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Émile Durkheim and Max Weber to analyze trends and 
events in church and society. Rosemary Ruether wrote 
on the churches of the radical reformation and the new 
left-wing political consciousness in the United States.4 
Rudolf Siebert wrote on the new political theology in 
Germany of Johann Baptist Metz, Jürgen Moltmann, 
and Dorothee Soelle.5 Liberation, political, feminist, 
and black theologies formed a new kind of ecumeni-
cal dialogue that included participants from Europe, 
North and South America, and eventually Africa and 
Asia. Roman Catholics, Protestants, and Anabaptists 
joined in critiquing social injustice and discussing 
social movements in light of the gospel. Articles on 
Jewish–Christian dialogue began to reflect on the con-
flict between Palestinians and the state of Israel. Letters 
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50 Years of The Ecumenist
By Don Schweitzer
St. Andrew’s College, Saskatoon

The Ecumenist is 50 years old this year. Its history 
should be noted. The first issue rolled off the press 

in October 1962, roughly coinciding with the formal 
opening of the Second Vatican Council. The journal’s 
stated purpose was “to support and advance the ecu-
menical movement.”1 Its strategy was to inform through 
articles and reports on ecumenical events, dialogues, and 
developments. It also interpreted the meaning of these 
and theological developments in “all the Churches.”2 
Gregory Baum, its founding editor and most frequent 
author, was well placed to do this, as a peritus or theo-
logical advisor at Vatican II. Kevin Lynch was associate 
editor. 

The initial issues focused on Vatican II, especially the 
movement towards a greater openness to ecumenism. In 
addition to articles on the Council, the journal listed who 
had visited the Council as a delegate or observer and 
included excerpts from Council documents and some 
speeches. Each issue carried several short book reviews. 
The Ecumenist also reported and studied ecumenical 
developments in a broad range of churches, and featured 
articles on developments in Jewish–Christian relations. 
Its focus was never simply on the church, but always on 
the church in the world. 

In the late 1960s, the journal’s focus began to 
shift from ecumenical dialogue and developments to 
the emerging new ecumenism of critical theology. A 
progressive political orientation entered the journal’s 
outlook. Gregory Baum reported on his studies of 
sociology at the New School for Social Research in 
New York3 and used insights from sociologists such as 
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to the editor were sometimes published, and dialogues 
between authors were frequent. Articles continued to 
examine ethical issues like abortion and divorce, but also 
theological topics such as innovations in the understand-
ing of God in response to an increasingly secularized 
consciousness, and the nature of biblical and curial 
authority in theology.

This change in focus for The Ecumenist reflected a 
theological shift in Canadian church circles, as denomi-
nations such as Roman Catholic, Anglican, and United 
Church began to take prophetic stands on numerous so-
cial issues, exhibiting a preferential option for the poor 
in their social teachings and statements.6 The Ecumenist 
was now engaged in academic advocacy for this theo-
logical development through which churches redefined 
themselves as standing in solidarity with the poor and 
marginalized. 

This ended in the spring of 1991 when The Ecumenist 
ceased publication—for the first time, anyway. Hitherto, 
Paulist Press had managed, with the help of donations, 
to distribute the journal for free. This was no longer 
economically feasible. In a moving article entitled 
“Good-bye to The Ecumenist,” Gregory Baum reflected 
that the journal’s end coincided with the end of an era 
of hopeful struggle for social justice.7 The years of 
Keynesian welfare-capitalism were over. The kairos of 
the 1970s, in which radical social and economic change 
seemed possible, had also ended. According to Baum, 
the Gulf War was “the publicly approved massacre that 
sealed in blood the new political-economic orientation, 
begun over a decade ago, that sought to enhance the ma-
terial well-being of a privileged minority and assign to 
the margin the rest of the globe’s population.”8 The fall of 
the Berlin wall in 1989 and the collapse of Soviet-style 
communism ended the nuclear arms race, but unleashed 
the American Empire as the sole superpower. In Canada, 
churches that supported movements for social justice 
could no longer ignore losses of membership and began 
to focus instead on institutional maintenance. According 
to Baum, this was a time of mourning and resistance to 
empire for Christians dedicated to social justice, rather 
than a time of hopeful struggle for social change. 

Yet in the 1990s, social change did happen in various 
forms. Most remarkably, in 1990 Nelson Mandela was 
released from prison after years of captivity. In 1994, in 
the first democratic elections held in South Africa, he be-
came the country’s new president. Apartheid, which had 
caused so much misery and which had seemed so deeply 
entrenched, had ended. Canadian churches played a 
small but significant role in this.9 

At the same time, the new intellectual mood of post-
modernity had become established. Knowledge was seen 
to be partial and fragile. Notions of progress in history 
were castigated. Concepts of truth and goodness were 
redescribed as expressions of power and self-interest. 
Critique of exclusions or injustices, however subtle, 
became more important than constructive proposals for 
social change. Yet postmodernity also brought a new 
openness to religion in some academic circles. Religion 
returned to public life. The charismatic Pope John Paul II 
kept the Roman Catholic Church in the headlines, though 
he remained intransigent on sexual mores and women’s 
issues, especially regarding women’s place in the church. 

Globalization was another major development. 
The ongoing development and application of modern 
technology to means of production, transportation, and 
communication had intensified “worldwide social rela-
tions … in such a way that local happenings are [now] 
shaped by events occurring many miles away and vice 
versa.”10 This enabled Canadian churches to participate 
in the struggle against apartheid in South Africa. A 
key aspect of globalization was the development of the 
Internet in the 1990s and subsequent online forms of 
social media.

In 1993, Sheed and Ward gave The Ecumenist a sec-
ond start. In 1997, it was launched electronically on the 
Internet. This did not last. In 1999, it reappeared as a 
print journal published by Novalis, based at Saint Paul 
University in Ottawa. It was described as “a journal of 
theology, culture and society,” and had much the same 
orientation as when publication ceased in 1991. Issues 
appeared three or four times a year. Subscriptions were 
paid. In 2004, David Seljak, of St. Jerome’s University, 
became its second editor. It has remained in this form 
ever since. For the last three years, Gregory Baum, still a 
major contributor, now shares editorial duties with David 
Seljak, Scott Kline and Don Schweitzer on a rotating 
basis. 

Social justice and ecumenism now share the spotlight 
with environmental and cultural concerns. During The 
Ecumenist’s 50 years, the Viet Nam war ended, peace has 
come to Ireland, the first black American president has 
been elected to a second term, and the European Union, 
while struggling with the financial insolvency of some 
members, was awarded the Nobel peace prize for having 
made war between its member states unthinkable. Yet at 
the same time, all over the world, societies of exclusion 
are being formed, in which the unemployed and working 
poor are marginalized from public life and denied basic 
securities and opportunities. The Ecumenist is needed as 
much now as it ever was. 
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The strengths of The Ecumenist over the years have 
been its combination of a commitment to scholarly yet 
accessible writing that provides informed and insightful 
analysis of important events and developments in the life 
of church and society, with an advocacy of progressive 
politics that is open to dialogue. It has been located in 
communities, in the Roman Catholic and other church-
es, and in the Canadian context, yet it has reached out 
beyond these. It has fostered critical dialogue between 
religious communities and on social and personal issues 
that are often deeply divisive. It continues to have an ac-
tivist slant, seeking not only to understand the world, but 
also to help move it towards the coming reign of God.

The present is a wintry time for critical Christian the-
ologies in the North Atlantic hemisphere. The economic 
recession—which has spawned a new era of austerity—
along with diminishing attendance at Roman Catholic 
and Protestant churches means there are fewer resources 
and less financial support for the socially critical theol-
ogy found in The Ecumenist. Yet at the same time, new 
voices of feminist, Latino, First Nations, and queer 
theologians are being heard. Inter-religious dialogue has 
become a discussion about peace and justice as well as 
about religious practices and beliefs. The Internet has 
proven to be a useful tool for social activists. Worldwide 

networks of social activism have emerged, supported 
by events like the Earth Summit, with many Christians 
participating in them. Theologies devoted to social 
transformation and exploring the meaning of the gospel 
continue to be written. The Ecumenist will remain a fo-
rum for these voices and issues.

Don Schweitzer is McDougald Professor of Theology at St. Andrew’s 
College, Saskatoon and a guest editor of The Ecumenist. 
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Original editorial – The Ecumenist (1962)
By Gregory Baum

A New Journal

Since the ecumenical movement is constantly ex-
panding in the Christian world, it is of greatest 

importance to follow the significant events and the theo-
logical developments associated with them. Only if we 
are well-informed, will we discover our own contribu-
tion to the cause of Christian unity. 

While there are several Protestant publications deal-
ing with ecumenical matters, their principal concern is 
the dialogue among the Churches of the Reformation. 
Dialogue on a large scale between Catholics and the 
Christians of the Reformed Churches is only beginning 
in the English-speaking world. For long the interna-
tional quarterly review Unitas, edited in Rome in three 
languages, has been the only Catholic publication on ec-
umenism in English. Seeing the growing interest in the 
ecumenical movement in North America and the conse-
quent transformation of the spiritual climate among the 
Churches, we feel that the publication of a journal on the 
Catholic–Protestant dialogue fulfills a real need. 

The aim and purpose of The Ecumenist is to support 
and advance the ecumenical movement. First of all we 
wish to inform. Many things are happening within the 
Churches which must be reported and, more important 
still, interpreted. When the Archbishop of Canterbury or 
the moderator of the Church of Scotland visits Pope John 
XXIII, we read an account of it in the newspapers. But 
what do such visits signify? Are they occurrences which 
modify the relationship among Catholics, Anglicans and 
Protestants in our own countries? Such events demand 
interpretation. 

Equally, if not more important, is the interpretation 
of the theological developments taking place in all the 
Churches. 

Theology is the proper area in which the ecumenical 
movement should score its most decisive results. While 
the ecumenical movement among Protestant Churches 
may lead to negotiations and the discussion of reunion, 
we do not for a moment think that this stage has been 

reached between the Catholic Church and Reformed 
Christianity. We are, alas, too far apart. But where real 
progress has been made, and is being made, is in the 
area of theology. The ecumenical dialogue has initiated a 
transformation in Christian theology. Each tradition has 
become aware of its own limitations imposed on it by 
past controversies, and hence it reaches out, by greater 
fidelity to the sources of revelation, to attain a more 
balanced and more universal vision of the gospel. By 
reporting on these developments The Ecumenist hopes 
to encourage and facilitate theological studies in areas 
that are ecumenically significant. 

The same purpose of informing and encouraging 
the advance of ecumenical theology will determine our 
selection of ecclesiastical documents. The number of 
papal and episcopal statements expressing a positive 
ecumenical approach is continually increasing. Since 
we are, of course, unable to reprint them in full, we shall 
list those that are most relevant to the English-speaking 
world, indicate where they can be found and present a 
few significant excerpts. 

The same goal of informing and encouraging ecu-
menical studies determines our book notes: we shall 
indicate the contribution that contemporary studies are 
making to the common quest for Christian unity. 

Since there is a tendency among us to look for quick 
results of ecumenical dialogue and to go on repeating a 
few happy phrases, we wish to emphasize that what the 
ecumenical movement needs is scholarship, research 
and a creative approach to theological questions. As 
Catholics we often believe that we have all the answers. 
We tend to think that all that is true has been written, so 
that the work of the theologian is simply to find the right 
page in the right book. One of the most precious fruits 
of the ecumenical experience is the insight that we have 
much to discover in areas as yet unexplored. 

The second Vatican Council will multiply the needs 
and the opportunities for ecumenical studies.

G.B.
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Birthing a New World: Women, Sacramentality,  
and the US Public Church
By Rosemary P. Carbine
Whittier College, California

This essay explores the US public church and the 
debate about women’s contributions to it from the 

perspective of the recent political praxis of US women 
religious.* More specifically, this essay highlights US 
Catholic women’s social justice praxis as a refreshing 
resource for constructing a feminist theology of the 
US public church. The first part reflects on the Vatican 
II Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern 
World, in contrast to US episcopal theo-politics and to 
post-conciliar magisterial theologies, to redefine the 
public church via its sacramental significance in public. 
The second part draws on Catholic feminist and wom-
anist reinterpretations of sacramentality to reclaim and 
further refine this definition with regard to the religio-
political life-giving experiences of women. Weaving 
these sources together, the third part analyzes the sum-
mer 2012 Nuns on the Bus tour, and contends that the 
US public church bears sacramental significance when 
it creates the public, i.e. when it breaks open a public 
space to witness to an alternative political reality, to 
birth a new world that better signifies some of the politi-
cal conditions for a more just, loving, and peaceful US 
body politic. 

Theologizing about women, sacramentality, and the 
public church in this way broadens the definition of who 
and what constitutes the public church, and enables and 
empowers women to reclaim being the public church 
via a common human capacity for creativity. Beyond 
the institutional church’s representatives who introduce 
faith-based views into current civic debates, this essay 
proposes that what makes the public church “public” 
consists in the ability to reimagine and re-create com-
munities of justice and peace, to bring to birth new 
possibilities for our common life. 

Defining the Public Church and  
Its Political Actors

Thematized by historian Martin Marty and theolo-
gian David Tracy over 30 years ago, the public church 
refers to a long-standing tradition in Christian thought 
and practice regarding the mutual interplay between 

Christian theology and various publics, whether the 
church, the academy, or society.1 Challenging both the 
privatization of religion to spiritual or moral matters and 
the secularization thesis regarding the alleged declining 
role of religion in post-Enlightenment Euro-American 
public life, the public church in the US context often 
refers to religious engagement in ongoing civic debates 
about particularly pressing issues that impact US com-
mon life. For example, the US Catholic public church 
is often limited to the statements of institutional church 
leaders or spokespersons about the so-called non-
negotiable issues for Catholic voters (e.g., abortion, 
embryonic stem cell research, euthanasia, human clon-
ing, and same-sex marriage), advocated since the 2004 
US presidential election. 

In contrast to US episcopal politics focused on the 
mythic monolithic Catholic vote,2 Vatican II’s Pastoral 
Constitution on the Church in the Modern World of-
fers a more robust theological notion of the church’s 
political mission and ministry in light of sacramental-
ity.3 Gaudium et Spes associates faith-based public 
engagement with realizing the kingdom of God or the 
eschatological vision of the already inaugurated but 
not yet fully incarnated good society of love, justice, 
and peace (nos. 21, 39, 43, 45, 57). Also, this constitu-
tion identifies the church’s central mission—to model 
and protect human equality and dignity (no. 73)—and 
extends that mission to articulate the church’s socio-
political role as a critical advocate of human dignity 
and rights, justice, and the common good, which en-
compasses a broad social justice that seeks to subvert 
the institutionalization of injustice and inequality along 
gender, race, class, sociopolitical, religious, and inter/
national lines (nos. 4, 8, 10, 13, 27–29). By enacting this 
agenda, the church serves in itself as a sacrament or sign 
of that future kingdom (nos. 40–42, 45).4 Called to emu-
late the prophetic life-ministry of Jesus for the kingdom 
of God, all men and women imitate what the constitution 
calls the work of the “craftsman” Christ (nos. 32, 43) for 
spiritual and social renewal, and thereby act as “molders 
[artisans] of a new humanity” (no. 30, see also nos. 43, 
55), in ways that anticipate and partially create a more 
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just common life that ultimately awaits a future eschato-
logical fulfillment (nos. 38–40).  

The public church thus participates in what feminist 
theologian Linell Cady calls “the perennial struggle to 
reform this life in light of the eschatological goal to-
ward which creation, it may be hoped, asymptotically 
moves.”5 The public church cultivates an eschatologi-
cally driven pull towards an alternative vision of our 
socio-political order, and in so doing begins to prefigure 
that order, particularly through prophetic praxis. In the 
history of US social movements, prophetic praxis often 
entails nonviolent, grassroots, collective action that 
confronts the prevalent socio-political order and also 
attempts to educate about and partly actualize an alterna-
tive possibility to that order,6 thereby edging us and our 
common life towards a more inclusive and just quality of 
life. As feminist theologian and New Testament scholar 
Sandra Schneiders has well documented during the past 
decade, US Catholic women religious have stood at the 
forefront of such prophetic praxis by working in various 
social justice ministries (in schools, hospitals, prisons, 
homeless shelters, and women’s ministries) as well as by 
participating in nonviolent protests against war and for 
economic as well as ecological justice.7 These ministries 
contest and critically transform US public life so as to 
forge solidarity with marginalized groups and thereby 
better embrace and enhance our common life together. 

Nevertheless, when reading the signs of our times, the 
sacramental praxis of the US public church is beset by 
serious scandals in an already highly polarized church. 
First, the institutional church is taken as normative in the 
US public sphere, but its ability to participate in civic 
discourse and practice about the protection of human 
dignity and rights is undermined by its mishandling and 
cover-up of the clergy sexual abuse of children, most 
recently centred on retired Cardinal Mahony of Los 
Angeles (a long-time advocate of immigrant rights) and 
retired Cardinal Justin Rigali of Philadelphia.8 Only the 
bishops, as the authoritative arbiters of faith and morals, 
are recognized as the church’s official political actors 
and representatives. Yet the US bishops increasingly 
lack moral credibility with Catholics and non-Catholics 
alike, which creates a theo-political tension about who 
constitutes the public church, who expresses its religio-
political agency. 

Second, the Vatican reprimanded US Catholic wom-
en religious in 2012, particularly the Leadership Council 
for Women Religious, for paying too much attention to 
social justice issues (such as poverty and health care) 

and too little attention to reproductive and sexual issues 
(such as abortion and same-sex marriage).9 Equating the 
LCWR and women religious with radical feminism10 

effectively limits women’s religio-political rights to be 
subjects of their own life choices and dismisses women 
as the public church, as a “harbinger” (Gaudium et Spes, 
no. 92) or sacramental sign of the already inaugurated 
but not yet fully realized good society in our midst. 
(Recall that the Vatican’s disciplinary action against 
the LCWR, reaffirmed in April 2013 by Pope Francis,11 

will be supervised and regulated by an archbishop 
and advisory team, with episcopal approval or veto of 
LCWR conferences, speakers, and publications.) This 
reprimand not only limits women’s baptismal and reli-
gio-political rights to political participation (articulated 
in GS 26, 29, 30-31, 43), but also increases the tension 
about what constitutes the public church, i.e. responsible 
faith-based citizenship. 

While US Catholic women religious demonstrate the 
de facto face of public Catholicism, they lack de jure 
theological legitimacy as the public church. Although 
Catholic social teaching identifies political participation 
for all Catholics as a practical effect of the sacrament 
of baptism (GS, no. 43), women are disregarded as the 
public church in post-conciliar magisterial theologies 
for anthropological, christological, and soteriological 
reasons. For example, the “Letter to Women,” written by 
the late Pope John Paul II in 1995 for the United Nations 
conference on women in Beijing,12 defines women pri-
marily on the physical, psychological, and ontological 
grounds of the capacity to give life, which consequently 
shapes and structures women’s ways of knowing and of 
being human, so that all women express an “affective, 
cultural and spiritual motherhood” (no. 9). Relevant 
to our theological reflection on the public church, the 
late pope elaborates a biologically determinist view of 
women’s political subjectivity and agency. In the letter, 
women’s bio-physical maternal nature or “genius” (nos. 
9, 11, 12) fits all women—regardless of parental status 
or social location—for rendering an altruistic “service 
of love” (no. 10) to others and to society in pursuit of 
a “civilization of love” (no. 4). Parallel to romantic or 
cultural feminism, which urges women’s political action 
based on idealized patriarchal norms of motherhood, the 
late Pope proposes that women participate in public life 
because they apply and actualize their maternal genius 
to improve the public good. 

Similarly, the “Letter to Bishops,”13 written in 2004 
by then Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger and recently retired 
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Pope Benedict XVI, reasserts an anthropology of com-
plementarity on the theological grounds of creation and 
salvation. Against the biblical backdrop of Genesis 2, 
the letter invokes a creation-based account of the physi-
cal, psychological, and ontological complementarity 
between men and women (nos. 5, 6, 8), which structures 
women’s identities according to their bodily sexual 
nature (no. 13). Women are intrinsically endowed with 
certain “values” and “traits” (no. 14, 16) such as “lis-
tening, welcoming, humility, faithfulness, praise, and 
waiting,” which orient them by their nature to and “for 
the other” (nos. 6, 14). Women thus serve the common 
good by actualizing their nature and its associated traits. 
Women signify these traits in their very humanity, which 
corresponds theologically with a marital metaphor for 
salvation in Christ (Eph. 5:22-33), in which Christ, the 
Bridegroom, saves the Bride, the church. In addition 
to reinforcing hierarchical gender dualisms, the letter 
applies this soteriological symbolism as a theological 
norm to justify and prescribe “the very nature” of both 
divine–human relations in salvation (nos. 9–10) as well 
as gender roles and relations between clergy and laity in 
the church (nos. 11–12), which ultimately proves prob-
lematic for women politically. When situated within this 
literalized spousal and soteriological imagery, women 
are alienated from imitating Christ, barred from resigni-
fying Christ in ordained ministry, and thereby excluded 
from the church’s public ministry.

The predominantly institutional clerical face and 
voice of the public church questions whether every-
day Catholics, especially women (including women 
religious), embody religio-political agency. Lacking 
recognition as the public church denies women’s full 
humanity, both religiously and politically. The Vatican 
II constitution outlines a theological anthropology based 
on relationality (nos. 12, 24, 25) in which humanity is 
created in and for a social ontology—in and for an inter-
dependent relational life with the divine (no. 19), with 
ourselves (nos. 24–25), and with others (nos. 42–43)—
and is called to realize that relationality politically by 
contributing to the common good (nos. 26, 30), social 
justice (no. 29), and public life (no. 31).14 Rather than 
simply situate a person within multiple communities 
that co-constitute human identity, the constitution offers 
a theological anthropology in which becoming fully hu-
man entails political agency and public engagement. In 
contrast to these magisterial theologies, the imitation of 
Christ in this constitution involves actively participat-
ing in a liberating ministry, in a political and praxical 

kind of discipleship based on living out Jesus’ prophetic 
lifework for the kingdom of God. In keeping with this 
constitution, then, women’s political participation has 
more to do with their active agency for justice, with be-
coming christic “artisans of a new humanity,” than with 
their maternal nature. How, then, do women reclaim 
their critical prophetic role as the public church, and in 
doing so regain their humanity? 

Redefining the Public Church  
via Sacramentality

Sacramentality in its broadest meaning applies to the 
sacrality of the world and refers to discerning the divine 
presence within, but not identical with, the world. In 
Catholic tradition, the divine presence is encountered 
primarily in the incarnation of God taking flesh in Jesus 
the Christ, and is signified in central communal celebra-
tions such as the seven sacraments.15 Going beyond that 
internal ecclesial ritual experience of the sacraments, 
the public church is treated in the Vatican II pastoral 
constitution as a sacrament or an albeit incomplete and 
imperfect sign of a this-worldly abiding divine presence 
that lures us towards greater justice, love, and peace. 
Sacramentality as reinterpreted in recent Catholic 
feminist and womanist theologies can act as a potential 
theological catalyst to further advance a constructive 
feminist theology of the public church, of who and what 
constitutes the church’s representatives and roles in US 
public life. Drawing on Catholic feminist and woman-
ist reinterpretations of sacramentality, this part of the 
essay contends that the US public church recovers its 
sacramental significance when it recreates the public, 
i.e. when it creates community or when it breaks open 
a public space to witness to an alternative political real-
ity—to birth a new world that better signifies some of the 
political conditions for a more just, loving, and peaceful 
US body politic. As this part of the essay shows, the-
ologizing about the public church from a sacramental 
standpoint eschews magisterial anthropologies that 
idealize and politicize women’s bio-physical abilities to 
birth, and instead emphasizes all humanity’s capacities 
for creativity, for being what Vatican II called “artisans 
of a new humanity.” 

Outlining a feminist theological aesthetics of beauty, 
Susan Ross, in For the Beauty of the Earth, identifies ex-
istential, ethical, political, and epistemological features 
of beauty. Beauty is integrated with and co-constitutes 
our identity, models and motivates both generosity and 
self-love rather than greed and egoism, is manifested in 
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praxis, plays an intrinsic part in the survival and flour-
ishing of others, and deepens our self-understanding 
in relation to others and to God.16 Summarizing these 
features, Ross highlights the sacramental quality of the 
world: “The beauty of the world gives us a sense of the 
care with which God holds us, a care that is attuned to 
our senses, and to our, and God’s, delight.”17 

Women are either overly identified with beauty or 
coerced to conform to patriarchal norms and constructs 
of beauty, which diminishes their agency in religious 
and other venues. As Ross notes, “women have been 
more a symbolic icon of beauty than either perceivers 
or makers of beauty.” Ross argues that, marginalized 
from leading roles in sacred spaces and in public life, 
“women’s experiences … tell us some important things 
about God’s sacramental presence in the world. Yet, this 
presence is not a static one: we are all called to make the 
world a better place, and, yes, a more beautiful place. 
For beauty and justice are indeed connected.”18 Women 
in Ross’s view instill sacramentality into the home, the 
church, and the wider society, especially in their various 
forms of work and in their constructions of alternative 
altars or liturgies.19 Women’s artistic and craft work car-
ries sacramental characteristics by drawing life-giving 
and life-enhancing connections between the self, com-
munity, and world.20 

Elaborating a womanist theology of the body, 
M. Shawn Copeland, in Enfleshing Freedom, takes 
African American humanity as a starting point for 
theological reflection on sacramentality, meditating 
particularly on black women’s bodies as a “basic human 
sacrament” or site of divine revelation and incarnation 
of the mystical body of Christ.21 Outlined in several 
Pauline letters and papal statements, the mystical body 
of Christ underscores the radical interrelationality, 
inclusivity, and equality of all life in God, glimpsed 
now and fully realized in the future.22 Sacramentality 
understood from this anthropological and eschatologi-
cal perspective “pose[s] an order, a counter-imagination, 
not only to society but also to any ecclesial instantiation 
that would substitute for the body of Christ.”23 For ex-
ample, US slavery degraded, discounted, and outright 
occluded the sacramentality of black bodies by denying 
the community of black human beings with all creation 
in the image of God. With regard to the dehumanization 
of enslaved women, slavery commodified and objecti-
fied black women, reducing them to property and parts 
used for both servile and sexual labor.24 In light of the 
multiple legacies of US slavery,25 Copeland reveres 

and recovers black women’s bodies as a sacrament, as 
a way to “make the mystical body of Christ publicly 
visible,”26 by attending to various strategies of enslaved 
and emancipated women for “enfleshing freedom.” 
Copeland writes, “Escaping to freedom, purchasing 
one’s own freedom or that of a loved one, fighting for 
freedom, offering up one’s body for the life and freedom 
of another, and dying for freedom were acts of redemp-
tion that aimed to restore black bodily and psychic 
integrity.”27 Copeland interprets these women’s strate-
gies christologically, with anthropological and liturgical 
implications. 

Theologically considered, their suffering, like the 
suffering of Jesus, seeds a new life for the future 
of all humanity. Their suffering, like the suffering 
of Jesus, anticipates an enfleshment of freedom 
and life to which Eucharist is linked ineluctably. 
Eucharist, then, is a countersign to the devaluation 
and violence directed toward the black body.28 

For Copeland, the Eucharist connects us to one an-
other, to God, and to a more liberative future through 
commemorative acts of thanksgiving and praise and 
through socio-political acts of solidarity as “a counter-
sign” to the intrinsic structural evils of racism.29 

Feminist theologians and ethicists employ the no-
tion of generativity to reinterpret sacramental practices 
in light of women’s work (pace Ross) and embodied 
experiences (pace Copeland) of giving and sustaining 
life.30 In keeping with the political and praxical features 
of feminist and womanist theologies of sacramental-
ity, the public sphere in my view serves as a site of 
women’s sacramental work, because that work gener-
ates or creates community, i.e. that work contests and 
critically transforms US public life so as to embrace and 
enhance our common earthly life together. Consonant 
with the sacramental understanding of the church in the 
Vatican II pastoral constitution described in the previous 
part of this essay, a feminist- and womanist-informed 
theological perspective on the sacramentality of the 
public church—of what constitutes being a sign of the 
transformative and just presence of God in the world—
foregrounds political praxis for justice as a means of 
embodying the divine presence, and thus emphasizes a 
broader social-political notion of generativity beyond 
maternity. 

In other words, weaving together resources from 
Vatican II about the public church and from women’s 
theologies of sacramentality opens up a new vista for 
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the theo-political imagination, and shows that the US 
public church bears sacramental significance when it 
recreates the public, i.e. when it breaks open a public 
space to witness to an alternative political reality—to 
birth a new world that better signifies some of the po-
litical conditions for a more just, loving, and peaceful 
US body politic. Rather than limit the church’s political 
actors and agency to institutional church representatives 
who speak in public about certain political concerns 
from a religious perspective, a feminist approach to the 
public church entails a prophetic praxis of imagining 
and seeking to realize a more just, participatory com-
mon life, and thus sheds light on the kind of society that 
is generated, that is, imagined, created, and sustained, 
through that praxis. Women’s socio-political praxis, not 
their non-clerical or maternal status, empowers them to 
be the public church. 

Borrowing Ross’s emphasis on aesthetics and 
Copeland’s focus on praxis, the next part of this essay 
highlights a recent example of women’s public engage-
ment for its sacramental significance to engage in what 
Roger Gottlieb calls world-making, or ways of fusing 
religion and politics that on the one hand prophetically 
criticize an unjust US public life, and on the other hand 
actualize (i.e. imagine and partly incarnate, or envi-
sion and enflesh) an alternative more just and liberative 
worldview.31

Case Study: US Catholic Women’s  
Religious and Prophetic Praxis

In contrast to the US bishops’ increasing lack of 
moral and political credibility, US sisters have recently 
reaffirmed their political “street cred.” The LCWR did 
not let the Vatican reprimand deter their praxis. Instead, 
the Nuns on the Bus tour in summer 2012 reinforced the 
prophetic praxis of US women religious for social jus-
tice. The Nuns on the Bus tour provides one case of US 
Catholic women’s religio-political action that acts as a 
refreshing resource for constructing a feminist theology 
of the public church, in which women are enabled and 
empowered to be the public church via their sacramen-
tal quality to be a sign of the body of Christ in public 
based on prophetic praxis. This part of the essay, then, 
interprets the prophetic praxis of US Catholic women 
religious for social justice as an example of the redefined 
sacramental character of the public church to re/create 
the public itself.

Launched by NETWORK, a national Catholic social 
justice lobby group, the Nuns on the Bus: Nuns Drive 

for Faith, Family, and Fairness travelled through nine 
states en route to Washington, DC, from June 17 to 
July 2, 2012, not only to question the devastating effects 
of Congressional budget proposals on poor people (to 
walk among the dry bones described in Ezekiel), but 
also to rebuild relationships.32 Arriving on Capitol Hill, 
Sr. Simone Campbell greeted grassroots supporters with 
a speech that contrasted the immoral Congressional 
budget with NETWORK’s own faithful budget, cap-
tured in the phrase “reasonable revenue for responsible 
programs.” While Congressional budget proposals pro-
tected certain wealthy individuals and eviscerated 
a sense of community responsibility, according to 
Sr. Campbell, NETWORK’s budget situated individual 
rights and responsibilities in the context of communities, 
based on Catholic theological commitments to solidar-
ity, the option for the poor, and the common good. 
Recalling the US bishops’ landmark 1986 statement on 
the economy, crowds in DC met the sisters with signs 
that read “Thank you sisters for using your freedom to 
witness to Economic Justice for All.”33

While the Nuns on the Bus pointed out and redressed 
the flawed elitist and individualist theology of the 
Congressional budget, the US Conference of Catholic 
Bishops (USCCB) sponsored the Fortnight for Freedom 
from June 21 to July 4, 2012, to stress the US bishops’ 
opposition to the Affordable Care Act (ACA) (and the 
ongoing modified exemptions for religious organiza-
tions in it) on the grounds that providing reproductive 
health care infringes on the religious liberty of Catholic 
institutions.34 The US bishops framed both their state-
ment and the Fortnight as a faith-based lobby for the 
repeal of the ACA contraception mandate.35 In their 
statement, titled “Our First, Most Cherished Liberty,” 
the US bishops opposed the ACA contraception mandate 
by appealing to Civil Rights–era traditions of consci-
entious objection to, and civil disobedience of, unjust 
laws. The US bishops, moreover, utilized the Fortnight 
to reassert their moral authority in the wake of growing 
American (and Catholic) consensus about contracep-
tion as a women’s and public health issue. During the 
closing mass at the National Shrine of the Immaculate 
Conception in Washington, DC, Archbishop Charles 
J. Chaput of Philadelphia remarked in his homily that 
the bishops acted as divinely appointed sentinels as 
described in Ezekiel, to preach and protect religious 
liberty as the basic context for authentic freedom rooted 
in the dignity of the human person as the imago Dei. 
Bishop Chaput interpreted the current political and legal 
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battles about religious liberty in light of scripture-based 
contrasts between rendering taxes to Caesar and render-
ing our very selves, as bearers of the imago Dei, to God. 
Distinguishing between Caesar and God, Bishop Chaput 
associated patriotic loyalty to this-worldly authority as 
what is owed to Caesar, but linked true freedom in God 
with baptismal-based loyalty to a transcendent author-
ity and the rejection of all attachments except Christ. 
Bishop Chaput punctuated his homily with the point that 
true freedom demands both seeking God and living as 
evangelical missionaries of Jesus Christ; true freedom 
here resonated with Christian triumphalism and verged 
on Christian theocracy.

Both the nuns and the bishops claimed prophetic tra-
ditions as the basis of their religio-political action, either 
by quoting biblical prophets or by relying on tactics from 
US civil rights campaigns, such as riding an interstate 
bus to draw attention to unjust social structures (echoing 
the Freedom Rides of 1961, which integrated interstate 
transportation in the American South) or engaging 
in civil disobedience of unjust laws. Also, theologi-
cal symbols propelled both the nuns’ and the bishops’ 
participation in and attempt to transform US public 
life. Both the nuns and the bishops relied on theologi-
cal symbols to criticize the predominant socio-political 
order, and to envision an alternative possible order that 
sustains life. The nuns appealed to solidarity, the com-
mon good, and the option for the poor to criticize US 
budget proposals, to question the disastrous effects of a 
budget based on austerity on poor people. The Nuns on 
the Bus tour itself—stopping at and spotlighting social 
justice ministries run by nuns—underscored the interde-
pendent, interconnected sense of community with all of 
life, thereby engendering a counterpublic or alternative 
possible political order grounded in those same symbols. 
And the bishops invoked Christology, the imago Dei, 
and discipleship to emphasize the transcendent unity of 
all life in the reality of God, which trumps perceived-to-
be unjust political realities. 

What, then, distinguishes the Nuns on the Bus tour 
as more efficacious sacramental and prophetic praxis of 
the public church? As Peter Steinfels points out, the US 
bishops’ statement and actions qualify neither as public 
engagement nor as prophetic action. Public engage-
ment, according to Steinfels, would be “measured and 
carefully targeted; it would combine public argument, 
sensitive pastoral leadership, legal defense, and the 
political savvy that knows where, in a pluralist society, 
a line can be drawn, how coalitions are nurtured, and 

when compromise is appropriate.” Instead, “a spirit of 
anxiety and confrontation, assertiveness and defensive-
ness, has increasingly animated the USCCB’s public 
stances.” And prophetic action would link social change 
with reasonable common sense: 

For most people, being exempt on moral or reli-
gious grounds from directly taking part in some 
action, like bearing arms or performing an abor-
tion or eating forbidden foods or undergoing 
forbidden medical procedures, is quite different 
from paying taxes or insurance premiums that 
fund a wide variety of social measures for oth-
ers, including some measures one finds morally 
objectionable. Quakers may be exempt on reli-
gious grounds from fighting in combat; they are 
not exempt from paying the taxes that support the 
Defense Department.36 

More than introducing faith-based views about liber-
ty into current civic debates, as Bishop Chaput’s homily 
represents, what makes the public church “public” in my 
view consists in its ability to re/imagine and re/create 
community, to bring to birth new possibilities for our 
common life. The Nuns on the Bus bears sacramental 
significance because the tour broke open a public space 
to birth or generate a new world. The nuns’ prophetic 
praxis—the bus tour itself—exposed and interrupted the 
prevailing irrational and immoral discourse about a bal-
anced federal budget on the backs of poor people. And 
the tour educated about and engendered another possible 
political world by partially creating and enacting, albeit 
briefly via the bus tour, a more just body politic rooted 
in recovering an interdependent, interconnected sense of 
community and responsibility—of solidarity—between 
privileged Washington lawmakers and marginalized 
peoples. The tour thus exemplifies the new definition 
of the public church advanced in this essay, highlight-
ing the role of the church in birthing, generating, or 
creating the public, that is, in constructively modelling 
or performing through social justice praxis some of the 
political conditions for the just, loving, and peaceful 
community that we wish to see in the US body politic. 
Through the nuns’ actions, we get a brief this-worldly 
glimpse of the good society. 

In conclusion, theologizing about the sacramentality 
of women’s prophetic praxis via the Nuns on the Bus tour 
not only helps advance a feminist theology of the public 
church, as argued above, but also assists women in re-
claiming their very humanity. A sacramental perspective 
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on the public church sidesteps magisterial anthropolo-
gies that idealize women’s bio-physical abilities to birth 
as the basis of women’s political engagement. Instead, a 
sacramental perspective on the public church aligns with 
theological anthropologies of creativity, illustrated in 
the Vatican II Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the 
Modern World and in feminist theologies of the imago 
Dei. According to the constitution, the goal of the public 
church is to create a more just common life, which we 
as artisans co-create with God and with one another. And 
as feminist theologian Mary Catherine Hilkert reminds 
us, the doctrine of the imago Dei is so imbricated with 
sexist, racist, and colonialist histories that “the fullness 
of human life … lies ahead of us, not behind us ….  
[T] he image of God describes not a primordial state 
from which the first human beings fell, but the destiny 
toward which the human community is called….In a real 
sense, the full meaning of what it means to image God 
or image Christ remains in the future.”37 When living 
testimony to the gospel serves as the index of living into 
the imago Dei, women are thus enabled to reclaim their 
right to be the public church (and their very humanity, 
too) through their theo-political praxis of creating com-
munities of justice and peace, not solely through their 
reproductivity or maternity. In keeping with women’s 
theological reflections on sacramentality, the Nuns on 
the Bus—along with men and women, with scholars 
and activists, with single leaders and whole social 
movements—induce in their praxis the birth pangs of 
the reign of God (e.g., Rom. 8:18-23). With this praxis-
based rather than biological determinist anthropology 
of creativity, the theological notion of the public church 
widens to incorporate any person or group, including 
but not limited to the institutional church, which stands 
according to the Vatican II pastoral constitution as a 
“harbinger” (no. 92) or sacrament of the already inaugu-
rated but not yet fully realized good society in our midst. 

Rosemary P. Carbine, Ph.D., is Visiting Assistant Professor of Religious 
Studies and Director of Fellowships at Whittier College. As a systematic 
and constructive theologian, her research and teaching interests include 
theological anthropology, public/political theology, comparative feminist, 
womanist, and mujerista theologies, and teaching and learning in theology 
and religious studies.

* Parts of this article are adapted from “‘Artisans of a New Humanity’: 
Revisioning the Public Church in a Feminist Perspective,” in Frontiers in 
Catholic Feminist Theology: Shoulder to Shoulder, eds. Susan Abraham and 
Elena Procario-Foley (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2009), 173–92. 

1 Martin E. Marty, The Public Church: Mainline, Evangelical, 
Catholic (New York: Crossroad, 1981) and David Tracy, The Analogical 
Imagination: Christian Theology and the Culture of Pluralism (New York: 
Crossroad, 1981). 

2 Kristin E. Heyer, Mark J. Rozell, and Michael A. Genovese, eds., 
Catholics and Politics: The Dynamic Tension Between Faith and Power 
(Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 2008) and Bernard 
F. Evans, Vote Catholic? Beyond the Political Din (Collegeville, MN: 
Liturgical Press, 2008). 

3 “Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World: Gaudium 
et Spes,” in Vatican Council II: The Basic Sixteen Documents, ed. Austin 
Flannery, rev. trans. (Northport, NY: Costello, 1996).

4	 J.	Bryan	Hehir	identifies	these	paragraphs	as	hermeneutical	keys	to	
interpret Vatican II’s perspective on the church’s social role. J. Bryan Hehir, 
S.J., “The Social Role of the Church: Leo XIII, Vatican II, and John Paul 
II,” in Catholic Social Thought and the New World Order, ed. Oliver F. 
Williams and John W. Houck (South Bend, IN: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 1993), 29–50, at 36–38. 

5 Linell E. Cady, Religion, Theology, and American Public Life 
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1993), 111.

6 Helene Slessarev-Jamir, Prophetic Activism: Progressive Religious 
Justice Movements in Contemporary America (New York: New York 
University Press, 2011), esp. ch. 1.

7 Sandra Schneiders, Finding the Treasure: Locating Catholic 
Religious Life in a New Ecclesial and Cultural Context (New York and 
Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 2000); With Oil in Their Lamps: Faith, 
Feminism, and the Future (New York and Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 2000), 
62–82, 94–122; Prophets in Their Own Country: Women Religious Bearing 
Witness to the Gospel in a Troubled Church (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2011). 
See also Margaret M. McGuinness, Called to Serve: A History of Nuns in 
America (New York: New York University Press, 2013). 

8 Laurie Goodstein, “Now Gathering in Rome, A Conclave of Fallible 
Cardinals,” The New York Times, February 26, 2013; Harriet Ryan and 
Victoria Kim, “Cardinal Mahony Relieved of Duties over Handling of 
Abuse,” Los Angeles Times, February 1, 2013; and, Katherine Q. Seelye, “In 
Philadelphia, A Changing of the Guard in the Shadow of Scandal,” The New 
York Times, July 19, 2011. 

9 Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, “Doctrinal Assessment of 
the Leadership Council of Women Religious, http://www.usccb.org/loader.
cfm?csModule=security/getfile&pageid=55544;	Mary	E.	Hunt,	 “We	Are	
All Nuns,” Religion Dispatches, April 25, 2012, available at http://www.re-
ligiondispatches.org/archive/politics/5908/we_are_all_nuns; Ivone Gebara, 
“The Inquisition of Today and U.S. Women Religious,” April 27, 2012, 
available at http://feminismandreligion.com/2012/05/04/the-inquisition-of-
today-and-u-s-women-religious-by-ivone-gebara.

10 PBS News Hour, “Vatican Rebuke: Are U.S. Nuns Promoting 
“Radical Feminist Themes”? April 19, 2012, available at http://www.you-
tube.com/watch?v=_UNVgSaJw6k.

11	See	Joshua	J.	McElwee,	“Pope	Francis	Reaffirms	Critique	of	LCWR,	
Plan for Reform,” National Catholic Reporter April 15, 2013, available 
at	 http://ncronline.org/news/vatican/pope-francis-reaffirms-lcwr-critique-
plan-reform. 

12 Pope John Paul II, “Letter to Women,” June 29, 1995, available at 
http://www.vatican. va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/letters/documents/hf_jpii_
let_29061995_women_en.html.

13 “Letter to the Bishops of the Catholic Church on the Collaboration of 
Men and Women in the Church and in the World,” May 31, 2004, available 
at http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/ congregations/cfaith/documents/
rc_con_cfaith_doc_20040731_collaboration_en.html.

14 See Michael Stogre, “Commentary on the Pastoral Constitution 
on the Church in the Modern World,” in The Church Renewed: The 
Documents of Vatican II Reconsidered, ed. George P. Schner (Lanham, MD: 
University Press of America, 1986): 19–36, esp. 25–27; Walter Kasper, “The 
Theological Anthropology of Gaudium et Spes,” Communio 23 (1996): 
129–40, at 129; William C. McDonough, “The Church in the Modern 
World: Rereading Gaudium et Spes After Thirty Years,” in Vatican II: The 
Continuing Agenda,	 ed.	Anthony	J.	Cernera	 (Fairfield,	CT:	Sacred	Heart	

Ecumenist SPRING 2013.indd   11 13-04-25   09:50



12 / The Ecumenist, Vol. 50, No. 2  Spring 2013

University Press, 1997), 113–33, esp. 122, 125–26; and John J. Markey, 
Creating Communion: The Theology of the Constitutions of the Church 
(Hyde Park, NY: New City, 2003), 84–99.

15 Susan A. Ross, Extravagant Affections: A Feminist Sacramental 
Theology (New York: Continuum, 1998), 33–34, 36–38, 138–42. 

16 Susan Ross, For the Beauty of the Earth: Women, Sacramentality, 
and Justice (New York/Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 2006), 7; 14, 30, 86; 
65–67; 72, 74–75, 77, 79–80.

17 Ibid., 5–6. 
18 Ibid., 4. 
19 Ibid., xi, 46–47, 50–51, 53, 59. 
20 See also Laurie Cassidy and Maureen H. O’Connell, eds., She Who 

Imagines: Feminist Theological Aesthetics (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical 
Press, 2012). 

21 M. Shawn Copeland, Enfleshing Freedom: Body, Race, and Being 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2010), 24, see also 8.

22 Ibid., 103; see also 81–84, 90, 102–03.
23 Ibid., 125.
24 Ibid., 38.
25 For example, Emilie M. Townes, Womanist Ethics and the Cultural 

Production of Evil (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), and Bernadette 
J. Brooten, ed., Beyond Slavery: Overcoming Its Religious and Sexual 
Legacies (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010). 

26 Copeland, Enfleshing Freedom, 105.
27 Ibid., 46, see particularly the story of Lavinia Bell, 115–16, and the 

implications of that story for anthropology and Christology, 124, 125.
28 Ibid., 124.
29 Ibid., 109, see also 107–10. “To stand silent before war and death, 

incarceration and torture, rape and queer-bashing, pain and disease, abuse of 
power and position is to be complicit with empire’s sacrilegious antiliturgy, 
which dislodges the table of the bread of life.” Ibid., 83. 

30 See Ross, Extravagant Affections, ch. 5, and Christine E. Gudorf, 
“The Power to Create: Sacraments and Men’s Need to Birth,” Horizons 14, 
2 (1987): 296–309.

31 Roger S. Gottlieb, Joining Hands: Politics and Religion Together for 
Social Change (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 2002), 3–23.

32 See http://www.networklobby.org/nuns-bus-trip. See also Laurie 
Goodstein, “Nuns, Rebuked by Rome, Plan Road Trip to Spotlight Social 
Issues,” The New York Times, June 5, 2012; Mary E. Hunt, “Nuns on the 
Bus: 2700 Miles, Nine States, and a Rock Star DC Welcome,” Religion 
Dispatches, July 5, 2012, available at http://www.religiondispatches.org/
archive/atheologies/6156/nuns_on_the_bus%3A_2700_miles%2C_nine_
states%2C_and_a_rock_star_dc_welcome. See also Bill Moyers, “What 
Matters Today,” Moyers and Company September 26, 2012, available at 
http://billmoyers.com/category/nuns.	Since	the	flagship	tour,	other	bus	tours	
have occurred in Ohio in October 2012 and in Colorado in November 2012, 
which called attention to nun-run social services for poor families most 
negatively affected by Congressional budget proposals to cut those same 
services. These tours met with mixed reactions; during the Marietta, Ohio, 
stop on the tour, protesters held placards that read “Bums on the Bus.” See 
David Gibson, “Nuns on the Bus Meet Tea Party Protests in Ohio,” Religion 
News Service October 16, 2012, available at http://archives.religionnews.
com/politics/election/nuns-on-the-bus-meet-tea-party-protests-in-ohio. 

33 Lauren Feeney, “Nuns on the Bus Brings Light to Capitol Hill,” July 
4, 2012, available at http://billmoyers.com/category/nuns. See also Mark J. 
Allman, ed., The Almighty and the Dollar: Reflections on Economic Justice 
for All (Winona, MN: Anselm Academic, 2012). 

34 Robert Pear, “Bishops Reject Birth Control Compromise,” The 
New York Times, February 7, 2013; Cathleen Kaveny, “Is the Government 
Defining	Religion?”	Commonweal, January 25, 2013, available at http://
www.commonwealmagazine.org/government-‘defining-religion’.

35 However, as Cathleen Kaveny observed, most religious liberty 
cases in the US courts address the rights of religious groups to worship or 
to	educate,	but	not	to	influence	broader	US	society.	See	“The	Bishops	and	
Religious Liberty,” Commonweal, June 15, 2012, available at http://www.
commonwealmagazine.org/bishops-religious-liberty.

36 See “The Bishops and Religious Liberty,” Commonweal, June 15, 
2012.

37 Mary Catherine Hilkert, “Cry Beloved Image: Rethinking the Image 
of God,” in In the Embrace of God: Feminist Approaches to Theological 
Anthropology, ed. Ann O’Hara Graff (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1995), 190–
205, at 195–96. See also Michelle A. Gonzalez, Created in God’s Image: An 
Introduction to Feminist Theological Anthropology (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis 
Books, 2007), esp. ch. 5. 

Ecumenist SPRING 2013.indd   12 13-04-25   09:50



The Ecumenist, Vol. 50, No. 2  Spring 2013 / 13

George Soares-Prabhu’s Approach to Inculturating the Gospel 
in India
By Don Schweitzer
St. Andrew’s College, Saskatoon

For George Soares-Prabhu, a theoretical understand-
ing of the gospel’s relation to culture was important 

only as it helped express the gospel in relation to what 
he termed the “cry for life” situation of the Third World.1 

He understood this “cry” to have three main aspects. The 
deadly economic poverty of the Third World gives rise to 
a cry for survival. Racist, sexist, and caste discrimination 
give rise to a cry for dignity. In the religious pluralism of 
Asia, there is a cry for meaning. Together these make up 
a cry for life, which is “a cry for liberation (economic 
and cultural) and for dialogue.”2 Soares-Prabhu was 
dedicated to hearing this cry and interpreting the gospel 
in relation to it. His death was emblematic of this. He 
was struck by a truck while riding a bicycle to a meet-
ing of a social development agency. His body lay “on a 
dusty road where so many poor and oppressed breathe 
their last.”3 He died as he lived, in solidarity with the 
poor, as a follower of Jesus. This commitment decisively 
influenced his understanding of how the gospel should 
be inculturated in India. 

Soares-Prabhu was born at Igatpurie on November 
17, 1929.4 He completed a bachelor’s degree in science 
at St. Xavier’s College, Bombay, in 1949, then joined 
the Jesuit order. To prepare for teaching at what is now 
Jnana-Deepa Vidyapeeth in Pune, India, he studied 
at the Pontifical Biblical Institute in Rome, where his 
interest “shifted from Theology to Scripture.”5 He did 
a doctorate in New Testament6 under Léon-Dufour in 
Lyons, France, returning to Pune in 1969. There he 
devoted himself to developing a biblical theology for 
India, publishing over 50 articles on this topic from 1971 
until his death in 1995. He was part of a movement in 
the Indian Catholic Church that built on the work of pre- 
and post-independence Indian Christian theologians 
in inculturating the gospel and relating it to religious 
pluralism and concerns for social justice. Vatican II en-
couraged his generation of Indian Catholic theologians 
to develop these themes further.7 The central focus of 
his work, the inculturation of the gospel in India, has 
been a major theme in Indian Christian thought for over 
a hundred years. What follows will examine Soares-
Prabhu’s approach to inculturation, focusing mostly 

on his theoretical understanding and the contribution 
it offers to a North Atlantic discussion of the gospel’s 
relation to cultures. 

Inculturating the Gospel
Soares-Prabhu described Christianity as a mis-

sion-oriented religion based on sharing Jesus’ Abba 
experience of God’s love and faith in Jesus’ resurrection. 
The church’s mission is to seek the “total liberation of 
humankind,”8 symbolized by the reign of God, through 
social and personal transformation. The forms of bond-
age that people need liberation from and the forms this 
liberation should take depend on the gospel message of 
God’s love and the coming reign of God, and the context 
in which this is received. Relating the gospel to present 
contexts requires a double translation of the gospel, a 
“translation out of its original context and translation 
into its new one—if it is to be correctly understood.”9 
Inculturation is the particular form this process must 
take in a postcolonial context.

Soares-Prabhu later argued that “inculturation is not 
just translation.”10 No “essence of the Christian Gospel” 
exists “uncontaminated by any culture.”11 Every expres-
sion of the gospel is formulated through interaction with 
a culture, which imparts some attributes of that culture 
to it. Expressing the gospel in a culture new to it requires 
more than finding terms there parallel to those used in the 
culture in which it already exists. Inculturation requires 
a creative new interpretation. The inappropriateness of 
Western interpretations of the gospel in non-Western 
contexts necessitates a historical-critical reading of 
Scripture to discern the gospel’s original meaning. This 
original meaning must then be interpreted in relation to 
the context new to it. This double movement of interpre-
tation has a dialectical aspect. There is a ‘yes’ and a ‘no’ 
to the gospel’s previous cultural expressions, both its 
Western interpretation and its biblical expression, then 
a further critical interaction between the understanding 
of the gospel derived from this and the gospel’s new 
cultural context, involving a ‘yes’ and ‘no’ to aspects of 
both of these as well. 
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Soares-Prabhu distinguished this double movement 
from enculturation and aggiornamento. He defined en-
culturation as a “process of growth or consolidation”12 
resulting from the continuous dialogue ongoing between 
a religion and its cultural context. Enculturation follows 
after the gospel becomes culturally established through 
inculturation. Aggiornamento, bringing up to date, was 
the term used in the Roman Catholic Church to de-
scribe the reinterpretation of doctrine needed in North 
Atlantic countries, which Soares-Prabhu refers to as 
“the West,” where the Enlightenment (1650–1800) and 
the subsequent Industrial (1760–1850) and French revo-
lutions (1787–1799) had triggered the transformation 
of Christian Europe into Western modernity. Soares-
Prabhu argued that what Westerners call inculturation 
“is really aggiornamento.”13 The gospel is reinterpreted 
in relation to rapid technological and social changes, 
but without a transition from one underlying cultural 
context to another. 

For Soares-Prabhu, inculturation “is proper to cultur-
ally alienated groups, and so, primarily to Churches in 
the Third World, which have been the victims of cul-
tural imperialism.”14 Genuine inculturation takes place 
in postcolonial contexts. Here the double movement 
involves not only aggiornamento, but also a transi-
tion from one culture to another and decolonization. 
Soares-Prabhu judged that Western theology’s models 
and standards had a hegemonic influence on the Indian 
church in his time. Inculturation means breaking free 
from this mental colonialism, by developing a theologi-
cal approach that takes up and speaks to concerns of the 
Indian church and people. Inculturation is like a conver-
sion.15 It involves turning away from a former, alienating 
way of thinking to embrace one that is liberating. 

Like many Indian Christian theologians before him, 
Soares-Prabhu saw Indian Christian life and thought 
as shaped by a double loyalty to the Christian message 
and to the Indian context, with its specific issues and 
ethos. This double loyalty makes the double movement 
described above necessary for inculturating the gospel 
in India. However, for Soares-Prabhu, inculturation 
is a thoroughly dialectical matter. It involves distanc-
ing Christian theology in India from both “Western 
academic models” and “traditional Hindu Indian … 
forms of theology.”16 Christian theology in India must 
prophetically engage its context as liberation theology 
does, avoiding the unengaged academic professionalism 
of most Western theology. Yet it cannot simply adopt tra-
ditional Indian forms of theology shaped by Hinduism, 

or translate the gospel directly into Hindu concepts, for 
this “may blunt its liberative thrust.”17 Loyalty to the 
gospel requires respecting the relative autonomy of the 
biblical witness.

The Relative Autonomy of the Biblical 
Witness and Historical Criticism

The conversion of inculturation, according to Soares-
Prabhu, involves change and continuity for both the 
Christian faith and the local community. “Inculturation 
does not negate the past history of a community, but gives 
it a new direction and a new meaning.”18 The church in 
India should not become Western, but it should live by a 
vision of reality shaped by the biblical witness to Jesus, 
the experience of God he made possible, and the hope he 
brought. The biblical texts have a “semantic autonomy”19 
that is intrinsic to their witness. Each biblical text “has 
its own inner consistency, the structure of its work and 
sentence, which opens up potential fields of meaning 
within which any interpretation must function.”20 As the 
language structure of the Bible “embodies an originary 
experience of the Absolute,”21 respecting the semantic 
autonomy of biblical texts is effectively respect for the 
transcendence and otherness of God as revealed therein 
and central to maintaining Christian identity. Here 
Soares-Prabhu agrees with North Atlantic theologians 
of differing schools who argue that, while Christian faith 
and thought change through inculturation, it only remains 
authentically Christian, faithful to Jesus, by maintaining 
continuity with the vision of reality disclosed in the 
biblical witness.22 For Soares-Prabhu, the vision and 
promise of the gospel, “Jesus and the Kingdom values 
he proclaimed,”23 transcend all cultures and religions. 
A genuine inculturation must preserve the gospel’s 
transcendence to cultures new to it. Yet the gospel 
must also enter into such cultures through dialogical 
engagement with them. The gospel’s transcendence 
must not be confused with the imperialistic claims of 
Western thought and culture.

Soares-Prabhu affirmed historical criticism as 
necessary to preserve the semantic autonomy of biblical 
texts for two reasons. First, the distance between the 
present and the original contexts of biblical writings 
makes historical criticism necessary to interpret them.24 
By interpreting a biblical text in relation to its original 
context, historical criticism prevents it from being 
uncritically assimilated to the present and allows it 
to speak on its own terms. This respects the relative 
autonomy of the biblical witness and helps preserve 
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continuity with it. Second, biblical texts are always 
conditioned by the “cultural milieu” in which they were 
written. The gospel is not bound to these cultural milieus. 
Soares-Prabhu distinguishes the gospel from the biblical 
text. The gospel is expressed in the latter, but they are 
not identical. Some biblical texts express xenophobic 
or patriarchal prejudices. The liberating nature of the 
gospel demands separation from such worldviews and 
critique of them as they appear in biblical texts. 

Historical criticism enables one to discern in bibli-
cal texts “a potential field of meaning” that transcends 
their cultural milieu and can find renewed expression in 
another. Soares-Prabhu calls this “the objective dimen-
sion”25 of a biblical text’s meaning. Though historical 
criticism is usually thought of as belonging among the 
humanities, Soares-Prabhu likens it to a natural science, 
in that it seeks an objective knowledge not bound to its 
context. “Properly applied it should lead always and 
everywhere (in Berlin, Birmingham or Bombay) to the 
‘true’ meaning of the biblical text, which, as historical 
criticism understands it, is the ‘author meaning’, that 
is, what the author intended to say.”26 He thus describes 
historical criticism as a form of instrumental or technical 
rationality27 oriented towards grasping a text’s potential 
field of meaning. Like other forms of technical reason, 
historical criticism has a limited scope but universal 
relevance. It grasps the objective dimension of a text’s 
meaning, which is the same anywhere, but is insuffi-
cient to unfold its contextual meaning. Soares-Prabhu 
suggested that the limitations of the historical critical 
method result from its aim at objectivity. “A method 
fashioned to obtain exact information is being used to 
interpret a text which aims at the personal transforma-
tion of the reader through his [sic] response in faith.”28 
For a text’s potential field of meaning to become actual 
and transformative, a second, hermeneutical movement 
relating it to a particular context is necessary. 

 Soares-Prabhu criticized historical biblical 
criticism as “ineffective, irrelevant and ideologically 
loaded.”29 This has led some to argue that he dispensed 
with it.30 He did criticize it severely, once writing of 
historical critical exegetes: “They fiddle while Rome 
burns.”31 Yet he continued to use historical biblical 
criticism in his work.32 His critique was directed at the 
combination of its limitations and hegemonic influence. 
For all his criticism of it, he maintained that once its 
limitations were recognized and its hegemony removed, 
it had a restricted but essential role to play in ensuring 
that biblical interpretation respects the semantic auton-

omy of biblical texts.33 For Soares-Prabhu, the historical 
critical method has an emancipatory potential that must 
be maintained.34 It helps prevent the biblical witness 
from being absorbed into an interpreter’s self-enclosed 
world, and so helps maintain its liberating potential. 
But he insisted that the knowledge of Scripture gained 
through historical criticism was not an end in itself. It 
only achieves its true purpose when placed in the service 
of a theology articulating the cry for life of the poor. 

Dialogue with the Indian Context
The church’s mission “is to enter into the process of 

the Reign of God initiated by Jesus and further its move-
ment towards the end time community.”35 For this to 
happen, the autonomy of both the church’s context and 
the biblical witness must be respected.36 An authentic 
inculturation of the gospel requires hearing the biblical 
witness on its own terms. What is heard must then be 
related to the church’s context. For Soares-Prabhu, the 
paradigm for this second, hermeneutical move is dia-
logue.37 A genuine interaction between text and context 
respecting the specificity of both must occur. This means 
that as the gospel is inculturated in a culture like India’s, 
where non-Western religions have a pervasive influence, 
its concrete meaning and form of expression will diverge 
from Western interpretations. Concepts, symbols, and 
patterns of thought from this culture will be taken up 
and used in various ways to illuminate and actualize its 
potential field of meaning. As this happens, the gospel 
becomes decolonized and receives new meaning and 
forms of expression. In Asia, this kind of reading will 
break with church tradition developed in other contexts, 
challenging the church “orthodoxy” and “academic 
parochialism”38 that reflect Western imperialism. This 
development of postcolonial theologies that introduce 
cultural differences into Christian thought moves the 
church towards being truly ‘catholic’, universally pres-
ent in authentic and liberating ways39 in Western and 
non-Western cultures. 

An inculturation of the gospel arrived at in this way 
will relate to several publics. Its primary addressee will 
be the Indian church and issues of concern in Indian 
society. It will address Indian society through the active 
witness of the church. Through its use of historical criti-
cism and the discernible logic of its hermeneutics, this 
approach will develop interpretations that are rationally 
defensible to the international guild of biblical schol-
ars and in terms of their contextual address of Indian 
concerns. These interpretations will thus “be objective, 
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relevant and Indian.”40 As such, they will implicitly ad-
dress the wider church outside of India. The objectivity 
of these interpretations, deriving from their grounding in 
historical critical exegesis, will give them a commonal-
ity with the wider church. Their ‘Indianness’ will present 
a difference that demands recognition on the basis of this 
commonality. 

Soares-Prabhu acknowledges that the legitimacy 
of an inculturation of the gospel depends partly on its 
recognition by the larger church.41 Yet as Raymond 
Pannikkar observed, inculturation introduces new ele-
ments into church traditions, which may change the 
church’s self-image.42 As an inculturated interpretation 
of the gospel is recognized by the wider church, it may 
change the wider church’s self-understanding. Indian 
Christian theologies have challenged theologies and 
practices of North Atlantic churches, “de-legitimating 
any claim they might have to ‘freedom from location’” 
and challenging them to make room in their self-un-
derstandings for Christian identities that are culturally 
other to them and informed by the cultural influence of 
other religions.43 Panikkar describes inculturation as the 
“dialogical dialogue which leads to a mutual fecunda-
tion”44 of different religions. Soares-Prabhu argued that 
Christian theologies in India need such fecundation in 
relation to the ecological crisis. While he acknowledged 
several biblical traditions supporting environmental 
concern and bestowing an intrinsic value upon the 
natural world, he argued that there is nothing “in bibli-
cal tradition to match the basic Buddhist-Jain attitude 
of reverence for life,” and nothing “comparable to the 
Hindu experience of the universe as … ‘the body of 
God’.”45 Here he argued, “the anthropocentric perspec-
tives of biblical religion” need a cosmocentric corrective 
from these other Indian religions.46 

According to Soares-Prabhu, inculturating the gospel 
in India must address three main challenges. These are 
the Indian mind or worldview, widespread endemic pov-
erty, and caste oppression. Soares-Prabhu accepted from 
Latin American liberation theology the injunction that 
Third World theologies must begin with “a radical com-
mitment to the poor.”47 The questions Indian Christian 
theologians take up and their criteria of truth must reflect 
this commitment, which is mandated by the concern for 
the poor running throughout the Bible and by the pov-
erty prevalent in India, which results from injustice.48 

This commitment, though, must be lived out within 
what Soares-Prabhu describes as “the Indian World-
view … a way of experiencing reality that is inclusive, 

cosmocentric, symbolic and practical.”49 He argues that 
this worldview, “inspired by traditional Hinduism,” has 
permeated Indian society through Hinduism’s cultural 
influence, becoming characteristic of Indian culture 
and no longer specific to Hinduism.50 This worldview 
is inclusive in accepting the relativity of all belief sys-
tems and preferring to risk embracing error rather than 
exclude and lose an element of truth.51 This inclusivity 
leads to a cosmocentric worldview, in which humanity 
is seen as a part of the whole cosmos, not the sole focus 
of concern.52 This cosmocentrism is also rooted in the 
Hindu notion that the world is the body of God, and thus 
all that is in it is potentially a symbol of the Absolute. 
Finally, in this worldview inspired by Hinduism, truth is 
seen as transformative. It should have practical meaning. 
For Soares-Prabhu, this means that commitment to the 
poor will be marked by tolerance, compassion, seeking 
to persuade by example, critical collaboration with other 
religions and social movements, and willingness to learn 
from them. 

Soares-Prabhu sees Hinduism as the inspiration be-
hind this Indian worldview, but he does not seem to have 
identified being Indian as closely with Hinduism as did 
pioneering Indian Christian theologian Brahmabandhab 
Upadhyah (died 1907), who described himself as “a 
Hindu by culture, a Christian by faith.”53 The difference 
between Soares-Prabhu and Upadhyah here may be 
more a matter of semantics than substance, and pursuing 
this comparison in depth is beyond this paper’s scope. 
However, what Soares-Prabhu identifies as characteris-
tically Indian is a culture influenced by Hinduism, not 
Hinduism itself.54

Soares-Prabhu would seem to agree with Jacques 
Dupuis’s emphasis on the importance of history in the 
biblical witness, but he came to different conclusions.55 
Dupuis argued that the value accorded history here, par-
ticularly in the incarnation, death, and resurrection of 
Jesus Christ, is incompatible with the relativization of 
history and the perception of the Absolute as categori-
cally beyond history characteristic of influential forms 
of Hinduism.56 Dupuis concluded that the gospel cannot 
be inculturated in a culture shaped by Hinduism. The 
incompatibility of these two views of reality means that 
the former cannot be expressed in the terms and con-
cepts of the latter. 

Soares-Prabhu understood inculturation differently. 
He distinguished his approach from simply interpreting 
the gospel in Hindu concepts. Taking Bhagvan Shree 
Rajneesh’s commentary on Jesus as an example of 
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the latter, Soares-Prabhu argued that what it achieved 
was “a truly Indian interpretation of the Gospels—but 
it is an interpretation which is Hindu, not Christian.”57 
In Soares-Prabhu’s view, missing here is a “dialogue 
with the Gospel,” “a genuine encounter with the text,” 
a listening to its “small distinctive voice.”58 Such a 
reading does not respect the biblical text’s semantic 
autonomy by seeking to discern its potential field of 
meaning. For Soares-Prabhu, inculturation requires in-
terpreting the biblical witness in light of the concerns, 
worldview and questions of a culture new to the gospel 
while also respecting the Bible’s semantic autonomy. 
This necessitates a dialogue between a biblical text’s 
potential field of meaning and the concrete realities, 
cultural axioms, and religious traditions of one’s con-
text. Through this dialogue, the latter throw “light on 
the meaning” of the former.59 This process may lead to 
the gospel being expressed in terms drawn from other 
religious traditions. Soares-Prabhu described Jesus as 
portrayed in Matthew’s gospel as the Sadguru, a Hindu 
term meaning “the incarnate deity of the sect who stands 
at the origin of its tradition and illuminates its follow-
ers through mystical encounter.”60 He also wrote of the 
“dharma” of Jesus, “the pattern of existence he lived by 
and proclaimed.”61 More frequently for Soares-Prabhu, 
the dialogue of inculturation leads to the interpretation 
of Christian concepts through comparison and contrast 
with Hindu concepts. 

A central instance of this is his understanding of the 
personal bondage from which Jesus liberates people. 
Soares-Prabhu understood India’s poverty and caste sys-
tem as forms of unjust oppression that the gospel must 
address. However, he saw that the Indian context was also 
characterized by concern for personal liberation from 
psychic sources of bondage. He wrote that the “religious 
traditions of Asia (Buddhism and Hinduism in particu-
lar) claim to mediate ‘liberation’ (moksha, vimmokha) as 
an experience of unconditioned freedom resulting from 
an experiential realization of the radical relativity of 
the empirical world.”62 He argued that Indian Christian 
theology must address the human concern articulated 
here, which he described as “Asia’s deep-rooted need 
for an ‘existential’ liberation from personal bondage.”63 
He understood this personal bondage in a way similar 
to the depiction of humanity in some Hindu traditions 
as entangled in a world of unreality.64 He interpreted the 
unreality from which people need liberation as a web of 
needs for recognition and love that drive them to selfish 
and aggressive inhuman behaviours. Humanity needs to 

be freed from such “inordinate attachments” to earthly 
things.65 He agreed with Hindu and Buddhist teachings 
that this happens only through personal transformation 
resulting from an experience of the divine. He argued 
that for Christians, this deliverance happens through 
God’s love encountering us in the gospel. 

However, Soares-Prabhu contrasted the salvation 
the gospel brings with his understanding of its paral-
lel in Hinduism. The gospel liberates not by revealing 
the radical relativity of the empirical world, but by 
communicating the nearness and immensity of God’s 
love. It frees a person from perversely seeking love or 
recognition by meeting these needs in a way that no 
earthly reality can. Properly understood, the gospel 
liberates one not from concern with earthly life but to 
love for others that finds expression in concern for their 
earthly and spiritual well-being. It is a “liberation which 
leads to that ‘poverty’ which is freedom from illusion, 
attachment and greed.”66 This is an evangelical poverty, 
a freedom from earthly attachments that enables one to 
love others.67 

Soares-Prabhu argued that “a genuinely Indian 
Christian reading of the Gospels” emerges only at the 
intersection of concern for personal and social libera-
tion.68 He described the heart of such a reading and its 
effects as follows:

The core religious experience of the Christian is 
his [sic] experience of the Absolute as love: in the 
Gospel language, the experience of God as Abba, 
“dear Father.” This experience is radically liberat-
ing. It “fulfills” a person, satisfying his [sic] basic 
human needs of acceptance and achievement, the 
need to be loved and to love. The person liber-
ated by this experience of the unconditional love 
of God is freed (as the jivanmukta is freed by the 
realization of his identity with the absolute and 
his non-identity with the empirical self) from the 
tyranny of persons and things. He [sic] no longer 
needs to look for fulfillment through possessing 
things, or clinging to emotional attachments, or 
by asserting himself. Love has relativized all. He 
has passed from the having-mode to the being-
mode of existence. He is spontaneously “poor”, 
“chaste”, “obedient”. He is truly free.69 

Soares-Prabhu argues that such inner freedom in-
nately tends to seek spiritual freedom for others and 
material freedom for all through the transformation of 
sinful social structures. 
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What is Distinctively Indian about Soares-
Prabhu’s Biblical Theology? 

Soares-Prabhu’s theology has similarities to those 
of his North Atlantic contemporaries who were con-
cerned to critically relate the gospel to their context. 
His use of historical biblical criticism and his relat-
ing the fruits of this to his context is similar to that of 
North Atlantic Roman Catholic theologians like Hans 
Küng and Edward Schillebeeckx,70 Protestant theolo-
gians like Jürgen Moltmann, and contemporary North 
Atlantic feminist theologian Elizabeth Johnson. Also, 
for Soares-Prabhu, inculturating the gospel in India 
meant addressing some concerns of aggiornamento oc-
cupying his North Atlantic contemporaries. Like them, 
Soares-Prabhu was concerned to relate the gospel to the 
modern consciousness of society as a project that people 
help create through their decisions and actions,71 and to 
the ethos of a functionally differentiated society reliant 
upon modern technology and the application of scien-
tific knowledge.72 This consciousness and ethos are also 
present in Asian societies. Yet Soares-Prabhu’s theology 
is distinctively Indian in addressing the ethos, massive 
poverty, and caste oppression of India, and in the par-
ticular understanding of sin as a condition of psychic 
bondage that he developed through this. In comparison 
to North Atlantic theologies, Latin American liberation 
theologies, or many other Indian Christian theologies, 
his theology is a hybrid, resulting from the influence of 
Latin American liberation theology on a biblical scholar 
still influenced by Western traditions of biblical inter-
pretation, but living in a culture deeply influenced by 
Hinduism. 

Assessing Soares-Prabhu’s Approach  
to Inculturating the Gospel

The strengths of Soares-Prabhu’s approach to 
inculturating the gospel are many. One is its basis in ex-
emplary exegesis and his insistence on using historical 
biblical criticism to respect the semantic autonomy of 
biblical texts. Soares-Prabhu was a thoroughly dialecti-
cal thinker. His trenchant criticism of Western theology 
and exegesis did not prevent him from recognizing and 
retrieving something of value in it. Biblical criticism has 
developed since his day, but many approaches remain 
concerned to understand a text within its originating 
context as part of interpreting it. As Pannikar noted, 
the dialogue leading to mutual fecundation between 
religions “begins with proper translations.”73 Through 
his use of historical criticism and other exegetical meth-

ods, Soares-Prabhu developed an inculturated theology 
rooted in Scripture. This biblical basis meant that in 
addition to addressing the Indian context, his theology 
also addresses the wider church as a meaningful and 
defensible interpretation of the gospel. 

A second strength following from this is Soares-
Prabhu’s insistence that while inculturating the gospel 
requires listening to other religions and voices influenc-
ing a culture, learning from them and collaborating with 
them, it also involves confronting these “with Jesus 
and the Kingdom values he proclaimed.”74 There is a 
Barthian note in Soares-Prabhu’s approach to incul-
turating the gospel. He refused to enter into an eternal 
covenant between it and any aspect of Indian culture.75 
Like a number of contemporary African women theolo-
gians,76 he recognized that it is not enough to reclaim a 
culture from colonization. Oppressive elements in the 
culture being reclaimed must also be critiqued in light 
of the gospel. He saw that Christian theology in India 
required a complex response to religious pluralism, sin-
ful social structures, and inculturation as overlapping, 
inter-related issues.77

A third strength of Soares-Prabhu’s theology is his 
understanding that the poor must be recognized as a 
social group.78 The poor are not simply individuals 
needing charity, but a social class with distinct interests 
and insights. The church must enter into solidarity with 
them. In the 1990s he recognized Dalits in a similar way. 

While there is much to appreciate in Soares-Prabhu’s 
approach to inculturating the gospel, there remain sever-
al problematic elements. First, he acknowledged women 
as a social group, but did not give sustained attention 
to concerns of women’s liberation. Second, while he 
was aware of the diversity of theologies in Scripture, he 
tended to argue that the Bible “finally has one story to 
tell.”79 This reduction of the biblical witness to essential-
ly one story of God’s liberating acts, which begins with 
the Exodus and is renewed and transformed through 
Jesus, does not sufficiently acknowledge the diversity of 
Scripture in two respects. Soares-Prabhu recognized that 
there are biblical traditions with potential to address the 
environmental crisis, but didn’t explore these the way 
subsequent exegetes have. Moreover, Scripture tells of 
God’s liberating acts, but also of who God is. The latter 
aspect of the biblical witness led to the development of 
Trinitarian theology and the affirmations at Chalcedon 
concerning the divinity and humanity of Jesus. These 
post-biblical developments attempted to discern the 
nature and identity of God in light of Jesus Christ. They 
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answered questions about the ontological status of Jesus 
in relation to God arising from the biblical witness and 
the experience of salvation through faith in him.80 They 
are also statements about the basis of Christian hope 
that have profound ethical implications.81 Soares-Prabhu 
rightly criticized the narrow focus of these doctrinal 
affirmations.82 Yet he occasionally drew on their ethi-
cal significance. He correctly noted that formulas like 
the Chalcedonian Definition are “mechanisms” for 
explaining the mystery and saving significance of the 
incarnation, and that such mechanisms reflect “specific 
culturally conditioned world views.”83 While the mys-
teries of the Christian faith endure, the mechanisms by 
which these are explained or defined in doctrines have 
to change as the gospel becomes inculturated. However, 
Soares-Prabhu argued that christology in the Third 
World should focus on the mystery of Jesus and not 
try to develop mechanisms that explain its meaning.84 
Explanatory mechanisms are culturally dependent, 
subject to change and never fully adequate, but they 
are also always necessary to unfold the meaning of the 
Christian faith. The saving significance of the mystery 
of the incarnation or of Jesus’ death and resurrection 
acquire definition and critical relevance through explan-
atory mechanisms like the Chalcedonian Definition or 
a doctrine of the atonement. Soares-Prabhu rejected the 
ancient doctrinal formulations of Nicaea and Chalcedon. 
He did make some moves towards reinterpreting them, 
as when he interpreted Jesus as Sadguru to express the 
meaning of Jesus in Matthew’s gospel. However, his 
failure to reinterpret them more fully meant that he left 
the questions that gave rise to them unanswered and an 
important Christian moral source untapped.85 

Soares-Prabhu’s Contribution to a North 
Atlantic Discussion of the Relation of Gospel 
of Culture 

Christians around the world are concerned with in-
culturating the gospel. This is part of a multi-faceted 
discussion about how the gospel should relate to 
cultures. Notions of divine transcendence, the transcen-
dence of the Word of God and of the Bible as a witness to 
the Word factor into this. Karl Barth’s repudiation of any 
eternal covenant between the gospel and culture because 
it compromises the autonomy of the gospel remains 
an important reference point for many North Atlantic 
theologians in these discussions. Barth’s insistence on 
the autonomy of the gospel was vindicated through the 
role he played in the writing of the Barmen Declaration. 

His emphasis on this helped restore the freedom of the 
gospel in North Atlantic Christian theology for pro-
phetic critique of society. Soares-Prabhu’s approach to 
inculturating the gospel has a Barth-like respect for the 
gospel’s autonomy. 

Inspired by Barth, North Atlantic post-liberal theo-
logians, such as George Lindbeck, have argued that the 
gospel’s freedom must be protected by ensuring that 
as theology interacts with surrounding cultures, any 
elements borrowed from there are subordinated to the 
gospel and reinterpreted in light of it.86 However, as 
Soares-Prabhu recognized,87 any understanding of the 
gospel has already interacted with a culture and contains 
elements of it.88 Respecting its autonomy may mean al-
lowing it to be freed from particular cultural elements 
within one’s guiding concept of it through critique of 
this coming from another culture. Post-liberal theolo-
gians tend to ignore this. Consequently, in seeking “to 
maintain Christian identity, postliberals are in danger of 
confusing subordination to the Word with subordination 
to a human word,”89 the norms and ethos of a particular 
culture. This confusion has been a source of Western 
imperialism in Christian theology for too long. 

Soares-Prabhu’s approach to inculturating the gospel 
can make a contribution here. He realized that Christians 
never have a trans-historical understanding of the gos-
pel to which all cultures should be subordinated. Any 
understanding of the good news is inevitably a hybrid, 
reflective of its time and place. As “self-interpreting” 
beings,90 theologians can gain a critical understanding 
of the gospel through reflecting on the biblical witness, 
their theological traditions and their culture. However, 
their understanding of the gospel is also influenced by 
their culture. Its critical edge is always “precarious and 
provisional.”91 If cultural influences are already inside 
one’s understanding of the gospel even as one relates it 
to the same or another culture, where does the gospel’s 
transcendence in relation to culture lie? 

Soares-Prabhu’s approach to inculturating the gospel 
locates its transcendence in relation to culture not in any 
particular formulation of the gospel, but in the dialogi-
cal encounter of the biblical witness’s potential field of 
meaning with contemporary cultures. The gospel is tran-
scendent to cultures by entering into them and becoming 
concrete therein through a dialectical engagement with 
them that respects the uniqueness of both. One honours 
this transcendence by “opening oneself to the risk of 
failure”92 that this undertaking involves. The gospel’s 
transcendence in relation to cultures in history lies partly 

Ecumenist SPRING 2013.indd   19 13-04-25   09:50



20 / The Ecumenist, Vol. 50, No. 2  Spring 2013

in the performance it inspires, in the way it sets one to 
“working, half in and half out”93 of a culture. One is 
“half in” by taking up issues of concern in a culture and 
“half out” by listening to and addressing these in light of 
the biblical witness. In turn, the gospel becomes histori-
cally concrete through this process, which reflects the 
pattern of inculturation that Soares-Prabhu finds in the 
New Testament.94 

In history, Christians know the gospel “only in part” 
(1 Cor. 13:9, 12), never fully. Christian theology must 
respect the autonomy of the biblical witness. However, 
sometimes a critique of the church’s understanding 
of the gospel coming from surrounding culture or the 
encounter with other religions can lead the church to a 
fuller knowledge of God. Soares-Prabhu’s approach to 
inculturating the gospel shows how the church can be 
open to this while remaining rooted in its own Scriptures. 

Don Schweitzer is McDougald Professor of theology at St. Andrew’s 
College, Saskatoon. 
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On a Hill Far Away 
By James H. Evans, Jr.
Colgate Rochester Crozer Divinity School, Rochester, NY
James Cone, The Cross and the Lynching Tree, Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2011. 204 pp.

Introduction 
This powerful and engaging text draws us into a con-

sideration of the fundamental symbol of the Christian 
faith. However, rather than reflect on the cross as solely 
a religious symbol, Cone connects it with a fundamental 
symbol of the experience of American-born Africans: 
the lynching tree. This work is a continuation of a bril-
liant theological trajectory that Cone has pursued over 
his career. From Black Theology and Black Power, 
The Spirituals and the Blues, A Black Theology of 
Liberation, and God of the Oppressed, to Malcolm, 
Martin and America, Cone has never lost sight of the 
primacy of black suffering in his theological work. In 
the Introduction to this text, he notes that “This work is a 
continuation and culmination of all my previous books.”1 
In this book Cone seeks to explore again the mystery of 
the cross as it is revealed in the particular experience of 
African Americans. 

He begins by citing the work of African American 
novelist Richard Wright. Wright’s unflinching and poi-
gnant observations on black life in America serve as a 
fitting backdrop for not only violence and suffering in 
black experience, but the complex representations of the 
cross in that experience. In Wright’s most compelling 
novel, Native Son, the protagonist, Bigger Thomas, sits 
in a jail cell accused of murdering his black girlfriend 
and the daughter of his white employer. It is the latter 
accusation, however, that has an angry mob outside 
his jail cell clamouring for his execution. His mother’s 
pastor attempts to comfort Bigger by putting a small 
cross around his neck. Bigger, however, is caught in the 
contradiction between the cross of Christ and the burn-
ing cross of the Ku Klux Klan. As he views that burning 
cross, “[i]t gripped him: that cross was not the cross of 
Christ, but the cross of the Ku Klux Klan. He had a cross 
of salvation round his throat and they were burning one 
to tell him that they hated him!”2 It is this theological 
complexity that drives Cone’s passionate inquiry in this 
text. But Cone also recognizes that the complexity of the 
cross has not been fully explored by American theology 
in general. John Douglas Hall, a Canadian theologian, 
has argued that America needs “a theology of the cross 
because it fastens upon that which negates and threatens 

the life of creation and upon God’s intention, through 
incarnational solidarity with the world’s suffering, to turn 
history towards life rather than death.”3

The North American experience in certain funda-
mental ways rejects the message of the cross, because 
the optimistic elements in contemporary culture prevent 
it from coming to terms with the brokenness, despair, 
and suffering symbolized by the cross. The continuing 
influence of the prosperity gospel in many churches has 
fostered an aversion to the cross and the notion of sac-
rifice in general, as well as deference to a struggle-free, 
painless life of superficial religious practice. So, Cone’s 
call to consider anew the meaning of the cross in light 
of black suffering is an invitation to dialogue and truth 
seeking. Cone states, “I do not write this book as the last 
word about the cross and the lynching tree. I write it in 
order to start a conversation so we can explore the many 
ways to heal the deep wounds lynching has inflicted 
upon us.”4 It is precisely here that Cone’s book breaks 
open our discourse around the central symbol and af-
firmation of our faith. The association of the cross with 
the primary stratagem of American terror, lynching, does 
not allow for the ephemeral discourse that has marked so 
much conversation about the cross. Cone begins with and 
insists on maintaining a focus on this central question. 
What has the cross to do with the destruction of black 
bodies in America?

This book begins with a history of lynching in America, 
and ends with a lament and a celebration of the meaning 
of the cross in the black literary imagination and musical 
tradition of the spirituals and the blues. These chapters 
surround what I argue is the core of Cone’s theological 
motivation and argument: the contrast between Reinhold 
Niebuhr and Martin Luther King, Jr. on the reality of 
the cross in American experience. In chapter 1 of the 
book, Cone provides the reader with a brief but powerful 
overview of the history and significance of lynching in 
America. This painful and often embarrassing aspect of 
our collective experience is frequently hidden behind our 
national rhetoric of equality and compassion. Further, it 
is rarely linked to Christian discourse about the meaning 
of the cross. Cone notes that “the lynching tree joined 
the cross as the most emotionally charged symbols in the 
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African American community—symbols that represent-
ed both death and the promise of redemption, judgment 
and the offer of mercy, suffering and the power of hope.”5 
The peculiar tragedy of lynching is that it represented a 
kind of invisible suffering, hence the title of the chapter, 
Nobody Knows the Trouble I See. It is precisely this in-
visible suffering that challenges the actual centrality of 
the cross in much of American Christian discourse. 

Cone concludes this text with an examination of the 
meaning of the cross in the black literary imagination 
in the works of African American male writers and 
African American women. In chapter 4, Cone retraces 
the attempts of male writers and poets from the Harlem 
Renaissance forward to wrest meaning from this primary 
symbol. He argues that these writers utilized the trope 
of the “recrucified Christ.” This quest was substantively 
different from the strategy of the imitatio Christi, in 
which one tried to intentionally replicate the suffering of 
Christ as a means of deepening devotion to him. Here, 
black writers tried to make sense of a suffering that they 
did not choose. To see the experience of black people 
in America as an example of the recrucifixion of Christ 
allowed them to reject the absurdity of the cross without 
rejecting its deeper significance. In chapter 5, Cone ex-
plores the works of womanist theologians. A prominent 
theme in much of this literature is the rejection of the 
cross as a traditional symbol of atonement, especially in 
the work of Delores Williams. Here, the primary content 
of Christology is the life of Jesus as an example of the 
resistance to violence and suffering. Although Cone is 
sympathetic to the absurdity that the cross represents, 
he holds to the ultimate indispensability of the cross to 
Christian faith. In the final analysis, Cone is arguing that 
we can neither deny the reality of lynching in America 
nor reject the centrality of the cross in Christianity. 

The core of Cone’s argument in this book—which I 
shall leave the reader to explore in detail—is the juxta-
position of the views of Reinhold Niebuhr and Martin 
Luther King, Jr. on the meaning of the cross in the face 
of black suffering. Niebuhr, a Christian realist, believed 
that ironic and tragic circumstances of human existence, 
rooted in original sin, meant that it was impossible 
for human societies to avoid or eliminate suffering 
and injustice in the world. The best we could hope for 
is to approximate some degree of justice. His sober 
view of the world, rooted in the reality that, through 
the development of nuclear weapons, humans could 
destroy themselves, suggested that we were destined to 
live face to face with the tragic possibilities of modern 
life. However, it was precisely this realism that blinded 

Niebuhr, in Cone’s view, to black suffering. Cone ob-
serves that “Niebuhr had ‘eyes to see’ black suffering, 
but I believe that he lacked the ‘heart to feel’ it as his 
own.”6 King, on the other hand, approached modern life 
in America with the same realism as Niebuhr, but did 
not inherit his gloomy resignation. King was not bound 
by the limits of the politically possible, but was moved 
by what was divinely possible. King was as aware as 
anyone of the reality of black suffering, but he was not 
stymied by its tragic consequences. Cone states that 
King’s view of life “was defined by a love of freedom 
derived directly from Jesus’ cross, and it led more than 
forty martyrs to their deaths in the civil rights move-
ment. Martin King lived the meaning of the cross and 
thereby gave an even more profound interpretation of 
it with his life.”7 For Niebuhr, the cross represented the 
tragic limitations of love in real-life situations. For King, 
the cross represented persistent possibility of love in 
real-life situations. 

Conclusion
Contrary to Cone’s initial statement, I believe that this 

work is a continuation of a brilliant theological career to 
this point. It carries the passion of his earlier works and 
the seasoned reflection of his later works. It reaches for 
an apex that is symbolized in the Christian affirmation of 
the reality of the cross. This sentiment is captured in the 
words of a hymn often sung at Easter in many African 
American churches. 

On a hill far away, stood an old rugged cross,  
The emblem of suffering and shame  
And I love that old cross where the dearest and best  
For a world of lost sinners was slain. 

Our willingness to face and embrace the violence and 
the virtue of the cross will in great measure determine 
whether for us, the cross continues to be a symbol of 
redemption and hope, or whether it becomes an aloof 
apparition “on a hill far away.”

James H. Evans, Jr., Ph.D., Litt.D. is the Robert K. Davies Professor of 
Systematic Theology at the Colgate Rochester Crozer Divinity School and 
is the author of numerous articles and books on theology, literature, and 
culture. He is also a playwright, actor, and jazz musician. He is currently 
working on a book on devotional theology.
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