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the Society of St Pius X, publicly doubt Vatican II’s 
legitimacy. Beyond the theological chasm that separates 
pre- and post-conciliar concerns, they have in common 
their presentation of an internal, loyal disagreement with 
the prevailing orthodoxy. I call this kind of disagreement 
“dissent.”

In the practice of Catholic education, dissenters also 
share the experience of schools politely receiving their 
views, but not changing anything once they are heard. 
So students who adhere to the prevailing teaching re-
ceive full academic and social support for their Catholic 
expression, while dissenters remain academically un-
derserved and feeling ecclesially alienated. The whole 
school also misses an important opportunity to appreci-
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An Argument for Dissent in Catholic Education 

The editor has invited Professor Graham McDonough 
to present his recent book Beyond Obedience and 
Abandonment (McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2012) 
in The Ecumenist.

Canadian Catholic schools contribute to the good of 
all in society. They provide the social service of ed-

ucation for Catholics, non-Catholics, and non-Christians 
alike, and, importantly, also cultivate a public forum for 
students of all faiths to learn about religion and express 
their religious selves, including Catholics who practise 
frequently, infrequently, rarely, or not at all. 

In my book Beyond Obedience and Abandonment: 
Toward a Theory of Dissent in Catholic Education, 
I contend that alongside their laudatory features, 
Catholic schools also sometimes struggle to meet the 
needs of some students. This “struggle” concerns the 
school’s encounters with Catholics who, on certain top-
ics, and at important times, do not agree with Church 
teaching, and hence resist the school’s formal cur-
riculum, social atmosphere, and administrative practice. 
One kind of this disagreement can be called “post-con-
ciliar,” as it broadly reflects a category of concerns that 
have become salient since the Second Vatican Council 
(1962–65). Under this rubric are Catholics who disagree 
with Church teaching on contraception, ordination, and 
homosexuality, among other issues. Another kind of 
disagreement can be called “pre-conciliar” for its rep-
resenting dissatisfaction with changes in the Church as 
a result of Vatican II. Some kinds of this dissent reflect 
a view that the current religion curriculum in Catholic 
schools de-emphasizes salvation and even distorts doc-
trine (Collins, 2003). Other pre-conciliar groups, like 
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ate fully the plurality within Catholicism. Parents, who 
are often the final recourse for students experiencing 
difficulties at school, might also find themselves search-
ing for satisfying responses. In response, I maintain that 
it is both possible and preferable to support student dis-
sent as a means of nurturing their religious interests and 
relationship with the Church. Moreover, I also contend 
that by being able to appreciate the value of dissent in 
general, all Catholics will be better able to receive and 
respond to differences they encounter within the Church. 

Dissent, Philosophically Speaking 
I define dissent as the condition of “sitting apart 

from those that one is a part of” (McDonough 2012, 
147). This condition includes the views and attitude 
that a subordinated person or group expresses toward 
the prevailing view or culture within a larger organiza-
tional unit. Socrates and Martin Luther King Jr. are two 
well-known exemplars within the Western tradition. My 
book takes a full chapter to establish seven interlock-
ing descriptive and moral criteria for what counts as 
dissent; here I can summarize them by demonstrating 
how Charles Curran is a dissenter within the Catholic 
tradition (171–172). Curran disagrees with Pope Paul 
VI’s encyclical Humanae Vitae from the place of one 
who is (a) enfranchised by his sacramental initiation 
and participation within the Church; he does not make 
it as an outsider. Furthermore, he makes his criticism 
from (b) within the tradition of Catholic theological 
thinking, (c) “although he draws warrants from the tra-
dition which do not support the dominant viewpoint.” 
He disagrees not for any selfish purpose, but to offer (d) 
an ethically sound (e) “reasonable departure” or diver-
gent choice from within Catholicism (171). He makes 
this expression (f) publicly so that all Catholics might 
consider it when responding to Humanae Vitae, and he 
aims (g) to persuade people, rather than coerce them, 
while maintaining respect for his detractors (172). His 
cautions against any “‘triumphalists’ who would foist 
their views, whether ‘liberal’ or ‘conservative,’ upon 
the whole Church and thus obliterate its productive ten-
sions” (171; see Curran 2006, 81, 243) demonstrate his 
acknowledgment that dissent has value for the whole 
Church, and should not be contrived as an instrumental 
means for one faction to control another.

The notice of dissent’s desirability “for all” marks 
an opportunity to exclude any potential misuse of the 
concept in attempts to justify undesirable, immoral, and 
socially destructive elements. Steven Shiffrin notices 

that since “the Ku Klux Klan believes itself to be a dis-
senting, pariah and marginalized social minority that 
challenges the foundation of the current social system,” 
a case might be made to restrict dissent in the name 
of suppressing racism and other social ills (161; see 
Shiffrin 1999, xii, 77). However, there are sharp dif-
ferences between Martin Luther King Jr.’s support for 
breaking unjust laws in favour of laws that promote jus-
tice for all, and the Klan’s racist, bigoted, coercive, and 
harmful departures from social convention.

In addition to concerns about the Klan, there also 
exist the problematic possibilities that some persons 
may express unorthodox views just for the sake of being 
contrarian, rather than with intent to disclose informa-
tion that will help to correct error or remedy injustice 
(167–168; see Sunstein 2003, 85). So while dissenters 
characteristically present views that discomfort the 
status quo, as the stories of Socrates, King, and Curran 
reveal, the criteria that call for reasonable views, ex-
pressed in an ethically sound manner, and for the sake of 
an improvement in knowledge or treatment of persons, 
differentiate a desirable kind of dissent from other, un-
desirable acts. 

Dissent in the Catholic Tradition 
Catholics are no strangers to dissenting from the 

prevailing view in mainstream society. Within the 
realm of publicly funded education in Alberta, Ontario, 
Saskatchewan, and the Northwest and Yukon Territories, 
for example, Catholic schools currently operate as 100 
percent publicly funded public entities,1 and so reveal 
how “Canadian Catholics dissent from the mainstream 
of secular public schooling, understand themselves as a 
dissenting minority, and still simultaneously are good 
citizens of secular society” (14). Observe in this exam-
ple that liberal democratic “civil society” is the baseline 
for participation—“Catholic Church” and “Catholic 
School” participate within it—and so changing the base-
line to “Catholic Church” raises the question of whether 
dissent is possible, and what it might look like, within 
Catholicism’s organizational and authority structure. 

Perhaps a belief that Church teaching never changes 
presents an obstacle to admitting dissent into the formal 
experiences of Catholic schooling. This perception, 
however, is inaccurate. For example, Walter Principe 
observes that “several times in the first half of the thir-
teenth century the Popes forbade lecturing on the works 
of Aristotle and his commentators at the University of 
Paris.” However, since the ban proved unenforceable, 
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the study of Aristotle was eventually “legalized and 
prescribed” within the same institution. This change 
can be said, without exaggeration, to have had mas-
sive implications for Catholicism because, as Principe 
continues: “The work of Doctors of the Church such as 
Albertus Magnus and Thomas Aquinas would have been 
impossible if the papal ban had been rigorously enforced 
during their time at Paris” (Principe 1987, 72). The 
teachings on usury and slavery have also changed, and it 
is well known that the Second Vatican Council Church 
enacted a considerable change to the Church’s teachings 
on religious freedom, “the magnitude” of which can be 
inferred “from the strong opposition mounted against 
[its] acceptance during the Council” (Principe 1987, 
71; cf. Baum 2005, 22–23). From the strength of these 
examples—and this list is not even exhaustive—one can 
clearly see that Church teaching is not always unchang-
ing, nor does the Church stand outside the history of 
continuously evolving institutions. 

The acknowledgement and validating of Catholic 
dissent does double duty within Catholic education, 
providing: (1) the descriptive basis for a claim that all 
Catholic students deserve an accurate historical pic-
ture of their Church; and (2) a normative theological 
ground upon which to propose that it is legitimate to 
provide academic support for student dissent. In today’s 
Catholic school context, the controversies over Church 
teaching on contraception (including Humanae Vitae 
and the Canadian bishops’ “Winnipeg Statement”), 
female ordination, and homosexuality provide much 
of the interest and opportunity to engage with students 
at the point where some of them base their decision to 
either remain with or depart from the Church. Equally 
interesting, although perhaps less immediately germane 
to many students’ lives, is how they (and the whole 
Church) receive the claims of pre-conciliar dissidents 
like the Society for St. Pius X. How might Catholic per-
sons learn to encounter controversy within the Church in 
order to see beyond the binary limitations of full adher-
ence and exit? 

Where Current Practice Succeeds and Stalls
Currently, Catholic school teachers encounter stu-

dent dissent within the framework of a Church that 
does not receive public expressions of dissent very 
well (McDonough 2012, 68; cf. O’Gara 1998, 12) 
and the pedagogical environment of Catholic schools 
that is heavily influenced by calls for enriching their 
Catholic identity (Miller 2007, 459–463; McDonough 

2012, 102–103, 114–115). The complex task for teach-
ers is thus to present Church teaching fairly, while at 
the same time respecting and serving students’ current 
intellectual, social, emotional, and spiritual needs. In 
order to discover how they accomplish this task, I inter-
viewed fourteen religion teachers from five of Ontario’s 
Catholic separate school districts. In these discussions, 
the teachers generously and candidly illustrated the 
merits and limitations of the current framework for prac-
tice. Their reports indicate the system’s strengths and 
deficiencies, and do not count as judgments of particular 
teachers (McDonough 2012, 15–16, 176). 

The participants illustrated six possible techniques 
teachers use when encountering student dissent. 

(A) Omitting controversial material works well if a 
topic, like divorce, is too sensitive for students on a 
given day; ultimately, however, sustained omission 
fails to provide students with a complete picture of 
their Church. 

(B) Many teachers require that their students understand 
a teaching before criticizing it. This technique over-
comes straw person characterizations of the Church 
and enables an accurate and full engagement with 
the prevailing view. Its drawbacks, however, lie in 
its overemphasis on the content and intrinsic per-
suasiveness of Church teaching, and so finds itself 
wanting once the student is fully informed but still 
in disagreement (194–195). 

(C) Promoting an attitude of questioning has no fun-
damental flaws, and is consistent with the habit of 
questioning one’s faith as part of spiritual growth. 
Conceptually speaking, however, questioning en-
compasses too broad a category to apply exclusively 
to dissent, since “not all questions are dissenting 
questions,” and even those who maintain the pre-
vailing view “would question any dissenting view 
without dissenting themselves” (199). 

(D) Directing students to inquire with their parents at 
home is another option should students desire fur-
ther information or ways of responding to Church 
teaching. This move is praiseworthy for follow-
ing the Catholic teaching that parents are their 
children’s primary educators, and more generally 
recognizing that students also learn outside school. 
At the same time, though, this technique exacerbates 
differences between students from families that are 
skilled receivers and responders, and those that are 
not. But even assuming all families are competent to 
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assist their children is no consolation, since it raises 
the question of why professional teachers are hired 
to teach the basic Catholic knowledge, but not the 
advanced form and content of critically disciplined 
dissent (205). Regardless, the result is an intellec-
tual sterilization of the Catholic school as a public 
ecclesial space. 

(E) A fifth choice is holding questions open as critical-
thinking opportunities. This approach is a strong 
means of exploring various intellectual approaches 
to problems. This technique has no intrinsic prob-
lems as an intellectual habit, but is susceptible to 
practical deficiencies if applied poorly. For instance, 
if Catholic teaching is presented only in opposition 
to secular thinking, then students will suffer for 
not having a Catholic means to critique their own 
Church. As well, if employed without connection 
to real-life consequences, then this technique risks 
slipping into triviality as a mere classroom exercise 
(212–213). 

(F) Finally, the informed conscience presents students 
with a Catholic teaching that there is a divine law 
that even supersedes institutional Church law. This 
technique’s merit lies in its use of Catholic tradition 
to critique the Church, but it too also eventually 
stalls because it teaches students to withhold their 
dissent from the public ecclesial space. Moreover, 
restricting dissent to a private matter of conscience 
between person and God does not resolve the great 
epistemic imbalance between the lone dissenter 
and a centuries-old theological tradition (214–215). 
Its value for all becomes diminished when it is not 
shared among and critiqued by all whom it might 
benefit. 

The ramifications of not looking past the limits of 
these current pedagogical norms are discouraging. The 
school will witness the ongoing restriction of its abil-
ity to engage with its dissident Catholic students, and 
it will find itself encountering more students who are 
alienated from the Church. Catholic students, on the 
other hand, of both prevailing and dissenting views, will 
witness their own alienation from other faithful, as well 
as the continued exodus of their peers to the ranks of 
“non-practising” Catholics or “non-religious” persons. 
The result will be a polarized Church and school, which 
academically and spiritually underserves dissident stu-

dents, and which deprives both dissident and “orthodox” 
students of the opportunity to learn how to speak across 
intra-ecclesial difference. 

What Does a Pedagogy of Dissent Offer? 
The criteria outlined above justify providing the 

academic supports so students can learn through 
exploration of their dissenting views. This support 
would align Catholic religious education at school and 
home—including learning about Catholicism and, for 
those who desire, learning how to be Catholic—with 
students’ interests in a way that leads to their natural 
academic end, rather than instrumentally exploiting 
them as the first pedagogical step in an about-face return 
toward the prevailing view. This orientation does not 
preclude or diminish Church teaching, but in fact uses 
students’ dissenting responses as a means to engage 
with the magisterium, explore the fact of controversy in 
the Church, and use sources from within the Church’s 
own intellectual tradition to ground their criticisms. For 
example, for Catholic students who generously receive 
and comprehend the teaching on contraception, but can-
not agree with it, the pedagogical aim should rightly 
become improving the quality of their disagreement and 
examining what implications this has for their participa-
tion in the Church. Students should be introduced to the 
means for thinking theologically with the Church (141) 
about these questions, rather than being left unsupported 
in a position where complete assent to or rejection of 
Catholicism seem the only available options. Dissent is 
the concept that opens this less restrictive option. And if 
Catholic schools wish to continue to speak of “forma-
tion” as one of their aims for graduating students, then 
constructing dissent as one kind of response to this aim 
deserves serious attention—notwithstanding that many 
students, Catholics among them, may attend Catholic 
schools without any interest in formation at all. In an 
age where the Catholic laity is both very well educated 
and encountering a plurality of views within the Church, 
the idea of perfect agreement on all points has proved 
impossible. If Catholics wish to avoid the ramifications 
of a fragmented or polarized Church, or a Church where 
many faithful drift away because of disagreements, it 
seems wise to present students with more than the false 
choice between obedience and abandonment. 
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Islamophobia: “The Dark World of Monster Making”
Michel Elias Andraos 
Catholic Theological Union of Chicago

Introduction

Islamophobia in North America and the West in general 
has been the topic of several publications and debates 

in recent years. As it is manifested today, Islamophobia 
is understood by many analysts as an umbrella term 
that refers to complex phenomena, which include hate 
speech against Muslims, attack on Muslim religious and 
moral values, violence against Muslim individuals and 
communities, attacks on their cultural and religious cen-
tres of worship and community cultural life, organized 
defamation campaigns, negative cultural attitude that 
denigrates Islam and Muslims, etc. The cause of these 
phenomena is not simply irrational fear of Islam. That 
Islamophobia is widespread and acceptable in our soci-
ety today is the result of a manufactured movement that 
has been well studied and analyzed by many researchers. 
They find that the ideological construct undergirding 
Islamophobia is intrinsically related to relations of pow-
er and domination exercised by Western societies today. 
In his recent book on this topic, Nathan Lean describes 
the manufacturing of Islamophobia as “the dark world 
of monster making.”1

Spreading misinformation about Islam
A group of researchers at the Center for American 

Progress published, in 2011, a detailed analysis of the 
roots of Islamophobia in the US.2 The report states that 
according to polls, unfavourable views of Islam in the 
US have increased from 39 to 49 percent between 2002 
and 2010. This significant rise, according to the report, 
did not happen spontaneously. The report names seven 
foundations that contributed more than $40 million 
between 2001 and 2009 to finance the work of certain 
groups of scholars and centres that are involved in a 
misinformation campaign about Islam in the US and 
beyond. The names of these centres and about a dozen 
scholars that work for them, in addition to grassroots 
organizations and media networks that promote their 
work, are all identified in the report. The names of a 
group of influential leaders of the religious right and 
political players who support this agenda are also men-
tioned in the report. There is no secret about the cultural 
forces that are propagating Islamophobia and their ex-

treme right political agenda. Although these groups are 
a minority in North America, they are influential, well 
organized, and effective in their propaganda.

It is obvious from the many manifestations of 
Islamophobia today that it is not primarily a problem of 
Islam and Muslims. Rather, this phenomenon reveals a 
profound social and religious problem in our societies. 
The social factors that are contributing to producing 
new radical political and religious groups and organiza-
tions that promote dangerous ideologies are not easy to 
name or identify. In her recent book The New Religious 
Intolerance, US philosopher Martha Nussbaum recog-
nizes that we are living in dangerous times and calls for 
a critical self-examination in order to try to uncover the 
roots of the ugly fears that rule our society today.3

The origin of false ideas about Islam
Because Islamophobia is widespread and the orga-

nizations and groups that promote it are a broad mix 
of religious and political activists, academics, and 
organizations with different agendas and ideological 
positions, it is not easy to come to a single definition 
that describes its complexity. Some features, however, 
are common among these phenomena. According to 
the Islamophobia Research and Documentation Project 
at the University of California in Berkeley, the prevail-
ing attitudes that define Islamophobia in society today 
include the beliefs that “Islam is monolithic and cannot 
adapt to new realities; Islam does not share common val-
ues with other major faiths; Islam as a religion is inferior 
to the West. It is archaic, barbaric, and irrational; Islam 
is a religion of violence and supports terrorism; Islam is 
a violent political ideology.”4 

These views are not radically new. Such negative 
views and knowledge about Islam that have been pro-
duced over the past few decades are to a large extent 
responsible for the pervasive presence of Islamophobia 
today. Chicago-based activist and community organizer 
Ahmed Rehab recognizes three main characteristics in 
the arguments of common people who promote or har-
bour Islamophobic thoughts and feelings.5 Often, notes 
Rehab, these arguments are based on misattribution of 
ideas about Islam that are simply factually incorrect, 
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such as the ones mentioned above. Another character-
istic of such arguments is generalization, that is, using 
incidents about violence in some instances in Muslim 
countries or groups and making general statements 
about all Muslims, such as “all Muslims are violent and 
terrorists,” which is one of the most common statements. 
The third characteristic Rehab notes is reductionism. 
This happens when people think of world Muslims (1.4 
billion people spread all over the world) as one unified 
group of people who all think and behave in the same 
way, regardless of their diversity of countries, cultures, 
level of education, etc.

Edward Said’s critical analysis in 1981 
In his pioneering work Covering Islam, published 

in 1981, Edward Said exposes how the US media and 
scholarship were using what he calls “the malicious 
generalizations about Islam [that] have become the last 
acceptable form of denigration of foreign culture in the 
West.” Said reviews and critiques the works of numerous 
scholars and journalists who, intentionally or simply be-
cause of their poor or simplistic understanding of Islam 
and the role of the West—primarily the US—in the 
Middle East and the Muslim world, have misinformed 
the public and contributed to the increasing fear of Islam 
and Muslims.6 Prominent among the influential academ-
ics that Said critiques is senior scholar Bernard Lewis, 
whose views, according to Said, have influenced a whole 
generation of new ‘experts’ on Islam and laid the foun-
dation for the thesis of “clash of civilizations,” promoted 
later by Samuel Huntington and others.

According to Said, “All of Lewis’s emphases in his 
work are to portray the whole of Islam as basically 
outside the known, familiar, acceptable world that ‘we’ 
inhabit, and in addition that contemporary Islam has 
inherited European anti-Semitism for use in an alleged 
war against modernity.” Said quotes one of Lewis’s key 
essays on “The Roots of Muslim Rage,” where the au-
thor emphasizes that Islam is “an ancient rival against 
our ‘Judeo-Christian’ heritage, our secular present, and 
the worldwide expansion of both.”7 Unfortunately, these 
negative views that Islam as a religion and way of life is 
incompatible with “Western modern values,” which Said 
attributes to the nineteenth-century Orientalists of the 
British and French school, are still the way many people 
think in our society today. This biased perspective has 
been revived by some contemporary scholars, Bernard 
Lewis among them.9 

Said dedicates a section of Covering Islam to the 
question of knowledge and power and advocates for the 
production of what he calls “antithetical knowledge.” By 
this the author means “the kind of knowledge produced 
by people who quite consciously consider themselves to 
be writing in opposition to the prevailing orthodoxy.”10 
Such production of knowledge, according to Said, is 
aware of the political meaning and impact of scholar-
ship, and does not pretend, as the examples mentioned 
above, to be value-free and objective while implicitly 
producing knowledge that foments Islamophobia. Said 
concludes by emphasizing that “until knowledge is un-
derstood in human and political terms as something to 
be won to the service of coexistence and community,” 
and, I might add, social solidarity, and “not in the ser-
vice of particular races, nations, classes, or religions, the 
future augurs badly.”11 

More recent research on Islamophobia 
Producing new knowledge about Islam is crucial 

for dismantling Islamophobia. Walter Mignolo, in an 
insightful article on this topic, argues that in the West, 
Islamophobia and Hispanophobia have been part of the 
construction of knowledge in what he calls “the colonial 
matrix of power” since the early colonial period, begin-
ning with the expulsion of the Muslims from the lands 
of Christendom in Gharnata in 1492.12 Mignolo argues 
that there is complicity between the rise of capitalism 
in Europe as of the sixteenth century and the racializa-
tion of peoples, cultures, religions, and knowledge. 
According to Mignolo, obliterating both Islamophobia 
and Hispanophobia requires no less than engaging “in 
a global and multi-versal project of decoloniality.13 This 
is not a battle that will be won with guns, but through a 
radical transformation of knowledge and understanding. 
Islamophobia and Hispanophobia are possible because 
whoever controls knowledge can control the alloca-
tion of meaning and classify people in a hierarchical 
and moral order.”14 This analysis by Mignolo resonates 
with the definition of Islamophobia proposed by the 
Islamophobia Research and Documentation Project at 
Berkeley, mentioned above.

This offers a political interpretation of Islamophobia.

It is directed at a perceived or real Muslim threat 
through the maintenance and extension of exist-
ing disparities in economic, political, social and 
cultural relations, while rationalizing the necessity 
to deploy violence as a tool to achieve “civiliza-
tional rehab” of the target communities (Muslim 
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or otherwise). Islamophobia reintroduces and 
reaffirms a global racial structure through which 
resource distribution disparities are maintained 
and extended.15

From a social analysis perspective, religion scholar 
Nami Kim, building on the works of Jasmin Zine and 
Falguni Sheth, argues for defining “Islamophobia not 
simply as a personal attitude of fear or ignorance to-
ward Islam and Muslims but in relation to systems of 
power and domination that operate on multiple levels: 
individual, ideological, and systemic.”16 This approach, 
according to Kim, is crucial for understanding the 
racialization of Muslims. Racialization for the author 
means a process of singling out a group in contrast to 
other dominant groups in society and delineating it as a 
threat to social peace, and therefore justifying violence 
against this group in order to control it. Analyzing and 
defining Islamophobia from this perspective is impor-
tant and necessary, argues Kim, “because it allows us to 
directly address anti-Muslim racism and its ideological 
underpinnings.”17

Toward a Future of Tolerance
In her above-mentioned recent book, Nussbaum 

analyzes the rise of religious intolerance in the US and 
Western Europe, evident in the debates on topics such as 
headscarves, burqas, minarets, building new mosques, 
etc. In the Western world, she notes, people “prided 
themselves on their enlightened attitudes of religious 
toleration and understanding,” and, until very recently, 
liked to think that the dark times of religious intoler-
ance belonged to the past. Today, Nussbaum remarks, 
“we have many reasons to doubt this complacent self-
assessment. Our situation calls urgently for searching 
critical self-examination, as we try to uncover the roots 
of ugly fears and suspicions that currently disfigure all 
Western societies.”18 For dealing with this fear, which 
is the main theme of her book, Nussbaum argues that 
three things are needed: “sound principles involving 
respect for human equality; arguments that are not self-
serving, targeting an alleged fault in the minority that 
is ubiquitous in the majority culture; and a curious and 
sympathetic imagination.”19 The author recognizes in 
her analysis that “Our time is genuinely dangerous” and 
it requires serious “commitment to examine our choices 
to see whether they are selfish, whether they make a 
privileged case of our-selves, ignoring the equal claims 
of others.”20 

Michel Andraos, professor of intercultural studies and ministry at the 
Catholic Theological Union of Chicago, has recently returned to Canada 
and settled in Montreal.

1 There are numerous books on this topic that will be mentioned below. 
The recent work by Nathan Lean, The Islamophobia Industry: How the 
Right Manufactures Fear of Muslims (London: Pluto Press, 2012), offers a 
well-done analysis and includes several useful resources for further research.

2 Wajahat Ali et al., Fear, Inc.: The Roots of the Islamophobia Network 
in America (Center for American Progress, 2011), http://www.scribd.com/
doc/63489887/Fear-Inc-The-Roots-of-the-Islamophobia-Network-in-
America (accessed January 15, 2013).

3 Martha C. Nussbaum, The New Religious Intolerance: Overcoming 
the Politics of Fear in an Anxious Age (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press 
of Harvard University Press, 2012).

4 “Definition of Islamophobia,” Islamophobia Research and 
Documentation Project at the University of California, Berkeley, http://
crg.berkeley.edu/content/islamophobia/defining-islamophobia (accessed 
January 15, 2013).

5 Ahmed Rehab, Executive Director of the Council on American-
Islamic Relations, panel presentation at the symposium on “Facing 
Religious Intolerance: Islamophobia in 21st Century America,” American 
Islamic College, Chicago, February 23, 2013.

6 Edward W. Said, Covering Islam: How the Media and the Experts 
Determine How We See the Rest of the World, rev. ed. (New York: Vintage, 
1997), xii. The first version of Covering Islam was written in 1981 as 
the third work of Said’s trilogy on Orientalism. The other two works are 
Orientalism (1978) and The Question of Palestine (1979).

7 Said, Covering Islam, xxxiii.
8 For an analysis of the ideological campaign against Muslims in 

the US, see the excellent research by Stephen Sheehi. Islamophobia: The 
Ideological Campaign Against Muslims (Atlanta, GA: Clarity Press, 2011).

9 On May 1, 2006, Dick Cheney, former Vice President of the US, 
gave a speech in honour of Bernard Lewis and acknowledged their long 
friendship and Lewis’s contribution to the US Middle East policy. See 
http://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2006/05/
print/20060501-3.html (accessed February 16, 2013).

10 Said, Covering Islam, 157.
11 Said, Covering Islam, 161.
12 Walter D. Mignolo, “Islamophobia and Hispanophobia: How They 

Came Together in the Euro-American Imagination,” Arches Quarterly 4, no. 
7 (Winter 2010): 25.

13 Also on this topic, see Ramón Grosfoguel, “The Multiple Faces of 
Islamophobia,” Islamophobia Studies Journal 1, no. 1 (Spring 2012): 9–33.

14 Mignolo, “Islamophobia and Hispanophobia,” 24.
15 http://crg.berkeley.edu/content/islamophobia/defining-islamophobia 

(accessed January 15, 2013).
16 See Nami Kim, “When Imperial ‘Love’ Hurts Our Neighbors: 

Islamophobia and Korean Protestant Churches in the United States,” in 
Voices, vol. 35 (2013/1), 63, http://InternationalTheologicalCommission.
org/VOICES (accessed June 1, 2013).

17 Kim, “When Imperial ‘Love’ Hurts Our Neighbors,” 64.
18 Nussbaum, The New Religious Intolerance, 1–2.
19 Nussbaum, The New Religious Intolerance, 21.
20 Nussbaum, The New Religious Intolerance, 245.
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Water and the World Council of Churches
By Heather Eaton
Saint Paul University, Ottawa 

The Integrity of Creation

The World Council of Churches (WCC) has, from 
the very beginning, critically engaged issues of 

social justice on a variety of levels. In the 1980s it 
began to confront ecological issues. It recognized that 
persistent poverty and systemic injustices were associ-
ated with ecological ruin, and that there are limits to 
the Earth’s capacities. The theme of Justice, Peace, and 
the Integrity of Creation (JPIC) began to take form. In 
1988, the WCC launched its Climate Change Program 
to address socio-economic structures that contribute 
to climate disruption. In 1990, the WCC sponsored the 
World Convocation on Justice, Peace, and the Integrity 
of Creation in Seoul, Korea. Ten affirmations connected 
to the ongoing focus on peace, unity, human diversity, 
preferential option for the poor, and social responsibil-
ity.1 And a new focus was developing in the following:

We affirm that the world, as God’s handiwork, has 
its own inherent integrity; that land, waters, air, 
forests, mountains, and all creatures, including 
humanity, are “good” in God’s sight. The integrity 
of creation has a social aspect, which we recognize 
as peace with justice, and an ecological aspect, 
which we recognize in the self-renewing, sustain-
able character of natural ecosystems.

We affirm that the land belongs to God. Human 
use of land and waters should release the earth 
to replenish regularly its life-giving power, pro-
tecting its integrity and providing spaces for its 
creatures.

In 1991, at the seventh WCC assembly, held in 
Canberra, Australia, the topic of creation became ex-
plicit. The theme was Come, Holy Spirit—Renew the 
Whole Creation. From a theological consideration, the 
WCC highlighted Spirit more than Jesus/Christ, which 
was a distinctive emphasis. There were four sub-themes:

•	 Spirit,	giver	of	life—sustain	your	creation!	
•	 Spirit	of	truth—set	us	free!	
•	 Spirit	of	unity—reconcile	your	people!	
•	 Holy	Spirit—transform	and	sanctify	us!

A Justice, Peace, and Creation Unit was formed and 
became an explicit orientation of the WCC. It also began 
an in-depth and ongoing study of a Theology of Life. The 
WCC made a further commitment to ground its theology 
more firmly in the lived experiences of local communi-
ties around the globe.

Since then, the WCC has mounted hundreds of ini-
tiatives, publications, conferences, public activities, 
worship resources, and political activities under the 
JPIC umbrella. Guided by a vision of Earth as home, 
within a theology of Life, the WCC, with its 355 
member churches, maintains a firm commitment to eco-
nomic, gender, ethnic/racial, and now ecological justice. 
The Justice Peace, and Creation Unit originates or sup-
ports programs around the world with numerous groups: 
women, youth, ethnic minorities, Indigenous peoples, 
and people with disabilities. Furthermore, thousands of 
Christian organizations, congregations, religious orders, 
or particular churches have embraced and developed the 
meaning of Justice, Peace, and Integrity of Creation in 
their own manner and contexts.

As of 2013, the JPIC concerns, often using the term 
Ecumenical Earth, include climate change; water; faith, 
science, and technology; economic globalization and 
ecology; caring for life; and a bibliography on creation 
concerns.

The work on water is situated within this history and 
among these interconnected concerns.2 

An Evolving Reflection on Water
The WCC has been involved in countless projects 

related to water over the past decades. These have been 
in the form of statements, campaigns, conferences, and 
the formation of the Ecumenical Water Network. Woven 
into these endeavours is an ongoing and evolving theo-
logical reflection on water, creation, justice, biblical 
themes, doctrine, and engaged spiritualities. The follow-
ing section is a brief overview of some of the theological 
tools, approaches, and insights used in various efforts.

One of the first initiatives was a water fact sheet en-
titled “Water for Life—Streams of Justice,” released in 
September 2002 for the World Summit on Sustainable 
Development, which took place in Johannesburg, South 
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Africa.3 This was part of ongoing work resulting from 
and presence at The Earth Summit and the United 
Nations Conference on Environment and Development 
in Rio de Janeiro in 1992.

Water of Life—Enough for All was a theme the WCC 
developed in 2003.4 Biblical images of water were re-
trieved, noting that God provides creation and humanity 
with an abundance of water. Combined biblical pas-
sages affirm that God provides enough water and is the 
giver of all water. Furthermore, God’s economy is one 
of abundance. 

The second point is the relationship between physical 
water and spiritual thirst, both of which appear frequent-
ly throughout scripture. The focus is the connection 
between the physical and spiritual aspects of water, 
which should result in an awareness of the alarming state 
of water all around the world. We have not understood 
the significance, the abundance, and the diminishing 
quality of Earth’s waters. Stewardship is the solution.

In 2004, the Justice, Peace and Creation Unit devel-
oped the theme Water as a Gift and Right. This document 
begins with the words “Water is a foundation for the life 
of human beings and other ecosystem members of the 
One Earth Community.” There are several examples of 
water shortages, climate change and rising water lev-
els, resistance movements, and international pressures 
to prevent the World Trade Organization (WTO) from 
rendering water as part of ‘goods and services’ rather 
than as a right. 

Water as Both a Gift and a Right 

Water is the cradle and source of life, and one of 
the most potent bearers of cultural and religious 
meanings. … Life in all its forms is impossible 
without water. … Water is a precondition for life, 
a given, a gift.5 

The WCC developed a theological foundation for 
water as both a gift and a right. To support a theology of 
gift, the starting point is the nature of water. 

The prevalence of water imagery in the Bible sup-
ports the idea that water is a right. Numerous biblical 
stories and passages are mentioned and are further 
developed by Christian beliefs that water is an image of 
renewal, promise, and hope. The centrality of water for 
life and the experience of water as gift are two sources 
affirming that water should be a basic human right and 
part of the global commons. 

This argument used to preclude water from becoming 
a commodity. The WCC was a political actor, joining 
with others to insist that states recognize and observe 
their obligations regarding water as a human right, 
based in the ratification of the International Covenant 
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.6 The WCC 
stressed the role of the United Nations in the prepara-
tion of an international freshwater convention. The 
document reinforces the UN’s Millennium Development 
Goals around water, including equitable economic al-
locations, empowerment of women, opposition to water 
privatization, and a host of other social, economic, 
and institutional issues. This allowed the WCC to be 
influential in the United Nations’ International Decade 
for Action ‘Water for Life’ 2005–2015, which was an-
nounced in 2003 and is ongoing.

This “Water as Gift and Right” campaign represents 
two significant shifts in the Justice, Peace and Creation 
Unit’s work on water: becoming a global political actor 
on water issues, and developing both an ecological and 
theological foundation for this work. 

The WCC represents 500 million members. Church-
related relief and development agencies are often 
engaged in emergency relief, development, and advo-
cacy. Many are deeply concerned about water. Their 
work provides fresh water and sanitation daily to impov-
erished communities and in disaster and war-stricken 
areas. 

The Justice, Peace, and Creation Unit of the WCC has 
continued to be involved in conferences, discussions, 
global politics, activism, and providing a spectrum of 
educational and worship materials. In Kenya in 2005, 
75 representatives of churches, ecumenical organiza-
tions, and civil society groups from seventeen countries 
in Africa and six countries in Asia, Europe, and Central 
and South America gathered to discuss water issues. 
The need for water policies coupled with a commitment 
to work with community-based initiatives was evident. 
Water must remain as a public good and a human 
right. This was the beginning of the Ecumenical Water 
Network (EWN).

The WCC helped establish the EWN, comprising 
numerous Christian agencies.7 The Network produced a 
64-page document that provides an enriched explanation 
of the WCC theme “Water of Life.”8 The overall goals of 
the EWN are the following:

•	 to	make	a	Christian	witness	heard	in	the	present	de-
bate on water issues, 
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•	 to	raise	the	awareness	of	the	churches	on	the	urgency	
of the concern, 

•	 to	engage	as	an	ecumenical	community	in	common	
action at all levels with the aim to promote the pres-
ervation, responsible management and the equitable 
distribution of water for all, based on the understand-
ing that water is a gift of God and a fundamental 
human right.

The Water of Life booklet reveals an increasing level 
of ecological literacy about the nature of water and its 
dynamics in the Earth’s processes. One of the two fun-
damental convictions is the following:

Water is the condition of all life on the planet – 
plants, animals and human beings. Water is an 
essential gift of God for all living beings. Water re-
sources must, therefore, be protected for the whole 
of creation. Human beings are part of the creation. 
Human society can only exist within the biosys-
tem; its survival depends on the survival of the 
whole. The care for the whole of creation must be 
the basis for the churches’ engagement and action.9

The second conviction is that access to water is a 
right.

From a theological stance, the significance of water 
is expanding. For example, the authors acknowledge, 
“Water is a force of faith. Water is not only an economic 
commodity; it also has a social, cultural, medical, reli-
gious and mystical value.”10 This booklet, and the EWN, 
are key facets of the WCC efforts on water.

The document refers to fundamental convictions and 
issues, as well as avenues for action that can be shared 
with member churches, ecumenical networks, and an 
interested public. It gives the theological and rational 
descriptions of several critical water issues and their 
relationship to climate change, consumption, population 
pressures, access, commodification, and pollution.

It should be noted that while the overall ethos is 
Earth/creation centred, the substance is anthropocentric. 
The Justice, Peace, and Creation Unit rarely addresses 
the water needs of animals and plants. 

Water for Life
At the ninth assembly of the WCC, in Porto Alegre, 

Brazil, in 2006, water was on the agenda. The WCC pre-
sented the theme “Water for Life.” The theological and 
ecological foundations are blended at the start of what 
became an accepted resolution. It begins: 

Water is a symbol of life. The Bible affirms water 
as the cradle of life, an expression of God’s grace 
in perpetuity for the whole of creation (Gen 2:5ff). 
It is a basic condition for all life on Earth (Gen 
1:2ff.) and is to be preserved and shared for the 
benefit of all creatures and the wider creation. 
Water is the source of health and well-being and 
requires responsible action from us human beings, 
as partners and priests of Creation (Rom 8:19 ff., 
Rev 22).11 

The document continues with references to ecosys-
tems and to an understanding that the hydrologic cycle is 
integral throughout the biosphere. There are comments 
about the commercialization and scarcity of fresh water, 
water conflicts, and weak water treaties. 

There is mention of positive and creative Christian 
witness to water issues, such as the Joint Ecumenical 
Declaration on Water as a Human Right and a Common 
Public Good. It notes that churches are involved in the 
EWN. There are eight proposals that delineate spe-
cific action to be taken by WCC members around the 
world. One goal is for the WCC to contribute to the 
UN’s International Decade for Action ‘Water for Life’ 
2005–2015 by exploring and highlighting the ethical 
and spiritual dimension of the water crisis. 

From 2006 to the present, the Ecumenical Water 
Network has been an active wing of the Justice, Peace 
and Creation Unit, and is located at the WCC in 
Geneva.12 In brief, the EWN is very involved in myriad 
water issues, programs, education and liturgical resourc-
es, and political involvements. The EWN also publishes 
an online newsletter in English, Spanish, German, and 
French several times a year. It contains a variety of re-
flections, analysis of global deliberations, and decisions. 
It tracks the World Water Forum, offers best practices 
and success stories, and provides worship materials. 
Resources include background papers, campaigning 
links, and ideas for activities by churches, congrega-
tions, and individuals. The theological aspects focus on 
the biblical values of justice, community activities, and 
care for creation. Each newsletter is different, and all 
are informative. To date it has published 20 newsletters, 
which are available online. 

Since 2008, the EWN has offered weekly reflections 
during Lent entitled Seven Weeks for Water to raise 
awareness for World Water Day in March. These reflec-
tions cover many topics: the ‘green economy,’ water 
conflicts and just peace, water and liturgies, and justice. 
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Overall, the EWN is an informative and excellent re-
source of the water activities of the WCC and beyond.

The WCC, under the umbrella of the Justice, 
Peace and Integrity of Creation banner, now often 
called Ecumenical Earth or Justice, Diakonia and 
Responsibility for Creation, has done remarkable 
ecological work around the world, and for almost two 
decades. The WCC’s focus on water goes from on-the-
ground work to global, religious, and political fora.

The WCC is increasing its ecumenical and interreli-
gious collaboration, evident in a recent statement from 
a United Nations Wings of Water conference. Religious 
leaders from many traditions, cultures, and contexts col-
laborated on a petition entitled “A Fundamental Shift in 
Mindset: Water, from a Commercial Commodity to a 
Sacred Gift.” Excerpts include these:

We call on the world’s governments to show cou-
rageous leadership in consultation with the people 
to adopt a bold and ambitious international target 
to provide access to safe drinking water for all 
members of the human family. 

Whenever we are using water, we should do so 
with moderation, awe, reverence, gratitude, and 
love.

Regardless of its utilitaristic or commercial worth, 
water has a social, cultural, medical, religious and 
spiritual value. It is also a profound symbol within 
our scriptural and liturgical traditions.

Water is the cradle and source of all life on earth: 
it is a sacred gift.13 

This will be brought to the UN’s Post-2015 
Development Agenda.

The next, and tenth, WCC assembly takes place in 
Korea on October 30 to November 8, 2013. The theme is 
God of Life, Lead Us to Justice and Peace. The premise 
is that life, justice, and peace are intimately related to 
creation. “Creation is indeed life threatened; there is an 
urgent need for eco-justice and peace with the earth.”14 
Numerous resources are available in advance of the as-
sembly. Most of the focus is on enlarging the ecumenical 
circle of the WCC and on reflecting on Christian witness 
in a multi-religious world.15 Planetary concerns are wo-
ven throughout, but in spite of the title, it is evident that 
ecological issues and water problems are not prominent.

Conclusion
There is no doubt that the World Council of Churches 

is an active and able body that deals with a multitude 
of difficult social, political, economic, and religious 
realities around the world. For over two decades, it has 
addressed ecological problems and how these are inter-
twined in difficult social and structural injustices. The 
WCC’s work on water has been exemplary. Its analysis, 
advocacy, political participation, and extensive resourc-
es have offered the world a gift. It is one for which the 
churches should be grateful, and the Earth rejoice.

Heather Eaton is professor of theology at Saint Paul University in 
Ottawa. She is the author of Introduction to Ecofeminist Theologies (New 
York: Continuum, 2005). 
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Doing Exegesis in the Shadow of Empire
By Robert Hurley 
Laval University, Québec

In the 2010 summer edition of The Ecumenist, I 
introduced the readers to the burgeoning field of 

postcolonial exegesis.1	Since	I	briefly	mentioned	empire	
studies in my article, the editor of the present issue of 
The Ecumenist has asked me to explain what these stud-
ies entail and how they differ from postcolonial studies. 
These	 two	fields	 of	 studies,	 as	 I	will	 show,	 enjoy	 an	
ideological and methodological proximity and use in-
terpretive approaches that are very similar, but they also 
have distinctive features that deserve to be analyzed. In 
this article I shall offer several examples illustrating that 
biblical exegesis affected by empire studies reveals the 
liberationist meaning of the Christian gospel. 

Moving beyond the study of literature produced 
in former European colonies, postcolonial critique 
has evolved into a broad theoretical approach used to 
analyze historical situations where one social group 
dominates another in a colonial or postcolonial con-
text.2 Its use in the field of New Testament exegesis is 
therefore a local application of a more widely practised 
interpretive strategy. By contrast, empire studies deals 
specifically with the impact of the Roman Empire upon 
the New Testament and other early Christian literature. 
Old Testament/Hebrew Scripture scholars are also re-
examining this literature in light of its relationship to a 
succession of empires: Sumerian, Akkadian, Egyptian, 
Babylonian, and Greek. 

Both empire studies and postcolonial critique reject 
the positivist paradigm out of which most historical-crit-
ical exegesis continues to work. Empire and postcolonial 
studies preclude the possibility of achieving exegetical 
objectivity—the idea that exegetes, armed with ad-
equate tools of investigation, are able to retrieve the true 
meaning of texts without allowing their personal preju-
dices and anachronistic projections to ‘contaminate’ 
their findings. Postmodern exegetes call attention to the 
interested character and historical contingency of all 
exegetical research, arguing that researchers throw new 
light on texts when they consciously read them from a 
particular social, political, economic, sexual, religious, 
racial, or ethnic location.3 Long before the turn to post-
modernism, the contextual character of all knowledge 
had been demonstrated by the sociology of knowledge. 

Similarly, both empire studies and postcolonial stud-
ies are concerned with uncovering the ways in which 
the Bible has been used in Western society to impose 
and justify relationships of unequal power between a 
privileged elite and oppressed minorities, between men 
and women, between masters and slaves, and between 
colonizing empires and colonized peoples. While 
postcolonial exegetes found inspiration in the work of 
colleagues studying 20th-century literature,4 empire 
critics needed to look no further for inspiration than 
their home discipline of historical criticism. Historical 
critics have consistently devoted themselves to the study 
of the contexts in which early Christian literature was 
produced. 

Die religionsgeschichtliche Schule (the history of 
religions school), founded by German theologians at 
Göttingen near the end of the nineteenth century, com-
pared the religious beliefs and practices found in biblical 
literature with texts and artifacts from other Near Eastern 
or Greco-Roman religions. Together they worked to 
show how Jewish, Babylonian, Persian, and Hellenistic 
influences helped shape Christianity from its earliest 
days. Historical critics thus compared early Christian 
texts with texts from the same historical period produced 
by other religious groups, or by groups in similar so-
cial settings or using similar literary genres. In Pauline 
studies, for example, whole generations of researchers 
compared the letters of Paul to rabbinical documents 
from the same period, trying to determine whether Paul 
should be read over and against the Judaism of his day or 
whether he remained a committed and faithful Jew with 
respect to his understanding of God and life in general. 

Empire studies also uses a comparative approach in 
its attempts to interpret the ancient cultures, but they 
have moved beyond the history of religions model of 
research by applying to the ancient settings the methods 
used by social and political scientists to analyze modern 
colonial and postcolonial situations. This new genera-
tion of historians engaged in empire studies probes the 
same data studied by their history of religions forbears, 
yet do so guided by a new set of questions. They want 
to know how membership in a first century Christian 
ekklēsia—recruited especially from the lower strata of 
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the imperial society5—affected the lives of those who 
joined it. To what extent were the beliefs, attitudes, 
aspirations, political outlook, or living conditions of the 
members of this new Jewish sect demonstrably different 
from those of their Greco-Roman counterparts or from 
Jews who remained outside their community? 

Empire critics reassess early Christian literature 
and historical artefacts from the perspective of con-
quered peoples and victims of imperial abuse. Helmut 
Koester, for example, demonstrates how Paul skillfully 
but subversively uses the political language of Roman 
imperial propaganda to address first-century Christians 
at Thessalonica. Words and phrases that we now associ-
ate with Paul’s theology were lifted directly from the 
imperial thesaurus: parousia, the “coming” (visit) of 
an emperor or high-ranking official to an imperial city; 
apantēsis, the ceremonial “meeting” that took place on 
such visits when the population went out to greet the em-
peror while he was still at some distance from the city; 
eirēnē kai asphalia, a slogan used during the principate 
of Augustus to boast of the ‘peace and security’ he had 
achieved ‘for the whole world’; kurios (Lord), the des-
ignation commonly used in the Greek-speaking world 
to refer to the emperor of Rome. Using language and a 
world view known to his entire audience, Paul stirs the 
hope of the Thessalonians by telling them that they will 
soon rise in the air to meet (apantēsis) the Lord Jesus 
(kurios) coming on the clouds to shouts and trumpet 
blasts in a parousia far grander than that of any Caesar 
entering an imperial city, securing a peace (eirēnē) that 
has nothing to do with vanquishing an enemy on the 
battlefield (see 1 Th 5:8).6 

Dieter Georgi reads Paul’s Letter to the Romans from 
a similar political angle. Paul, he tell us, evokes associa-
tions with Roman political theology when he uses, as 
central concepts, such 

… loaded terms as euangelion [the “gospel” of the 
imperial Savior], pistis [the “loyalty” of faithful-
ness of Caesar/Rome, to be reciprocated by the 
“loyalty” of her subjects], dikaiosynē [the “jus-
tice” imposed by Caesar] and eirēnē [the “peace” 
or good order secured by Roman conquest] …
For Paul, Jesus is what the princeps claimed to be: 
representative of humanity, reconciler and ruler of 
the world.7 

Under cover of imperial themes and slogans, these 
pacifists were quietly transforming the way their mem-
bers understood God, themselves, and their relationship 

to the wider world. As children of God and members of 
the body of Christ, they came to believe in the inalien-
able dignity of all human beings, seeing themselves as 
ambassadors to the whole inhabited earth, charged with 
bringing the euangelion (good news) of the salvation 
offered by their Lord and saviour. Incidentally, the word 
“saviour” (soter) was also consistently used during this 
period to refer to Augustus and his successors. 

The lifestyle that emerged from this counterculture 
contrasted vividly with the lifestyle promoted by the 
Empire. In their praise of slaves and by their invitation to 
the powerful to put their talents, money, and energies at 
the service of the weak and powerless, these messianic 
Jews and gentile converts turned the meritocratic, impe-
rial pyramid on its head.8 

How is it, then, that the comparative methods of the 
history of religions group missed the links between the 
language of the nascent Christian church and the propa-
ganda of the Roman Empire? As feminist exegetes have 
long insisted, the social location of white male middle-
class historical exegetes has, over decades and centuries, 
meant that their scholarship wittingly or unwittingly 
construed the available data from a position of political, 
economic, sexual, and social power. In other words, the 
consciousness of these researchers had been shaped by a 
society in which Church and civil (imperial) power had 
become inextricably aligned since the fourth century, 
when the Roman Empire under Constantine integrated 
the Church, making it an institution that ensured the sta-
bility of the political order. These scholars ‘discovered’ 
in the Bible a spiritualized gospel and a justice-seeking 
apocalyptic that they believed unrealistic, ‘one that was 
never meant to be implemented in human history.’ It was 
all but impossible for them to find in the Bible the radi-
cal, countercultural, this-world-negating eschatology of 
the nascent Christian movement. 

As the reader-response critic Stanley Fish has long in-
sisted,	everything	we	see	in	the	text	only	enters	our	field	
of vision thanks to the questions we ask as members 
of an interpretive community. Awareness of the social 
location from which one speaks makes it possible to 
appreciate the social location from which others speak, 
to hold oneself open to their concerns and to work on 
their behalf. This is never far from the concerns of both 
postcolonialist and empire critics who (re)construct the 
world(s) suggested by the ancient texts using theory and 
insights gleaned from the social sciences. This ‘inter-
ested’ research examines texts, and the worlds suggested 
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by those texts, by listening to the voices speaking from 
the shadows of today’s empires. 

These voices have become audible since biblical 
studies have ceased to be the monopoly of white mid-
dle-class men. Western women, non-Western men and 
women, and critics from minority communities have 
entered the field. The result has been a diversification of 
method and theory, an expansion of the scope of inquiry, 
and an explosion of interpretive voices.9 Exegetes from 
the margins—aware of the crushing need for adequate 
food, shelter, health services, fair pay for meaningful 
work, personal security and education, and political and 
sexual freedom—bring a new urgency to the interpre-
tive agenda. They seek to understand the conditions that 
gave rise to these ancient cries for justice and freedom, 
always with the understanding that there is something 
“fundamentally wrong with the way of the world.” They 
already knew what the rhetoric of resistance sounds like 
before they ever read it in the gospels, the Pauline letters 
and the Apocalypse, and they recognize structures meant 
to foster justice in the sacred fellowship (koinonia) of an 
ekklēsia (a deliberative, civic assembly) that thirsted for 
ultimate liberation. 

This new generation of exegetes ascribe to what 
Crossan refers to as the ethical eschatology of the earli-
est Christians:

It [ethical eschatology] presumes that there is 
something fundamentally wrong with the way of 
the world—not something that could be easily 
fixed, changed or improved, but something so pro-
foundly and radically wrong that only something 
radically opposite could remedy it. … the mandate 
of the vision and/or program is taken to be divine, 
transcendental, supernatural; that is, it does not 
derive from nature or human forces or ideas. 
Eschatology is, as it were, a divinely mandated 
utopia, a divine radicality.10 

Looking at the same data, Crossan and his like-mind-
ed colleagues understand the Christian message as a 
fecund utopian vision meant to stir action and transform 
the world in significant ways.

At the end of this article, I wish to mention two 
distinctive traits of empire studies. As we have seen, 
these studies remain faithful to their historical-critical 
roots as they seek to gain a better understanding of the 
ancient text in its historical context. John D. Crossan, 
Neil Elliott, Dieter Georgi, Richard Horsley, Brigitte 
Kahl, Helmut Koester, N.T. Wright, and a growing list of 

other scholars painstakingly apply the theory and meth-
ods of the social and political sciences to first-century 
situations. What is interesting is that in their work, they 
often use modern examples heuristically to gain a bet-
ter understanding of what was going on in the ancient 
contexts.

That ancient and modern contexts mutually illumi-
nate one another is supposed in an article by Archie Lee, 
“Identity, Reading Strategy and Doing Theology,” which 
compares the return of postcolonials from Hong Kong 
to the Republic of China to the return of exiled Jews to 
Judea in Trito-Isaiah in a way that throws light on both 
events.11 Another example is J.D. Crossan’s discussion 
in The Birth of Christianity of the effects of Rome’s 
commercialization of agriculture in the Galilee. Crossan 
uses the evil visited upon Irish peasant farmers during 
the potato famine of the 1840s as a powerful analogy 
for understanding the disenfranchisement and pauper-
ization of peasant farmers in the north of Israel during 
the	 first	 century.12 As with Lee’s analogy, Crossan’s 
comparison enlightens both the modern and ancient 
situations. In the case of Crossan, however, the analogy 
occupies one paragraph in a 650-page book, while for 
Lee it was the central point of his article. Crossan makes 
other comparisons with modern instances of imperial 
domination to get a better handle on what was going on 
in the ancient context.

Drawing upon analogies with modern events has 
been criticized by some scholars. By contrast, Fernando 
Segovia applauds Lee’s work, because it innovates by 
comparing an ancient text to a cultural situation, com-
paring elements from different historical periods, and 
comparing situations from different geographic regions 
(Middle East and Far East).13 Both empire studies and 
postcolonial exegesis make use of such analogies in a 
creative manner. 

Both empire critics and postcolonial exegetes 
show interest in the “afterlives” of biblical texts, their 
Wirkungsgeschichte—i.e., the ways these texts have 
been read by successive generations of Western read-
ers—but again, with a different emphasis. Postcolonial 
critics tend to be more concerned with the effects pro-
duced by a text in the 21st century than with nailing 
down	 the	correct	understanding	of	 the	 text	 in	 its	first-
century context. They draw particular attention to the 
ways in which the biblical text has been used to justify 
unequal power relationships and abuse of less powerful 
individuals and groups by more powerful individuals 
and groups within society and the churches. 
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Still, Neil Elliott, an empire critic, begins Liberating 
Paul: The Justice of God and the Politics of the Apostle 
with a series of examples of the ways in which Paul’s let-
ters were used during the modern period to subordinate, 
enslave, and injure people, even if his main concern is 
to understand Paul in his own historical context.14 For 
Elliott, a reading of Paul “can only be liberating, if it is 
put in the larger context of a hearkening to the Spirit that 
attends to the cries of victims.”15 

The fresh vision and original scholarship of empire 
studies uncovers the liberating message inscribed in the 
New Testament. 
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The Innovative Theology of the Encyclical Pacem in terris
By Gregory Baum
Centre justice et foi, Montréal

Because the encyclical Pacem in terris of John 
XXIII, published in 1963, represented a turning 

point in Catholic Social Teaching, the 50th anniversary 
of the encyclical is celebrated this year in many parts of 
the Catholic world. 

In Pacem in terris, Pope John addressed the world 
and, at the same time, the bishops gathered at the Second 
Vatican Council (1962–1965). I remember how impor-
tant the encyclical was for the Secretariat of Christian 
Unity, chaired by Cardinal Bea, at which I was work-
ing as a peritus. Among the documents for which the 
Secretariat had been commissioned to prepare a draft 
was a declaration of religious liberty. Since the popes 
had condemned human rights and especially religious 
liberty, beginning with Pius VI in 1791 right up to Leo 
XIII and Pius X, many bishops from Catholic societies 
and many members of the Roman Curia were vehement-
ly opposed to such a declaration. The Church cannot 
change its teaching on faith and morals, they argued. 
John XXIII replied to them in Pacem in terris. Greatly 
impressed by the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights promulgated by the United Nations in 1948, the 
Pope was ready to rethink the Church’s official teaching.

John XXIII finds arguments in favour of human rights 
in the Scriptures as well as in human reason. The refer-
ence to Scripture was itself a dramatic innovation. In the 
past, Catholic Social Teaching was based on a particular 
understanding of natural law and invoked human reason 
accessible to all; it never mentioned the Gospel. Now, in 
Pacem in terris, John XXIII finds in the story of creation 
in Genesis and the desire of Jesus to embrace all human 
beings in friendship a biblical argument for the high 
dignity of every human person—created in God’s image 
and loved as brother or sister by Jesus. This high dignity, 
he argues, is the theological foundation of human rights, 
including religious liberty: rights to be respected by so-
ciety and the governing authorities.

The Secretariat of Christian Unity was grateful to 
John XXIII. Defending religious freedom at the Council 
was still a struggle, but the support of Pacem in terris 
was a great help. After a long debate on the council floor, 
the declaration of religious liberty was approved at the 
end by the vast majority of the bishops. Pope Paul VI 

was still nervous, wondering whether the Church had the 
authority to change its official teaching in such a radical 
way. He sent the declaration to Jacques Maritain, an old 
acquaintance, asking for his advice.1 Maritain fully ap-
proved the new teaching. On December 7, 1965, Paul VI 
finally promulgated the declaration of religious liberty.

Pacem in terris represents a turning point in Catholic 
Social Teaching. I have referred very briefly to three 
innovations: 1) grounding Catholic Social Teaching in 
divine revelation, 2) modifying the Church’s official 
teaching, and 3) learning from the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights. I wish to comment on these three 
themes.

Grounding Catholic Social Teaching  
in Scripture 

Grounding the Church’s social teaching in the 
Scriptures transcends the earlier teaching that made a 
clear distinction between ‘the natural order’ guided by 
human reason and ‘the supernatural order’ guided by 
divine revelation. In the earlier teaching, the principles 
of social justice and the commitment to promote them 
belonged to the natural order. Faith, hope, and love, 
summoned forth by God’s Word—the supernatural or-
der—fostered the spiritual life, personal holiness, the 
mission to spread the Gospel, and the expectation of 
eternal life. Here the life of faith did not include concern 
for social justice nor solidarity with the people treated 
unjustly and oppressed by society. Papal teaching pro-
moted social justice as a natural virtue, not as a virtue 
rooted in Christian faith.

Pope John’s innovative teaching was confirmed by the 
Second Vatican Council and endorsed by the subsequent 
Roman pontiffs. The new teaching had a significant 
impact on Catholics committed to the spiritual life and 
the quest for holiness, especially men and women in 
religious orders and congregations. Their faith in Jesus 
now created among them social concern, urged them to 
take a critical look at their society, and inspired them to 
extend their solidarity to the poor, the unemployed, the 
oppressed, and the weak. The new teaching produced a 
certain politicization of religious life. 

Ecumenist Summer 2013.indd   17 13-07-23   22:56



18 / The Ecumenist, Vol. 50, No. 3  Summer 2013

Women religious in the United States, to give one well-
known example, became socially concerned citizens, 
criticizing the government and all inequality-producing 
structures in the light of Catholic Social Teaching. 
Accusing the American Leadership Conference of 
Women Religious of becoming too worldly, the Vatican 
appointed two commissions, one after the other, to in-
vestigate the orthodoxy of the organization. What the 
Vatican does not realize is that the self-understanding of 
women religious has changed thanks to the new teaching 
of John XXIII and the Second Vatican Council. Some 
observers interpret this present disagreement as part of 
the wider conflict between Catholics who favour the 
renewal and reforms promoted by the Second Vatican 
Council and those who are opposed to them.2

Changing the Church’s official teaching
Pacem in terris radically changed the Church’s of-

ficial teaching pronounced by the papacy throughout 
the nineteenth century. Catholics had the idea that the 
ecclesiastical magisterium is semper idem, always the 
same, never changing. One of the arguments of the 
bishops who opposed the declaration on religious lib-
erty was that changing the Church’s official teaching 
would relativize the magisterium. If one teaching can be 
changed, Catholics will say, why not the others? There 
is no doubt that this change of official teaching raises 
theological questions in regard to the magisterium that 
deserve careful attention.

Jacques Maritain, whom Paul VI consulted before 
promulgating the declaration on religious liberty, had al-
ready replied in 1933 to the question of how the Church 
can change its teaching on human rights, while remain-
ing faithful to itself. When Maritain became a Catholic 
in 1906, he joined l’Action française, a conservative 
movement in the French Church that was opposed to 
modern democracy. When l’Action française was con-
demned by Pius XI in 1926, Maritain began to rethink 
his theological position. In his book Du régime temporal 
et de la liberté, published in 1933, he defended human 
liberty on philosophical grounds and offered a theory 
permitting the Church to change its official teaching. He 
distinguished between two types of social orders: ‘the 
sacred order’ of medieval and baroque society identified 
with the Catholic religion and ‘the secular order’ that 
produced modernity, marked by the pluralism of ideals 
and values. Maritain argued that the Church’s teaching 
condemning human rights was perfectly valid in the 
sacred social order, while a new teaching was required 

as the Church moved into the secular social order and 
learned to respect the religious pluralism in society. 

After the Second Vatican Council, questions regard-
ing the theology of the magisterium become more 
urgent. The International Theological Commission ap-
pointed by Paul VI in 1969 published a report on the 
interpretation of dogma in 1990 that dealt with the evo-
lution of Catholic teaching. The report recognized the 
new teaching of Vatican II “on human rights, religious 
liberty, the ecumenical movement and several other 
issues,” but lacked the courage to explore how this af-
fected the theological understanding of the magisterium. 
The study only made a brief statement that in itself was 
quite explosive. 

In a world which is increasingly pluralistic and in 
a Church where differences are more pronounced, 
the magisterium fulfills its mission in having more 
and more recourse to discussion. In such circum-
stances, the heritage of faith cannot be passed on 
except by the willingness on the part of the mag-
isterium and others with pastoral and theological 
responsibility to engage in a common dialogue.3

While discussion and dialogue indeed played an 
important role at the Second Vatican Council, they were 
neglected by the subsequent papal teaching. Paul VI 
published the encyclical Humanae vitae of 1968 con-
demning the use of birth control without consulting the 
national bishops’ conferences and against the recom-
mendation of the study commission he had appointed. 
In the short paragraph cited above, the International 
Theological Commission challenged the present-day 
exercise of the ecclesiastical magisterium.

To my knowledge, the only attempt of the magiste-
rium itself to explain how it can change its teaching has 
been the official Nota published in 2001 by Cardinal 
Ratzinger, at that time the president of the Congregation 
of the Doctrine of the Faith.4 In it, the Cardinal ap-
plies the historical critical method to the interpretation 
of the Church’s official teaching. The Nota lifts the 
condemnation of 40 propositions drawn from the philo-
sophical work of Antonio Rosmini that were pronounced 
in 1887—and then explains how the magisterium can do 
this without involving itself in an internal contradiction.

Antonio Rosmini (1797–1855) was an Italian phi-
losopher and ardent Catholic whose holy life was widely 
acknowledged in his day. Rosmini’s famous book, The 
Five Wounds of the Church, written in 1832, contained 
a program for the reform of the Church. Among several 
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proposals, Rosmini suggested that the clergy and laity 
of a diocese be involved in the selection of their bishop. 
This book was put on the Index of Forbidden Books in 
1849. Yet in 1854, one year before his death, Rosmini’s 
entire work was declared above suspicion. In 1887, 
however, the decree Post obitum of the Holy Office 
condemned as erroneous 40 propositions drawn from his 
writings, some of which were published posthumously. 
The Nota of July 2001 now declares that these proposi-
tions are not erroneous. This switch, Cardinal Ratzinger 
argues, can be explained. 

A superficial reading of these events, the Cardinal 
writes, suggests an intrinsic and objective contradic-
tion. Yet an attentive reading of these events, taking 
into consideration their historical context, reveals that 
this change is appropriate and non-contradictory. The 
Cardinal reminds us of the historical situation in 1887, 
when the 40 propositions were condemned. In 1879, Leo 
XIII’s encyclical Aeterni Patris unified the theological 
education of the clergy by making neo-Thomism the 
Church’s official philosophy, which meant that philo-
sophical pluralism was no longer welcome. Moreover, 
many passages in Rosmini’s writings were ambiguous 
and, if read from a neo-Thomistic perspective, clearly 
erroneous and deserving ecclesiastical censure. The 
situation was urgent, the Cardinal continues, because at 
the time, non-Catholic philosophers were interpreting 
Rosmini in line with their own orientation. Hence the 
decree Post obitum was fully justified. According to the 
Cardinal, the present situation is quite different. First, 
serious research has shown that if Rosmini’s ambiguous 
and obscure passages are interpreted in the light of his 
own philosophical work, their meaning is not contrary 
to Catholic teaching. Second, in his encyclical Faith and 
Reason of 1998, John Paul II has welcomed philosophi-
cal pluralism in the Church and actually mentioned with 
great respect Antonio Rosmini, among several Catholic 
thinkers of the nineteenth century. That is why, at the 
present time, lifting the condemnations decreed in 1887 
is fully justified. The magisterium was right in 1887 and 
in 2001, protecting the truth in two different historical 
situations. 

The Nota of July 2001 is an important ecclesiastical 
document, for it applies the historical-critical method 
(which is commonly used today for interpreting the 
Scriptures) to the interpretation of the Church’s official 
teaching. Cardinal Ratzinger’s approach opens the door 
to a new field of research. What emerges here is a new 
theological understanding of the magisterium. 

Listening to the signs of the times 
Greatly impressed by the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights of the United Nations, John XXIII felt 
it was time to rethink the Church’s official teaching. 
Rereading the Scriptures, as I mentioned above, he came 
to recognize the divinely given dignity of every human 
being—the theological foundation of their human rights. 
In Pacem in terris, he introduced the idea that to under-
stand the present meaning of the Gospel, it is necessary 
to listen to and reflect upon “the signs of the times.” The 
Universal Declaration was a sign of the times. In general 
terms, signs of the times are historical events that are 
so significant, we cannot proclaim the Gospel without 
recognizing and reflecting on them. We are a learning 
Church: questioning ourselves in the light of the signs of 
the times, we hear God’s Word in a new way.

Among the signs of the times mentioned in Pacem in 
terris are three emancipatory movements: the movement 
of workers struggling for greater justice, the women’s 
movement struggling for the recognition of their full 
humanity, and the movement of colonized peoples 
struggling for political self-determination. Impressed 
by these movements, the Church, listening anew to the 
Christian Gospel, recognized its vocation to offer them 
its support. The Second Vatican Council adopted this 
method of theologizing: it also paid attention to the signs 
of the times.

Let me mention a very dark sign of the times: the 
Holocaust. The Second Vatican Council was ready to 
reflect on this event, confront the anti-Jewish rhetoric 
that had accompanied Christian preaching, repent of the 
contempt of the Jews that it had fostered, and—follow-
ing a remark of St. Paul in Romans 11—recognize God’s 
ongoing fidelity to his first-chosen people. 

Paying attention to the signs of the times is a new 
theological method. In the past, Catholic ethical teach-
ing relied on a set of universally valid principles that 
were applied to the problems that arose in society. The 
Church believed it had the answers to the problems: 
all that was needed was the correct application of the 
universal moral principles. Here the Church had noth-
ing to learn from historical events. By contrast, paying 
attention to the signs of the times gives rise to a new 
theological method. This method takes historical expe-
riences seriously, recognizes that they may challenge 
traditional Catholic teaching, and, when this happens, 
calls for the rereading of the sources of faith, the 
Scriptures, and Catholic experiences of the past. The 
older theological method has been called ‘classical’ and 
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the newer one ‘historical.’ A famous article by Bernard 
Lonergan explores the distinction between these two 
approaches.5

Taking historical events seriously and listening to the 
experience of Catholics living in a new cultural situation, 
the magisterium is called upon to review its teaching and 
possibly change it. This happened at Vatican Council II 
in regard to human rights, religious liberty, the ecumeni-
cal movement, religious pluralism, and the doctrine “No 
salvation outside the Church.” 

Reading the official teaching of popes, bishops’ con-
ferences, and the Roman Curia after Vatican Council 
II, we do not find in them total theoretical consistency. 
Some of the texts apply the historical theological method 
used in Pacem in terris and at Vatican Council II, while 
others still rely on the classical theological method. The 
absence of internal coherence produces confusion and 
insecurity among many Catholics. They increasingly 
follow their own conscience, formed by their Catholic 
faith and the conversation with their faith community.

The book Beyond Obedience and Abandonment, 
which the author, Graham McDonough, presents in 
this issue of The Ecumenist, examines the dissenting 
voices among students in Catholic schools and offers 
theological reflection to help the school and the teachers 
to deal with this new pluralism. In The Ethical Being,6 
a book written for use in Catholic schools, Scott Kline 
recognizes the confusion among Catholic students, 

some thinking that the official teaching slowly evolves 
following people’s historical experiences, while others 
are convinced that Catholic teaching never changes. 
Teaching ethics in Catholic schools, Kline argues, 
demands much more than giving answers to the ques-
tions. What is needed is first, an introduction to the great 
Catholic tradition rooted in Scripture and its evolution 
throughout history, and second, a lesson in critical think-
ing, helping students to wrestle with ethical questions in 
the light of their Catholic faith.

Pope John XXIII’s critical thinking in Pacem in ter-
ris teaches us to become critical thinkers in the Catholic 
tradition, wrestling with the meaning of God’s Word in 
today’s world. 

Gregory Baum is the founding editor of The Ecumenist.
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Book Notes
Janet M. Conway, Edges of Global Justice: The World Social Forum and its ‘Others’, Routledge: New York, 2013. 224 pp. 

Reflecting on the World Social Forum (WSF) from 
a theological perspective, Denis Couture explained 

in an article in The Ecumenist (Summer 2012) why 
Christians find what is happening at these meetings 
significant. Since 2002, the WSF has met once a year, 
attracting tens of thousands, sometimes even hundreds 
of thousands, of participants, thus constituting an alto-
gether original historical phenomenon. Janet Conway, a 
political scientist, offers in her book an analysis of the 
movements and ideas present at the WSF and articulates 
in social scientific terms the creativity and relevance of 
this global event. 

The first thing to know about the WSF is that it 
provides an open space where the participants give 
public expression to the burdens the present world or-
der imposes on them and propose their own vision of 
an alternative social existence. Being an “open space” 
implies that the WSF is not committed to a particular 
social philosophy; nor does it make public statements 
or become an actor in society. It avoids any controlling 
ideology; instead, it fosters the plurality of voices. What 
unites the participants is 1) the non-violent opposition to 
the dominant neoliberal capitalism that damages human 
life and the natural environment and 2) the commitment 
to what may be called the humanist tradition: the com-
mon virtues, respect for diversity, friendly interpersonal 
relations, and hope that another world is possible.

Founded in Brazil, the WSF reflected the collapse 
of the old Left in Latin America and the hope in people 
power inherited from liberation theology. What the vari-
ous groups bring to the WSF is inevitably related to their 
historical experience in their own region. At first glance, 
the many discussions, speeches, events, songs, and 
parades give the impression of noisy social chaos. Yet 
careful observation reveals that what takes place among 
the people is the emergence of new ideas and new plans 
for social action when they get home. 

While the debates at the WSF do not produce a con-
sensus, they are intellectually rich and deserve attention. 
In her book, Janet Conway offers detailed analyses of 
several debates:
1) The debate over “the open space,” challenged by 

intellectuals, mainly from the North, who want to 
publish manifestos and urge joint action. 

2) The debate over the meaning of the WSF as a “global 
civil society.” 

3) The debate over the theories proposed by groups, 
mainly from France, that call themselves autono-
mists. 

4) The interaction among various feminist approaches 
to the emancipatory struggles discussed at the WSF. 

Her presentation is well documented, clearly ar-
ticulated and critically argued. She shows that the power 
structures of the world are so deeply imprinted upon our 
consciousness that they cast their shadow even on the 
WSF, committed though it be to overcoming these. The 
people who are male, white, and from developed coun-
tries have more weight than others in the organization 
of this global network, even if this is not their intention. 

The final chapter is the most important. Basing her-
self on the analyses of these debates, Conway explains 
why the WSF is important and what contribution it 
makes at this time in contemporary history. She recog-
nizes that the present civilization is in crisis, that it is 
already falling apart at the edges, deserting whole popu-
lations, and that no one has a clear answer of with what 
and how to replace it. This is the context of the WSF. She 
writes, “The WSF is the harbinger of this transition and 
an incubator of its emerging potentiality…. It is rooted 
in the world that is passing, … riven with its tensions and 
contradiction.” It is an experiment with new forms of 
political and social organization. It is global in outreach, 
situated beyond the nation states; it is pluralistic, beyond 
ideological unanimity; it is non-violent and humane, 
beyond the impersonal exercise of power; it seeks pro-
visional solutions, beyond the fixed theories of political 
science; it wants to make a difference in people’s daily 
lives, beyond the abstractions of the law; it wants to tran-
scend the colonial inheritance that weighs heavily on the 
present civilization and distorts people’s consciousness.

The utopian formula of the WSF is “another world 
is possible.” There are a few philosophers that recog-
nize the creative power of the imagination. While some 
thinkers regard the imagination as inferior to human rea-
son because we can image things that cannot exist, such 
as a mermaid or Santa Claus, other philosophers argue 
that the new must first be imagined and yearned for be-
fore human reason is able to construct it for the benefit 
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of society. Because people have dreamed of flying in the 
air for centuries, scientists, touched by this dream, have 
been able to produce flying machines. In my studies of 
sociology, I read attentively authors, such as Ernst Bloch 
and Karl Manheim, who recognized the function of the 
utopian imagination in human history. This recognition 
was shared by Fernand Dumont, Quebec’s highly es-
teemed social philosopher. 

Even though the Brazilian founders of the WSF were 
connected to liberation theology, the discourse at the 
meetings of this global network has become strictly 
secular. Because the religious traditions are for the most 
part conservative forces and their interaction often pro-
duces division and conflicts, the meetings of the WSF, 
committed as it is to liberation, do not raise the issue of 
religion. Radical Christians who attend these meetings 
are willing to put up with this silence. Janet Conway 
reports that the meeting of the WSF in Nairobi in 2007 
was visited by many African groups that expressed their 
aspirations for freedom and justice in religious signs 
and symbols. While the West has become increasingly 
secular, there are civilizations that, despite their encoun-
ter with modernity, remain profoundly rooted in their 
religious tradition. Their leaders tend to resist Western 
secularism. Conway reports that the Nairobi meeting 

of 2007 was surprised and confused by the arrival of 
African religious groups in great number. The WSF was 
not prepared for this. Conway writes, “The question of 
religion, both in world affairs and in the global justice 
movement, is not going away and the Nairobi event in-
disputably put this on the WSF agenda.” 

This book is a scholarly work of a political scientist 
who analyzes and interprets the historical reality of the 
WSF. For students interested in this global network, 
this book is an indispensable instrument. Written as a 
scientific study, it makes demands on the reader. It also 
provides the starting point for further research on the 
WSF. One hopes that one day this Forum will be studied 
by an anthropologist willing to examine whether partici-
pating in these global meetings has a transforming effect 
on the culture and consciousness of the participants. Do 
the participants acquire a new perception of themselves? 
This transformative aspect of the WSF is expressed on 
the cover of the present book by the photo of a tribesman 
with a painted face who holds in his hand an up-to-date 
digital camera.

By Gregory Baum
Centre justice et foi, Montréal

Ross L. Smillie, Practicing Reverence: An Ethic for Sustainable Earth Communities,  
Kelowna, BC: Copper House-Woodlake Publishing, 2011. 188 pp.

The author, a professor of environmental ethics and 
theology at St. Stephen’s College, Edmonton, offers 

here a fine piece of ecological theology, and a good intro-
duction, from a Christian perspective, of the general field 
of ethics. He does so by focusing upon the whole matter 
of ecological responsibility, and especially our obliga-
tions to ecosystems and non-human animals. 

Smillie opens by stating that the great moral issue of our 
time, for which we will be judged by future generations, 
is the imperative to maintain the health of natural sys-
tems in which human life is embedded. (12) Specifically, 
climate change, the destruction of ecosystems, and the 
extinction of species comprise the great moral test of 
our time, comparable to the great moral challenges that 
faced humanity in the recent past: slavery, the Nazi treat-
ment of the Jews, the equality of women, apartheid. He 
identifies with the Christian faith, which “venerates Jesus 
of Nazareth as the fullest revelation of the divine,” but 

especially the Christian prophetic tradition, which he be-
lieves was, until the time of Constantine, an anti-imperial 
movement. He regrets that, with Constantine, Christianity 
mainly lost the prophetic focus of Jesus and his earliest 
followers, becoming an established institution within the 
empire, mainly concerned with obedience to authority, 
life after death, and reconciliation with God. 

In the face of the great challenges of our time, the 
author declares: “I do not believe in a God who will 
supernaturally intervene to rescue us from the difficul-
ties we have created for ourselves. If God were going to 
prevent great suffering, God would already have done 
so. That means that it is probable, given current trends, 
that ecological problems will cause greater and greater 
suffering. In short, I am not optimistic. But I am hope-
ful….” (20)

Chapter One, on “Fragile Systems,” opens with a 
discussion of climate change, drawing upon scientific 
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sources, and pointing out first the dramatic effects of the 
human burning of fossil fuels on the ocean ecosystem. 
Since about one third of the carbon dioxide emitted from 
coal, oil, and natural gas is absorbed into the ocean, 
making the water more acidic, marine organisms such as 
mollusks, coral, and plankton are seriously threatened. 
The diminishment of plankton is especially alarming, 
in that it is the foundation of the ocean food chain, and 
produces about half of the world’s oxygen. He notes 
alarming statistics about the decline of fish harvests in 
the ocean, a major source of food for humans. He goes 
on to speak of the effects of global warming on farmland, 
fresh water, and air, which must not be treated merely as 
commodities, but as essential elements, together with the 
seas, of a single fragile, organic ecosystem. He warns of 
increasingly dramatic storms, drought, fire, and floods, 
and, as many climate scientists do, of feedback loops, 
whereby one change in the system can affect other areas 
of the earth’s delicate interactive ecology. Thresholds, or 
“tipping points,” are “non-linear” occurrences that can 
trigger other unpredictable events. For example, “A few 
degrees of global warming may have threshold effects 
that accelerate the effects of climate change. The loss 
of polar ice, the accelerating melting rate of glaciers, 
the changing ocean circulation patterns, the melting of 
permafrost, and the decimation of boreal forest could 
all produce threshold effects that would result in a very 
different world than the one in which we now live.” (31) 

The author goes on to speak of human systems and of 
“sin” as rebellion against our human nature. Defining sin 
mainly as injustice in pursuit of selfish goals, he points 
especially to corporations whose interests lie in fossil 
fuels and who seek out scientists who deny the majority 
scientific consensus on climate change. A “tragedy of 
the commons” occurs when public goods, including es-
pecially ecosystems, are damaged or destroyed by those 
who are concerned only for individual or group interests. 
“[S]ocieties that stress individual freedom will likely be 
fragile ecologically.” (34) He insists that government 
regulations and international institutions have a vital role 
in preserving natural systems, and nations will inevitably 
have to choose between individual freedoms and healthy 
ecosystems.

The second chapter, on “We Animals and Our Ethics,” 
explores three ethical theories and shows how they apply 
to our treatment of non-human animals: natural law, utili-
tarian, and deontological ethics. This is a nuanced, critical 
examination of these approaches to ethical thought, fol-
lowed by discussions of individualism, postmodern 

thought, relativism, and character ethics. The title of the 
book draws from Albert Schweitzer’s concept of “rever-
ence for life”—“an attitude of both honour and fear in 
relation to non-human forms life.” (79) He is inspired 
by Schweitzer’s insights and practice, while pointing 
out flaws in his approach. He also writes appreciatively 
of Aldo Leopold’s land ethic. Having discussed these 
various ethical theories and practices, Smillie concludes 
that each of them offers important insights, is open to 
criticism, and should be regarded as complementary to 
the others. 

Discussion follows on matters relating to economics 
and science and how ethical thought should relate to each 
of these distinct disciplines. The latter part of the book 
discusses, in ecological perspective, theological issues 
about creation, stewardship and image of God, sabbath, 
and then develops richly his concept of “practicing rever-
ence.” He speaks insightfully about ritual, arguing that 
ideas and political methods alone cannot bring about the 
required repentance and conversion, or profound social 
change. These require rituals, which support alterna-
tive community, as an intermediate step between reality 
and ideal visions. Concerning God and Jesus, he writes: 
“The divine is no longer seen as the capricious power 
behind history, acting through kings and empire. Rather, 
the Christian story makes the astounding claim that the 
divine begins life as a homeless refugee and ends as a vic-
tim of brutal execution….” (159) If one critical note needs 
to be sounded here, it is about the absence of the language 
of resurrection, which is surely foundational for Christian 
hope, and basic to any Christian eschatological vision.

The last chapter, “No Fate: The Practices of Hope,” 
explores the theme of hope and practical engagement 
specifically within the biblical/Christian tradition, speaks 
of the “participatory hope” of “anticipatory community,” 
and of inward and outward journeys. Inward journeys of 
prayer, praise and lament, and sabbath observance must 
go together with “joyful austerity” and political engage-
ment. 

This is a highly accessible book, written simply and 
clearly, and very useful for undergraduate or basic degree 
students, not least in its clarification of various modes of 
ethical thought and its presentation of alternative theo-
logical perspectives, but also because of the challenge it 
offers to “shift from destructive to sustainable patterns of 
living,” which is “the great work of our time.” (186) 

By Harold Wells
Emmanuel College, University of Toronto
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