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threat, opposing religious hatred and intolerance, and 
promoting pluralism abroad.”2 John Siebert, Executive 
Director of Project Ploughshares, wondered in the pages 
of the The Ecumenist in Fall 2012 whether the Office 
of Religious Freedom was a good idea whose time had 
come.3

The articles in this issue of The Ecumenist focus on 
Canada’s Office of Religious Freedom. They stem from 
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Canada’s Office of Religious Freedom
Scott Kline

On February 19, 2013, Prime Minister named Dr. 
Andrew Bennett as the first ambassador to the 

newly created the Office of Religious Freedom. A 
number of observers have raised suspicions about the 
Office and the appointment of Dr. Bennett. For instance, 
Haroon Siddiqui, the veteran journalist with the Toronto 
Star, wondered why the Conservative government chose 
to launch this new office after deciding in early 2012 
to shutter Rights and Democracy, the federally funded 
agency that advocated for a range of human rights 
abroad. Created by the Brian Mulroney government in 
1988, Rights and Democracy was supposed to operate 
at arm’s length; however, that agency became mired 
in controversy when it reportedly funded conferences 
that were critical of Israel. Moreover, some academics 
raised concerns that Dr. Bennett was unqualified for the 
position. He holds a doctorate in political science, but 
he had no prior experience working with ecumenical or 
inter-religious non-governmental agencies. Prior to this 
post, Dr. Bennett was working full-time as a manager at 
Natural Resources Canada, and had previously worked 
as a senior analyst in the Privy Council Office and at 
Export Development Canada.1

Other responses to the Office of Religious Freedom 
have been more cautiously optimistic. For instance, The 
Canadian Council of Churches (CCC) sent a letter to 
Prime Minister Stephen Harper that conveys hope and 
anticipation: “The Canadian Council of Churches wel-
comes and looks forward to cooperating with the Office 
of Religious Freedom in its stated mandate to protect 
and advocate on behalf of religious minorities under 
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a panel discussion held as part of the annual conference 
of the Peace and Justice Studies Association, which took 
place in October 2013 at Wilfrid Laurier University in 
Waterloo, Ontario.

1 “Academics Split on Canada’s Religious Freedom Ambassador,” 
CBC News (February 21, 2013) http://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/academ-
ics-split-on-canada-s-religious-freedom-ambassador-1.1410980 (accessed 
November 4, 2013).

2 The Canadian Council of Churches, “Letter to Prime Minister 
Stephen Harper” (February 26, 2013): http://www.councilofchurches.ca/up-
loads/Office%20of%20Religious%20Freedom%20-%20EN.pdf (accessed 
November 4, 2013).

3	 John	Siebert,	“Directions	for	Canada’s	Office	of	Religious	Freedom,”	
The Ecumenist, 49:4 (Fall 2012): 14.
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An Early Forecast for the Office of Religious Freedom
By John Siebert
Project Ploughshares

The Office of Religious Freedom (ORF) is less than a 
year old. Nevertheless, it is, I maintain, possible to 

make a few initial observations regarding its early activi-
ties. To risk overextending a metaphor, I want to appeal 
to a weather forecaster’s term, which is often used when 
weather fronts clash: “unsettled.” On the sunny side, the 
ORF appears to be taking a broad approach to issues of 
religious freedom, rather than being narrowly fixed on 
some groups or being deliberately partisan in its support 
for particular projects to advance religious freedom. 
However, the weather is a bit more ominous when we 
consider the ORF in relation to federal government 
budget-cutting exercises that have critically undermined 
Canada’s capacity, with the assistance of civil society 
and non-governmental organizations, to advance human 
rights and peacebuilding around the globe.

Canada’s Office for Religious Freedom was launched 
in February 2013, and Andrew Bennett was named as its 
first Ambassador. The ORF fulfilled a 2011 Conservative 
Party election platform promise under the banner of 
“Defending Religious Freedom.” The commitment was

to create a special Office of Religious Freedom 
in the Department of Foreign Affairs and 
International Trade to monitor religious freedom 
around the world, to promote religious freedom as 
a key objective of Canadian foreign policy, and to 
advance policies and programs that support reli-
gious freedom.1

The ORF is housed in the (recently renamed) 
Department of Foreign Affairs, Trade and Development 
(DFATD), but various other government departments 
and programs, such as the refugee resettlement process 
and overseas development programming, are to be tools 
to advance the goal of religious freedom.

In an article in The Ecumenist in Fall 2012, I argued 
that Minister Baird and the Conservative government 
should aspire to fulfill a broad mandate for the Office 
of Religious Freedom.2 This broader mandate extends 
beyond limited diplomatic activities, such as document-
ing and denouncing violations and violators of religious 
freedom. Naming and shaming alone rarely provide last-
ing results. Where successful, naming and shaming can 
result in meaningful change for a few, but the governing 

regimes of many states have no shame and are unmoved 
by denunciations. Promoting religious freedom is much 
broader. A broader approach would mean that the ORF 
would be working with local partners not only to stop 
the persecution in advance or overturn bad laws, but 
also to enable religious people to engage in public life to 
influence public policy. To achieve this broad mandate, 
the ORF would require attention to at least these eight 
areas of activity:
1. Not just enumerating state performance on religious 

freedom and hectoring delinquents, but actually pro-
moting substantive measures to advance freedom of 
religion and belief;

2. Convincing a skeptical foreign affairs establishment 
of the need and relevance of religious freedom as a 
key objective of Canadian foreign policy;

3. Grounding the ORF’s work in national, regional, and 
international human rights commitments to freedom 
of religion and belief;

4. Committing to a balanced and non-partisan approach 
to advancing religious freedom;

5. Continually sorting out the contradictions between 
advancing religious freedom and other human rights 
and foreign policy priorities;

6. Engaging in intensive diplomacy to advance reli-
gious freedom;

7. Providing resources for programming to nurture reli-
gious freedom; and

8. Regularly and meaningfully consulting and engaging 
civil society in Canada and abroad to enrich policy 
and operational decisions.
It is still too early to provide any definitive assess-

ment of the ORF using these indicators. However, the 
ORF and other sources provide some initial indications 
of its activities and implications for how we determine 
its progress.3 

Signs of Unsettled Activities

“Hectoring Delinquents”

Between July 2011 and October 2013, there were 61 
news releases by the Office of Religious Freedom listed 
on the DFATD website for. This is an average of four per 
month over 15 months. Those listed were related to the 
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topic of religious freedom rather than the ORF per se, 
which only opened in February 2013. The titles of the 
news releases indicate that Canada, the Minister, or the 
ORF Ambassador condemns, is concerned, denounces, 
or deplores a situation in a country in at least 45 of 
these 61 media releases. In other words, 75 percent of 
the media releases dealing with religious freedom fall 
into a naming-and-shaming category: “hectoring delin-
quents.” The remaining media releases are a mixture of 
announcements of various kinds, including the opening 
of the ORF itself, and the occasional congratulatory 
statement for a positive development. 

In many instances, these condemnations are well 
placed, and we expect and welcome the Canadian 
government’s denunciation of specific human rights vio-
lations and atrocities. The condemnations do not seem 
to track violations against any particular or isolated 
religion, or by any one particular state, other than that 
they are responsive to major episodes of violence that 
have a religious dimension in some parts of the world 
in the time period under consideration.4 Over time, it 
will be important to see if the ORF and related DFATD 
media releases condemning religious freedom viola-
tions are better balanced by announcements of other 
ORF activities and positive contributions to the broader 
struggle to advance religious freedom, and do not dwell 
primarily on violations. The media release from August 
26, 2013, indicating the first round of international 
projects financially supported by the $5 million per year 
fund, provides a platform for exactly these types of an-
nouncements, as well as concretely demonstrating that 
the ORF is fulfilling a wider mandate than just hectoring 
delinquents.

Regular and Meaningful Consultation
The ORF page on the DFATD website also provides 

ample evidence of Ambassador Bennett attending meet-
ings, which is a clear indication of consultation taking 
place. However, it is difficult to ascertain the content 
of the meetings and the depth of consultations from 
pictures. Ambassador Bennett has delivered a variation 
of a stock speech at many of these gatherings, including 
at a meeting of the Governing Board of the Canadian 
Council of Churches and in Montreal at an interfaith 
gathering on religious pluralism, both in May 2013. 
Moreover, it is not clear yet if a formal or informal circle 
of advisers from Canadian religious groups and civil 
society organizations is giving substantial analysis and 
recommendations to Ambassador Bennett and the ORF, 
and whether such advice is influencing the work.

Resources for Religious Freedom Programming
The $5 million per year DFATD “Religious Freedom 

Fund” made its first announcement of financial support 
for specific projects in August 2013. This is a summary 
list of these projects: 

1. Nigeria: Intercommunity dialogue and conflict resolu-
tion  $553,643 

2. Eastern Europe, Central Asia and South Caucasus 
through the Organization for Security and Coopera-
tion in Europe (OSCE)  $672,000

3. Indonesia
a) SETRA Institute for Democracy and Peace  

$260,000
b) RCMP/Interpol: human smuggling  $850,000*
c) UNODC: law enforcement re migrant smuggling 

$955,980*

   TOTAL  $3,291,623

This initial round of project announcements raises 
some questions. To begin, from the brief descriptions 
provided for the five projects, at least two (marked with 
an *) seem rather questionable in terms of their rel-
evance to religious freedom. To be fair, I support a broad 
approach to religious freedom and advocate for the ORF 
to go beyond hectoring delinquents. But it is unclear to 
me how combatting human smuggling through police 
actions, a worthy human security activity, is in line with 
the specific goals of the ORF and the Religious Freedom 
Fund.

One possible explanation for these two projects is the 
diplomatic “requirement” to provide some announce-
able support from a Canadian Minister travelling to a 
specific country, in this case Indonesia, and there were 
no other funding sources available to plug the need for 
supporting an anti-crime agenda. 

Again, tracking the projects supported by the 
Religious Freedom Fund over time will provide a better 
indication of the priorities of the ORF and its commit-
ment to a broad mandate to support religious freedom. 
But given that $1,805,980 or 52 percent of the total 
disbursed funds through October 2013 are at least ques-
tionable in terms of their relation to religious freedom, 
my concern is that Canada’s financial commitment to 
religious freedom could be short-changed.

The Magician’s Trick
One question worth asking is whether the creation of 
the ORF and the Religious Freedom Fund in DFATD 
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constitute a case of giving with one hand while the other 
taketh away! In other words, was it necessary to cre-
ate the ORF to support these projects (and those to be 
supported in the future)? In all probability, the answer 
is “No.” Each of the initial projects receiving funding 
easily would have fit the criteria of former DFATD and 
Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) 
funding envelopes, many of which have been cut by the 
current government over the past six years. 

The ORF and the Religious Freedom Fund may be 
welcome new initiatives, but their existence cannot be 
assessed without attention to the broader context of 
federal government support to advancing and funding 
human rights programs and institutions. The current fed-
eral government has systematically closed institutions or 
cut funding envelopes in DFATD (and the former CIDA) 
that existed to address a range of human rights and hu-
man development policy goals, including those related 
to religious freedom. Some examples include these: 

1. Cutting the Global Peace and Security Fund at 
DFATD in September. This was an integral part of 
the Stabilization and Reconstruction Task Force 
(START) Bureau that supported international vio-
lence reduction and post-conflict measures in many 
parts of the world, including those where religion 
was a driver or factor in specific conflicts. 

2. Cutting the budget of Peacebuild, a policy-focused 
consortium of non-government organizations and 
individuals who work on disarmament and peace-
building issues.

3. The closure of Rights and Democracy.
4. The defunding of the Pearson Centre (formerly the 

Pearson Peacekeeping Centre), resulting in its clo-
sure in September 2013.

5. Defunding the Canadian Council for International 
Cooperation (CCIC), resulting in its reduction to less 
than 30 percent of its previous capacity.

6. Defunding by CIDA of KAIROS, the Canadian ecu-
menical coalition that supports human rights partners 
in the global South.

7. Substantial cuts and funding changes at what for-
merly was known as CIDA, which have significantly 
reduced financial support to Canadian development 
NGOs such as the Canadian Catholic Organization 
for Development and Peace (CCODP). 
These examples are only illustrative of the systematic 

approach of the current federal government to cease 
funding a range of international programs implemented 
by non-government and civil society organizations 

based in Canada, including many organizations aligned 
with a variety of religious faiths. 

Conclusion
Many of the early activities of the ORF and the Religious 
Freedom Fund point to a broad and balanced approach 
to advancing religious freedom. Viewed in isolation, 
these are rays of sunshine. But put the ORF into the 
broader context of the current government’s approach 
to advancing human rights and peace and security, and 
it is predominantly stormy weather. Significant and con-
tinuing cuts to previous avenues of financial and other 
support to peacebuilding activities have significantly 
reduced the scope for Canada, and Canada in coopera-
tion with civil society partners, to advance freedoms and 
rights of all kinds, including religious freedom rights. 

Opposition parties have expressed skepticism about 
the office and its activities. Unless there are successful 
initiatives to enlist the main opposition parties in the 
religious freedom initiative, it likely will not survive a 
change of government in the future. 

Also unknown is whether a skeptical diplomatic 
corps is taking to heart this new “foreign policy prior-
ity.” It is within the government’s power to command 
attention by Canadian diplomats to its priorities, but the 
enthusiasm and creativity necessary for success may 
be missing, particularly when the government recently 
faced job slowdowns from foreign service officers in 
contract negotiations.

The ORF has yet to be publicly tested in the type of 
contradictions that inevitably arise between Canadian 
economic and security interests and human rights pri-
orities. The true test of commitment is when religious 
freedom in a particular situation trumps trade and other 
priorities.

The current forecast for the ORF is at best unsettled: 
stormy periods mixed with occasional sunshine.

John Siebert	 is	Executive	Director	of	Project	Ploughshares,	an	agency	
of the Canadian Council of Churches tasked with promoting policies and 
practices that contribute to national and international justice, security, 
and peace.

1	 Conservative	Election	Platform,	April	 10,	 2011,	 p.	 40.	Available	
online at www.conservative.ca/media/2012/06/ConservativePlatform2011_
ENs (accessed October 30, 2013).

2	 John	Siebert,	“Directions	for	Canada’s	Office	of	Religious	Freedom,”	
The Ecumenist, 49:4 (Fall 2012): 14.

3 http://www.international.gc.ca/religious_freedom-liberte_de_reli-
gion/index.aspx (accessed October 30, 2013).

4 Further analysis of the actual contents of the media releases may chal-
lenge this tentative conclusion.
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Religious Freedom: Idea, Human Right, and Process
By Geoffrey Cameron
The Baha’i Community of Canada

The announcement of the creation of an Office of 
Religious Freedom in the Department of Foreign 

Affairs and International Trade has sparked a dynamic 
public conversation about the role of religion in foreign 
policy, and about the meaning of religious freedom.1 
Some prominent voices have even questioned the valid-
ity of religious freedom as an ideal worth defending at 
all. Now is the time to step back and look at the issues 
that have animated the international discourse on free-
dom of religion or belief and consider how these ideas 
should inform Canada’s foreign policy. 

This article suggests that different conceptions of 
religious freedom inform our discussion of the sub-
ject: religious freedom is an idea, a human right, and a 
process. These are not incompatible perspectives, and 
taken together they can enrich our thinking about how 
to advance religious freedom. I suggest that the Office 
of Religious Freedom might consider its core focus to 
be strengthening the status of religious freedom as a 
global norm.

Three Conceptions of Religious Freedom
First, we need to recognize that religious freedom is 

an idea. Since the 1500s, religious freedom has referred 
primarily to the protection of religious minorities from 
persecution or discrimination. According to Oxford law 
professor Nazila Ghanea, “international legal aware-
ness of the need for particular protection for religious 
minorities pre-dated the emergence of the modern hu-
man rights movement by some 300 years.” Protections 
were often extended for particular minorities within 
particular territories. Peace treaties following World War 
I followed this approach to religious freedom. Following 
World War II, however, religious freedom became much 
more connected with individual liberty within the con-
text of a human rights framework. However, the idea of 
religious freedom still reflects a broader concern with 
protection of religious minorities from persecution and 
the associated meanings of secularism.

As a human right, religious freedom is known as 
“freedom of religion or belief.” It became part of inter-
national law with the UN Declaration of Human Rights, 
which in Article 18 protects the right to hold a belief 
(whether religious or not) as a non-derogable right that 

cannot be restricted by a state. Connected to this right 
is that of manifesting the belief in public, whether in 
teaching, in practice, or in community with others. 
Governments are granted the latitude to restrict this 
right for the purposes of “meeting the just requirements 
of morality, public order and the general welfare in a 
democratic society” (Article 29). 

Finally, we should recognize that many people also 
refer to religious freedom as a process. In this perspec-
tive, the realization of religious freedom is necessary to 
allow individuals to freely search for truth and to be-
lieve, and it also creates the conditions for a society that 
allows human potential to emerge and flourish. 

Understood in this way, religious freedom should 
not be the concern of the faithful alone, but of anyone 
who wishes to live in a free, open and pluralist society. 
By advancing a process of religious freedom, we create 
societies that have access to knowledge about different 
systems of belief, that are more tolerant of diversity, and 
that understand such diversity as a source of strength, 
rather than a weakness or a threat. Religious freedom, 
according to this view, is not just a set of legal protec-
tions but a social value that is progressively achieved 
through politics and dialogue.

Controversial Areas:  
Teaching and Conversion
Religious freedom is often considered most controver-
sial when it comes to matters of teaching and conversion. 
However, it is these aspects of religious freedom that are 
most often restricted in states that persecute religious 
minorities. Many states still criminalize conversion 
from the majority or state religion to minority ones, 
labelling changes to one’s religion as “apostasy” (or op-
posing one’s former religion). The penalty can include 
execution. Such states also typically have a narrow 
definition of what constitutes a “religion,” or apply the 
right to teach or change religions preferentially, permit-
ting the dominant or state religion to pursue missionary 
activities while prohibiting all other groups from doing 
the same. Ironically, this issue has historically received 
weak treatment by international human rights bodies.

In his most recent report to the UN Human Rights 
Council, UN Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion 
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or belief Heiner Bielefeldt warned, “the rights of con-
verts or those trying non-coercively to convert others 
are sometimes questioned in principle.”2 While the use 
of material inducements and coercive means should be 
clearly rejected by religious organizations that support 
teaching work, we must also recognize that the right to 
teach and change one’s religion is protected within the 
broader human rights framework. One’s right to choose 
religious beliefs for oneself is a matter of freedom of 
conscience, and the ability to share religious teachings is 
protected by the right to freedom of expression.

The rights to teach and change religions should be 
defended in the context of an open public sphere, where 
people can freely express religious or secular views 
without the threat of legal charges of either apostasy or 
blasphemy. Public discourse should be open to all ideas, 
good and bad, and religion itself should be subjected to 
discussion and critical scrutiny within the public sphere, 
so long as criticism does not descend into incitement to 
hatred and violence.

The Practice of Religious Freedom:  
More than “Resistance”
For many societies, the pursuit of religious freedom will 
be a gradual and organic process, which may mean the 
continuation of some negative cultural patterns. Liberty 
means that people have to come to certain understand-
ings themselves, without external coercion. So, while 
the exercise of freedom of religion or belief may bring 
forward cultural “baggage” that rubs against social 
norms, we must recognize that durable change happens 
over time through dialogue, engagement, and, for the 
most part, through choice and voluntary consent.

Indeed, the practice of advancing religious freedom 
is complex and multifaceted. It is an ideal that develops 
over time through dialogue between individuals, within 
communities, and at the institutional level of laws and 
policies. Individuals need to abandon pre-conceived 
ideas and inherited prejudices, and to adhere to a dis-
course ethic that allows other citizens to participate 
freely in the public sphere, regardless of their beliefs. It 
includes changes at the level of culture, where outdated 
taboos on religious diversity, conversion, and atheism are 
broken, and the status of women is elevated. And finally, 
institutions need to offer legal protections—including 
for those accused of blasphemy or apostasy—and a 
policy framework within which religious pluralism is 
supported. These are only a few examples to illustrate 
the complexity of the challenge.

This vision of religious freedom is one that clearly 
cannot be advanced by states alone. However, it also 
goes beyond Elizabeth Hurd’s proposal to “re-imagine” 
religious freedom as “a site of resistance” against re-
ligious and political authorities. While the cause of 
religious freedom benefits from challenging the shibbo-
leths of religious superiority, it is about more than an end 
to intolerance. In an academic article, Bielefeldt outlines 
the scope of the challenge: 

The human right to freedom of religion or belief 
… takes diversity seriously. Diversity in the area of 
religion or belief cannot be marginalized as a mere 
variety of external rites, nor should denominations 
be treated as out-dated relics of the past, and the 
search for meaning should also not be denounced 
as just a waste of time and energy. Moreover, di-
versity is not only an irreversible fact, especially 
in the modern world; it can and should be appreci-
ated as a manifestation of the potential of human 
responsibility and hence as something intrinsically 
positive [emphases his].

The pursuit of religious freedom suggests a con-
structive process concerned with the development of a 
society where diverse religions not only co-exist peace-
fully, but where their teachings serve as moral, ethical, 
and spiritual resources for the betterment of the world.

Moving Forward: A Focus on the Status  
of Religious Freedom as a Global Norm
What should be clear by now is that achieving religious 
freedom is not something that one country can do for 
another. So what role, then, does it have in our for-
eign policy? And what should the Office of Religious 
Freedom do? 

These are actually two questions. In addition to 
the creation of the Office and the appointment of an 
Ambassador to lead it, the Government of Canada has 
also made religious freedom a key foreign policy prior-
ity. Therefore, quite apart from what the Office does, we 
should assume Canadian missions abroad will be report-
ing to headquarters on issues of religious freedom in 
their country. We will see them convening seminars on 
religious freedom, and talking to religious and political 
leaders about the religious fault-lines of conflict and the 
legal framework that protects minorities. These bilateral 
efforts will be happening regardless of the work of the 
Office of Religious Freedom. Likewise, at our multi-
lateral missions—for instance, at the UN, and in our 
work through regional organizations—we should expect 
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Canadian diplomats to be inserting language about reli-
gious freedom into resolutions, co-hosting side events 
to ministerial meetings on issues related to religious 
freedom, and building relationships with relevant think 
tanks and academics. These are important ways in which 
diplomats advance our foreign policy.

As for what the Office of Religious Freedom and its 
Ambassador does, one way it can conceive of its work is 
to strengthen the status of freedom of religion as a norm 
among the community of nations.

Dr. Heiner Bielefeldt has expressed concern about at-
tempts to muddy the waters around freedom of religion 
by creating conceptual confusion about the term. He 
writes: “freedom of religion or belief is under pressure 
… on the conceptual level, with a danger that its very na-
ture as a human right may get blurred.” Bielefeldt notes 
that a number of recent proposals have been presented 
in UN forums, “which clearly contradict normative 
universalism by limiting freedom of religion to the fol-
lowers of a predefined list of traditional religions while 
implicitly excluding members of other religions.” He 
gives as examples a number of UN resolutions that con-
demn particular “phobias,” such as “Christianophobia,” 
“Islamophobia,” and anti-Semitism. This list, he argues, 
excludes a number of persecuted religions, not to men-
tion non-theists, atheists, and agnostics. While it would 
be impossible to create an exhaustive list of persecuted 
religions, Bielefeldt argues instead that attention should 
be focused on strengthening the status and legal standing 
of the universal right.

Challenges to freedom of religion or belief have also 
been made through an international effort to advance 
the idea of “defamation of religions” through the UN 
Human Rights Council, and elsewhere in the UN sys-
tem. Since 1999, a number of states have promoted this 
idea, which would restrict free speech and religious 
freedom in the name of combating religious intoler-
ance. It justifies the actions of governments that punish 
blasphemy or ban the public criticism of religion, and 
it protects the collective rights of the majority at the 
expense of individuals and minorities.

Asma Jahangir, the former UN Special Rapporteur 
on freedom of religion or belief, spoke out forcefully 
on the topic, saying, “the recognition, respect and prac-
tice of religious pluralism … encompasses criticism, 
discussion and questioning of each other’s values.” In 
other words, the practice of religion concerns more than 
private belief, and, as in the public sphere, its teachings 
and practices must be subjected to scrutiny and discus-
sion. An important dimension of religious pluralism is 
public deliberation on matters of common values and 
principles. Since 2008, the number of votes in favour 

of the “defamation of religions” resolution has steadily 
decreased. Language has gradually shifted towards 
“combating incitement to hatred,” a more precise and 
coherent approach to the central issue. The “defamation 
of religions” case illustrates the necessity of multilateral 
action to protect an international legal framework that 
supports freedom of religion—the type of action that 
Canada should continue to support.

To strengthen the status of freedom of religion as a 
global norm, the Office of Religious Freedom can aim to 
become a centre of excellence on this topic. This means 
not only developing its human rights competency, but 
seeking to understand and educate our foreign service 
about the history of the idea of religious freedom and the 
long and complex process of promoting this ideal as an 
element of an open society. 

The Office can emphasize the development of knowl-
edge and expertise on religious freedom by bringing 
together scholars, religious leadership, lawyers and hu-
man rights defenders, and applying their insights to the 
practice of foreign policy. There is a role here for uni-
versities as neutral spaces of dialogue and engagement. 
Religion cannot be treated as taboo any longer, but we 
do need to be aware of the perceptions of religious bias 
that can be present in a pluralist society—universities 
can help to overcome that.

The Office can help to inform the intelligent integra-
tion of religious freedom into our trade, defense, aid, 
and migration policies. It can strengthen the capacity 
of Canada to use our convening power in New York and 
Geneva to set the agenda of international meetings to fo-
cus on this issue and explain to the world why religious 
freedom is a right worth defending in every country.

In other words, we need a foreign policy on this issue 
that does the work by bringing people into conversation 
and frank discussion. It requires standing up for perse-
cuted minorities, strengthening human rights norms, and 
working to promote a vision of society where religious 
pluralism is characterized by peace and mutual under-
standing.

Geoffrey Cameron is principal researcher with the Baha’i Community 
of Canada, and a Ph.D. student in the Department of Political Science at 
the	University	of	Toronto.	The	views	expressed	in	this	essay	are	his	alone.

1	 Parts	of	this	essay	draw	from	an	article	co-authored	with	Eric	Farr,	
published by the Canadian International Council on January 16, 2013. See 
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Bringing Religion into Canadian Foreign Policy:  
An Essentially Contested Labour 
By Robert Joustra
Redeemer University College

Introduction

Once a taboo in foreign policy, religion is now be-
ing integrated into foreign policy by a number of 

global powers. For example, in 1998, the United States 
government opened an Office of Religious Freedom. 
In February 2013, Canada launched its own Office of 
Religious Freedom. Also in 2013, there appeared a 
United Kingdom Parliamentary Report on Religious 
Freedom and Public Policy and the European Union 
Guidelines on Religious Freedom. Critics of this in-
tegration of religion into foreign policy argue that 
behind it lies a misguided belief that the inclusion of 
religion encourages a more peaceable global order. The 
evidence, critics say, is overwhelmingly on the side that 
religious is a great destroyer, not stabilizer, of liberal 
peace, and that only through its careful excision from 
the public space can rational politics and social solidar-
ity be assured. 

In Canada, this disagreement is basic. It is between 
two rival understandings of the relationship between 
the religious and the secular, between an understanding 
of democratic secular politics that flourishes exclusive 
of any religious tradition, on the one hand, and an un-
derstanding sustained in continuity with and intrinsic 
to a specific tradition—the Judeo-Christian one—on 
the other. This debate manifested most recently over 
the creation of Canada’s Office of Religious Freedom. 
This rivalry is not particular to Canada. It stems from 
religion’s position as an “essentially contested concept.” 
What this means is that even in the relatively settled 
Canadian context, religion provides the foundation 
for basic disagreement and polarizing foreign policy 
choices. Is religion, for example, intrinsic or anathema 
to a democratic political life? The answer to that seem-
ingly philosophical question will determine whether 
religious actors in Canadian society are engaged by 
foreign policy, whether religious regimes can or should 
be Canada’s allies, and of course whether and in what 
fashion religious freedom is a foreign policy priority at 
all. It will determine whether we need freedom of reli-
gion, or freedom from it. 

What is Religion?  
An Essentially Contested Concept
When Scottish social theorist Walter Bryce Gallie 
shared the idea of an “essentially contested” concept 
with the Aristotelian Society in 1956, he presented the 
idea as a way to help understand various interpretations 
of abstract or evaluative notions such as art, religion, 
science, democracy, and social justice. Essentially 
contested concepts are understood to be so value-laden 
that no amount of argument or evidence can lead to one 
single, standard, or correct use. These concepts are con-
tested so deeply because they seek to define a complex 
whole. The meaning of, for example, art is notoriously 
shifty, the subject of protracted debates in large part 
because doing so forecloses particular modes of the 
aesthetic, which are often variable and subjective. Yet 
while Gallie was clear that no understanding of an es-
sentially contested concept can be viewed as the “best” 
one, he did nonetheless insist that there are some that are 
considerably better than others.

Today, scholars like Elizabeth Shakman Hurd, Daniel 
Philpott, and Charles Taylor are building upon Gallie’s 
“essentially contested concept” to offer deep critiques 
of how we understand religion. Hurd, the author of the 
highly acclaimed book The Politics of Secularism in 
International Relations (2008), has argued that the prior 
act of defining what is and is not religious, especially by 
states, renders a kind of hegemonic framework that im-
plicitly does violence to other meanings of and practices 
of the religious. Religious freedom, for this reason, she 
argues, needs to be reimagined as a site of resistance. 
While Hurd’s critical method reveals important political 
consequences for the meaning of religion, it also makes 
conceptual analysis, to say nothing of actual foreign 
policy, a tricky proposition. It is, in a general sense, the 
postmodern problem of definitions of any sort: the in-
trinsic exclusions that inevitably accompany our claims 
and stakes in the world.

In his book Revolutions in Sovereignty (2012), 
Daniel Philpott, a professor of peace studies at the Krok 
Institute for International Peace Studies at Notre Dame 
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University, argues that the concept of religion as it has 
been inherited within the Western tradition depends on 
a variety of theological and social forms that proceed 
from the Protestant Reformation and the Treaty of 
Westphalia. Charles Taylor calls the innovation of secu-
larity the coming of a whole new age, one that renders 
the content of cosmic and transcendent claims into a 
category called “religious,” which now tends toward 
privatization and individualization.

Such shifts have indeed occurred in the social imagi-
nation of political cultures throughout history. But it 
does not necessarily follow that that there is no such 
historical thing as religion and its freedoms. That the 
meaning of and relationship between the religious and 
the secular have shifted is not the same thing as say-
ing these things have no meaning or existence prior to 
the powers of the state and the community. In fact, it 
is precisely because the concept of religion has gained 
such global importance that policy makers cannot af-
ford to ignore it as an organizing way to think about 
the global resurgence of organized faiths like Islam, 
Pentecostalism, Catholicism, and so forth. What we 
must be, then, is very clear about rival meanings of the 
term. Only once we clarify these meanings,can we de-
cide if we are prepared to truly acknowledge religion’s 
contested nature in the structure and aims of our foreign 
policy. And if this is, after all, God’s century, any cred-
ible and effective foreign policy will need to get, as 
Thomas Farr puts it, “deep into the guts of religion.”

The Two Rival Versions in Canadian  
Foreign Relations: 
Laïcité and Judeo-Christian Secularism

Laïcité
There are at least two rival versions of religion in 
Canadian foreign policy: the first, laïcité, is a wide-
spread and deeply influential way of understanding the 
religious and the secular, and nowhere more so than aca-
demia. John Esposito writes, “Religious faith was at best 
supposed to be a private matter. The degree of one’s in-
tellectual sophistication and objectivity in academia was 
often equated with a secular liberalism and relativism 
that seemed antithetical to religion … Neither devel-
opment theory nor international relations considered 
religion a significant variable for political analysis.”1 In 
this view, “the mixing of religion and politics is regarded 
as necessarily abnormal (departing from the norm), ir-
rational, dangerous, and extremist.”2

Hurd argues that laïcité has several dimensions: “the 
exclusion of religion from the spheres of power and au-
thority in modern societies (structural differentiation), 
the privatization of religion, and a decline in church 
membership and potential disappearance of individual 
religious belief.”3 These dimensions of laïcité have been 
alternately influential in a wide variety of contexts, in-
cluding France, the former Soviet Union, Turkey, China, 
and elsewhere.

The term itself comes from the Jacobin tradition of 
laïcisme, and is suggestive of what Partha Chatterjee 
calls “a coercive process in which the legal powers of the 
state, the disciplinary powers of family and school, and 
the persuasive powers of government and media have 
been used to produce the secular citizen who agrees to 
keep religion in the private domain.”4 José Casanova, 
echoing Taylor’s use of the Secular, says this privatiza-
tion is “mandated ideologically by liberal categories of 
thought which permeate not only political ideologies 
and constitutional theories but the entire structure of 
modern Western thought.”5 Talal Asad argues that la-
icism confines religious belief and practice “to a space 
where they cannot threaten political stability or the liber-
ties of ‘free-thinking’ citizens.”6 

This tradition has been powerfully influential in 
Canada, and opposition to the Office of Religious 
Freedom has largely revolved around this concept of 
the religious as it relates to the secular. Doug Saunders, 
international affairs columnist for The Globe and Mail, 
has been one of its most ardent enthusiasts, arguing 
that it is time “to speak out against religious freedom.”7 
Saunders’s arguments are evocative of the logic of la-
ïcité, the dangerous political risks that are associated 
with religious expression outside the bounds of private 
life. He writes, 

When groups of people exercise their self-pro-
claimed religious freedoms, terrible things tend to 
happen. The phrase religious freedom is evoked 
by Hindu nationalist parties in India to justify kill-
ing rampages in Muslim neighbourhoods, by the 
Buddhist-majority government of Sri Lanka to im-
prison members of the country’s Hindu minority, 
by Jewish religious parties in Israel to call for the 
denial of Israeli Muslims’ full citizenship rights, 
and by crowds of Salafists and Islamists in Egypt 
bent on ruining the lives of Coptic Christians.8

For the ardent religious believer, he argues, religious 
freedom often means the “right to restrict the freedoms 
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of others, or to impose one’s religion on the larger 
world. That’s why the most important religious freedom 
is freedom from religion.” Contrary to Judeo-Christian 
secularism, Saunders says that “the core values of our 
common culture, the things that make us Western and 
modern—democracy, equality, the rule of law—were 
forged through the rejection of religion and the over-
throw of spiritual authority.”9 In his opinion, Canada 
should promote the “peaceful removal of faith from the 
state.”

As Taylor warns, however, a political system that 
replaces the religious with a comprehensive secular 
philosophy as its foundation risks making religious 
members into second-class citizens, since these citi-
zens cannot embrace the rationales that are officially 
recognized philosophy.10 In such an instance, the po-
litical system may end up simply replacing established 
religion, substituting its own rival dogma for the core 
beliefs that preceded it. This is what Elizabeth Hurd 
means when she says, “Laicism, then, is not the op-
posite of theological discourse. It enacts a particular 
kind of theological discourse in its own right.”11 Taylor 
recalls the experience of secularism versus Catholicism 
in France, or versus Islam in Turkey, both instances 
where laïcité emerged as a reaction against a formerly 
strong civil religious background. In these contexts, 
secularism in its most radical form appealed to an in-
dependent morality founded on reason and on specific 
configurations of human nature. Taylor says, “That type 
of political system replaces established religion with 
secular moral philosophy.”12 This, he says, is what Jean-
Jacques Rousseau had in mind in his expression of moral 
and political philosophy as “civil religion.” And this is 
essentially the antithesis of any kind of robust pluralism.

Judeo-Christian Secularism
Judeo-Christian secularism is the other major, and 
often default, cultural-historical position of Canadian 
society. Laicism defines and confines religion to the 
private sphere. Contrary to this, writes Hurd, “Judeo-
Christian secularism connects contemporary Western 
secular formations to a legacy of ‘Western’ (Christian, 
later Judeo-Christian) values, cultural and religious 
belief, historical practices, legal traditions, governing 
institutions, and forms of identification.”13 Interestingly, 
Hurd says that many Christians and Jews are not Judeo-
Christian secularists, and that one does not need to be 
either Jewish or Christian to adopt the assumptions of 
Judeo-Christian secularism. The claim is as cultural and 

historical as it is religious. Says Hurd, “the common 
claim of Judeo-Christian secularism of all varieties … 
is that Western political order is grounded in a set of 
core values with their origins in (Judeo)-Christian tradi-
tion.”14

This is an especially powerful claim in the United 
States of America. Hurd cites Catholics Richard John 
Neuhaus and John Courtney Murray, and no less than 
evangelical President George W. Bush, in her argu-
ments for the prevalence of Judeo-Christian secularism 
in America. In Canada, Neuhaus’s legacy is most ob-
viously felt in the person of Raymond De Souza, a 
Catholic priest, confidant and consultant of the Office of 
Religious Freedom,15 regular columnist for The National 
Post, and editor of newly formed Convivium journal.16 
De Souza gave the eulogy at Neuhaus’s funeral,17 enti-
tling it, and later his new journal, after a favourite word 
and practice of Neuhaus, “The Great Convivium.”

Neuhaus argued that universally valid Catholic moral 
arguments should replace “secular” public godlessness 
and reclothe the naked public square as the basis of 
American identity, community, and foreign policy.18 
De Souza has taken up a similar argument, stating in 
Convivium, “We are convinced that religious faith is 
critical to our Canadian common life. That is a contested 
position today, as formidable forces seek to drive reli-
gion to the margins of public life. That’s not good for 
religion, but neither is it good for our common life.”19

But the argument of De Souza and Judeo-Christian 
secularists in Canada is not necessarily exclusivist, 
though there is a stated preference for a Christian world-
view. It is an argument for religion understood more 
broadly as “an important constitutive role in this form 
of secular politics.”20 In the aftermath of the Office’s 
launch, de Souza wrote in The National Post: 

The prime minister … explained why it is that 
religious liberty is the first liberty—in the Magna 
Carta, in the American Bill of Rights, and yes, in 
our Charter of Rights of Freedoms. If a person is 
not free before God, is not free in his conscience, 
then there is no basis for his freedom before the 
state, and his property and other rights are of little 
avail. The state that claims the right to interpose 
itself between man and God is by definition a to-
talitarian state, even if this should be a softer sort 
of totalitarianism, at least at first.

It is important to therefore remember that there are 
a variety of formations of Judeo-Christian secular-
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ism, some which doubt that other religious traditions, 
especially Islam, are capable of sustaining the kind of 
strong moral foundations needed for liberal democra-
cies, and others, like that argued by de Souza here, 
that are more open to faiths of many kinds articulating 
those claims. The difference between these trajectories 
can be thought of as exclusive Judeo-Christian secular-
ism and inclusive Judeo-Christian secularism. What is 
consistent, of course, is that the religious is vital for a 
democratic political order, and further, that to this point, 
the Judeo-Christian tradition presents the best evidence 
for sustaining such an order.

Nonetheless, there is a persistent anxiety evidenced 
in these debates over the Office that an exclusivist 
Judeo-Christian, or American civil-religious, perspec-
tive is essentially using religious freedom as a pretext 
for “predatory Christian proselytization.”21 Some of the 
reporting that took place on the consultations for the 
Office, which somewhat naturally included Americans 
who have had such an office since 1998, sensational-
ized and exaggerated the role that Christian or Jewish 
groups played in the process. There is little evidence, 
however, of the spectre of fundamentalist American-
evangelicalism, however such a term might be defined, 
controlling or even being the primary target for the 
Office. In fact, as many pundits noted after the fact, the 
Office was most attractive to newcomers and Canadian 
immigrants, many of whom are highly and diversely re-
ligious and come from contexts that repress or persecute 
religious minorities. The punditry that proclaimed the 
Office as a sop for the so-called ethnic vote might be a 
more accurate, if extremely offensive, way of character-
izing the Office. Canadian citizens who come by the 
treasure of religious freedom honestly, by way of know-
ing in personal terms its absence, deserve better. 

Surviving “Religious” Rivalry in Canadian 
Foreign Affairs
There is a great deal that could be said about defining 
the religious in political-theological terms, but from 
the perspective of foreign policy, there is a somewhat 
limited role that can and should be played by the state in 
defining the religious in a society. 

Queue the invocation of Charles Taylor, arguably one 
of Canada’s greatest public intellectuals. He calls for a 
third way, a kind of resolution through a ‘radical redefi-
nition of the secular.’ He says, “We think that secularism 
has to do with the relation of the state and religion; 
whereas in fact it has to do with the (correct) response 

of the democratic state to diversity.”22 Understanding 
the essentially contested concept of the religious, the 
responsibility of post-secular states should be, must be, 
to defend the values and principles of their constitutions 
without monopolizing the logic or rationale (religious or 
otherwise) by which actors arrive at them. 

This isn’t just a pragmatic hat tip to post-secular 
people, it is a major moral aim for democratic politics: 
the state should never be in the business of exhaustively 
defining one or another practice of the religious. What 
it should be in the business of is defending public rights 
and virtues, while releasing the powers of meaning and 
rationale behind them. The irony of the liberal demo-
cratic state is that it cannot legislate the rationale for 
the virtues it defends, because in so doing it corrupts 
and undermines those very things. The responsibility of 
the state is the protection of individuals, and especially 
their associative and declarative freedoms, specifically 
as it relates to the cultivation of those ‘deeper reasons’ 
for the state’s values. It can neither legislate, nor coerce, 
nor foreclose those deeper reasons, and states that do so 
often run the risk of minority repression and sectarian 
violence.

This directly contradicts both laicist and exclusive 
Judeo-Christian approaches, though it is consistent, I 
think, with inclusive Judeo-Christian secularity. Such an 
approach is a model that leverages the internal content of 
a tradition to sustain a secular consensus, though calling 
simultaneously for deep pluralism, both religious and 
non-religious, to articulate rival rationales for similar 
ends. This, after all, is something like what Jacques 
Maritain meant regarding the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights: that “we all agree on these rights, pro-
vided nobody asks us why.”

The practical consequences of this for religious 
freedom and religious engagement in foreign policy are 
enormous.

First, it should make very plain that in promoting 
Canadian values abroad, religious freedom being such 
a pillar, the boundary between the religious and the 
political will shift even more widely than it does in the 
debate here at home. If, for example, it is possible for 
major commentators like Doug Saunders and De Souza 
to disagree in profound, and politically important, ways 
about the meaning and role of the religious in a secular 
society within a few hours drive of each other, it is much 
more likely that new and perhaps surprising disagree-
ments on this basis will find Canadian foreign policy 
around the globe. 
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But this does not mean Canadian foreign policy 
should default on religious freedom, and abandon it as 
a core value abroad. Quite the opposite: it means that 
Canadian foreign affairs and the Office are responsible 
for sustaining the affirmation of how Canada has come 
to think about religious freedom. It means openly dis-
closing what we in Canada rightly find as one of the 
better global and historical models for practising the re-
ligious and the political: engaging in the kind of humble 
conversations that are intrinsic to essentially contested 
concepts, while developing and sustaining real mean-
ings and policies on the best basis we can muster. 

Second, because the secular state has essentially 
made its success on the mythology that its organization 
of the religious and the secular is not contested, but, 
rather, neutral, rational, and universal, it often lacks 
the normative vocabulary to disclose the fundamental 
theo-political assumptions as it relates to its own po-
litical orderings. But ‘the secular’ is neither naturally 
nor entirely irreligious, and it is often religious actors 
especially who understand this because their practices 
and beliefs run up against this seemingly neutral façade. 

What the state must never do is monopolize the 
logic of why the universal values and rights it protects 
should be sustained. For those for whom the devotion of 
religion is an all-encompassing, all-of-life foundation, 
political loyalties and secular values are not external 
of, but rather intrinsic to, and a result of, the religious. 
Engagement must encourage and sustain the kind of 
creative hermeneutics that make this possible. A top 
priority must therefore be unapologetically challenging 
contexts where that kind of hermeneutical and theologi-
cal innovation is forbidden. Put another way, religious 
freedom, especially in contexts of repressive blasphemy 
and apostasy laws, must be a central (but never isolated) 
foreign policy in a post-secular world.

Third, and finally, when it comes to religious freedom 
in particular, it should be understood that this cannot be 
merely a freedom of conscience, as though to export the 
laicist presumption that religion is primarily interior, 
only cerebral. The turbans of Sikhs in Quebec playing 
soccer are not ancillary affectations of an interior belief, 
but a fundamental ritual of the religious that forms and 
makes a kind of religious subject. Religion has not been, 
and in most of the world today is not, simply between 
our ears. It is in the hands, in the movement of bodies, 
its rituals and habits, its public and even political ex-
pression. No question, religious freedom is concomitant 
with the whole package of human rights, and the right 

of religious freedom cannot be abused into a subversive 
weapon of oppression against minorities. But neither 
should its expressions and manifestations be understood 
as mere outcomes of intellectual constructs. To do such 
would be to perpetuate the laicist mythology that reli-
gion can and should be effectively private and internal.

Conclusion
With the launch of the Office of Religion Freedom, 
Canada is poised to make important and lasting contri-
butions to the global practice of human rights. And it is 
by recognizing and engaging the debate at home, its rival 
and at times contradictory meanings of the religious and 
the secular, that a robust and dialogical approach to re-
ligious freedom can be made manifest in foreign affairs. 
It is true, of course, as Maritain famously said, that we 
all agree on the rights on the condition that no one asks 
us why. But that quote needs finishing: 

I am quite certain that my way of justifying be-
lief in the rights of man and the ideal of liberty, 
equality and fraternity is the only way with a firm 
foundation in truth. This does not prevent me from 
being in agreement on these practical convictions 
with people who are certain that their way of 
justifying them, entirely different from mine or 
opposed to mine in its theoretical dynamism, is 
equally the only way founded upon truth…. God 
forbid that should say it does not matter to know 
which of the two is right! It matters essentially. 
The fact remains that, on the practical expression 
of this charter, they are in agreement and can for-
mulate together common principles of action.23

That is the model of the UN Declaration of Human 
Rights, and it is a model that deserves attention and 
reproduction still today. Only in such an engagement on 
first principles can constructive disagreement produce 
the kind of overlapping consensus that the world, and 
Canada, so badly need on freedom of religion or belief.

Robert Joustra is Assistant Professor of International Studies at 
Redeemer University College. This is a slightly revised version of an 
essay that was published by the Canadian International Council on June 
27, 2013.
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Religious Freedom: Catholics,  
Let’s Be Honest with Our Tradition
By Scott Kline
St. Jerome’s University 

Not long ago, I had the privilege of sitting on a panel 
assembled by The Canadian Council Churches 

(CCC) on the topic of religious freedom and Canada’s 
commitment to pursue religious freedom as a for-
eign policy objective through the recently established 
Office of Religious Freedom. Aside from me, the panel 
included a guest speaker—Dr. Andrew Bennett (the 
newly appointed ambassador to the Office of Religious 
Freedom)—and four other panelists. As part of The 
CCC’s Forum on Faith and Public Life, the panel was 
designed to foster a discussion of religious liberty 
among members of the CCC’s governing board, which 
represents 25 churches of Anglican, Eastern and Oriental 
Orthodox, Protestant, and Roman Catholic traditions. 
Over the course of the evening, both Ambassador 
Bennett and a number of panellists made references to 
important papal statements regarding the importance 
of religious liberty in the broad Christian tradition. In 
particular, they cited Pope John Paul II’s statement that 
religious freedom is at the “heart of human rights” and 
Pope Benedict XVI’s declaration that religious freedom 
is the “pinnacle of all other freedoms.” Indeed, a clear 
message was emerging in the discussion: the Catholic 
Church staunchly defends human rights generally and 
religious liberty in particular. It was perhaps strange, 
then, that I, a Catholic ethicist, was the one who raised 
suspicions about this message. I wanted to be honest 
with my tradition.

Religious Freedom and the Catholic Church: 
A New Horizon
As a Catholic ethicist, I should not come to a discussion 
of religious freedom without first acknowledging, or 
confessing, that the concept of human rights is relatively 
new in the Catholic tradition. Popes since the French 
Revolution in the eighteenth century had rejected the 
general concept of human rights because they feared that 
personal freedoms would undermine the Christian (read: 
Catholic) worldviews, norms, and values that provided 
the foundations of society and ensured social cohesion 
and well-being. Their argument against religious free-
dom was that it allowed states to sanction religious error 

by allowing religions other than Catholic Christianity to 
receive state support.

By the nineteenth century, the Catholic Church had 
lost much of its pre–French Revolution social, cul-
tural, and political authority. Nevertheless, in this era 
of declining Catholic influence, the popes still felt em-
powered to speak out unabashedly against the modern 
secular state and many of the philosophical concepts 
that anchored them, including religious freedom.1 For 
instance, Pope Gregory XVI, in his encyclical Mirari 
vos (1832), condemned liberalism, individualism, 
freedom of conscience (he called it a deliramentum—a 
“delusion” or “madness”), freedom of opinion and of 
the press, democracy, and the separation of church and 
state. Pope Pius IX, in the Syllabus of Errors (1864), 
condemned the idea that “Every individual is free to 
embrace and profess that religion which by the guid-
ance of the light of reason he deems to be the true one” 
(no. 15). Similarly, Pope Leo XIII, in 1885, lamented 
that a concept of the state had developed that enabled a 
multitude of people to obtain power and to make politi-
cal determinations without regard to God. Indeed, Pope 
Leo was appalled that this new, modern state had no 
obligation “to make [a] public profession of any reli-
gion; or to inquire which of the very many religions is 
the only one true; or to prefer one religion to all the rest; 
or to show to any form of religion special favour; but, 
on the contrary, is bound to grant equal rights to every 
creed, so that public order may not be disturbed by any 
particular form of religious belief” (Immortale Dei, On 
the Christian Constitution of States, 1885, no. 25). In es-
sence, Pope Leo taught that the Catholic concept of the 
state was fundamentally at odds with the modern secular 
state, which referred all questions that concern religion 
to private judgment and allowed people to follow what-
ever religion they preferred. Moreover, Pope Leo XIII 
declared in his encyclical Libertas praestantissum (On 
the Nature of Human Liberty, 1888):

Justice therefore forbids, and reason itself forbids, 
the State to be godless; or to adopt a line of action 
which would end in godlessness—namely, to treat 
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the various religions (as they call them) alike, and 
to bestow upon them promiscuously equal rights 
and privileges. Since, then, the profession of one 
religion is necessary in the State, that religion 
must be professed which alone is true, and which 
can be recognized without difficulty, especially in 
Catholic States, because the marks of truth are, as 
it were, engraved upon it. This religion, therefore, 
the rulers of the State must preserve and protect. 
(no. 21)

In sum, Pope Leo, like other nineteenth-century 
popes, rejected the notion that (a) the state should be 
secular, (b) all religions should have equal protection un-
der the law, and (c) the state must recognize the religious 
freedoms of non-Catholics. 

Observers of Catholic teaching today may have a 
difficult time squaring the teachings of these nineteenth-
century popes with more recent statements from 
Catholic leaders; for example, Pope Benedict XVI call-
ing religious liberty the “pinnacle of all other freedoms.” 
How can we explain this change? To help answer this 
question, I turn to the work of Gregory Baum, the author 
of Amazing Church: A Catholic Theologian Remembers 
a Half-Century of Change. Baum argues that these nine-
teenth-century popes were still operating with an ethical 
horizon that was more in keeping with the Middles 
Ages—a period in which the Church saw the feudal 
structure as part of the natural order of things, benefited 
from aristocratic privilege, and looked upon the secular-
democratic state as little more than human arrogance run 
amok. The turning point for the Church began to emerge 
in the two decades following World War II.  

In spite of changes among some lay Catholic groups, 
the Church’s official condemnation of human rights, 
generally, and religious freedom, more specifically, con-
tinued up to the reign of Pope John XXIII (1958–1963). 
Pope John had become convinced that the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, adopted by the United 
Nations in 1948, was consistent with the Church’s teach-
ing regarding the dignity of the human person. Pope 
John came to this conclusion after hearing stories of 
gross human rights violations from Holocaust survivors. 
During World War II, Angelo Roncalli, the future Pope 
John XXIII, had served as a papal nuncio in Bulgaria 
and Turkey, where he reportedly supplied false baptis-
mal certificates to Hungarian Jews. Due to his place in 
time, he witnessed the criminal dehumanization that can 
occur when governments not only fail to uphold basic 

human rights, including religious liberty, but also be-
come human rights abusers themselves.   

As Baum correctly notes, John XXIII regarded the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights as a “sign of 
the times,” an expression the pope often used to refer 
to a significant historical event that demands a creative 
response from the Church. Such a response would have 
to entail a rereading of Scripture, a revisiting of the 
Catholic tradition, and a reaching out to victims of hu-
man rights abuses.2 In effect, the Church could no longer 
take the traditional, nineteenth-century line of denounc-
ing human rights and religious freedom—the times had 
dramatically changed, which meant the social, political, 
and ethical horizon had forever shifted and the Church 
had an obligation to learn and respond.3 

The change in the Church’s official teaching re-
garding human rights appeared in Pope John XXIII’s 
encyclical Pacem in terris (Peace in the World, PT, 
1963). Pope John stated:

Any well-regulated and productive association 
of men in society demands the acceptance of one 
fundamental principle: that each individual man 
is truly a person. His is a nature, that is, endowed 
with intelligence and free will. As such he has 
rights and duties, which together flow as a direct 
consequence from his nature. These rights and 
duties are universal and inviolable, and therefore 
altogether inalienable. (PT, no. 9)

According to the pope, the theological foundations 
of these rights are located in the biblical teachings that 
all humans are created in the imago Dei—the image of 
God—and are, through the redeeming work of Christ, 
“to become children and friends of God” (PT, no. 10). To 
deny people their basic human rights, then, is to disre-
gard God’s image in the human person and the essential 
relationship that Christ has with humanity.   

With these theological foundations, Pope John XXIII 
offered a list of human rights that was subtly, but cru-
cially, different from the one presented in the Universal 
Declaration. Instead of putting the primary emphasis on 
civil liberties (e.g., freedom of expression, right of asso-
ciation, peaceful assembly, equal rights, and freedom of 
religion), Pope John began with the material conditions 
of people—that is, he began with a concern for the poor 
and marginalized. He wrote: “Beginning our discussion 
of human rights, we see that every human has the right 
to life, to bodily integrity, and to the means that are nec-
essary and suitable for the proper development of life. 
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These means are primarily food, clothing, shelter, rest, 
medical care, and finally the necessary social services” 
(PT, no. 11).

In Pope John’s list, freedom of religion comes after 
the right of self-expression. Breaking with the nine-
teenth-century popes, he stated: “Every human being 
has the right to honour God according to the dictates of 
an upright conscience, and to profess his or her religion 
privately and publicly (PT, no. 14). Economic rights, in-
cluding the right to work in safe conditions, the right of 
association and peaceful assembly, and political rights 
proper to the democratic tradition round out his list.

It is important to notice that Pope John saw religious 
freedom as part of a broad human rights framework and 
integrally linked to other emancipatory movements: 
namely, the labour movement, which sought to human-
ize work (PT, no. 40); the struggles of women to achieve, 
in both domestic and public life, the human dignity befit-
ting a human person (PT, no. 41); and colonial struggles 
for independence, leading to a situation in which “there 
will soon no longer exist a world divided into peoples 
who rule others and peoples who are subject to others” 
(PT, no. 42). Moreover, he believed that states must 
work with each other to ensure that weaker states—what 
we might today term “fragile” or “failing” states—have 
the means to protect and promote these human rights 
and to foster the common good of the entire human fam-
ily. Pope John wrote: 

Since relationships between States must be regu-
lated in accordance with the principles of truth 
and justice, States must further these relationships 
by taking positive steps to pool their material 
and spiritual resources. In many cases this can 
be achieved by all kinds of mutual collaboration; 
and this is already happening in our own day in 
the economic, social, political, educational, health 
and athletic spheres—and with beneficial results. 
We must bear in mind that of its very nature 
civil authority exists, not to confine men within the 
frontiers of their own nations, but primarily to pro-
tect the common good of the State, which certainly 
cannot be divorced from the common good of the 
entire human family. (PT, no. 98)

The pope concluded by noting a sober reality, espe-
cially for those stronger states seeking to balance their 
essential ethical responsibilities to assist weaker states 
with their political objectives, which appear in the form 
of foreign policy objectives, diplomatic ties, and strate-
gic links with influential non-state actors:

Thus, in pursuing their own interests, civil societ-
ies, far from causing injury to others, must join 
plans and forces whenever the efforts of particular 
States cannot achieve the desired goal. But in do-
ing so great care must be taken. What is beneficial 
to some States may prove detrimental rather than 
advantageous to others. (PT, no. 99)

How states determine whether their efforts are detri-
mental or advantageous to others states requires them to 
be an active part of global institutions such as the United 
Nations and involved at various levels with civil society 
organizations.

The documents of the Second Vatican Council af-
firmed the human rights teaching of Pope John XXIII. 
For instance, Gaudium et spes (Church in the Modern 
World, 1965) proclaimed:

there must be made available to all humans per-
sons everything necessary for leading a life truly 
human, such as food, clothing, and shelter; the 
right to choose a state of life freely and to found 
a family, the right to education, to employment, to 
a good reputation, to respect, to appropriate infor-
mation, to activity in accord with the upright norm 
of one’s own conscience, to protection of privacy 
and rightful freedom even in matters religious. 
(no. 26)

As scholars of Vatican II have detailed, there was a 
great deal of disagreement among the bishops regarding 
how to address the matter of religious freedom—some 
from Catholic majority countries hoped to avoid or 
delay addressing the issue, while others, including the 
US bishops, were insistent that the Council should 
clearly affirm Pope John’s human rights teaching. The 
phrase “even in matters religious” is the Council’s subtle 
acknowledgement that religious freedom remained a 
contested teaching.

The final document promulgated by the Council 
was the Declaration on Religious Freedom (Dignitatis 
humanae, DH, 1965). It begins with a statement that 
contextualizes the new social, political, and ethical 
horizon: “A sense of the dignity of the human person 
has been impressing itself more and more deeply on the 
consciousness of contemporary human persons, and the 
demand is increasingly made that they should act on 
their own judgment, enjoying and making use of a re-
sponsible freedom, not driven by coercion but motivated 
by a sense of duty” (DH, no. 1). Developing much of 
Pope John’s teaching in Pacem in terris, the Council’s 
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Declaration on Religious Freedom proclaimed: “It fol-
lows that a wrong is done when government imposes 
upon its people, by force or fear or other means, the 
profession or repudiation of any religion, or when it 
hinders people from joining or leaving a religious com-
munity” (no. 6).

Popes since John XXIII have continued to promote 
religious freedom. Pope John Paul II, for example, 
called religious freedom the “heart of human rights.”4 
Additionally, Pope John Paul developed the Pacem in 
terris teaching that protecting and promoting human 
rights are integrally related to peace. He stated in his 
1999 World Day of Peace message:

we [should not] pass over in silence another 
problem indirectly linked to religious freedom. It 
sometimes happens that increasing tensions de-
velop between communities or peoples of different 
religious convictions and cultures, which, because 
of the strong passions involved, turn into violent 
conflict. Recourse to violence in the name of reli-
gious belief is a perversion of the very teachings 
of the major religions. I reaffirm here what many 
religious figures have repeated so often: the use 
of violence can never claim a religious justifica-
tion, nor can it foster the growth of true religious 
feeling.5

Pope Benedict XVI was a staunch advocate of reli-
gious freedom, making multiple statements expressing 
his concern over what he believed was the decline in 
religious freedom in the United States and the lack of 
religious freedom in places such as Pakistan, Palestine, 
and countries affected by the so-called Arab Spring.

Conclusion
As a Catholic ethicist who focuses on the relationship 
between religion and politics, I am humbled by the fact 
that it took my tradition almost two hundred years to 
embrace human rights and to foster a broad concept of 
religious freedom. As long as that process took, there 
are, I believe, certain lessons Catholics can learn from 
this history. Let me highlight two of them.

The first lesson is general. Because of our history, 
including our ongoing suspicions about idolatrous forms 
of secularism and liberalism, we Catholics are well 
situated to work with those involved in a transition to a 
rights-based society. We have made that journey to hu-
man rights and religious freedom. However, if we fail 
to recognize and “own” our history, we may well lose 
credibility and effectiveness.

The second lesson concerns the emphases we, as 
Catholics and Canadians, place on human rights. If we 
somehow prioritize religious freedom over other free-
doms, we can easily get bogged down in debates over 
definitions of religion and, in the process, possibly end 
up losing sight of the gospel command to feed the hun-
gry, give drink to the thirsty, care for the poor and the 
sick, as well as befriend the stranger and the imprisoned 
(see Matthew 25:25-36). Pope John XXIII’s teaching on 
human rights is a crucial reminder that material rights—
the right to life, to bodily integrity, and to the means 
that are necessary and suitable for the proper develop-
ment of life—take priority over the more contestable 
civil rights. If we learn this lesson, Catholics may think 
somewhat differently about the new Office of Religious 
Freedom. In short, as a matter of foreign policy, let’s 
talk about a state violating religious freedom once we 
have ensured that the state is meeting its fundamental 
duty to feed, clothe, protect, and care for its citizens. 
Regrettably, though, many Christian development orga-
nizations, including Development and Peace, report that 
the government of Canada has dramatically cut back 
funding for international development projects aimed 
at helping states address the conditions of the hungry, 
poor, sick, and marginalized within their borders. For us 
Canadian Catholics, we envision a “both-and” approach: 
a Canadian foreign policy commitment to religious 
freedom and international development. But here, we 
Catholics must be clear: we mean development rooted 
in the authentic development of the whole person, as 
Pope Paul VI taught in his encyclical Populorum pro-
gressio (On the Development of Peoples, 1967), and not 
economic development that advances Canadian trade 
interests.

Scott Kline is Associate Professor of Religious Studies and Associate 
Dean at St. Jerome’s University in Waterloo, Ontario.
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A Taiwanese Educator’s Commitment  
to Contextualizing Theology 
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Kyoto	University	Graduate	School	of	Education,	Kyoto,	Japan
Jonah Chang. Shoki Coe: An Ecumenical Life in Context. Geneva: WCC Publications, 2012. 214 pp. 

This book introduces the life of Shoki Coe (1914–
1988), a Taiwanese pastor and theological educator, 

who was born and raised in Taiwan under Japanese 
occupation and later lived under the Kuomintang re-
gime. Coe committed himself to theological education 
both in Taiwan and abroad. He served as principal of 
Tainan Theological College (1949–1965) and direc-
tor of the Theological Education Fund of the World 
Council of Churches (1965–1979), and actively engaged 
in Taiwanese democratic movements. According to 
Jonah Chang, a former student of Coe’s and the author 
of this book, Coe’s busy schedule left him with little 
time to write down his own experiences and thoughts. 
His most integrated collection of writings is the unfin-
ished Recollections and Reflections, which was edited 
by his friend and colleague Boris Anderson and pub-
lished in 1991. Though certainly not comprehensive, 
Recollections and Reflections provides keen insight into 
the role played by Shoki Coe’s childhood and adolescent 
years in forming his ideas concerning “contextualizing 
theology” and his commitment to political movements. 
The biography under review here, however, makes use 
of a much larger and varied pool of sources. By refer-
ring to various materials, such as correspondence of the 
Foreign Mission Committee of the Presbyterian Church 
of England, Coe’s handwritten record of matins held at 
the Tokyo University YMCA Hostel, and the author’s 
own recollections of conversations with Coe, Chang 
adds much needed context to Coe’s thought and its sig-
nificance. 

One of the most significant contributions of this 
book is that it captures the great extent to which Coe’s 
local and international commitment as a theological 
educator was based on his strong sense of “m7-goan7,” 
a Taiwanese Hoklo expression signifying “a sense of 
what is totally unacceptable.” His early experiences of 
cultural and political oppression are vividly depicted; 
being called “slaves of the Chings” by Japanese school-
children; his father’s unreasonable dismissal from the 
chaplainship of Tainan Presbyterian Middle School be-

cause he did not teach in Japanese; or the fact that he was 
forced to adopt a Japanese or Mandarin Chinese names, 
rather than in his mother tongue Taiwanese Hoklo. As 
a third-generation Christian Taiwanese with a calling 
to become a pastor, he studied at Tainan Presbyterian 
Middle School (1927–1930), Tokyo Imperial University 
(1934–1937), and Westminster College at Cambridge 
(1938–1941). His experiences abroad further increased 
his identity as a Taiwanese, and magnified the pain he 
felt in regard to the injustice that had been done to them 
under Japanese and Kuomintang rules. 

However, this pain of “m7-goan7” was the very 
source of his active commitment to the ecumenical 
movement and “Chhut-thau5-thiN,” Taiwanese libera-
tion and self-determination, which were all intertwined 
with his convictions about “contextualizing theology.” 
As the author recalls, Coe repeatedly emphasized that 
“Taiwanese who strive to commit themselves and are 
loyal to Taiwan” should equal “their commitment to 
the world and to the ministry of Christ in this world” 
(99). For Coe, Christian commitment to a particular 
and local context directly leads to the broader context 
of international and interdenominational concerns. The 
author introduces Coe’s involvement in the Theological 
Education Fund’s activities to reinforce and enhance 
the state of theological education in the third world. 
He also discusses Coe’s organization of a Taiwanese 
self-determination movement in the 1970s along with 
other leaders of the Presbyterian Church in Taiwan. For 
instance, calling for justice to Taiwanese society, the 
Presbyterian Church in Taiwan and Taiwanese Christians 
made several declarations towards the Kuomintang gov-
ernment and international audiences, such as the “Public 
Statement on Our National Fate” (1971), “Declaration 
of Taiwanese for Self-Determination Movement” 
(1972), “Our Appeal” (1975), and “Human Rights 
Declaration” (1977). 

As a whole, this book succeeds in connecting Shoki 
Coe’s unabating search for liberation of the socially 
oppressed to his personal and collective experiences of 
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“m7-goan7.” Moreover, it does a good job of briefly in-
troducing the historically complex multicultural society 
of Taiwan in which Aboriginal, “plains” tribal groups, 
and descendants of Chinese immigrants of different 
origins had been living under Dutch, Spanish, Chinese, 
or Japanese colonial rule. Except for some minor errors, 
the book offers valuable information about the life of 

Shoki Coe, the sacrifices he and his family had to make, 
and the history of modern Taiwan, in particular its local 
and international movements for liberation. Last but not 
least, the translator’s notes by Ching-fen Hsiao, also a 
former student of Coe’s, provide a valuable explana-
tion of historical developments and Taiwanese Hoklo 
expressions.
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milieu that formed and deeply influenced her development as a woman and a 
mystic. Throughout, the book creates a strong dramatic arc for Julian’s Revelations 
that interweaves her personal sufferings and burning questions with her visionary 
experiences, producing a compelling spiritual biography. Julian of Norwich comes 
fully alive in this work, her intense spirituality bearing a message of surprising 
relevance to our own era.
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