 

hope—in fact, I would argue that in our present circum-
stances, pessimism is a necessary precondition for hope.

Hope bespeaks a radically different relationship to 
the future than the optimism/pessimism frame. Moderns 
have learned through science to assess the probability of 
a future event; the notion of “odds” or “risk” or “prob-
ability” are hallmarks of modern society. This means 
that our future is no longer in the hands of providence 

or fate but can be assessed according to its probability 
and, depending on people’s goals, they can work to bring 
about, to mitigate, or even forestall a future event.15

By contrast, people hope despite the odds they face. 
Many leaders, notably Vaclav Havel, have insisted on 
this meaning of hope.16

In a culture that prides itself on being science-based, 
can hope mean anything beyond wishful thinking? Often 
in everyday conversation, that is what people mean by 
hope. But it can also refer to the broad horizon that 
gives people’s lives meaning and direction. Ernst Bloch, 
the foremost philosopher of hope in the 20th century, 
spent his life exploring a variety of forms of wishful 
thinking: in art, in religion, in culture.17 He interpreted 
all the expressions of a desire for a better world as ex-
amples of what he called the “utopian function.” It is 
deeply embedded in humans, he argued, that they desire 
a better world, and he found expressions of that desire 
everywhere.

To imagine a better world is a completely different 
way of relating to the future than to project present 
trends and assess probability. That, in a nutshell, is the 
difference between optimism and hope.

But this does not bring us past “wishful thinking”. 
Bloch calls the desire for a better world “abstract hope”; 
as a Marxist he assumed that the proletariat would, in 
filling its historic function, exercise “concrete hope” and 
bring to reality the imagined better world. If we abandon 
the Marxist metaphysics, we still have to ground hope 
in reality.

What science has taught us is that knowledge begins 
with observation. On the other hand, if Bloch is right, 
hope begins with imagination. But neither observation 
nor imagination is sufficient. In the process of coming to 
know, we begin with observation, but then we interpret 
what we observe in the light of what we already hold 
to be true. What truly creative people do is connect one 
observation with others and recognize links that nobody 
has seen before. Newton, for instance, was able to bring 
together observations about balls rolling down inclined 
planes with observations about the elliptical path of 
planets to formulate the simple, basic law of gravity.

It is also a complex process to move from imagin-
ing a better world to building that world, motivated by 
hope. But this second process is quite different from 
that of optimism. The link between imagining and hop-
ing is a promise. In the biblical tradition, the prophets 
imagined the future and ascribed it to a divine promise, 
which became the basis of people’s hope. More broadly, 
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someone imagines a brighter future, tells others and, if 
they recognize that vision as attainable and worth the 
struggle, they commit themselves to bringing about the 
social, political, or cultural transformation required. In 
committing themselves, they provide one another with 
the implicit promise that grounds their hope and fuels 
their continued commitment. This complex process can, 
I think, be expressed in a shorthand way: hope is rooted 
in promise. Relying on that promise, people commit 
themselves communally to disciplined action, and cling 
grittily to that commitment, despite their assessment of 
odds.

Hope and Experience
There are two questions that arise in the attempt to 

link hope and experience: one is to ask what would im-
pel people to abandon observation and begin to imagine 
a different world; the other is to ask what would enable 
people to do that.

The first question is important, especially in a culture 
rooted in science. Since systems are meant to provide 
people with stability so that they can fulfill their aspira-
tions, if one of the major systems framing their lives is 
thwarting that fulfillment, they will begin to compare 
their aspirations with what is actually happening to 
them. There are two complementary processes they 
embark on: one is a critical analysis of the forces that im-
pinge on their lives; the other is to imagine what would 
help them pursue their aspirations.

In the 1970s, when I was part of the People’s Food 
Commission,18 interviewing Canadian farmers in their 
homes and holding hearings around the country, I found 
that their analysis was startlingly clear. They were 
fired by anger: their livelihood was threatened. But the 
patience and care of their analysis also evinced a hope 
that they could transform the system that was squeezing 
them. In the last ten years, an international movement 
of farmers, fishers, agricultural workers, and forestry 
workers has emerged to challenge the global food sys-
tem that is threatening their livelihood and way of life. 
Once again it is easy to see the anger that impels them, 
but a closer look reveals the patience that sustains their 
comprehensive analysis of the forces that threaten them. 
One of the leading organizations of peasants from more 
than 70 countries, La Via Campesina, has adopted the 
motto “globalize the struggle; globalize hope.”19

If, however, a person’s immediate livelihood or way 
of life is not threatened, it is less likely that they will 
be moved to act in hope. Hope requires a difficult act 

of the imagination: putting oneself in the position of 
the poor and oppressed or recognizing one’s responsi-
bility to mitigate climate change. It requires, in other 
words, moral insight. A community organizer among 
Salvadoran peasants once remarked to a volunteer from 
Canada, “You gringos have the luxury of despair. We 
poor people have only hope.” 

This phrase brings out two important elements of 
hope. First, hope is not a matter of feeling good. Hope is 
a discipline, not a feeling. It is a commitment to action, 
so that despair is not feeling despondent, but a failure to 
act. Second, as I suggested earlier, to act in hope requires 
moral seriousness—especially for those of us who are 
cosseted by affluence, and tempted not to look closely at 
where contemporary trends are likely to take us. Given 
the moral effort required to abandon a cheap optimism20 
in our affluent society, the question of what sort of expe-
rience enables people to hope becomes important. The 
everyday understanding of “experience” refers to the 
systemic patterns of our lives and the meaning that we 
derive from those patterns. Following Gabriel Marcel’s 
suggestion, I shall call this “authoritative experience.”21 
From our earliest childhood, we are taught how our ac-
tions and experiences fit into a broader scheme of things. 
Parents, teachers, and eventually social, religious, and 
political leaders as well as the media are constantly 
informing us and implicitly laying down the boundary 
between responsible and irresponsible behaviour, be-
tween realistic and unrealistic ideas about the possible. 
This kind of experience is at the root of the staying 
power of systems. 

On the basis of authoritative experience, Marcel as-
sures us, it is impossible to hope. Hope, after all, consists 
in calling those patterns and boundaries into question 
and imagining a new world. Within the frame of his 
personalist philosophy, Marcel points us towards a more 
intimate experience of our own creativity as the source 
of hope. Charles Taylor speaks of this experience of self 
as an “active, building, creating, shaping agent.”22 We 
might call this “transformative experience.” It is what 
we experience when we forgive another, for instance: it 
requires us to reframe our experience and give it a new 
meaning.

While these transformative experiences are deeply 
personal, their impact can also be socio-political or even 
cultural—the kind of transformation needed to deal with 
the climate crisis.
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The Shift to Food Sovereignty
A telling example of such a transformation is the shift 

within the food movement from seeing “food security” 
as its goal to “food sovereignty.” Food security was 
defined in 1974 by the UN agency for food (the FAO) 
as “the availability at all times of adequate world food 
supplies of basic foodstuffs….”23 This presupposed that 
governments could be counted on to assure both a steady 
supply and a steady price of food. By the mid-1990s, 
however, that framework had evanesced. The Cold 
War was over, and the US was the hegemon of world 
trade, especially in food. The World Trade Organization 
had replaced the earlier UN-sponsored trade regime, 
which had recognized that nations could maintain food 
reserves to protect their people against famine. Now, it 
was insisted, food was to be strictly a commodity. The 
US could demand that poor countries eliminate trade 
barriers and allow the importation of industrially grown 
grains, which undermined the intricate webs of interde-
pendence of their traditional agriculture. In 1996, at an 
international summit of the FAO, the newly organized 
Via Campesina insisted that the goal of food security be 
scrapped and in its stead the goal of food sovereignty be 
adopted. 

This shift is transformational in two ways. “Food 
sovereignty” rejects the new brand of imperialism being 
imposed on the global South. Furthermore, it insists that 
food policy should not be formulated at the global or 
even the national level, but locally in every bioregion.

The food movement in Canada struggles with this 
change. Accepting “food sovereignty” means recogniz-
ing that, as an industrial nation, Canada makes use of the 
so-called free trade of food commodities that actually 
undermines the self-determination of poorer countries. 
Working for “food sovereignty” also means that local 
food groups start challenging the government’s food 
policies that stem from Canada’s billing itself as the 
“breadbasket of the world.”

A few Canadian activists were part of a world meet-
ing held in 2006 in Selingué, Mali, that hammered out 
six principles of food sovereignty. But it took constant 
conversations and the formation of a new organization—
the People’s Food Policy Project, which worked for two 
years to formulate the beginnings of a food policy based 
on food sovereignty24—before the national food organi-
zation (Food Secure Canada)25 came around and adopted 
food sovereignty as its guidepost in 2011.

What was at stake throughout these conversations 
was the cultural assumption that industrialization and 
biotechnology are needed to feed the world.

Implicit in this account of hope is the essential role 
of community. Promises, on which hope rests, can only 
be made in community. The challenge to systemic goals 
and values is inhibited by the strict rules in public dis-
course about “responsibility” and “realism.” There is 
more likelihood of straight talk in kitchen table meet-
ings, in groups of like-minded neighbours—examples 
of community.

Conclusion
Challenging the basic assumptions of our modern 

industrial society is a daunting task. It has provided most 
of us with comfort, affluence, longevity, and the ability 
to live a rich and spacious life. Furthermore, we are edu-
cated to look on it as of a piece: if we challenge any facet 
of it, we could well—we are assured—bring the whole 
system down. Any suggestion that industry pay for its 
pollution or greenhouse gas emissions brings the retort 
that untold numbers of people will lose their livelihood. 

But to undermine the global food system and render 
it less damaging to the environment we don’t have to 
take to the streets. We make a good start when we grow 
a garden, or buy our food at a local farmers’ market, or 
join a group that supports a local organic farmer. There 
are already thousands taking these steps. But, given the 
central function of community, it is not sufficient for 
individuals to take these steps. Essential is the formation 
of local groups to learn more and to get the sense that 
together they are beginning to transform the world. 

For too long we have seen the earth as a pool of 
resources to be owned, exploited, and fought over. We 
need to reimagine our world as a commons and our-
selves as a community caring for that commons.26

Dr. Patrick Kerans, formerly professor of social work at Dalhousie 
University in Halifax, Nova Scotia, now resides in Ottawa.
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Climate Cover-Up: A Study in Propaganda
Harold Wells
Emmanuel College, University of �oronto

A crusade to deny the reality of climate change and 
its human causes is exposed in three recent books. 

Two are substantial volumes authored by distinguished 
climate scientists, mainly devoted to explaining to the 
public the scientific basis for the theory of global warm-
ing, and the other is a volume specifically about “climate 
cover-up,” written by a public relations professional. Our 
interest here is not the science as such, but the attempt to 
obscure scientific information from public view. 

We begin with James Hansen and Storms of My 
Grandchildren (New York: Bloomsbury, 2009). Director 
of Space Studies at NASA, and adjunct professor 
of Earth and Environmental Sciences at Columbia 
University, Hansen lays out carefully documented sci-
entific arguments, complete with statistics, charts, and 
graphs, demonstrating the reality of anthropogenic cli-
mate change. He presents the evidence that the earth is 
moving towards dangerous levels of overheating—so far 
an average global increase of .8 degrees Celsius above 
pre-industrial levels. This apparently slight increase is 
enough to warm the seas and melt glaciers and polar 
ice, and to produce increasingly violent weather—hur-
ricanes, tornadoes, flooding of coastal regions, forest 
fires, drought, unendurable temperatures, famine. This 
change in temperature is caused mainly (though not 
exclusively) by humans’ burning of fossil fuels—coal, 
oil, natural gas—which creates a growing “greenhouse” 
ceiling of carbon dioxide (CO2), blocking the exit of 
heat from the atmosphere into outer space. 

What is particularly interesting is Hansen’s story of 
attempts to silence him. The first scientist to sound the 
warning about global warming to the US Congress, he 
displeased the Department of Energy and in 1981 was 
stripped of his funding for research into the climate 
effects of CO2. But in 2001 he was consulted by Vice-
President Cheney’s Task Force on climate, and placed in 
debate with another scientist, Richard Lindzen, known 
for his defense of the tobacco industry and denying the 
connection between smoking and lung cancer. Lindzen’s 
advice was accepted, and Hansen dismissed as alarmist. 
Efforts followed to have Hansen fired from his post at 
NASA, then again to have his research funding cut, then 
to have his public statements edited and censored by 

non-scientist government officials. He survived profes-
sionally only because of his international reputation. 
“Our biggest problem,” writes Hansen, “is the role of 
money in government, the special interests, epitomized 
by hordes of lobbyists in expensive alligator shoes.” 
(29) He later learned that a decision not to regulate CO2 
emissions was made two weeks before the first meeting 
of the Task Force. Since both the President and Vice-
President were deeply engaged in the oil industry, this 
is not surprising. 

A second book is Keeping Our Cool: Canada in a 
Warming World (Toronto: Penguin, 2010) by Andrew 
Weaver, professor of Earth and Ocean Sciences at the 
University of Victoria, a lead author of the Nobel–prize 
winning Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC).1 The most recent report was the work of 152 
lead authors and more than 600 experts from 113 coun-
tries. Panel members assessed strictly peer-reviewed 
science on climate. They concluded that evidence of 
dangerous planetary heating is “unequivocal,” and that 
the main cause of this situation is human use of fossil fu-
els. Weaver’s book lays out in detail the main arguments 
for human-caused global warming, reaching conclu-
sions much the same as those of Hansen. He points out 
that it will take centuries for CO2 in the atmosphere to 
dissipate. Although destructive effects of climate age are 
already evident, he warns that average global tempera-
ture rise over 2 degrees C above pre-industrial levels is 
“unacceptable,” leading to “the destruction of civiliza-
tion as we know it” (11, 255). 

Of particular interest to us here is the response of 
the Canadian government to this information. The 
government does not officially deny climate change, 
and publicly proclaims its commitment to reduce green-
house gas emissions. In 2007, Prime Minister Harper 
declared that climate change was “perhaps the biggest 
threat to confront the future of humanity today.” (292) 
Yet, at about the same time, the government announced 
an “aspirational” greenhouse target of 60 to 70 percent 
by 2050, betraying a total lack of any sense of urgency 
to be part of an international solution. Meanwhile, 
Environment Canada scientists operate under a directive 
that they must not respond to questions from the media 
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about their science without first going through media 
relations control in Ottawa. “The scientists’ answers 
would spin their way through Ottawa media relations 
staff as they decided what the official Government of 
Canada position would be.” (290) Scientists know that 
their jobs are on the line if they disobey this policy. As 
Weaver puts it, this “manufacture of the message of sci-
ence” by politicians results in fewer and fewer media 
reports to the public from climate scientists, and a dearth 
of public awareness of this urgent situation. 

The statement Killing Environmental Science, pub-
lished in June 2012 by Elisabeth May, President of the 
Green Party of Canada, lists the measures taken by the 
Harper government to influence scientific research on 
the environment and, by cutting the funds of the research 
institutes, to stop scientific investigations in this field 
altogether.2 

A book wholly devoted to a study of the propa-
gandistic control of information is Climate Cover-Up 
(Vancouver: Greystone Books, 2009) by James Hoggan, 
owner of a public relations firm. Hoggan tells “a story 
of betrayal … of selfishness, greed, and irresponsibil-
ity on an epic scale,” (1) of an “Orwellian” policy of 
“control by propaganda, misinformation, denial of truth 
and manipulation of the past.” (63) While the scientific 
consensus is virtually universal,3 the concerted effort is 
to convince the public that the scientific community is 
divided, and that a “balanced” approach is called for, as 
though scientific facts are a matter of opinion. The Global 
Climate Change Coalition (among other organizations 
and “think tanks”) is heavily funded by ExxonMobil, 
Royal Dutch Shell, BP, Texaco, General Motors, Ford, 
DaimlerChrysler, the Aluminum Association, the 
National Association of Manufacturers, the American 
Petroleum Institute, and others. (12–13) Hoggan tells 
us that over ten years, Exxon alone put $20 million 
into think tanks devoted to trashing climate science. 
Scientists are paid high fees ($10,000 to $100,000) to 
write or speak in public, calling into question the general 
scientific consensus on global warming. Yet Hoggan, 
having investigated closely, shows that these scientists 
are not specifically qualified in climate science, or are 
not now working in actual research. (45) Although as 
Ph.D. scientists they sound convincing to readers of 
newspapers or at local community gatherings, some 
of their names have become notorious in the relevant 
scientific community. While there is general agreement 
among well-qualified experts, they tend, as science aca-
demics, to speak in cautious, measured terms, avoiding 

rhetoric. They sometimes disagree about details, and 
these minor disagreements are pounced upon by deniers 
to argue that no consensus exists. Language and rhetoric 
are skillfully used to make global warming theory sound 
uncertain, extremist, or silly: 

“Some say the Earth is warming. Some also said 
the Earth is flat.” 
“Who told you the earth was warming?  
Chicken Little…?” 
“How much are you willing to pay to solve  
a problem that may not exist?” (32)

Some have attempted to argue that global warming 
is a good thing. Others have given up arguing against 
global warming, but argue that it is too late, or too 
expensive, to change direction. In a memo on election 
strategy, a Republican Party pollster appealed to 
right-wing ideology, always suspicious of government 
regulation, advising the use of “language that works.” 
For example: 

Unnecessary environmental regulations hurt 
moms and dads, grandmas and grandpas. They 
hurt citizens on fixed incomes. They make an 
enormous swipe at miners, loggers, truckers, farm-
ers…. (65–66) 

The Western Fuels Association put out messages that 
are blatantly contrary to fact: “If the Earth is getting 
warmer, why is Minneapolis getting colder? If the Earth 
is getting warmer, why is the frost line moving south?” 
Hoggan also offers evidence of fraudulent petitions 
and of misrepresentations of the views of distinguished 
scientists. When the latter complain or take legal action, 
they are faced with intimidation and mounting legal 
costs; others are discouraged from participating in the 
public debate. Fearing prosecution, many have become 
“media-shy.” (165) 

Hoggan offers many stories of media manipulation, 
and advises that users of websites and newspapers be 
careful to check facts and the qualifications of those who 
make statements on this question. The deniers know that 
“No one is going to get elected by promising to solve a 
problem that half the people don’t even acknowledge.” 
(152) Consequently, debate about climate change has 
been virtually absent from recent elections in both 
Canada and the United States. Hoggan reports fund-
ing in the amount of hundreds of millions of dollars in 
lobbying and political contributions, with Exxon being 
the largest spender, (170) and an expenditure of $128.6 
million for 2,340 US political lobbyists in 2008 alone. 
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Obviously, “money talks,” and it is difficult for the truth 
to prevail against the wishes of the powerful fossil fuel 
industries. Hoggan advises: 

If someone tells you to be skeptical, be skeptical of 
them. For that matter, be skeptical of me. Search 
out credible corroboration for everything you read 
or hear, looking always to the credentials and 
economic interests of those who are offering easy 
answers. (164)

The first two of these books are quite challenging, 
but with effort, are accessible and rewarding for the 
non-scientist reader. The third is easily readable, and an 
excellent source for ethical reflection on media manipu-
lation and propaganda. 

Dr. Harold Wells, professor of theology at Emmanuel College in �oronto, 
is a contri�uting editor of The Ecumenist and the author of The Christian 
Centre: Life-Giving and Liberation (Maryknoll, NY: Or�is Books, 2004) 
and several other �ooks. 

1 http://www.ipcc/ch
2 http://www.greenparty.ca/�logs/7/2012�06�01/killing�environmen�

tal�science (accessed July 6, 2012).
3 Naomi Oreskes, “Beyond the Ivory Tower: The Scientific Consensus 
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articles in peer�reviewed journals included no dissenting voices on human�
caused climate change. 
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The United Church: Moderate and Courageous
Gregory Baum
Centre Justice et Foi, Montréal

In December 2009, the leaders of the Palestinian 
Christian churches published the Kairos Palestine 

Declaration, addressed to the international commu-
nity and the Christian churches worldwide. (See The 
Ecumenist, 47 [Summer 2010] 1–5). The Declaration 
pleaded with the churches to “stand by the Palestinian 
people who have faced oppression, displacement, suf-
fering and clear apartheid for more than six decades.” 
It continues, “We Palestinian Christians declare that the 
military occupation of our land is a sin against God and 
humanity.”

The Report
Several Canadian churches have responded in various 

ways to the Kairos Palestine document, with the United 
Church responding in the most substantive manner. On 
May 1, 2012, the United Church released the Report of 
its Working Group on the Israel/Palestine conflict, to be 
studied by the local congregations and then submitted 
to debate and approval at the meeting of the General 
Council in August 2012. The 26-page Report is the 
result of extensive consultations, including a 12-day 
visit in Israel/Palestine to interview representatives 
of Palestinian, Israeli, Christian, Muslim, and Jewish 
communities in the area. The conclusion of the Report 
agrees with the Kairos Palestine Declaration that justice 
demands the end of the Israeli occupation of Palestine. 
Both the Palestine and Israeli people have the right to 
self-determination.

Like previous statements of the United Church, the 
present Report wants to be fair to both Israelis and 
Palestinians. To be fair to Israel, the Report expresses 
respect for the democratic constitution of the Jewish 
State; denounces attempts to delegitimize the State of 
Israel; appreciates Israel’s concern for security and safe 
borders; acknowledges that in some parts, hostility to 
Israel has produced a new antisemitism; calls for an end 
of suicide bombings and other violent attacks on the 
Israeli population; refuses to designate the legal discrim-
ination of Palestinians’ “apartheid” because this word 
would interrupt dialogue with the Jewish community; 
disapproves of the boycott of Israeli goods, except the 
goods produced in the illegal settlements on Palestinian 

lands; and honours Jews and Jewish groups in Israel 
that oppose the occupation and extend their solidarity to 
Palestinians. The Report also remembers with remorse 
the Church’s antisemitic past. It admires the democratic 
constitution of the Jewish State that recognizes the equal 
rights of all citizens, whatever their religion or ethnici-
ty—a legal principle that is not applied at present. 

To be fair to the Palestinians, the Report recognizes 
their great suffering. It calls for the end of the military 
occupation of Palestine; the closing of the illegal settle-
ments on Palestinian lands; the removal of the fences 
that forestall the free movements of Palestinians in their 
own territory; a just distribution of the water supply, 
which at this time deprives Palestinians of their basic 
needs; the creation of a Palestinian State restoring the 
borders of 1967; and attention to the rights of Palestinian 
refugees by compensation or return. The Report regrets 
Israel’s unwillingness to follow international law. It 
also offers theological arguments refuting the claims 
of Christian Zionists that God’s gift of the land to the 
chosen people is today the legal basis for the right of the 
Jews to possess the whole of Palestine.

The Report recommends to the members of the 
United Church that they include the peace of Jerusalem 
in their prayers; continue dialogue with Jewish and 
Muslim communities; support justice-seeking groups 
among Palestinians and Israelis; adopt an ethical pro-
investment strategy with companies that contribute to 
an economically viable Palestinian State; restrict their 
financial investment in Israel, Gaza, East Israel and 
the West Bank in support of peaceful endeavours; and 
persuade the Canadian government and corporations to 
work for a just and peaceful resolution of the present 
conflict.

Moderate and Courageous 
The Report of the United Church is both moder-

ate and courageous. Because the United Church is in 
conversation with the Jewish community in Canada, its 
response to the plight of the Palestinians is more moder-
ate than that of the World Council of Churches and some 
American churches, which advocate the boycott of all 
Israeli products. Since the other Canadian churches pre-
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ferred not to respond to the Kairos Palestine Declaration, 
the Report of the United Church is courageous. It is 
courageous also because the Harper government offers 
one-sided, uncritical support for Israel and encourages 
the idea that the critique of Israel and the call for an end 
of the occupation are symptoms of a new antisemitism. 
It is courageous because on several university campuses 
in English-speaking Canada, the administration makes 
efforts to silence professors and student groups that 
promote solidarity with Palestinians, especially if they 
advocate the boycott of Israeli commodities. 

 On March 7, 2012, Jason Kenney, the Federal 
Minister of Immigration, made a public statement de-
nouncing “the rise of anti-Israel activities on campuses 
across Canada, culminating in the so-called ‘Israeli 
Apartheid Week’, which is often promoted in a manner 
that disregards the rights and safety of Jewish students 
and professors.” In response, Independent Jewish Voices 
criticized the Minister, defending the right to organize 
Israeli Apartheid Week: 

Free expression on Canadian campuses, including 
both academic discourse and political analysis, 
must be protected from these kinds of political 
interference and all attempts of censorship. Unlike 
the Conservative government, we encourage and 
invite open debate and discussion on the full spec-
trum of views on the Israel/Palestine conflict. 

The Crisis of Zionism 
The evaluation of Israeli/Palestinian conflict made 

by the Report for the United Church is in perfect agree-
ment with a new book, The Crisis of Zionism (New 
York: Henry Holt, 2012), by Peter Beinart, a promi-
nent American Jewish author committed to Zionism. 
Allowing himself to be deeply touched by the suffering 
and humiliation inflicted on the Palestinians, the author 
has come to recognize the devastating effect of the oc-
cupation. The present Israeli policies are a looming 
danger to Israeli democracy, a condition that the major 
Jewish organizations in the US refuse to acknowledge. 
The author shows that the original vision of Labour 
Zionism, expressed in Israel’s constitution, included 
commitment to democracy and equal rights. Zionism 
was then supported by progressive Jews. Yet, studying 
the speeches of Israeli politicians and public opinion in 
Israel today, Beinart finds that the ideal of equal rights 
has been replaced by racist discourse and increasingly 
restrictive laws. 

What has emerged in Israel is the Revisionist 
Zionism, founded by Vladimir Jabotinsky in 1925. It 
envisaged military conquest and Jewish rule and repudi-
ated the ideals of Labour Zionism. Beinart shows that 
Benjamin Netanyahu, the present Israeli prime minis-
ter, and with him several political leaders, stand in this 
current. For them, the democracy enshrined in Israel’s 
constitution no longer expresses Israel’s political vision. 
They desire conquest. They promote the settlements on 
Palestinian territories, favour the cruelly unjust distribu-
tion of water on the West Bank, and institute barriers 
and protected roads that divide Palestine to undo the vi-
ability of a Palestinian State. They tighten their grip on 
Palestinian Israelis and limit the freedom of expression 
of progressive Jews in Israel. 

Beinart addresses his book to the Jewish community 
in the United States. He listens to the arguments of his 
Jewish friends who support the occupation and Israeli 
politics and patiently refutes these arguments one by 
one, drawing upon the facts, the conditions on the 
ground. The Jewish organizations in the US that offer an 
uncritical support of Israel are maintained and financed 
by men who are old and who speak a language that is no 
longer meaningful to younger Jews. These old men will 
soon disappear. Beinart appeals to the Jewish commu-
nity to take a close look at the suffering and humiliation 
inflicted on the Palestinians; this will open their eyes. 

Beinart’s position on the boycott is the same as that 
recommended by the United Church Report. He favours 
a settlement boycott. He gives the name of prominent 
Jews in Israel who call upon the world to boycott the 
goods produced by the settlers. Yet he opposes the boy-
cott of goods produced in Israel inside the green line, 
because it sends an ambiguous message: it could mean 
the end of the occupation, but it could also be read as 
an end of Israel. The Palestinian Authority, he notes, 
advocates a boycott only of settler products. The author 
admits that more radical Jews find his distinction be-
tween Labour and Revisionist Zionism not to the point, 
since the Labour government had fully approved of the 
settlements on the confiscated territories. But Beinart 
continues to have hope for democracy in Israel. 

Efficacious critique comes from within. This seems 
to me a universal principle verified in the political life 
of nations and the renewal movement in the churches. 

Gregory Baum is the founding editor of The Ecumenist and Professor 
Emeritus of �heology at McGill University.
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Students Striking in Quebec
Gregory Baum
Centre Justice et Foi, Montréal

�ens of thousands of students have been striking 
in Quebec since February 13, and several mas-

sive demonstrations involving over 200,000 people 
have taken place. This comes as a surprise to many 
political commentators in Quebec, who have lamented 
the increasing passivity of young people and their loss 
of social values. Yet when the government of Quebec 
announced an increase of university fees from $2,168 
to $3,793 a year, students at universities and cégeps 
(community colleges) protested in great numbers, orga-
nized a province-wide strike, marched in the streets, and 
demanded a conversation with the government. The first 
reaction of Premier Jean Charest’s government was a 
categorical refusal: the decision has been made and will 
not be reviewed.

The students organized themselves in three large 
groups, FEUQ (la fédération étudiante universitaire du 
Québec), FECQ (la fédération étudiante collégiale du 
Québec) and, more politically oriented, CLASSE (la 
coalition de l’association pour une solidarité syndicale 
étudiante). What amazed Quebecers, whether they were 
for or against the fee increase, was the calm intelligence 
and the rhetorical skill of the students elected as leaders. 
Interviewed daily on television, they explained to the 
government and the public in general the meaning of 
their social struggle. Premier Charest refused to speak 
to the students. He eventually appointed the minister of 
education, Line Beauchamp, to begin a conversation; 
when this reached a dead end after several weeks and she 
resigned from her position, he appointed another minis-
ter, Micheline Courchesne, to continue the conversation.

The government thought—as did a good many 
Quebecers—that the issue was simply a matter of 
money, even though the student representatives and 
many engaged intellectuals explained the deeper issues 
at stake. Involved is a vision of society. Over these long 
weeks, Quebecers engaged in an extensive debate on 
this question, expressing their views in the pages of Le 
Devoir and on panels broadcast on radio and television. 
The government chose not to be part of this discussion. 
The debate became visible even on the street, since the 
striking students and the people who supported them 
wore a small red square on their jackets. Students orga-

nized against the strike put a little green square on their 
lapel.

Several of the large demonstrations were joined by 
young men Quebecers call “les casseurs” (the smash-
ers)—young men who like to hide in large crowds after 
hockey or football games to commit violent acts. 

Jean Charest has been accused of negligence and irre-
sponsibility for not meeting the student leaders himself 
from the beginning to search for an appropriate compro-
mise. To control the students without having to modify 
its position, the government decided on May 20 to pass 
Bill 78, which severely limited the right to demonstrate. 
This law enraged the protesters, was denounced by law-
yers and human rights groups, and scandalized many 
Quebecers who had previously not supported the stu-
dents. The law has since been taken to court for violating 
the Quebec Charter of Rights and Freedoms.

The issue involved 
That university fees are not simply a matter of money 

but involve a perception of society is obvious when you 
compare the fees in different countries. In the English-
speaking countries, the fees are very high, while in most 
European countries, university education is free or costs 
students very little. In these countries, complex applica-
tion procedures may exclude some applicants. My point 
is that the difference in university fees is a matter of 
philosophy. In some countries, university education is 
seen as a preparation for a professional career, while 
in others it is understood as a social project, promoting 
knowledge and research and raising the cultural level of 
society as a whole. 

The Parent Commission that proposed Quebec’s 
educational system during the Quiet Revolution envis-
aged a social-democratic society, support for cultural 
development, the reduction of class differences, and 
an educational system open to all. The Commission 
recommended that free education in Quebec eventually 
include university studies. Quebecers were reminded of 
this a few weeks ago in a television interview with Guy 
Rocher, a prominent sociologist, now retired, who had 
been a member of the Parent Commission in the 1960s. 
Yet under the impact of neo-liberal economics, Quebec 
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has greatly changed over the years: the government, 
constrained by the capitalist elite, wants public institu-
tions to be run increasingly like commercial enterprises, 
where decisions are made in terms of the bottom line.

Commentators in Quebec who offer a positive inter-
pretation of the strike observe that the students remind 
the present government of the social values fostered by 
the Quiet Revolution: cooperation, solidarity, participa-
tion, transparency, and greater equality between social 
classes. The cause of the students has a nationalist di-
mension. They affirm the collective identity of Quebec 
that has inherited from its past the spirit of solidarity and 
the concern for the common good. 

Universities are increasingly run like businesses. 
Articles in Le Devoir written by professors have docu-
mented this trend—especially Michel Seymour in the 
May 29 issue. The university board of governors now 
includes wealthy businessmen or industrialists with no 
university involvement; the president is often appointed 
as a good administrator, possibly with no experience 
of university research; enormous sums of money are 
given to high administrators as they leave their position; 
the funding received from corporations often steers the 
orientation of the curriculum; and the ever-growing bu-
reaucracy reduces the influence of the professors who 
constitute the university. 

The debate is clearly no longer simply about univer-
sity fees. That’s why a great many groups have sided 
with the students: le Parti Québécois, Québec Solidaire, 
several labour unions, human rights organizations, pro-
fessors’ associations, teachers, and lawyers. The new 
Archbishop of Montreal, Christian Lépine, has pub-
lished a statement asking the government to be open to 
dialogue and negotiation. Taking a hard line, he writes, 
will undermine the trust of the students and produce 
a cynicism that will harm society in the long run. The 
Jesuit-sponsored Centre justice et foi, with which I 
have been associated for the last 25 years, supports the 
students; in the parish to which I belong, the Sunday 
sermon and the prayers at Mass express the hope that 
good will come out of this conflict and that Quebec will 
become a more egalitarian society.

Voices opposed to the strike are also given a hearing. 
Many Quebecers say that the students are spoiled brats. 
In fact, the polls indicated that at the beginning, the 
majority of Quebecers supported Jean Charest. This is 
not surprising, since people who are not connected to a 
university are unlikely to think about the contribution of 

university education to society as a whole. With the con-
troversial Bill 78, public opinion changed. The majority 
of Quebecers are opposed to it, since limiting the right 
to demonstrate will affect not only the students, but all 
citizens of Quebec. Yet, as groups of students continue 
to demonstrate, make noise in the streets, and interrupt 
the traffic, Quebecers are getting tired of the strike. The 
government lets the present conflict drift on, possibly 
hoping that the government will gain the support of 
more and more Quebecers.

Even though universities in Europe are in a better 
situation, they, too, are presently affected by the culture 
of neo-liberalism. It is significant that after his election 
as President of France, François Hollande promised sup-
port for universities and students. In a speech on May 15, 
2012, he said:

The coming years will see a new hierarchy of 
values: highest among them will be science, intel-
ligence, research, the will to study and to teach. 
These values are the most appreciated and the 
most respected, more than money. … The school 
must do its work of instruction and education so 
that the coming generation will live better than we 
do. I stand for the public school, I stand for the 
transmission of knowledge, I stand for republican 
solidarity, I stand for the promises made to the new 
generation that it will surpass us.

Gérard Bouchard, with many public intellectuals in 
Quebec, insists in the pages of Le Devoir that the strike 
is supported by so many people because of a general 
dissatisfaction with Jean Charest’s Liberal government. 
It endorses the unregulated market system, it lacks trans-
parency, it hides the scandals in which it is involved, it 
underfunds public institutions of health and education, 
it avoids consultation on its economic projects, and it 
is not guided by a vision of Quebec. What is needed, 
these commentators say, is an election. Other critics 
argue that making university policy an election issue is 
not a good idea, since a great many people, not having 
thought much about it, may simply support the effort to 
save public money. The social democratic ideal of the 
Quiet Revolution had sought an equilibrium between 
economic rationality and support for the common good. 

Gregory Baum is the founding editor of The Ecumenist and Professor 
Emeritus of �heology at McGill University.
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Does God Punish?
Gregory Baum
Centre Justice et Foi, Montréal

Today, hatred, violence, and terrorism in the name of 
God make many people ask if religion is the source 

of violence. Can religion that foments violence simply 
be called pathological or a distortion of its true nature, 
or is it necessary to take a critical look at the religious 
traditions to see if they contain the seeds of violence? 
Since World War II, Christian theologians have in fact 
wrestled with the uncomfortable question of how to in-
terpret the religious violence recorded in the Bible. Even 
more troubling, they have asked whether the God of the 
Bible is violent. In 1994, the Italian exegete Giuseppe 
Barbaglio published a study called Dieu est-il violent? 
(Is God violent?). And in 2009 the French religious 
thinker Jean-Marie Muller published a volume entitled 
Désarmer les dieux: Le christianisme et l’islam face 
à la non-violence (Disarming the gods: Christianity’s 
and Islam’s response to non-violence). Christians find 
themselves obliged to face the problem raised by bibli-
cal passages that record God’s blessing of violence and 
God’s commandments to kill. 

Today many theologians are so convinced that God is 
love—the good Father, the merciful Son, the life-giving 
Spirit—that they refuse to take literally the violent bibli-
cal passages. In this essay I wish to present the argument 
of Hans Urs von Balthasar, showing that God does not 
punish. 

Balthasar developed his ideas on divine punishment 
and hell in two small books, Do We Hope That All May 
Be Saved? and A Short Discourse on Hell, both pub-
lished in 1988 by Ignatius Press in San Francisco. When 
I was a student of theology at the University of Fribourg 
in Switzerland in the 1950s, the professor of Patristics 
warned us of Balthasar’s unorthodox teaching. We were 
amused by this. Balthasar had written that the future of 
humanity was in Jesus Christ, a statement the professor 
interpreted as the denial of hell and the return to Origen’s 
heresy of apokatastasis (restoration) condemned by the 
Church. It is true that as a young theologian, Balthasar 
had already reflected on the anguishing question about 
the ultimate future of humankind. In his two books pub-
lished in the 1980s, the great theologian and scholar of 
Patristic literature deals with this issue in some detail.

The first point he makes is that there are two sets of 
passages in the Scriptures: the harsh ones condemning 
the wicked to hell and the hopeful ones expressing God’s 
intention to save all humans. These are the harsh texts 
he mentions: Rom 2:5-9; 2 Thess 1:10; 1 Cor 3:11-15; 
2 Thess 1:5-10; 2 Cor 5:10; Lk 11:23; Mk 8:38. This is 
the text from Romans: 

Your stubborn refusal to repent is only storing up 
retribution for yourself on that Day of retribution 
when God’s just verdicts will be made known. He 
will repay everyone as their deeds deserve. For 
those who aimed for glory and honour and im-
mortality by persevering in doing good, there will 
be eternal life; but for those who out of jealousy 
have taken for their guide not truth but injustice, 
there will be the fury of retribution. Trouble and 
distress will come to every human being who does 
evil – Jews first, but Greeks as well. (Rom 2:5-9)

These are the hopeful texts Balthasar mentions: 1 Tim 
2:4; Jn 12:32; Jn 16:33; Tit 2:11; 2 Pet 3:9; Heb 9:28; 
Rom 11:32; Col 1:20; Eph 1:10, Phil 2:10; Jn 17:2; Rom 
15:21. These are some examples:

God our Saviour … wants everyone to be saved 
and reach full knowledge of the truth. (1 Tim 2:4) 

“When I am lifted up from the earth, I shall draw 
all people to myself.” (Jn 12:32) 

“In the world you will have hardship, but be cou-
rageous: I have conquered the world.” (Jn 16:33)

Which of these passages has more weight? On 
the answer to this question, the Church Fathers were 
deeply divided. Origen (189–253) and other Eastern 
theologians gave priority to the hopeful texts, while 
St. Augustine (354–430), followed by theologians in the 
West, emphasized the harsh texts of eternal punishment. 

Origen taught that God did not create hell. Origen 
wrote a commentary on a passage of the prophet Isaiah: 
“Look, all you who light a fire and arm yourselves with 
firebrands, walk by the light of your fire and the fire-
brands you have kindled! This is what you will get from 
me: you will lie down in torment!” (Is 50:11). Origen 
concludes that the fire of hell is self-kindled: the hard-
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hearted sinners exile themselves. God does not punish 
the wicked: the wicked punish themselves. According 
to Balthasar, this was the position adopted by several 
Eastern theologians. St. Ambrose, in the West, also held 
that “the outer darkness” of which the Scriptures speak 
refers to “the self-exile” chosen by the sinner. There is 
no gnashing of teeth, no bodily worm, no fire that is eter-
nally fed by physical flames. The Church fathers never 
said that God created hell, for hell was a state created 
by the sinner.

Balthasar quotes two Catholic theologians, his con-
temporaries, who have followed the teaching of the 
Eastern authors. In his Kirchliche Dogmatik (IV/2/449), 
Michael Schmaus (1897–1993) insists that hell is cre-
ated by the creature, not by God: the wicked person 
who refuses to repent creates the hell appropriate for his 
condition. In his Eschatologie (1977), Joseph Ratzinger 
writes: “Christ allocates ruin to none; he himself is pure 
salvation, the calamity is not imposed by him, but exists 
wherever a man has remained distant from him and cut 
himself off from salvation.”

Origen has been accused of teaching apokatastasis, 
the total restoration of humanity and the cosmos in 
God. According to Balthasar, the teaching of Origen 
was more complex. In his writings are passages ex-
pressing the hope that all intelligent creatures will be 
restored in God, possibly even the demons, and other 
passages that state his belief in the final restoration, yet 
leaving the issue open for a free debate in the Church. 
This open approach, Balthasar shows, was followed by 
Ambrose, Gregory of Nyssa, Dydimus the Blind, and 
other Christian writers. Yet in the sixth century, under 
Emperor Justianus, Origen was condemned as a heretic 
for teaching, among other things, apokatastasis. His 
writings were destroyed and his influenced waned in the 
Church. 

More than anyone else, St. Augustine, the great 
theologian of the West, influenced the thought of 
Western theologians, Catholic and Protestant. Despite 
Augustine’s overriding emphasis on the love of God—
God’s love for us and our love of God—this profound 
and complex thinker was obsessed with sin, condemna-
tion, and hell. An entire chapter in his work The City of 
God deals with hell, arguing at length against the Eastern 
Christians who emphasize God’s will that all be saved. 
Before the judgment of God, all humans live in fear and 
trembling. As Augustine was dying, he had the peniten-
tial psalms pinned to the wall so that he could read them 
all day long. Because he emphasized the divine initia-

tive in human salvation and the gift of grace in the good 
things we do, he drifted towards the idea that people 
do wicked things because they have not been chosen. 
Predestination is limited: not all are destined for heaven; 
some are destined for hell. This is not unjust, Augustine 
argued, because God foresees the sins these people will 
commit. At the end of his life, Augustine even defended 
what has been called ‘double predestination’: that at 
their very creation, God destines some humans to salva-
tion and others to condemnation. In his gloom, the great 
saint held that the great majority of humans will be lost. 
He went so far as to teach that we may neither pray for 
the salvation of all, nor hope that all will be saved, for 
Scripture has revealed that God has predestined some 
to be damned. Balthasar notes that this outrageous idea 
was accepted by Christian authors in the Middle Ages: 
only St. Thomas disagreed with it (II-II,17,a3).

This teaching of Augustine has had an enormous 
influence on the Western Church. Fear and trembling 
have had their effect on the liturgy, spirituality, and ar-
tistic productions. The Dies irae sequence of the burial 
service is a perfect expression of the dread before the 
severe divine judge. The official teaching of the Catholic 
Church rejected the double predestination proposed 
by Augustine in his old age: Catholic teaching recog-
nizes only the predestination for salvation. Yet some 
Protestant theologians opted with Augustine for the 
double predestination.

 This gloomy teaching, the scriptural foundation 
of which is uncertain, influenced how Catholic and 
Protestants have looked upon humanity beyond the 
Church, preventing them from seeing anything good in 
the world. Balthasar recognized the tendency among 
Christians of all the churches to assign ‘the others’ to 
hell: the outsiders, the dissidents, the rivals, and the en-
emies. Hell, he observed, has become a weapon to slay 
our opponents. The meaning of the harsh biblical texts 
on the judgment of God is quite different. They remind 
us of the possibility that we become unfaithful, lose the 
divine friendship, and cut ourselves off from the sources 
of life—a message that summons forth greater fidelity. 
These texts may not be made into an instrument to con-
demn others. Jesus told us to leave the judgment to God.

Hans Urs von Balthasar is the principal theologian 
who has systematically opposed the dark interpreta-
tion inherited from the past. He risked being accused of 
heresy by conservative Catholics, yet the issue was so 
important for him that he took this chance. We note that 
Balthasar did not teach apokastatasis; what he taught 

Ecumenist SUMMER 2012.indd   18 12-07-17   13:12



The Ecumenist, Vol. 49, No. 3  Summer 2012 / 19

was that Christians may hope that at the end all human 
beings will be saved. 

Balthasar presents his own reading of the Scriptures. 
He recognizes that the image of God as judge, rewarding 
the good and punishing the wicked, is used throughout 
the Old Testament. This image is used by the prophets to 
impress upon people an awareness of their sins, the need 
for conversion, and their responsibility to seek reconcili-
ation with God. In the New Testament, we find that in his 
own preaching, Jesus adopted the same image: he used 
the traditional rhetoric of God as rewarder of the good 
and punisher of the wicked.

After the resurrection, Balthasar observes, the dis-
course changes. We now hear promises of the redemptive 
future of all humankind. In Acts 3:21, Peter announces, 
“Then he will send you the Christ … whom heaven must 
keep till the universal restoration comes which God pro-
claimed, speaking through his holy prophets.” This verse 
actually speaks of universal restoration or apokatastasis. 
In Jn 12:31, Jesus proclaims, “When I am lifted up from 
the earth, I shall draw all people to myself.” The glori-
fied Jesus, lifted up on the cross and lifted higher in his 
resurrection and ascension, will draw unto himself all 
human beings. In 1 Cor. 15:28, the Apostle Paul writes, 
“When everything has been subjected to him, then the 
Son himself will be subjected to the One who has sub-
jected everything to him, so that God may be all in all.” 
The promise that God will be all in all seems to leave no 
room for hell. What Balthasar wants to conclude from 
these post-resurrection passages is that Christians may 
hope that all of humanity will be saved. 

To correct the Christian imagination, Balthasar notes 
that ‘the eternal punishment’ mentioned in the Bible may 
not be taken literally. God alone is eternal, God alone is 
beyond space and time, while eternal punishment is an 
image within time and hence refers to something finite 
and limited. Bathasar does not mention that some theo-
logians argue that the self-exclusion of the unrepentant 
perpetrator of evil will extinguish his life. He will drop 
out of being, he will lose his existence. As a matter of 
fact, there are prayers in the Catholic liturgy that ask 
God to preserve us from mors perpetua, from everlast-
ing death. 

Pope Benedict XVI is aware of Balthasar’s effort to 
influence Catholic piety, rescue believers from fear, and 
encourage them to hope that at the end, all humans will 
be saved. In his encyclical on hope, Spe salvi, the Pope 
suggests that our hope of salvation includes all humans. 

The question now arises: are we not falling back once 
again into an individualistic understanding of salvation, 
into hope for myself alone, which is not true hope, since 
it forgets and overlooks the others? Indeed we are not! 
Our relationship with God is established through com-
munion with Jesus—we cannot achieve it alone or from 
our own resources. The relationship with Jesus, how-
ever, is a relationship with the one who gave himself as a 
ransom for all (cf. 1 Tim 2:6). Being in communion with 
Jesus Christ draws us into his “being for all”; it makes it 
our own way of being. He commits us to live for others, 
but only through communion with him does it become 
possible truly to be there for others, for the whole.

Benedict wants to correct the fear associated in 
Catholic piety with the last judgment. 

Faith in the Last Judgement is first and foremost 
hope …. The image of the Last Judgement is not 
primarily an image of terror, but an image of hope; 
for us it may even be the decisive image of hope. 
Is it not also a frightening image? I would say: it 
is an image that evokes responsibility, an image, 
therefore, of that fear of which Saint Hilary spoke 
when he said that all our fear has its place in love. 
God is justice and creates justice. This is our con-
solation and our hope. And in his justice there is 
also grace. (Spe salvi, no. 43)

Benedict also wants to change the image Catholics 
have of hell and the fear produced by Augustine’s idea 
that only a minority will be saved. 

There can be people who have totally destroyed 
their desire for truth and readiness to love, people 
for whom everything has become a lie, people who 
have lived for hatred and have suppressed all love 
within themselves. This is a terrifying thought, 
but alarming profiles of this type can be seen in 
certain figures of our own history. In such people 
all would be beyond remedy and the destruction of 
good would be irrevocable: this is what we mean 
by the word Hell. (Spe salvi, no. 45)
Benedict hopes that the damned will be few. He 

seems to be open to the idea that the ultimate refusal to 
repent means self-destruction or perpetual death. 

Gregory Baum is the founding editor of The Ecumenist and Professor 
Emeritus of �heology at McGill University.
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The Pre-history of Nostra aetate
By Gregory Baum
Centre Justice et Foi, Montréal

John Connelly, From Enemy to Brother: The Revolution in Catholic Teaching on the Jews, 1933–1965.  
Cam�ridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2012, 376 pp. 

We have to be grateful to historians like John 
Connelly. They spend years working in dusty ar-

chives, investigating private correspondence, examining 
personal diaries, reading old newspapers, and studying 
the minutes of past committee meetings to unearth an 
almost forgotten story that had an important impact 
on historical events. John Connelly, historian at the 
University of California at Berkeley, has just published a 
book on the prehistory of the declaration Nostra aetate, 
promulgated by Vatican Council II, which redefined the 
Church’s relationship to Jews and Judaism. Calling the 
Church’s new teaching a revolution is no exaggeration. 
Almost from the beginning, the Jews who refused to ac-
cept Jesus as messiah were denounced by the Church as 
outsiders, blinded by their unbelief, unfaithful to their 
mission, and estranged from the God of the covenant. 
An anti-Jewish rhetoric has accompanied the preaching 
of the Gospel throughout the centuries. Yet according 
to Nostra aetate, following a particular interpretation 
of Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, the Jews remain God’s 
chosen people: they are not rejected because they don’t 
believe in Jesus, but continue to enjoy the divine bless-
ing of the ancient covenant. The Jews are the sons and 
daughters of Abraham and share with Christians a com-
mon spiritual patrimony.

Oesterreicher and Thieme
Connelly has uncovered the story that has produced 

this astounding doctrinal development. It began in 1933 
in Vienna when Johannes (John) Oesterreicher, a young 
priest, a convert from Judaism attached to his Jewish 
roots, initiated a campaign against racism. This was 
the same year that Hitler assumed power in Germany. 
Oesterreicher found a small number of Catholic allies 
for his movement, among them Karl Thieme, a theolo-
gian and a convert from Protestantism. He had left the 
German Protestant Church when it decided, under the 
influence of Nazi ideas, to dismiss the ordained minis-
ters of Jewish or partly Jewish descent. Oesterreicher 
and Thieme worked together. They carried on an exten-
sive correspondence that continued after the war and 

they produced reports, articles, and books that consti-
tuted a substantial theological literature.

After the war, Oesterreicher, now a refugee in the 
United States, founded the Institute of Judean–Christian 
Studies at Seton Hall University, while Thieme became 
associated with a research centre on Jewish–Christian 
relations in Freiburg, Germany, founded by Gertrud 
Luckner, a social worker and convert from Protestantism. 
Supported by the bishop of Freiburg, she had helped 
Jews in hiding during the war, had been arrested, and 
had spent several years in the women’s concentration 
camp at Ravensbrück.1 Luckner and Thieme pub-
lished the Freiburger Rundbrief, a review that opposed 
antisemitism in theological terms and offered new theo-
logical ideas, legitimating Jewish–Christian friendship 
and cooperation. The authors writing in the Rundbrief 
were Catholic, Protestant, and Jewish, a innovation that 
worried the Vatican. The priest sent to investigate the 
Centre was the Jesuit August Bea, who came to have 
sympathy for its activities and protected it in Rome. 
Eventually Bea became Cardinal Bea, the president of 
the Secretariat of Christian Unity, thanks to whose stub-
born support Nostra aetate saw the light of day.

The person who decided that the Council would 
make a statement on the Jews and Judaism was Pope 
John XXIII. At a visit from Jules Isaac, the French 
Jewish historian who was the author of books on the 
Church’s anti-Jewish preaching and yet a promoter of 
Jewish–Christian friendship, John XXIII promised him 
that the Council would correct the Church’s teaching. 
John Connelly offers detailed analysis of the efforts in 
German-speaking lands that led to Nostra aetate. There 
were also movements in France and Holland that de-
serve careful study.

Racist Theories 
Connelly has shown that in the first part of the 20th 

century, racist theories were widely held among think-
ers with diverse political orientations. They believed 
science had demonstrated that all humans belonged to 
communities united by culture and blood, an inheri-
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tance that determined their character and their talents. 
Even if the thinkers did not distinguish between higher 
and lower races, they still tended to think that the races 
should remain apart, each cultivating their own par-
ticular gifts. Connelly also quotes authors who regarded 
these racist theories as wholly unfounded. Since the 
Church assumed that racist theories were scientifically 
demonstrated, it rejected only ‘extreme racism,’ i.e. rac-
ism leading to the denial of the unity of the human 
family. Since that time, science has come to reject the 
blood theories of race. 

Connelly’s account of the wide acceptance of race 
theories has resolved a problem I came across when I did 
research on nationalism, studied the thought of Martin 
Buber, and was amazed by his use of blood rhetoric in 
speeches he gave in 1909 to promote Zionism. Here is 
an example of this rhetoric. “Blood is a deep-rooted 
nurturing force within the individual: the deepest layers 
of our being are determined by blood, our innermost 
thinking and our will are coloured by it.” In my study, 
I interpreted this language as referring to the cultural 
memory handed on from parents to their children. Now 
I recognize that race theories were widely held as scien-
tifically established by thinkers who rejected the idea of 
inferior races. Yet in the 1950s, Thieme raised the ques-
tion of whether Zionism as a race-based nationalism 
might eventually generate exclusion and domination, a 
question he did not explore, being deeply committed to 
solidarity with the Jews.

Strongly opposed to romantic blood theories, the 
German sociologist Max Weber, writing prior to World 
War I, depicted ethnic or (völkisch) nationalist move-
ments as made up of people who think they have the 
same biological origin. The common conviction is a 
cultural symbol, not a matter of blood. 

Should Jews Become Christians? 
Oestereicher and Thieme were passionately opposed 

to racism in any form, especially antisemitism. They 
participated in two important conferences—in 1947 at 
Seelisberg, Switzerland, and in 1952 at Bad Schwalbad, 
Germany—attended by concerned Christians and their 
Jewish friends. The participants formulated a series of 
hermeneutical and pedagogical principles that should 
guide the reading of the New Testament so as to avoid 
interpretations that spread contempt for Jews and their 
religion. Some of these principles were eventually taken 
up in Nostra aetate.

Oesterreicher made a clear distinction between the 
religious anti-Judaism of the Christian Church and the 
anti-Jewish racism that was a product of modern times. 
This allowed him to draw attention to and reinterpret 
the anti-Jewish texts of Scripture and Tradition without 
blaming the Christian Church for the modern racial 
antisemitism that culminated in the Holocaust. This dis-
tinction has been made by many thinkers, among them 
Hannah Arendt. Karl Thieme, on the other hand, did not 
believe that one could make such a clear distinction: the 
contempt for Jews produced by Christian preaching and 
their exclusion from the Christian society were cultural 
factors that aided the production of modern race-based 
antisemitism and were used by politicians to legitimate 
antisemitic legislations. 

Despite their passionate opposition to antisemi-
tism—religious, cultural, and political—Thieme and 
Oesterreicher believed that the Jews were called to 
become converts to the Christian faith. This was the 
Church’s common teaching. No Christian theologian 
had ever doubted this. Yet in 1950, Karl Thieme changed 
his mind. He had become friends with Jewish religious 
thinkers, learned to respect the Jewish religious tradi-
tion, and was convinced that if this wisdom came to a 
stop, it would be a loss for humanity. It then occurred 
to him that the Pauline verse “Has God abandoned his 
people? By no means” (Rom 11:1) announced that Jews 
remained God’s chosen people, despite their unbelief, 
“for the gifts and the call of God are irrevocable” (Rom 
11:28).

There is no need for the Jews to be converted to 
Christ: God’s care accompanies them in the synagogue. 
Thieme regarded his change of mind as a true conver-
sion that radically altered his theological perspective. 
According to Connelly, the passionate German was the 
first learned interpreter of Scripture to arrive at this in-
terpretation. At the time, Oesterreicher was scandalized 
by it. He continued to believe the Jews were called to be-
come believers in Christ. In 1954 he published the book 
The Walls Are Crumbling, which told the story of several 
famous converts from Judaism, which he presented as 
a promise of a future wave of conversions. Thieme and 
Oesterreicher stopped writing to one another. 

No Mission to Convert the Jews
The new reading of Romans was confirmed in Nostra 

aetate. How did it get there? one may well ask. In 1961 
I published the book The Jews and the Gospel, which 
tried to defend the New Testament against the accusa-
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tion that it created anti-Jewish prejudice. Since I am not 
a biblical scholar, I simply followed the well-known and 
respected biblical commentaries. Following them, I in-
terpreted St. Paul to say that because of God’s fidelity to 
his promises, the Jews, refusing to believe in Jesus, will 
not lose themselves in the world; they will remain a dis-
tinct community; and after the full number of Gentiles 
have entered the Church, “all of Israel will be saved.” 
No commentary I read suggested that Paul regarded the 
present condition of the Jews as a source of grace for 
them. Yet this was affirmed by Nostra aetate. Because 
God is faithful, the ancient covenant remains valid: the 
faith of the Jews remains blessed by God. 

Rarely mentioned is that the same teaching is also 
found in Lumen gentium, the conciliar document of the 
Church. It calls the Jews populus secundum electionem 
carissimus propter patres. This is the paragraph: 

Those who have not yet received the Gospel are 
related in various ways to the People of God. In 
the first place there is the people to whom the cov-
enant and the promises were given and from whom 
Christ was born according to the flesh. On account 
of their fathers, this people remains most dear to 
God, for God does not repent of the gifts he makes 
nor of the calls he issues. (Rom 11:28-29) 

When Paulist Press reissued my book in 1965 under 
the new title Is the New Testament Antisemitic? I stated 
the conciliar teaching in the introduction and corrected 
the appropriate passages throughout the text. I showed 
the reader that the Church has come to respect contem-
porary Judaism as pleasing to God.

How did this new interpretation of Paul’s message in 
Romans 11 get into the conciliar documents? Connelly 
tells us that Karl Thieme was unhappy that John 
Oesterreicher had been appointed by Cardinal Bea’s 
Secretariat as peritus on the Jewish question. Thieme 
thought that Oesterreicher was still a convert maker. 
Yet Oesterreicher had changed his mind. Connelly 
observes that while Thieme had experienced the new 
insight as a profound conversion, Oesterreicher seems 
to have turned to it gradually. I was also a peritus at the 
Secretariat at the time, an heir of the traditional interpre-
tation. I have no idea which theologian or which bishops 
of the Secretariat proposed Karl Thieme’s interpretation 
of the Pauline text. My impression is that we gradually 
adopted a more open interpretation of the Pauline texts, 
following a post-Holocaust hermeneutic, i.e. we refused 
to interpret literally any New Testament text that put 

down or humiliated the Jews. We recognized with shame 
and sorrow that the inherited discourse of exclusion has 
had tragic historical consequences. Reflecting anew on 
Romans, chapter 11, led the Church to adopt a positive 
appreciation of contemporary Judaism. 

The Creativity of Religious Traditions 
Recovering the pre-history of Nostra aetate, John 

Connelly has rendered an important service to the 
Catholic Church. The details of the small movement 
starting in the 1930s, fostering Jewish–Christian friend-
ship and countering antisemitism, are hidden in articles, 
bulletins, declarations, minutes of committee meetings, 
and personal correspondence—material that requires 
the skills of a historian to become public knowledge. 
I am personally glad that John Oesterreicher’s impor-
tant work has been analyzed and appreciated. Thanks 
to his activities at the Institute of Judeo-Christian 
Studies at Seton Hall University, he was well known 
in the Catholic academic community and among par-
ticipants in Jewish–Christian dialogue. By contrast, Karl 
Thieme has remained largely unknown. His important 
contribution is mentioned in Elias Füllenbach’s long 
essay in Antisemitism, Christian Ambivalence and the 
Holocaust.2 I am glad that Connolly has produced an 
intellectual portrait of this fearless thinker ready to swim 
against the stream.

At the end of his book, Connelly offers reflections on 
the extraordinary history that he has unearthed. He no-
tices that the great majority of Catholic men and women 
who wrestled against racism and antisemitism beginning 
in the 1930s were converts from Protestantism or from 
Judaism. Do converts to Catholicism, he asks himself, 
bring something new to the Church? Because they have 
belonged to two religious spaces, they may have respect 
for difference and a desire for reconciliation. In the past, 
converts from one religion to another were often hostile 
to the religion they left behind and painted a negative 
picture of it. In the 20th century, this seems to have 
changed. The question raised by Connolly as to whether 
converts make a special contribution to Catholicism de-
serves a careful study.

A second observation made by Connolly is that by 
becoming acquainted with Jews and having the relation 
of friendship with them, Catholics often arrive at a more 
generous theological evaluation of Judaism. I think that 
this is an important point. Knowing others only through 
their writings and looking at them from a distance, we 
are unable to appreciate their deep aspirations and the 
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mystery operative in their lives. People belonging to re-
ligious traditions have, throughout the centuries, rarely 
understood outsiders and their vision of reality. The 
pluralism of modern urban society and the practice of 
dialogue have changed this. Personal acquaintance with 
Muslims, Hindus, or Buddhists has opened the minds of 
Christians and produced a more profound understand-
ing of their religious traditions. The declaration Nostra 
aetate, intended to honour Judaism and the Jews, was 
extended, following the wishes of the bishops from 
Asia and Africa, to include the appreciation of the world 
religions and encourage interreligious dialogue and co-
operation. The Church’s ability to enlarge its perspective 
reveals the creativity of religious traditions.

The extraordinary story told by Connelly reveals not 
only that the Catholic magisterium is able to change its 
mind, but also that a doctrinal renewal of this kind may 

well begin as a small movement in the Church, frowned 
upon by the hierarchy, that gradually finds acceptance 
among Catholics and their theologians, to be finally 
affirmed by the highest authority. In the present winter 
of the Catholic Church, it is good to be reminded of the 
innovative power of Spirit-guided movements within 
Catholicism. 

Gregory Baum is the founding editor of The Ecumenist and Professor 
Emeritus of �heology at McGill University.

1 The Ecumenist, Spring 2001, 14�15.
2 Elias Füllenbach, “Shock, Renewal, Crisis: Catholic Reflections on 

the Shoah,” in Antisemitism, Christian Ambivalence and the Holocaust, ed. 
K.P. Spicer (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2000), 201–34.
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