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Armageddon Factor, McDonald argued that the vision 
of Canada proposed by “Christian nationalists” in order 
to enshrine Christianity as the nation’s official belief 
system was “both retrograde and exclusionary.”3 Her 
thesis is tempting: that the religious right has growing 
influence in Canada and has adopted strategies straight 
from the United States, especially from conservative 
Republican supporters.

McDonald’s book opened a helpful door to a little-
discussed topic. She linked the influence of the religious 
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Dilemmas of Faith, Funding, and Federal Politics
Joe Gunn 
Citizens for Public Justice, Ottawa, Ontario

Canadian politicians have long claimed to be Christ’s 
unique standard-bearer, and for ages, political 

speeches were expected to end with a hearty shout of 
“God save the Queen!” However, it still came as a sur-
prise to many Canadian ears to hear a Stephen Harper 
speech end with an American-style finale of “God bless 
Canada!” There is no question that Stephen Harper’s 
Conservative Party of Canada has an ongoing plan to 
garner the electoral support of professed believers. This 
is hardly surprising, as other federal parties have also 
made overtures towards various religious communities. 
What is fascinating, however, is discovering which re-
ligious groups are now finding favour with the federal 
government, and how that favour may be expressed in 
terms of funding flows.

In October 2006, the cover of The Walrus asked, 
“Is the religious right taking over Stephen Harper’s 
Government?”1 The Prime Minister, who had grown up 
in a family committed to the United Church, was quoted 
as saying, “Yes, I became a Christian in my twenties.” 
Mr. Harper rarely discusses faith and politics, but when 
able to do so, he attends Ottawa’s East Gate Alliance 
Church, a member of the Christian and Missionary 
Alliance. The Walrus article suggested that some 70 
of the 124 members of Mr. Harper’s 2006 caucus were 
evangelical2 Christians. Award-winning journalist 
Marci McDonald has documented the large number 
of right-wing evangelical Christian individuals and 
organizations that are enjoying major influence in suc-
cessive Harper administrations. In her 2010 book, The 
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right to federal Conservative policies such as the exclu-
sion of abortion in overseas maternal health programs, 
the defunding of women’s groups, the withdrawal of 
subsidies to gay pride events, unwavering support of 
Israel, as well as unprecedented financial grants to Bible 
schools.4 These policy directions reflected rather abrupt 
changes from those of previous Liberal governments, 
indicating Conservative interest in policy conformity 
with the views of social conservatives.

However, McDonald tends to lump all evangeli-
cal Christians together when developing such broad 
claims. Her emphasis on rather exotic forms of evan-
gelical fervour, represented by “dispensationalists,” 
“Christian Zionists,” and “Christian Reconstructionists” 
does not fully describe the large range of groups 
that define themselves under the broad evangelical 
banner. The Evangelical Fellowship of Canada (the 
organization that attempts to represent evangelicals in 
this country) is a very large tent. Its members include 40 
“affiliate denominations,” five “observer” churches, 34 
“affiliate educational institutions,” 65 “affiliate ministry 
organizations,” as well as nearly 1,000 local church 
congregations.5 While they are broadly conservative in 
outlook, care needs to be taken in painting all evangeli-
cals with one brush. Indeed, this article will point out 
situations where evangelical organizations have had 
their funding challenged by the federal Conservatives.

McDonald’s book argues that the religious right in 
Canada is less influential than in the US because Canada 
has a larger Catholic population. Yet she also men-
tions the growing and intentional links that are building 
between conservative Catholics and Evangelicals on 
“family values issues,” such as same-sex marriage, 
euthanasia, and abortion. This is indeed more to the 
point: the Conservative Party knows full well that while 
evangelical numbers are growing in Canada, according 
to Reginald Bibby, one of Canada’s leading experts on 
religious trends, they represent only about 12 percent of 
the population. It seems evident that building a much 
larger coalition of social and religious conservatives is 
the real goal of this party’s electoral strategy.

By the January 2006 election, there were indica-
tions that something new was afoot. An April 2006 
Ipsos-Reid poll suggested that there was a 24 percent 
jump in support for the Conservatives among weekly 
Protestant churchgoers, to a total of 64 percent. And for 
the first time in the history of polling in Canada, more 
Catholic weekly attendees supported the Conservatives 
(42 percent) than the Liberals (40 percent).6 One might 

assume that numbers for the 2011 election, in which the 
Conservatives won their long-coveted majority govern-
ment, would further highlight this trend. (With, perhaps, 
the notable exception of Quebec, where many voters 
still define themselves as Roman Catholic, and where 
the New Democrats won a surprising 59 seats.)

However, veteran journalist and former Member of 
Parliament Dennis Gruending points out that the elec-
tion of the Conservatives in 2006 (with the approval 
of their religious base) also coincided with the transfer 
of wealth and power to western Canada, especially 
oil-rich Alberta. Gruending reports that “These trends 
have been building for years—the decline of main-
line Protestantism, the emergence of evangelicals, the 
Catholic hierarchy’s move to the right and its growing 
cooperation with evangelical groups—but until recently 
they have gone largely unnoticed.”7 His book Pulpit and 
Politics: Competing Religious Ideologies in Canadian 
Public Life argues that perhaps a fifth of all Canadian 
Catholics could be described as evangelical Christians 
and that many evangelical Protestants feel more at home 
with conservative Catholics than they do with mainline 
Protestants in their own congregations.8 This assertion 
was more recently echoed in an interview with Don 
Hutchinson, who serves as Vice-President and General 
Legal Counsel for the Evangelical Fellowship, as well 
as Director of its Centre for Faith and Public Life. When 
queried about comments of Toronto’s Cardinal Thomas 
Collins concerning the growing bonds between evan-
gelicals and Catholics, Hutchinson emphatically agreed 
and elaborated: 

From an evangelical perspective, our polling of 
Canadians reveals that about twelve per cent are 
Evangelical Protestants in their theology and 
practices. About seven per cent are evangelically 
aligned as Roman Catholics. We’re finding that 
one of the areas of evangelical expression is com-
munity engagement, and some of the key leaders 
coming out of the Catholic community are evan-
gelically aligned and are creating a bridge between 
the two communities … So there are places where 
we’re meeting and finding a common voice. It’s 
only a matter of time before that common voice 
starts having a greater impact.9

Funding Conservative Religion
This alliance of religious and social conservatives 
among various faith traditions has become a defining 
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aspect of the current political landscape in our country. 
Now that the governing Conservative Party has been 
in power for over seven years, and currently holds a 
majority, can it be seen to be assisting the consolidation 
of this political alliance by showering the state’s finan-
cial largesse upon its socially conservative religious 
friends? Have religious expressions falling outside the 
parameters of Conservative favour been excluded from 
government funding?

Some argue that this is the case. For example, the fed-
eral government has increased funding for construction 
projects, research activities, and energy sustainabil-
ity upgrades in buildings—and even development of 
sports fields—at Christian schools. Described by the 
Evangelical Fellowship’s magazine as an “unprecedent-
ed move by the federal government,” a dozen private 
Christian universities have, for the first time, been made 
eligible to receive millions of dollars in government 
funding.10 Prominent among the list of recipient institu-
tions were both evangelical and Catholic universities 
and seminaries.

At the same time, Diane Finley, then Minister of 
Human Resources and Skills Development, actively 
considered new pathways in the government/civil so-
ciety social service–providing nexus. She travelled to 
Great Britain to look closely at the Big Society concept 
of Prime Minister David Cameron. In the Big Society 
experiment, social responsibilities that traditionally 
fell to the state are put in the hands of the citizenry and 
private sector.11 Many analysts feel that words like “Big 
Society,” “social investment” schemes, or “alternate 
service delivery” plans are little more than code for 
strategies to reduce “big government.” The Minister 
has also expressed interest in the work of a National 
Taskforce on Social Finance (which included represen-
tatives of conservative Christian think tanks), and the 
Standing Committee on Finance held hearings into tax 
reforms for the charitable sector. Several religious orga-
nizations presented briefs in that process. Jason Kenney, 
Finley’s successor in the post, has announced pilot proj-
ects along these same lines. While the results of all this 
remain to be seen, it is not a given that all conservative 
religious organizations will accept the increased social 
service delivery roles the state attempts to contract with 
them. A few of these groups have strong autonomous 
and even libertarian traditions that regard government 
funding with suspicion, given the necessary control that 
accompanies the money. An article in Christian Week 
magazine, for example, concluded that “While there is 

potential for great success … big society doesn’t always 
fit with the mission and calling of faith communities.”12

Some commentators have also remarked that the 
Conservatives’ February 2013 announcement of a new 
Office of Religious Freedom in the Department of 
Foreign Affairs is another attempt to appeal to religious 
conservatives. (The Evangelical Fellowship, for exam-
ple, long advocated for the establishment of this office.) 
With a five-million-dollar price tag, and what some 
critics fear is an initial focus on discrimination against 
Christians and Jews, the office has been compared to the 
only similar entity in the world, located in Washington, 
DC, which itself has come under criticism for pandering 
to the Christian right in the US.13

Moreover, some important international reli-
gious charities have lived through policy changes 
designed by the Canadian International Development 
Agency (CIDA), which has now been subsumed by the 
Department of Foreign Affairs, Trade and Development 
Canada. These changes have reduced and constrained 
many activities and programs, while others have re-
ceived increased funding. A pattern is emerging in the 
funding of Canadian religious entities, and is beginning 
to become most evident in this international sector. 

A 2013 study reported that since Stephen Harper’s 
Conservatives won power in January 2006, faith-based 
charities, primarily Christian, enjoyed a surge in fund-
ing from CIDA before it was abolished. According to 
François Audet, the funding received by 57 religious 
non-profit organizations surged to $129 million in 
2010 from $90 million in 2005, a 42 percent increase. 
Funding for 141 secular NGOs over the same period in-
creased to $237 million from $226 million, up only five 
percent. By contrast, from 2001 to March 2005, when 
the Liberals were in power, funding to secular charities 
through CIDA increased by 27.1 percent, while faith-
based organizations got a boost of 4.6 percent.14

Professor Audet’s study looked at reports to the 
Canada Revenue Agency (T3010 forms) from 866 
NGOs in 2010 (after the minority Conservative govern-
ment was in power for four years). He concludes that 
there is a strong “confessionalisation” of aid appar-
ent in federal funding preferences. NGOs that refer to 
themselves as “proselytizing” received increases of 72 
percent, and those defining themselves as “religious” 
received increases averaging 28 percent, compared to 
secular NGOs whose funding increased by a mere 5 
percent. Another tendency revealed in Audet’s study 
was the growing regionalization of funding. He identi-
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fied significant growth of western Canadian NGOs to the 
detriment of eastern Canadian organizations.15

Indeed, changes in overseas development financing 
from the federal government have negatively affected a 
wide range of international development agencies, not 
exclusively faith-based organizations. The Canadian 
Council for International Cooperation (CCIC), which 
itself has suffered the loss of the majority of its previ-
ous financing from the federal government, documented 
the situation for its membership of about 100 agencies. 
The Conservative government froze aid spending for 
three years in the 2010 federal budget, and then further 
decimated it in 2012. According to CCIC, the brunt of 
the cuts were to be made to what was then called CIDA’s 
Partnership Branch—the primary window through 
which civil society activities were funded.16

Some of these cuts to development agencies were 
quite public and were even cause for political scandal, 
such as the late 2009 decision to eliminate funding 
for the Canadian churches’ agency KAIROS. The re-
fusal of $7,098,758 over several years was still a very 
public issue in 2011, as the Speaker of the House and 
the Procedure and House Affairs Committee were in-
volved in rulings over serious allegations of whether the 
Minister had misled Parliament over who had inserted 
the word “NOT” into the refusal document.17

Other faith-based groups were also cut, such as the 
Canadian Catholic Organization for Development and 
Peace, which announced in March 2012 that, despite its 
request (submitted nineteen months earlier) for $49.2 
million over five years, it would receive only $14.5 mil-
lion.18 The Quaker agency, called the Canadian Friends 
Service Committee, once received project funding from 
CIDA, but decided to refrain from further applications 
after four of its proposals were rejected. For a smaller 
agency, too much work, including the unhelpful creation 
of expectations among partner groups, was involved 
when this pattern of continual rejection emerged.19 

Conclusions: Following the Money 
Conservative federal governments since 2006 have 
changed policies and financial support mechanisms that 
have impacted the works of various faith communities 
in Canada. While there is some evidence that those faith-
based organizations that support Conservative policies 
are rewarded, there is more evidence of the reverse: that 
those religious groups involved in progressive advo-
cacy causes have been subject to long delays in funding 
or budget reductions as punishment for criticizing 

Conservative policies or taking positions unpopular in 
conservative circles. 

Politics in the Canadian federation is not so straight-
forward to allow one to boldly claim that the arrival of a 
Conservative government in 2006 has meant an immedi-
ate and automatic cut in funding to all progressive faith 
community endeavours. Nonetheless, a series of indica-
tions allows us to discern a pattern of funding decisions: 
while some new government funding criteria have 
allowed some socially conservative faith-based institu-
tions to access increasing amounts of state resources, a 
number of progressive faith-based initiatives are being 
reduced or ended altogether. We see these latter patterns 
emerging most clearly in the realm of faith-based NGOs 
that are active in international development. Additional 
research is required in the area of domestic religious 
agencies working in Canada and their funding relation-
ships with the federal government.

Substantial funding in new areas has also been an-
nounced, and some faith-based organizations have been 
the beneficiaries of such largesse. Domestically, we 
mentioned the novelty of providing substantial federal 
resources for Christian educational institutions (even 
though education is a provincial responsibility). Cuts, 
on the other hand, are usually accomplished by an-
nouncements of “new criteria” being employed. The 
state argues that the recipient agency has yet to meet 
new (often obscure) funding criteria. Even so, there are 
definite political undertones to these negative decisions 
that harm the livelihoods of Canadian staff and ecumeni-
cal partner organizations in the global South. Years of 
collaborative work together, featuring mature relation-
ships between Canadians and other peoples, have been 
forcibly ended. There is no way to mask that these cuts 
have been damaging and harmful to the positive history 
of development practice by Canadian faith-based enti-
ties, much of which had been started as long ago as the 
late 1960s.

Some groups, such as KAIROS and the Canadian 
Catholic Organization for Development and Peace, 
have had their funding reduced or eliminated. Other 
groups, like the Canadian Friends Service Committee, 
the Mennonite Central Committee, and the Christian 
Reformed World Relief Committee (continuing as 
World Renew), have had many of their funding re-
quests rejected or approved only after months of delay. 
Politically, there is little question that the governing 
party is attempting to reinforce the allegiance of so-
cially conservative, faith-based communities. This is 
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evidenced in many ways, including, but not exclusively, 
through competitive processes now utilized in project 
funding. The response of some faith-based communi-
ties has been to attempt to woo government politicians. 
In a move that has no precedent in recent memory, the 
Catholic bishops invited a federal cabinet minister, 
Jason Kenney, to address their 2012 Plenary Assembly. 
The Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops (CCCB) 
stated that the event was “private and off the record.” 
There was no indication that the Minister was asked to 
account for why almost 70 percent of the funding re-
quest of Development and Peace was denied.20

The Chilling Effect 
Some faith communities have noticeably softened their 
critical stances on crucial issues. Most recently, for 
example, in December 2013, the Canadian Council for 
Refugees prepared an open letter that gently decried 
recent changes to federal policies related to refugees, 
especially those initiated when Jason Kenney served as 
Minister. The letter was signed by prominent Canadian 
figures, including musicians, writers, and leaders of 
the United, Anglican, Lutheran, and other national 
churches. Noteworthy, however, was the absence of 
any signature of a Roman Catholic bishop. In fact, the 
CCCB was invited to sign, and refused to do so.21

Marci McDonald’s groundbreaking work suggests 
that there is something more than an “evangelical 
takeover” of the federal government going on. More 
accurately, with the help of Jason Kenney (since 2008, 
Minister of Citizenship and Immigration, now Minister 
of Employment and Social Development and Minister 
for Multiculturalism, and a conservative Roman 
Catholic) serving as the party’s “point man for the reli-
gious right,” Prime Minister Harper has, as McDonald 
describes in 2006, “quietly but determinedly nurtured 
a coalition of evangelicals, Catholics and conservative 
Jews that brought him to power and that will put every 
effort into ensuring that he stays there.”22

In October 2011, over 60 faith communities signed 
a historic document, the Canadian Interfaith Call for 
Leadership and Action on Climate Change.23 For the first 
time, faith communities banded together to demand gov-
ernment action in anticipation of the UN conference on 
global warming. Three major religious entities declined 
to sign this document, which challenged the Harper gov-
ernment’s lack of action on the file. These three groups 
were the Evangelical Fellowship of Canada (EFC), the 
CCCB, and the Centre for Israel and Jewish Affairs. 

Again, it was interesting to note that the leadership of 
three evangelical Christian denominations (Mennonite 
Church in Canada, Christian Reformed Church, and 
Salvation Army—all EFC members) signed the Call, 
while the EFC itself refused to sign. Mishka Lysack, 
an Anglican priest and academic, has analyzed this 
response of faith communities in Canada to the federal 
government’s “weak, if not obstructionist” action on 
climate issues. He suggests four barriers to effective 
engagement by faith community leadership, which in-
clude the decisions to cut social action staff in national 
offices, apathy among the clergy, reluctance to focus 
on advocacy roles and activities, and the prevalence of 
bureaucratic and hierarchical models of leadership (as 
opposed to “transformational” leadership).24

In a notable case in July 2012, an audit officer of 
the Canada Revenue Agency (CRA) warned Canadian 
Mennonite magazine about some published articles 
that the agency deemed to be too critical of the federal 
government. According to the CRA, the magazine “ap-
peared to promote opposition to a political party, or to 
candidates for political office.”25 CRA officials found 
two editorials and four articles in the Young Voices 
section of the publication to be questionable for an or-
ganization that has charitable status (Mennonite Church 
Canada funds 44 percent of the magazine’s budget, and 
the CRA has the power to revoke an organization’s 
charitable status, thus affecting financing of activities). 
The publication’s editor replied that their articles were 
not politically partisan, but rather “statements of the 
Mennonite core belief” in non-violence and objection to 
war. Still, the events served to initiate introspection and 
careful conversations among editors of faith-based pub-
lications, who wondered if this represented new CRA 
monitoring activities or policy directions in this regard.

Reginald Bibby states what the politicians have 
already taken note of: religions in Canada are not go-
ing away, even if there is a major reshuffling going 
on. Whereas mainline Protestant groups and Catholics 
in Quebec have suffered the largest loss in numbers, 
and whereas there is a growing number of people who 
reject religion altogether, the “big winners” in terms of 
the demographics are Roman Catholics, evangelicals, 
and Muslims. Bibby sees Roman Catholics as “clearly 
the dominant players,” with 45 percent of Canadians 
identifying with this group. And whereas conservative 
Protestants comprise only 12 percent of the population, 
they are “very vibrant” players, with double the national 
level of church participation of their members.26 
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Canadian politicians understand that the ability to 
speak to, and win over, the dedicated mix of religious 
adherents in our country today will help define the po-
litical map of Canada for the foreseeable future. Those 
religious groups with different ideals than the current 
government are wondering where there might be room 
for them in this future.

Joe Gunn is the Ottawa-based executive director of Citizens for Public 
Justice (www.cpj.ca), an ecumenical organization that promotes justice, 
peace, and the integrity of creation. CPJ does not receive federal funding 
for its core activities, all of which are carried out in Canada.
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Reflections on Earthmasters: The Dawn of the Age of Climate Engineering, by Clive Hamilton  
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013), 210 pp. 

The looming danger of a climate holocaust is becom-
ing the paramount moral challenge facing humanity 

in our new century. Response to this threat surely must 
become a major focus, if not the central emphasis, of 
contextual theology and ethics in the years ahead. When 
the full import of climate change is well understood, 
we will see that it relates closely to the ongoing tragedy 
of vast human poverty and hunger, and portends a new 
dark age of great suffering. If we fail in this, we fail 
drastically. I suggest that climate change, and climate 
engineering as a response to it, have implications for our 
thinking about God, humanity, sin and salvation, and our 
personal and social ethics. 

The scientific world is nearly unanimous in its warn-
ing that global warming is real, that it is extremely 
dangerous, and that it is caused mainly by human be-
ings and their use of fossil fuels. This was confirmed 
more strongly than ever by the most recent report of 
the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC, 2013), consisting of the work of hun-
dreds of climate scientists from all over the world.1 
Certain leaders of the fossil fuel industries are beginning 
to be convinced as well. Having long denied it, and hav-
ing used all their influence to forestall any steps against 
fossil fuels, they have begun to adopt a new strategy, 
namely, heavily funded research into the possibilities of 
“climate engineering.”

In Earthmasters, Clive Hamilton defines “climate 
engineering,” or “geoengineering,” as “the deliberate, 
large-scale intervention in the climate system designed 
to counter global warming, or offset some of its ef-
fects” (1). A professor of public ethics at Canberra, he 
is evidently well informed in the requisite sciences, and 
as a philosopher is well equipped to explore the ethical 
issues that are facing us as we confront this alarming 
prospect.

The Climate Scenario
The first chapter informs the reader of the basic facts 
about the warming of the planet since the beginning of 
the industrial age. Our author’s account of it coheres 

with information from other authoritative sources. The 
burning of fossil fuels—coal, oil, and natural gas—emits 
carbon dioxide, which remains in the atmosphere, form-
ing a “greenhouse” ceiling, trapping heat that would 
otherwise exit into outer space. A 2013 report of the 
United Nations World Meteorological Organization 
(WMO) puts the level of carbon dioxide in the atmo-
sphere at 397 parts per million (ppm), far above the 
280 ppm of pre-industrial levels, while, by general 
agreement, the safe level should be no more than 350 
ppm.2 Scientists are increasingly confident in connecting 
weather catastrophes to climate change; for example, 
the WMO, reporting on the decade 2001–2010, linked 
global warming to such events as Hurricane Katrina 
in New Orleans, Cyclone Nargis in Burma, droughts 
in Australia, and others. Since then we have seen 
Hurricane Sandy in New York and New Jersey, excessive 
precipitation and ice storms, flooding in Calgary and 
Toronto, typhoon Haiyan in the Philippines, extraordi-
nary heat waves, and forest fires. Sea rise in that first 
decade of the 21st century increased by c. 3 millimeters 
annually.3 Global average temperature in that decade 
was an actual 14.47°C, or 0.21° warmer than the average 
of the previous decade.4 The IPCC reports that global 
average temperature had increased by .85°C between 
1880 and 2012. While scientists are generally agreed 
that any global average increase above 2°C would be 
catastrophic, the International Energy Agency (IEA) 
projected in 2011 that maintaining average temperature 
below 2°C is very improbable. In view of the energy 
infrastructure already in place or planned for the near 
future, especially expanded coal-fired plants in China 
and elsewhere with a life expectancy of 50 to 60 years, 
IEA projects a temperature increase of 3.5°C by the end 
of the century (7).5 This would mean a world hotter than 
it has been for millions of years—a world with no ice 
and no glaciers—an unrecognizable world of high water 
and extremely hot and violent weather (8–9). 

Such scenarios are foreseen partly on the basis of 
“feedback science.” Since the Arctic warms at a rate of 
two to four times the global average, one can expect not 
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only further melting of polar ice and rapidly rising sea 
levels, but also the feedback release of frozen methane, 
a potent greenhouse gas, which would produce non-
linear tipping points: that is, “a threshold may be crossed 
where eco-systems, driven by amplifying feedbacks, flip 
suddenly into a new state” (12). Climate scientists writ-
ing in Nature warn that such feedback processes could 
eventually produce an average temperature increase of 
approximately 6°C, which would produce enormous 
sea rise by the end of the century, severely challenging 
the viability of contemporary human societies (11–14).6 
It is alarming to contemplate what this would mean for 
human conflict over land, resources, food and water, 
the migration of refugees, and the danger of war, even 
nuclear war. 

Climate Engineering as Plan B
Efforts of environmental movements and some gov-
ernments to respond to these circumstances by cutting 
carbon dioxide emissions have been vigorously opposed 
by fossil fuel industries, which, in defense of business 
and profits, have funded think tanks and political lobby-
ing to discredit mainstream climate science.7 However, 
as the reality becomes more evident, these industries 
now seek to defend their assets by shifting to climate 
engineering research. If Plan A for dealing with climate 
change (proposed by climate scientists and environmen-
talists) has been to persuade the world to cut the use of 
fossil fuels, now Plan B (more acceptable to dominant 
economic and political players) is to engineer the cli-
mate. 

Hamilton observes that “climate engineering is 
intuitively appealing to a powerful strand of western 
technological thinking and conservative politicking 
that sees no ethical obstacle to total domination of the 
planet” (18). He describes this as a Promethean urge, 
named for the titan who stole technological mastery 
from the gods. Those who are suspicious of the hubris 
of the Prometheans may be called Soterians, named for 
Soteria, the goddess of safety. The upcoming fight over 
climate engineering will be a titanic struggle between 
Prometheans and Soterians. 

Many schemes have been proposed; our author does 
not expound them all, but distinguishes two basic kinds 
of geoengineering: carbon dioxide removal and solar 
radiation management. Carbon dioxide removal builds 
upon the fact that forests and the oceans naturally ab-
sorb carbon dioxide. Deforestation and the warming and 
acidification of the oceans reduce the planet’s capacity 

to suck carbon. While reforestation is desirable, another 
way to remove carbon dioxide is through iron fertiliza-
tion of sea vegetation, increasing the seas’ capacity to 
absorb the gas. Alternatively, acidification of the ocean 
could be resisted by dumping lime or crushed limestone 
into the ocean, requiring hundreds of ships and large 
carbon-emitting industrial infrastructures. Hamilton 
comments that it is not clear that such expensive 
carbon-emitting methods, with all their uncertainties 
and spillover effects on delicate eco-systems, would be 
preferable to cutting emissions by building wind farms 
and solar plants (40).

The other method is the regulation of sunlight by 
reflecting it away from the earth. The natural “albedo” 
effect—the reflection of sunlight by white snow and 
ice—has already been reduced by the melting of the 
polar regions. One proposal for increasing albedo is 
“cloud seeding,” i.e., brightening clouds by spraying 
certain chemicals into the air, producing tiny droplets 
that evaporate and brighten the clouds. This has already 
been done effectively in certain local areas. Another 
approach is to reduce cirrus clouds, which prevent the 
escape of heat to space, by injecting chemicals into the 
exhaust gases of great numbers of aircraft. These meth-
ods, however, could involve climatic side effects that 
are very difficult to predict. Hamilton observes, “We are 
a long way from knowing enough to be confident that 
interference with the climate system will not have dire 
unintended effects” (55). 

The method taken most seriously by researchers 
would be to spray sulphuric aerosol particles into the 
stratosphere, installing a radiative shield between earth 
and sun. To reduce global temperature, it would require 
perhaps a million flights a year by several thousand 
high-flying aircraft. There are many unknowns about 
this approach. We know little about how it would affect 
rainfall. Major volcanoes, which this process imitates, 
are typically associated with excessive cold, drought, 
and famine, with very different impacts in different parts 
of the world. Critical scientists argue that such injections 
of sulphur would be destructive to the ozone. Further, 
“the complexity and opacity of the climate system mean 
that it is impossible to draw any such conclusions about 
what would actually happen” (63).

Who is Promoting Climate Engineering? 
The distinguished Dutch atmospheric scientist Paul 
Crutzen is one credible (but reluctant) proponent of 
geoengineering research. He has long called for carbon 
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emission reductions, but now thinks that any expec-
tation that governments or populations will respond 
by major cutbacks is a “pious wish.” Politics trumps 
science, and ideological resistance will prevent any 
responsible grappling with the problem. He also points 
out that any cleanup of the “brown haze” pollution ly-
ing over East Asia, for the protection of human health, 
would eliminate its global cooling effect. Ironically, this 
constructive cleanup could heighten global warming, 
dramatically and swiftly (70). Crutzen therefore sup-
ports research into injecting sulphate aerosols into the 
upper atmosphere. Yet for him, such a possibility is a 
lesser evil. His support for such research has prompted 
many other scientists to agree that the situation is “now 
so dire that we need a backup plan” (16).

However, most promoters of geoengineering are 
“Prometheans,” interested in profiting from fossil fuels, 
and even from the various geoengineering schemes 
themselves. Hamilton refers to such major investors as 
Bill Gates, as well as Murray Edwards, a large financial 
stakeholder in the Alberta tar sands. For example, patents 
already exist to assure profits for any implementation of 
a stratospheric shield (72–77). Financing comes also 
from oil companies, such as British Petroleum, Royal 
Dutch Shell and Exxon Mobil. The argument goes 
that sulphate aerosol spraying would be cheaper than 
phasing out fossil fuels, since “climate change is an en-
gineering problem with engineering solutions” (78). In 
the absence of any international regulatory framework, 
the way is wide open for private companies to go ahead 
with research and even implementation. In fact, there is 
little to prevent rogue geoengineers from doing whatever 
they please.

Remarkably, major lobbying organizations that re-
ject climate change support geoengineering. Hamilton 
speaks of the paradox of denialist think tanks sup-
porting solutions to a non-existent problem: “Thus the 
Exxon-funded Heartland Institute, the leading denialist 
organization that has hosted a series of conferences at 
which climate science is denounced as a hoax and a 
communist conspiracy—has enthusiastically endorsed 
geoengineering as the answer to the problem that does 
not exist” (98–99). 

Owning the Weather: Militarization  
and Geopolitics
An alarming dimension of this discussion is that climate 
engineering is of great interest to several national mili-
tary establishments. Here, technical control and pursuit 

of power trump the constraints of wisdom. “Technically 
brilliant people can at times be very stupid … and 
Western culture is often blind to the foolishness of ge-
nius,” says our author (129). The American, Russian, 
Chinese, and other military establishments are aware of 
the strategic significance of climate engineering, and el-
ements of the US military already speak of “owning the 
weather.” Weather modification could become a “force 
modifier of tremendous power that could be exploited 
across the full spectrum of war-fighting environments” 
(133).8 China already has a history of localized cloud 
seeding, and tension exists among Chinese provinces 
around complaints that some are stealing the others’ rain 
(143).9 Any medium-size or large country could deploy, 
unilaterally, a solar shield through sulphate aerosol 
spraying, with unknown implications for other regions. 
It is startling to learn that a number of international con-
ferences have already been held, rather quietly, around 
the possibilities of regulating climate control activities. 
We learn that there are those in NASA who contemplate 
the possible need for emergency deployment of aero-
sol spraying in the case of a tipping point melt off of 
Antarctica or Greenland. Such events could necessitate 
sweeping aside philosophical objections or democratic 
obstacles to urgent action. Hamilton asks, “Who would 
determine that an emergency exists? Who would autho-
rize the emergency response, and from where would 
they derive their legitimacy?” (156).

Moral Perspectives
Hamilton declares that climate engineering is essen-
tially a moral question. He prefers that climate change 
be countered by reduction of fossil fuel use and re-
placement by renewable energy. The starting point for 
Crutzen was the supposition of moral failure—that 
humanity would never restrain itself to do what was 
necessary to meet the crisis. Hamilton mentions three 
ethical justifications for such research. The first is to 
buy time: since vested interests resist reduction of fossil 
fuel usage, we must buy time until politically accept-
able energy sources are developed. Secondly, research 
is justified as an emergency measure to meet any abrupt 
change in world climate. Third, there are those who 
justify climate control as ethically the best option. For 
them, there is nothing preferable about the “natural” 
climate; humans may be able to “set the thermostat” 
and improve the world as a whole. The author calls this 
approach “Promethean wand-waving.” With such at-
titudes widespread among powerful people, he believes, 
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“geoengineering is virtually certain to reduce incentives 
to pursue emissions reductions” (167).

Hamilton regards this utilitarian attitude as morally 
corrupt. We are apt to willfully blind ourselves, subvert-
ing moral discourse to our own selfish ends. We don’t 
want to change our way of life, so we deceive ourselves 
that we have no choice. Though our author takes no 
explicit faith stance, he speaks of the hubris of “playing 
God.” Reliance on unnatural and dangerous contriv-
ances, he declares, has “diabolical connotations” (180). 
He points out that the planet has now become “pre-
dominantly anthropogenic,” i.e., an “Anthropocene,” a 
new geological era determined and utterly dominated 
by human beings. He questions whether there can be 
such a thing as a “good Anthropocene,” fundamentally 
rejecting “the modern sin” of endless expansion and 
total human control of the earth. However, in the end 
he seems to agree, reluctantly, that climate engineering 
may become necessary. While Prometheans support 
climate control to defend business as usual, Soterians 
may be “among those who believe we should make 
preparations to engineer the climate,” but will see it as a 
“regrettable measure to protect those deeper values now 
threatened by the consequences of endless expansion” 
(208). 

Hope and Hubris: Theological Reflections
Hamilton’s whole analysis evokes the realization that an 
overheated world, dependent on artificial contrivances 
in sea or sky, subject to conflicted human control, would 
be vulnerable indeed. People of faith will inevitably 
reflect theologically upon a matter of such universal im-
portance. While the author adopts no theological stance, 
his discussion of climate engineering, as well as of the 
climate crisis itself, evokes reflection on basic doctrines 
of God, humanity, sin, and salvation, and challenges us 
to think again about Christian social ethics. 

What Kind of God? First, we ask what kind of God 
can be credible in the light of colossal catastrophes befall-
ing the planet. God surely cannot be the all-controlling 
deity of which traditional theologies often speak. The 
holocausts of the 20th century already evoked a ‘theol-
ogy of the cross,’ which forthrightly named the demonic 
realities of the world, and in which God was seen as suf-
fering in and with human beings. The triune God is the 
Source of all power, the transcendent, incomprehensible 
Mystery. Yet, in Christ, the God who loves the world 
is “the crucified God,” sharing our joy, our suffering, 
and our very mortality. Incarnate in creaturely flesh, the 

Creator exalts and dignifies the whole creation. An eco-
logical theology of the cross will speak of the weakness 
and foolishness of God, which is wiser and stronger than 
humans (1 Cor 1:25), of the self-emptying God of keno-
sis (Phil. 2:7), the free and omnipresent Spirit who lives 
within the whole creation, deeply engaged with human 
history. In such a theology, the evolution of the planet, 
and of plants, animals, and humans, disclosed by mod-
ern sciences, is seen as providentially ordered, but by no 
means designed or dictated in detail. Nor should natural 
disasters be regarded as “acts of God.” The holy One, 
whom we know in Christ, is no deus ex machina, no 
micro-manager of the universe. Rather, in both creation 
and providence, the self-emptying deity leaves space for 
creatures to live and thrive in their own autonomy.10 The 
God of the cross does not descend supernaturally from 
above to fix our problems. We humans are responsible. 

Humanity and Human Sin. In Genesis 1 we hear 
that humans, created in God’s image, are commanded 
to “be fruitful and multiply and subdue the earth,” and 
to have “dominion” over the fish, the birds, and the ani-
mals. These concepts attribute great dignity to human 
beings, but have sometimes encouraged a domineering 
relation to the earth. Total ownership of the earth and 
the skies, however, is never envisaged in the Bible, 
for “the earth is the Lord’s, and all that is in it” (Psalm 
24:1). In the gentler image of Genesis 2:15, we hear that 
humans are commanded (according to one translation) 
“to till and keep” the garden. Humans are called to act 
as stewards, participating with God in the ordering of 
the chaos, but remain earth creatures under the author-
ity of the Creator. According to the poet of Genesis 3, 
the proud desire to “be like God” lies at the root of hu-
man sin, manifest as alienation of the man and woman 
from God, from each other, from other creatures, and 
from the realm of nature itself. Hamilton declares that 
when humans dream of controlling the weather and the 
skies, they claim qualities traditionally ascribed to the 
divine—omnipotence, omniscience, and supreme be-
nevolence (178). Humans in fact possess none of these. 
What he calls the “Promethean” urge may also be called 
the “Adamic” lust to be like God. As a consequence of 
their sin, they discover that they are naked and can only 
hide from God—and from one another. The author of 
Genesis 3 knew that the hubris of human beings leads to 
estrangement and disaster. If they presume upon God’s 
power and wisdom, they “will surely die” (Gen. 2:17). 
Indeed, if we pursue endless economic expansion and 
control of “the garden,” humanity will surely not sur-
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vive. There will be no supernatural “salvation” from the 
consequences of human-caused climate change. 

Salvation. How are humans delivered from the con-
sequences of their sin, and given hope in the face of their 
guilt and their death? Throughout the Bible, the Creator 
is proclaimed as the loving Saviour of humankind, lead-
ing the people out of slavery, giving the law, inspiring 
prophets to bring warning and wisdom, and in Christ, 
offering grace and reconciliation. Through cross and 
resurrection, God imposes no forceful solutions, does 
not overrule creaturely freedom. Rather, through the 
suffering love of Jesus, God offers unconditional grace 
and reconciliation, calling human beings to live within 
God’s Reign of justice, peace, and love. The resurrec-
tion of Jesus, quiet and hidden though it is, stands as the 
mighty sign of God’s final victory over sin and death, 
a preview of God’s eternal Reign. In view of human 
foolishness, and in view of our mortality and finitude, 
our ultimate hope lies in the eternal God alone. In light 
of the risen Christ, then, we have hope in God’s “new 
heaven and new earth” (Rev. 21:1). 

However, we may not escape from earthly tasks into 
the eternal, as Bonhoeffer said from a Nazi prison many 
years ago: “This world must not be prematurely written 
off.”12 Rather, our ultimate hope in the eternal God can 
nourish penultimate hopes. With faith in the Spirit mov-
ing among us, we may hope for an awakening to danger 
and the mobilization of public resolve and political will. 
We may hope to see, as we have seen before, the human 
capacity for discipline and sacrifice, and for the human 
ingenuity to find practical technical solutions that re-
spect the natural eco-systems of the earth. 

Social Ethics. If the churches are to play a salvific 
role in this critical situation, Christian social teaching 
will need to avoid vague moral appeals, shift its em-
phasis away from its wonted preoccupation with sexual 
morality, and promote instead a degree of economic 
asceticism and self-limitation. The “option for the poor,” 
as taught especially by the liberation theologies, in obe-
dience to Jesus, is a basic dimension of the Christian 
mission. Today, it means that we must care first of 
all about those who suffer most from climate change, 
especially the poor of the global South, who are least 
able to cope with weather disasters. Today, part of the 
Christian mission of love and justice is to live in solidar-
ity with victims of storms and floods, and in reverence 

for all living creatures. It surely follows that a certain 
modesty of lifestyle is called for. Questions need to be 
raised about our consumption of meat, and our exces-
sive use of automobiles, air travel, and use of plastics, 
imported food, and bottled water. We need to question 
large, carbon-emitting places of worship. Christian 
people need to be challenged to support public poli-
cies that impose taxes on carbon emissions and reward 
green economic development. A recent sign of hope is 
the attention to this matter from Pope Francis, who, on 
World Environment Day 2013, spoke of the need to link 
ecology and human poverty and denounced the idolatry 
of profit and consumption and the wasting of food.12 Yet 
it would seem that more specific ethical guidance needs 
to reach not only the media, but also local parishes of 
all denominations, on this particular matter of climate 
change and climate engineering.

This is not an optimistic book. Hamilton intones that 
“Prometheans rule.” But he ends on a note of hope and 
challenge: “… history proves that the invincible can be 
thwarted and the mighty brought to heel in unexpected 
ways … but if the meek are ever to inherit the Earth, then 
they had better be quick” (209).

Harold Wells is Professor Emeritus in Systematic Theology, Emmanuel 
College, University of Toronto. 
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Dialogue under Fire:  
Revisiting the Case of Tissa Balasuriya, OMI
Ambrose Ih-Ren Mong, OP
The Chinese University of Hong Kong

After the publication of Tissa Balasuriya’s book 
Mary and Human Liberation, the Congregation for 

the Doctrine of the Faith (CDF) accused Balasuriya of 
deviating from the integrity of the truth of the Catholic 
faith. For this offence, he was excommunicated in 
January 1997. The severity of the punishment meted 
out to him by the CDF made Balasuriya a type of ce-
lebrity among Third World theologians. Many were 
sympathetic towards him and dreaded what the CDF 
might do next to those specializing in the areas of reli-
gious pluralism and interreligious dialogue. Mary and 
Human Liberation is not so much about Mariology as 
about Western theologies and the missionary enterprise. 
Even so, Balasuriya was accused of challenging funda-
mental Catholic beliefs, such as Original Sin and the 
Immaculate Conception, as well as allegedly embracing 
religious pluralism and relativism. 

The most serious charges, according to the Notification, 
were that Balasuriya relativized Christological dogma 
and failed to acknowledge the uniqueness of Christ as 
Saviour, as well as the role of the Church in the economy 
of salvation. As we know, Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, 
who became Pope Benedict XVI in 2005, had spent his 
entire theological career fighting against the “dictator-
ship of relativism,” which he deemed to be the gravest 
threat to the gospel since Marxism. The punishment 
of Balasuriya demonstrates that Ratzinger viewed the 
religious intuition of Asia as a variation on Western 
relativism and as a challenge to Catholic orthodoxy. 
Eventually, after a year, Balasuriya signed a “statement 
of reconciliation,” and the excommunication was lifted 
on 15 January 1998.

By revisiting the case of Balasuriya, this article 
seeks to understand the difficulties and dangers of those 
working on the “frontiers” of Christian faith who often 
have to deal with the power and politics of the ecclesi-
astical establishment. Revisiting this case also reveals to 
us that the Church, like any other human institution, is 
liable to make mistakes and needs to be more transpar-
ent in its investigation of theologians who are suspected 
of having strayed from orthodoxy. The CDF needs to 

adopt a more just and humane procedure in carrying out 
its duties. The story of Balasuriya’s excommunication 
and reconciliation also brings home the importance of 
dialogue within the Church, the right of theologians to 
dissent, and the need for the Church to be open to theo-
logians operating from a non-Western paradigm. 

Towards an Asian Theology
Born on 29 August 1924 in Kahatagasdigiliya, Sri 
Lanka, into a middle-class Catholic family, Sirimevan 
Tissa Balasuriya joined the Congregation of the Oblates 
of Mary Immaculate in 1945, made his religious profes-
sion in 1946, and was ordained in Rome in 1952. After 
many years of working in various educational, social, 
economic, and religious projects, Balasuriya passed 
away after a long illness on 17 January 2013 at the age 
of 89. His funeral was attended by people from all walks 
of life, from Catholic priests to Buddhist monks. “Let us 
bury only the bones and the flesh of Fr Balasuriya,” said 
the Bishop of Anuradhapura, who presided at the funer-
al, “but let us also keep his words and deeds with us.”1 

The controversy around Mary and Human Liberation 
can be traced to back to the 1990s movement, led by 
K.C. Abraham and others, to develop theologies from 
the context of the developing world. Balasuriya, as a 
founding member of the Ecumenical Association of 
Third World Theologians (EATWOT), contributed to 
this movement by writing his theology from an Asian 
perspective. He asserted that Asian cultural and reli-
gious backgrounds could contribute much to Christian 
theology, because in Asia many other ancient religions 
co-exist, which calls into question the Christian idea that 
God’s revelation is confined to the Bible alone. Asian 
theologians are convinced that God’s power cannot be 
limited, which means that the sacred texts of other reli-
gious traditions can also be a source of divine revelation. 
Further, it is evident that non-Christian religions have 
contributed much good and human fulfilment in Asia 
for many centuries, long before Christianity arrived on 
its shores.2

In Mary and Human Liberation, as well as in his 
other works, Balasuriya argues that Asian Christian 
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theology must admit the possibility of other ways of in-
terpreting the origin of the universe, human life, and the 
afterlife. As a foreign religion associated with Western 
colonialism, Christian teaching is seen as primarily a 
Western construct built upon a selective interpretation of 
Scripture. Church doctrine regarding Jesus’ divinity and 
humanity is not intelligible in the context of Hinduism, 
Buddhism, and Islam. Balasuriya considers Christ the 
cosmic Lord, and therefore he cannot be limited to Jesus 
as a human person born in a particular time and space.3 
He suggests that we rethink the traditional dogma 
defined by Chalcedon (451). Calling for a “dedogma-
tization” of theology, he questions the presuppositions 
behind some of the Church doctrines, which were little 
more than ideologies that legitimized the Western mis-
sionary approach. For Balasuriya, the commitment to be 
true followers of Jesus Christ in the context of poverty 
and plurality of religions in Asia should lead us to care 
for the poor and respect people of other faiths. This 
means the sharing of material and spiritual goods among 
different religions. Regarding countries under social-
ist governments in Asia (such as China and Vietnam), 
Balasuriya calls for a greater autonomy and self-reliance 
for local churches in formulating their own doctrines 
and in their administration.5 

He calls for a deconstruction and reconstruction 
of the theological processes dominated by European 
thinking. This reinventing of theology includes listen-
ing to people who are marginalized and oppressed, 
which would lead to a critical redefining of scripture 
and tradition, that tended to discriminate on the basis of 
race, gender, social class, and other religious beliefs.6 
In relation to these issues, Balasuriya also calls for a 
rethinking of the questions of original sin, gender rela-
tions, as well as the role of Jesus Christ and the Church 
in the economy of salvation. He bemoans the fact that 
the practice of spirituality in the Church has failed to 
discredit racial and gender discrimination because its 
understanding of spirituality is based on the ‘modern,’ 
self-centred, individualistic approach prevalent in the 
West. Balasuriya wants a spirituality that is more so-
cially oriented and broader in its interpersonal concern 
and which includes studies and appreciation of other 
religions and cultures.7 Without such a shift, he believes 
that the process of secularization that is happening in the 
West may spread to Asia as the educated young start to 
find the Church irrelevant. 

Unfortunately, Balasuriya argues, Church authorities 
are reluctant to acknowledge the validity and signifi-

cance of this call for a rethinking in theology because 
of their attachment to orthodoxy and traditions that as-
sured them great power and influence. Furthermore, not 
only are Church authorities keen to preserve and protect 
the faith of the ordinary believers, the faithful are also 
attached to the pious practices that keep them in subju-
gation: “the internalization of one’s own subjection to 
the powerful acquires a legitimation and sacredness.”8 
Critical of the ecclesiastical hierarchy, Balasuriya ar-
gues that a traditional Mariology developed in a Church 
that monopolized the sources of grace and that was 
dominated by a male clergy contradicts the spirit of 
interreligious dialogue, because it marginalizes other 
religions and opposes the spirit of Christian ecumenism. 
We need to rethink our understanding of Mariology and 
Christology at both the theoretical and spiritual levels 
so they can be relevant to our pluralistic society both in 
Asia and, increasingly, in the West.9 

Interfaith Relations
For Balasuriya, interreligious dialogue is “a source of 
theology.”10 This suggests that through dialogue with 
other religions, we can understand better God’s revela-
tion in history. It is also another means of listening to 
God and participating in building God’s Kingdom on 
earth. In interreligious dialogue, Balasuriya insists that 
we take into consideration the idea of the divine or abso-
lute in other religions, which is very different from that 
found in orthodox Christianity. For example, Theravada 
Buddhists think that ultimate reality (or what we might 
call the divine) is unknowable or impersonal, and many 
Hindus see all reality “pantheistically.” Islam is a strictly 
monotheistic religion that cannot accept the ideas of 
Trinity and Incarnation in Christianity. In this context, 
Balasuriya argues, Christians in Asia must rethink their 
understanding of Jesus Christ and redemption. From 
an Asian perspective, it is clear that the Hellenistic and 
Roman philosophical-theological formulations are not 
the only way to articulate the mystery of the divine. 11

To have a better appreciation of other religions, ac-
cording to Balasuriya, Christians have to be aware of the 
presuppositions on which their theology and philoso-
phy are built. Religious traditions like Confucianism, 
Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam, and Christianity have their 
teachings based on certain presuppositions given by 
their cultural and philosophical systems. For example, 
the Western system of logic is based on the principle of 
non-contradiction and has “a tendency to be exclusive 
of opposites.” Many oriental understandings of logic, 
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however, are “more inclusive and harmonizing.” 12 (Of 
course, Balasuriya is simplifying his point for the sake 
of illustration. We cannot separate the world so neatly 
into two distinct modes of thinking: Western dualistic 
and Eastern non-dualistic systems. In other words, there 
is variety within “East” and “West” as well as overlap 
between them.) Beyond philosophical and cultural dif-
ference, in view of the different presuppositions in each 
religion, Balasuriya asks, what should be the attitude 
of Christians towards these other faiths?13 To answer 
that question, Balasuriya emphasizes the importance 
of distinguishing the core of Christianity (namely, the 
teaching of Jesus in the gospel) and the subsequent 
development in the interpretation of the scripture by the 
Church. He regards the teaching of Jesus as “the com-
munication of his primordial spiritual experience.”14 
Balasuriya points out that there is “hardly anything that 
is divisive of religions” in the message of Jesus.15 In 
other words, other religions will not find the message of 
the gospel objectionable.

Balasuriya believes in the personal acceptance of 
Jesus Christ as “our guide in life” and the scripture 
as divine revelation. However, he reminds us that the 
teaching of the Church concerning how we live our 
Christian lives must be verified by our own personal 
experience, because theology developed by different 
communities is based on different presuppositions. In 
other words, while God may be absolute, theological 
statements about God can be relative. Balasuriya claims 
that the Church’s answer to theological questions can 
“claim only a faith that is due to the Church in her teach-
ing power. They are not necessarily answers directly 
from Jesus.”16 In fact, conflicts among Christians of dif-
ferent denominations are due to secondary conclusions 
arising from different presuppositions. The core teach-
ing remains the same. Hence, in interfaith relations, 
Christians must be aware of their secondary presupposi-
tions, which have the tendency of making their religion 
exclusive or normative.17 The challenge for Christians is 
to distinguish between the essential core of Jesus’ teach-
ing, which is not relative, and subsequent development 
and elaboration of his message, which may be. It is a dif-
ficult task, Balasuriya admits, because many Christians 
consider the teaching of the Church to be the norm of 
the Christian faith.

However difficult, this task is essential in a society 
where there is a plurality of religions, and interreligious 
dialogue is needed to promote peace, mutual respect, 
and understanding. Balasuriya warns that in some Asian 

countries, there are serious religious and communal 
conflicts, especially when one religion claims the right 
to dominate others or claims to be the only true path 
to salvation.18 Clearly, a religion that recognizes the 
equality of all people before God would obviously have 
a different impact on history from the one that claims 
for its adherents a special status as “chosen people.” In 
order to promote better appreciation of other faiths, we 
have to understand that the presuppositions of one reli-
gion are not necessarily more valid than those of other 
religions. After all, presuppositions in theology concern 
things that cannot be empirically verified. This does not 
necessarily lead us to relativism, because human fulfil-
ment achieved through religious belief and practice can 
be observed in the lives of adherents. “By their fruits 
you will know them” (Matt. 7:20). Thus, Balasuriya ar-
gues, it is possible to discover a critical principle that is 
valid for interpreting Christian theology as well as valid 
for interpreting other religions.19 This principle refers 
to how much a religion can promote justice, peace, and 
love among its followers.

Rethinking Christology and Mariology
In view of the plurality of cultures and religions of Asia, 
Balasuriya calls for a re-evaluation of Christology and 
Mariology at a deeper level than what is being done in 
Europe. He thinks that Western theology, with its spe-
cific presuppositions, has had a negative and damaging 
effect on the people of Asia for centuries and remains 
an obstacle to interreligious dialogue. He calls for a 
rethinking of the core teaching of Christianity regard-
ing the nature of salvation, the role of religions, and the 
identity of the various founders, such as Jesus, Buddha, 
and Muhammad.20 Balasuriya limits the role of religions 
to specific functions: offering a path for purification and 
liberation; offering good models for holiness; forming 
communities of holiness; and providing core values 
for personal and community growth. He stresses that 
religious communities and organizations are, after all, 
“this-worldly realities.” Although they emphasize the 
afterlife, no one knows what happens after death. All 
we have is faith in God’s grace. Religious organizations, 
Balasuriya asserts, have no influence beyond death.21 

Vatican II teaches that God’s grace is available to ev-
eryone: Christians, non-Christians, and even those with 
no religion. Christians believe in redemption through 
Jesus Christ, but Jesus did not deny salvation to those of 
goodwill. Balasuriya points out that the grace and merits 
of Christ cannot be controlled and channelled exclusive-
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ly by one particular Church or religious organization, 
which in any case cease to operate beyond this life. The 
role of religion is to help people to attain human fulfil-
ment and realization as individuals and members of a 
community, as well as liberation for our Mother Earth.22 
What Balasuriya suggests here is that the Church 
will cease to exist after its earthly journey—only the 
Kingdom of God will be realized in the fullness of time 
where all things are gathered in Christ (cf. Eph. 1:10).

Balasuriya claims that in the Asian context, the 
doctrine of “divine maternity” of Mary raises ques-
tions concerning Jesus’ divinity. At the same time, 
he acknowledges that in the Hindu–Buddhist context, 
Mary as the Mother of God can be accepted as one of 
the deities or goddesses at the popular level. Hinduism, 
for example, can accept divine manifestations of the 
Absolute known as avatars, and Mary as the Mother of 
God can be understood within that theological frame-
work. This understanding is, of course, different from 
the Christology taught by the Councils of Nicaea and 
Chalcedon, which insist on the exclusive nature of 
Jesus’ divinity, which can be an obstacle in dialogue 
with Hinduism. With Muslims, the elevated status of 
Mary will present a greater obstacle—given the strict 
understanding of monotheism in Islam.23 This suggests 
that traditional Church teaching on Christ and Mary can 
cause an impasse in interreligious dialogue. Balasuriya 
prefers to focus on the mediation of Mary understood 
as “atoning and reconciling humanity” with God or as 
a “channel of divine grace as in mediatrix of graces.”24 
Popular Asian religions, he argues, have no difficulty 
in accepting Mary as a “mediator and channel of divine 
favours.”

However, the real obstacle may be linking Mary’s 
status to the idea of an exclusive and unique mediator 
or saviour, Jesus Christ. Traditional Christology em-
phasizes the divine nature of Jesus and sees humanity 
as a fallen race that can be redeemed by Christ alone. 
Balasuriya points out that this exclusive definition of 
Jesus is a major issue in Asia, unlike Europe and Latin 
America, where the majority of the people profess at 
least a cultural Christianity. Aware that we should not 
dilute our faith for the sake of dialogue, Balasuriya 
calls for a re-examination of the traditional doctrine of 
Christ’s divinity and exclusivity, which might not neces-
sarily originate from scripture or Jesus himself.25 

Interreligious dialogue, thus, can be seen as an 
opportunity for Christians to rethink and re-evaluate tra-
ditional theological assumptions. Although these are not 

directly related to Marian spirituality, the understand-
ing of Christ is crucial for the development of Marian 
dogma. Balasuriya wishes to see a portrayal of Mary 
as one who is eloquent in her silence and courageous in 
her commitment to her Son’s mission. Readily accepted 
as a mediator between God and humanity, Mary will be 
loved and invoked by the people in Asia as well as in 
the Church. 

Most of the ideas put forward in Mary and Human 
Liberation are not new. In his earlier work, Planetary 
Theology, published in 1984, Balasuriya claims that tra-
ditional Christian theology is determined by dominant 
Western powers, which are capitalist oriented, male, and 
clerical. They interpret the scripture in a way that suits 
their interests. With their Western prejudice and lack of 
respect for indigenous beliefs, they deny that these other 
religious traditions can have salvific features. Further, 
Balasuriya asserts that traditional Christian theology is 
also “culture-bound” and “implicitly ethnocentric.” It 
has unwittingly assisted in European colonialism and, 
as such, has rendered many aspects of Christian teach-
ing unacceptable to non-Westerners. Church-centred, 
traditional theology often equated the kingdom of God 
with the expansion of the Church. It regards the Church 
as an indispensable vehicle to get people to heaven.26 
This position alienates many people in Asia.

The Storm Starts: Latae Sententiae
A work like this, from a Third World theologian, criti-
cizing the Church teaching authorities in no uncertain 
terms, could not avoid attracting the ire of the Vatican. 
Over the last fifteen years, the CDF has acted against 
theologians’ writings regarding women’s ordination, 
religious pluralism, and other issues in Christology 
and ecclesiology, and Balasuriya’s book touches on 
almost all of these issues. Thus, on 2 January 1997, the 
CDF published a “Notification on the Work of Mary 
and Human Liberation of Fr. Tissa Balasuriya OMI” 
signed by Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger and by Prefect 
and Archbishop Tarcisio Bertone, Secretary of the 
Congregation, announcing Balasuriya’s excommunica-
tion.

The Notification accused Balasuriya of denying the 
dogma of Original Sin and viewing it simply as a devel-
opment of Western theological thought. According to the 
Notification, this led him to question Mary’s Immaculate 
Conception, perpetual virginity, and bodily assumption. 
Furthermore, it charged Balasuriya with “denying the 
authority of tradition as a mediation of revealed truth.” 
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In reducing the Petrine ministry to a question of power, 
the CDF claimed, he was in fact denying the infallibility 
of the pope. The Notification concludes with this sen-
tence: “In publishing this Notification, the Congregation 
is obliged also to declare that Father Balasuriya has de-
viated from the integrity of the truth of the Catholic faith 
and, therefore, cannot be considered a Catholic theolo-
gian; moreover, he has incurred excommunication latae 
sententiae (can. 1364, par. 1).”27

Two things can be gathered here. First, the CDF 
objected to the fact that Balasuriya has encouraged a 
religious pluralism and relativism that Ratzinger had la-
belled as an ideology that mortally threatens the Catholic 
faith. Second, it objected that Balasuriya questioned the 
Church’s authority to teach divine truth. The CDF held 
that, as much as the Church respects the sensus fide-
lium (sense of the faithful), this does not mean that one 
can challenge the teaching of the Magisterium. Latae 
sententiae meant that Balasuriya has excommunicated 
himself by persisting in the errors stated in his book, and 
thus no formal trial is needed. The only other case of ex-
communication we know of in the present times is that 
of the French bishop Marcel Lefebvre (1906–1991), not 
for heresy but for promoting schism within the Church. 

Learning of the excommunication, Balasuriya said: 
“When this threat of excommunication was made I 
found it unthinkable. There was no excommunication of 
a theologian for half a century. I asked myself how they 
could come to this extreme action, when all they had 
said was that my response was ‘unsatisfactory.’ I felt this 
was a complete travesty of justice.”28 Hans Küng, who 
was himself investigated and censured by the CPF, said, 
“This is much tougher perhaps because he is a Third 
World theologian. It is very serious for this man, and it 
is very unjust, but it is the consequence of the system. 
This is the system as it works, and as it will work as long 
as Catholicism doesn’t get rid of a doctrine that says that 
the pope is always right.” He added, “They [the CDF] 
want to menace everyone else who is in this field.”29 

Charles Curran, also disciplined by the CDF, wrote to 
Balasuriya to give his support:

The action against you is so much more radical 
than the action against me. The Vatican’s action 
against me (and in the case of Hans Küng) was 
limited to my role as a Catholic theologian and 
did not affect my canonical identity as a Catholic 
or even my role in the order of presbyters. The 
Vatican action now separates you canonically 

from the church community and from the exercise 
of priestly ministry …. I was hurt by the action 
against me, but you must be devastated by what 
has been done to you.30

The Balasuriya File, which consists of letters oppos-
ing the excommunication of Balasuriya, published by 
The Tablet, states:

The Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith’s 
resort to excommunication marks a more ruthless 
and extreme exercise of its power and a departure 
from its previous policy of merely condemning 
an individual as unfit to teach Catholic theol-
ogy. Excommunication is an ultimate and terrible 
punishment, which the Vatican hesitates to apply 
to South American dictators, Mafia members 
and IRA bosses who put themselves “beyond the 
pale.”31

Reaction from outside the Catholic Church was also 
very strong. For example, Rev. Roy Robinson from the 
United Reformed Church wrote: “As for Fr Balasuriya’s 
excommunication, can the Pope really be serious in 
inviting us, the representatives of the Churches of the 
Reformation, to discuss with him the role of the papacy, 
when he gives us such examples of the abuse of papal 
authority?”32

The main issue in this affair is not whether Balasuriya’s 
theological ideas are heretical or not, but the way he was 
treated by the Church he had served for so long as a 
faithful servant. His treatment goes against a natural 
sense of justice. The severity of the punishment also 
calls into question the way the procedure was carried 
out. The CDF acted as prosecutor, judge, and jury, pro-
nouncing a sentence in which there was no appeal.

What is at stake?
By excommunicating Balasuriya, Ratzinger was warn-
ing those who work in the field of religious pluralism 
not to stray from orthodoxy. This move, however, stifles 
the spirit of creativity, especially in the promotion of 
interreligious relations. The severity of the punishment 
is likely to prevent good theology from flourishing. It 
is ironic that Ratzinger defended the excommunication 
of Balasuriya at a press conference by claiming that 
“one of the greatest challenges for the Church of the 
third millennium” is the search for an authentic Asian 
Catholicism. “We are very sensitive to the situation in 
this great Asian continent, so decisive for the future of 
humanity,” he declared. “We are very attentive not to 
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quench the flame of the appropriation and creation of an 
Asian identity for the Catholic faith.”33

The most serious charge against Balasuriya’s book 
was that of relativism, which Ratzinger characterized as 
“the central problem for faith today.”34 He said that when 
relativists called for interreligious dialogue, they meant 
“putting one’s own position, i.e. one’s faith, on the same 
level as the convictions of others without recognising in 
principle more truth in it than that which is attributed 
to the opinions of others.”35 Truth, thus, becomes rela-
tivized, which in fact is no truth at all, in Ratzinger’s 
opinion. Hence, truth is being devalued by relativism. 
Ratzinger insists that there are “non-negotiables” that 
Catholic theologians must uphold in the presence of 
other religions.36 

The Tablet editorial maintained that Balasuriya “is 
not a full-hearted relativist of the sort Cardinal Ratzinger 
attacked in his lecture …. With or without reserva-
tions, no true relativist could have signed the Credo of 
Pope Paul VI, as he did.” In fact, Balasuriya is more 
of a pluralist than a relativist. The editorial asserts that 
“pluralism springs not from a loss of value, but on the 
contrary from an absolute respect for the neighbour, and 
in this sense Christians are the original pluralists. Any 
theologian who is pluralist in this sense is true to the cen-
tral Christian requirement.”37 Unfortunately, Ratzinger 
equated pluralism with relativism. The excommunica-
tion of Balasuriya is indeed a sad episode in the life of 
the Church. There is cause for lamentation.

Bradford E. Hinze asserts that when considering 
those theologians investigated by church authorities, 
we need to listen to their lamentations because they 
reveal the conflicts, anxieties, and impasse involved in 
the procedures of the CDF. In other words, lamentation 
articulates the anguish and pain that some scholars in 
the Church face when they try to be creative and faith-
ful to the Spirit. Seen as offering “a source of wisdom, 
renewal and reform in the church,” lamentation is “a 
privileged site for hearing the Spirit of God who groans 
in the human heart and the suffering world when some-
thing new is struggling into existence and when the 
Spirit is stifled.”38 

Bradford Hinze discusses ten ‘lamentations’ of the 
theologians investigated.39 We will discuss the three 
most common ones here. First, the theologians con-
cerned complain that they were never informed of who 
reported them to the CDF and who examined their work. 
Did the examiner have the competency and expertise to 
judge their work? In spite of efforts to humanize and 

modernize its processes, the CDF lacks proper procedure 
to investigate errors in theological writings. Its process-
es are secretive, inquisitorial, and unfair to the accused, 
by any modern standards of jurisprudence. Second, the 
theologian being investigated has to keep silence when 
the case is going on, which means isolating the individ-
ual, depriving him of support. There is no transparency 
regarding the actions of the CDF, and thus it cannot be 
held accountable and its action cannot be evaluated in 
public. This imposition of secrecy and silence is painful 
to the theologian. Third, a frequent complaint is that the 
theologians’ works were not interpreted accurately: for 
example, that passages from their work are often taken 
out of context. For example, Balasuriya complained of 
the 58 “unproved generalizations, misrepresentations, 
distortions and even falsifications” by the CDF, which 
he tried to clarify.40

The Right to Dissent
In giving the nihil obstat, or permission for a Catholic 
theologian to publish his or her work, Ratzinger makes a 
distinction between teaching in the name of the Church 
and pure research.41 But many theologians do not see 
themselves as Church officials teaching in the name 
of the Church. In fact, Balasuriya criticizes Church 
teaching for distorting the gospel. Most theologians 
accept the fact that the Vatican has the right to question 
and admonish teachings that harm the faith. However, 
to silence and excommunicate theologians violates 
academic freedom. Concerning Vatican II’s decision 
to rehabilitate some theologians, Avery Dulles wrote: 
“By its actual practice of revision, the council implicitly 
taught the legitimacy and even the value of dissent. In 
effect the council said that the ordinary magisterium of 
the Roman Pontiff had fallen into error and had unjustly 
harmed the careers of loyal and able scholars.”42 This 
meant that the Church accepted the right to dissent in 
theological disputes. Be that as it may, the theologians 
subjected to discipline complained that the CDF pro-
cedure for investigation is flawed; the accusations are 
unclear; there is a failure to make a distinction between 
dogma and theological opinion; and only experts who 
toe the Vatican line are consulted. Clearly, there are “se-
rious deficiencies in the justice of their process,” Charles 
Curran reported.43 The Catholic Theological Society of 
America also reported that the procedures used by the 
CDF to investigate dissident theologians “fail to honour 
fundamental human rights and the safeguards in our 
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countries [U.S. and Canada] necessary to protect these 
human rights.”44 

While there is certainly a more humane way to carry 
out this procedure, we must admit that there will al-
ways be tension between theologians and the CDF: the 
tension created by making the faith more relevant to 
contemporary society and to specific cultures and the 
need to protect the faith from distortion. We cannot ex-
pect the CDF, as a bureaucracy, to be forward looking, 
promoting cutting-edge theology. Its main function is 
to protect and preserve Catholic orthodoxy in faith and 
morals. However, Thomas Reese says that the number 
of theologians investigated and censured is at an all-time 
high, even more than the numbers during the Modernist 
crisis in the late nineteenth and early 20th centuries. 
If this rift between theologians and the Magisterium 
continues, Reese believes that the Church will lack cre-
ative thinking to respond to new questions, needs, and 
opportunities in the new millennium.45 In other words, 
the Church will make itself irrelevant in the postmodern 
world and may even promote schism.

The Storm Subsides: Reconciliation
The reconciliation of Balasuriya with the Catholic 
Church took place on 15 January 1998 in Colombo, Sri 
Lanka. Balasuriya signed Pope Paul VI’s Profession 
of Faith in the presence of Nicholas Marcus Fernando, 
Archbishop of Colombo; Osvaldo Padilla, the Apostolic 
Nuncio in Sri Lanka; and Fr. Marcello Zago, Superior 
General of the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate. 
According to an official document from the archbishop’s 
office, he “regretted the harm caused” by Mary and 
Human Liberation and by “subsequent events.” He also 
“expressed his Catholic faith and recognised the author-
ity of the magisterium [teaching authority] exercised 
at both the local and universal levels in regard to his 
writings.” Agreeing to submit his writings on faith and 
morals for Church approval, he also promised to “ab-
stain from any declaration that is in contradiction to this 
reconciliation.”46 

The Oblates’ office in Colombo reported that 
“Although the process of reviewing all that led to the 
excommunication was rather painful, it was an experi-
ence of grace and healing, first of all for Fr Balasuriya 
himself and for all those associated with this moment of 
open and honest dialogue.” The support he had received 
from his religious congregation was due to his years of 
dedicated and generous service. Not an obdurate person, 
Balasuriya was willing to revise or change his ideas. He 

says in the preface of Mary and Human Liberation that 
his work “is open to criticism and correction in a climate 
and context of a genuine search for the truth.”47 The case 
of Balasuriya gives us the opportunity to reflect on the 
relationship between theologians and the Magisterium, 
the issue of religious pluralism and interfaith relations, 
and power and politics in the Vatican. 

Critical Reflection
Distinguished theologians like Küng and Curran were 
investigated and censured by the CDF and were forbid-
den to teach in Catholic faculties and seminaries, but, 
unlike Balasuriya, they were not excommunicated. It is 
thus intriguing that Balasuriya had to face such severe 
punishment. Unlike Küng and Curran, Balasuriya was 
an Asian theologian from a developing nation. Perhaps 
Church officials have little respect for Asia, or for de-
veloping nations, or perhaps he simply did not have the 
powerful friends in the Vatican that others did. The CDF 
under Ratzinger wanted to rein in pluralist theologians, 
and it was a clear warning to others working in this 
field. More than just questioning the Church authorities’ 
exclusive mandate to teach, Balasuriya’s ideas stood in 
stark contrast to Ratzinger’s own theological approach.

As we have seen, in Planetary Theology (1984), 
Balasuriya supports religious pluralism and criticizes 
the ecclesiastical establishment as well. However, this 
book was never censured. Why? One can only speculate 
that in the 1980s, the Magisterium was not so preoccu-
pied with the errors connected with religious pluralism 
and that Ratzinger was just settling into his new posi-
tion as Prefect of the CDF. It was only in the 1990s that 
religious pluralism and relativism became such burning 
issues.

The trial of Balasuriya involved an exchange of many 
letters, but there was no opportunity for constructive dia-
logue on theological issues. Balasuriya was not allowed 
face-to-face contact with high-ranking officials in the 
CDF. This was a painful episode regarding the Church’s 
treatment of a theologian who laboured to make the 
gospel more relevant to his people. It makes one wonder 
how the Church can engage in dialogue with other reli-
gions when it cannot conduct a proper dialogue within 
its own ranks. Balasuriya made this astonishing remark: 
“In fact, it was through the BBC that I first heard about 
my own excommunication!”48

There may be unconventional ideas in Balasuriya’s 
Mary and Human Liberation that need to be investigat-
ed, but to excommunicate Balasuriya in this post-modern 
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age seems farcical given the checkered history of the 
Vatican. Some believed that the massive protest in the 
media helped to shorten the length of Balasuriya’s 
excommunication. But it is significant that the Church 
sought to reconcile with Balasuriya so quickly. 

One can only speculate under what condition and con-
text Balasuriya signed the Profession of Faith. It seems 
that there was compromise on both sides: the Vatican’s 
and Balasuriya’s. Belonging to a religious congregation 
like the Oblates of Mary Immaculate helped much in the 
process of his reconciliation with Church authorities. It 
could be that realizing its mistake and how badly it had 
handled the whole affair, Rome was anxious to con-
clude this sordid episode without losing face. This was 
hastened by the worldwide outcry and extensive media 
coverage that were assisted by the Internet, where news 
spreads fast and wide. Perhaps this is how the sensus 
fidelium (sense of the faithful) expresses itself now. 
It is a new reality that the Vatican needs to understand 
and accommodate. This means that the Catholic Church 
has to move out of its pre-modern ghetto into the global 
world—that is, into the Information Age, where greater 
transparency is expected.
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Catholic Ethics in Challenging Times
Gregory Baum
Scott Kline, The Ethical Being: A Catholic Guide to Contemporary Issues. Toronto: Novalis, 2013. 263 pp.

The author of this book on ethics, written for use in 
Roman Catholic schools, colleges, and universi-

ties, wants to teach students critical thinking within 
the Catholic tradition. He realizes that Catholics ask 
difficult questions today. They know that the Church 
changed its teaching on several issues at the Second 
Vatican Council; they also recognize that a debate 
on ethical issues is taking place within the Catholic 
community. The author, Scott Kline, writes, “I have 
written this book with one overarching goal: to intro-
duce Catholics to a way of thinking about and acting on 
contemporary ethical issues, and doing so as Catholics.” 
In the first part of this book he introduces the reader to a 
framework of ethical reflection, dealing a) with the ex-
istential questions we ask as human beings and b) with 
the sources of Catholic ethics, which are the Scriptures 
and the witness of tradition.

Until recently, Catholic ethics was taught quite dif-
ferently in schools. Teachers introduced the students to 
a systematic ethics, based on contemporary revisions 
of scholastic philosophy, which provided answers to 
all ethical questions. When teachers presented the 
Church’s official teaching on ethical issues, especially 
related to gender and sexuality, they expected students 
to accept this without question. What counted here was 
obedience to higher authority, not critical thinking. The 
present book was written under the papacy of Benedict 
XVI, a professor of theology, who did not think that the 
magisterium was in need of dialogue with the Catholic 
people. What is altogether remarkable is that Kline has 
anticipated the invitation to critical thinking extended to 
Catholics by Benedict’s successor, Pope Francis. 

Pope Francis recognizes that Catholics living in 
contemporary society are confronted with many ethical 
questions for which no ready answer is available and 
that call for new thinking in the Church. The magiste-
rium plays an important role in this new thinking, but it 
does so, the Pope insists, after an extended dialogue with 
the Catholic people and theologians. In the now-famous 
interview of the Pope with two Jesuit confreres, pub-
lished in September 2013 in all parts of the world,1 the 
Pope explains what “thinking with the Church” means 
to him. It does not only mean, he says, thinking with the 
hierarchy. He says, “The Church is the people of God 

on the journey through history, with joys and sorrows. 
Thinking with the Church, therefore, is my way of be-
ing part of this people. … When the dialogue among the 
people and the bishops and the pope goes down this road 
and is genuine, then it is assisted by the Holy Spirit.”

Kline argues in his book that critical thinking about 
ethical issues must be rigorous. Religious sentiment and 
personal conscience are important, yet what is needed is 
a rational method that allows us to examine them criti-
cally. This book provides such a method. It outlines a 
set of principles or perspectives that must be taken into 
consideration if the ethical judgment of Catholics is to 
be faithful to the Gospel, responsible to their commu-
nity, and relevant to their historical situation. 

In the second part of the book, the author deals with 
several contemporary issues, specifically: i) sexual 
ethics, ii) the ethics of life and death, iii) the ethical chal-
lenge of capitalism, iv) the ethical use of force and the 
quest for peace, and v) the ethics related to the environ-
ment. These are all issues which, under the conditions 
of modern society, have summoned forth new religious 
experiences, new rational reflections, and, in some 
cases, an evolution of the Church’s official teaching. As 
a member of Pax Christi, I am particularly aware of the 
evolution of papal teaching on issues of peace, demand-
ing as never before a conversion to non-violence, an 
opposition to military interventions, and the promotion 
of a culture of peace.  

While this book has been written for use in Catholic 
schools, colleges, and universities, I recommend it to all 
Catholics who seek a better understanding of the rich-
ness of the Catholic ethical tradition. In troubled times, 
religions often reveal their creativity. I share Kline’s 
conviction that Catholics living deeply out of their faith, 
be they lay or professionals, are capable of making an 
important contribution to the democratic debate over 
public policies intended to make society more just and 
more humane.

Gregory Baum was the founder and first editor of The Ecumenist. He cur-
rently works out of the Centre Justice et Foi in Montreal, Quebec.

1  Available at http://www.americamagazine.org/pope-interview.
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Muslim, Catholic, Jew: Faith-based Schools in Canada
Merin Shobhana Xavier
Wilfrid Laurier University, Waterloo, ON
Graham P. McDonough, Nadeem A. Memon, and Avi I. Mintz, editors, Discipline, Devotion, and Dissent:  
Jewish, Catholic, and Islamic Schooling in Canada. Waterloo, ON: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2012. 208 pp. 

The collected chapters of Discipline, Devotion, and 
Dissent: Jewish, Catholic, and Islamic Schooling in 

Canada explore the lived experiences of Ontario’s faith-
based schools, focusing on three central themes: (1) the 
aims and practices that “inform and characterize” faith-
based schools, (2) the tensions between faith and civic 
education, and (3) the nuances of dissent within faith-
based schools. These themes serve as the framework 
of the text’s three sections. In each section a Roman 
Catholic, Jewish, and Islamic reflection on these themes, 
usually through a case study, is presented and followed 
by a conclusion. Most of the contributors have been or 
continue to be active educators in their respective faith-
based communities, and as such share much-needed 
examples of engaging with the curriculum, developing 
critical skills in students, and contending with difficul-
ties around their school’s presence within the larger 
community. 

The first section explores the goals of Canada’s 
faith-based schools in relation to teaching practices 
and curriculum. Seymour Epstein’s outline of Jewish 
day schools helps readers navigate through a complex 
culture of diversity. Jewish schools in Canada range 
from Conservative, Modern Orthodox, to Charedi (more 
orthodox in nature), each with different approaches 
to integration of prayer, Hebrew language, as well as 
Talmudic and general studies—creating numerous 
educational objectives based on the individual school’s 
theological leanings. This overview suggests that there 
is more diversity than unity across Jewish schools. In 
Mario D’Souza’s contribution, he suggests that it is the 
educational philosophy, one based on the cosmic ethos 
of the Catholic Church, that makes Catholic education 
distinct. Nadeem A. Memon’s chapter explores the his-
tory of the first Islamic school in Mississauga, Ontario, 
and highlights the differing voices among the Muslim 
immigrant communities who were for and against 
Islamic schools. Those opposed to the madrassa system 
of schooling often cited their experiences in their natal 
lands, and as such did not want to compromise their 
child’s academic education. Islamic schools, Memon 

notes, respond in a variety of ways to the challenge of 
preserving Islamic religious and cultural identity while 
balancing expectations of the broader Canadian society, 
which have presented new challenges in a post-9/11 
society. 

It is precisely the above tension, the relationship 
between educating in the faith while helping students 
integrate into Canadian society, that dominates the 
second section of this study. Greg Beiles’ case study of 
the Toronto Heschel School models how the “dialogical 
process” of learning is central to creating an environ-
ment in which students engage with complex Jewish 
metaphysics. In doing so, he argues, one preserves the 
“liberal pluralistic values” of the ancient rabbis who, in 
their commentary, valued human diversity. This commit-
ment to philosophies that value the affirmation of God in 
humanity and the respect of the “Other,” who is not far 
from the self, due to humanity’s common origin, enables 
the easy translation of teaching values of respect and 
multicultural citizenship in Canada to Jewish students 
(118). On the other hand, J. Kent Donlevy explains that 
Catholic schools are built on values of respect for the 
other, fairness, the common good, and democracy (121). 
Using these values, he explores what differentiates the 
sacred from the secular and how the latter affects the 
fundamental purpose of Catholic education. Through 
analysis of one case, Hall v. Powers (2002), and several 
human rights disputes, Donlevy highlights the tensions 
between the Catholic Church and secular society in lived 
practice in relation to the human rights practices and the 
four values outlined above. 

A different model of understanding integration is ex-
plored by Asma Ahmed, who borrows Tariq Ramadan’s 
“Integration and Post-Integration Continuum” to evalu-
ate the status of the London (Ontario) Islamic School 
(LIS). Using interviews from parents, students, and 
administrators, Ahmed outlines the role LIS plays in 
helping to integrate immigrant Muslim students within 
Canadian society by allowing students to explore their 
complex identities associated with ethnicity, religion, 
and nationality in a safe and fostering environment. One 
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might say that one could have seen the same dynamic of 
integration in Catholic schools and school boards, such 
as the Toronto Catholic School Board, which are home 
to a diverse array of Catholic immigrants. Nevertheless, 
the point across the spectrum of faith-based schools is 
that integration into Canadian society must coincide 
with the preservation of religious and cultural values.  

The final section, “Dissent and Critical Thinking,” 
takes us deep into schools and classrooms in order 
to address the internal conflicts and negotiations that 
challenge administrators, teachers, and students. Alex 
Pomson and Randal F. Schnoor, for instance, explain 
that the Downtown Jewish Day School (DJDS) is a 
community school that serves all Jewish denominations 
and as such has to struggle to build community within its 
own school, which has students from Jewish families of 
different denominations. Using the Vatican II document 
“Declaration on religious liberty” (Dignitatis humanae) 
or the contraception discussion as an example, Graham 
P. McDonough asks what role controversial issues 
have in the Catholic curriculum and how schools and 
teachers are supposed to facilitate these lessons. For 
McDonough, the issue is one of “pedagogical implica-
tions” in Catholic educational theory, because students 
are well aware that when participating in discussions in 
classrooms, their opinion cannot alter the course of the 
Church’s positions on controversial questions such as 
abortion and homosexuality.  

Finally, Qaiser Ahmad challenges readers by critiqu-
ing the use of language to classify faith-based schools as 
“moderate” and “strong.” Narrating his own experience 
as a teacher in an Islamic school, he shares his growth 
as an Islamic school educator contending with sexual-
ity and gender issues in the classroom. We see in his 
experiences that his colleagues were often not unified 
in their responses to how to approach these concerns in 
the classrooms or how to appease the diverse families 
who attended the schools. With examples of how wear-
ing of the hijab and attitudes towards sexual education 
classes were negotiated, Ahmad claims that although 
the final stance towards these issues in his school may 
be deemed “strong” in their Islamic leanings, in fact 
how they approached these issues with students, teach-
ers, and family members suggests quite the opposite, as 

these concerns opened doors to engaged conversations 
about faith, practice, and respect for self and the other. 

The common narrative told by the contributors to 
this text is that faith-based schools are immensely di-
verse. This study demonstrates that not only do Muslim 
schools differ from Catholic schools, but one Islamic 
school likely differs from another based on the cultural 
makeup of its students. Most often, discussions about 
education and religion in Canada stay in the field of 
policy makers, administrators, and government officials. 
Written in accessible language, this volume begins to 
take the discussion of faith-based schools in a novel 
and necessary direction. It enters into the hallways of 
schools and into classrooms where parents, administra-
tors, teachers, and, most importantly, students contend 
with serious questions of identity, religion, race, eth-
nicity, and culture. The volume, though unfortunately 
limited only to Catholic, Jewish, and Islamic faith-based 
schools, orients itself towards educational practices and 
challenges of holistic integration of religious training 
and general curricular studies. 

In his conclusion, Avi I. Mintz draws the reader’s at-
tention to the argument that faith-based schools threaten 
“Canadian unity” (237), whereas secular schools do not. 
It is here that a fundamental question needs to be ad-
dressed. If tensions lie in the integration of a religious 
and cultural identity with a Canadian identity, then we 
need to assess what qualifies as being Canadian—if 
there is even such a thing. It is at this moment that 
conversations begin to address critical concerns, not 
only of the nuances of identity politics in faith-based 
schools, and secular schools, for that matter, but also 
the reality that Mintz points to: that democratic ap-
proaches to education succeed only when stakeholders 
address the “diverse perspectives” through collaborative 
engagement. This conversation needs to extend beyond 
the three religious traditions explored in this study. 
Approached critically, such a conversation can help ad-
dress questions of pedagogical practices that integrate 
both religious and critical frameworks in diverse class-
rooms as well as the curriculum’s role in nation building, 
all the while addressing the needs of the most important 
stakeholders in this conversation—the students.
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Religion and Nationalism in India
Don Schweitzer
St. Andrew’s College, Saskatoon, SK
R. Sahayadhas, Hindu Nationalism and the Indian Church: Towards an Ecclesiology in Conversation with Martin Luther. 
New Delhi: Christian World Imprints, 2013. xxvii + 462 pp.

Hindutva, or Hindu nationalism, is a political and 
cultural movement that proclaims India to be a 

Hindu nation. It was a force in the drive for Indian 
independence, and after India was established as a 
secular state, Hindutva continued to promote the idea 
of a Hindu state. According to Hindutva ideology, Islam 
and Christianity are foreign religions that have no place 
in India. Hindu nationalism’s chief political wing is the 
Bharatiya Janata Party. It sometimes relies on communal 
violence to forward its aims, most recently in the state 
of Orissa in 2008.

In this book, R. Sahayadhas, professor of system-
atic theology at United Theological College, Bangalore, 
presents a Christian response to these conflicts. As a 
member of the India Evangelical Lutheran Church, he 
draws upon the thought of Martin Luther to provide 
an alternative and inclusive vision for Indian society. 
Sahayadhas begins by analyzing Hindu nationalism, 
which, he argues, is a middle class phenomenon, arising 
from the sense some middle-class Hindus have of being 
victimized by various forms of Western imperialism. 
Hindutva defines reality in oppositional terms—Hindu 
versus Muslim and Christian, Hindu/Indian versus 
Western, etc.—and seeks to homogenize Indian society 
into one Hindu culture. According to Sahayadhas, its 
religiously charged political agenda is a betrayal of 
Hinduism’s pluralistic nature.

Sahayadhas then gives an overview of the Christian 
church as a religious community, sketching its history 
and development. According to Sahayadhas, at the heart 
of Christianity is a distinctive view of community based 
on relationships, i.e., the fellowship of believers with 
God and with one another. This is a fellowship open to 
difference. The church has often betrayed this vision, at 
times aligning itself with Western imperialism. Still, this 
vision can be part of the church’s contribution to Indian 
society. Sahayadhas then gives an extended introduction 
to the ecclesiology of Martin Luther, followed by a cri-
tique of some of Luther’s ideas and actions. Sahayadhas’ 
approach is dialogical. While he believes his Lutheran 
tradition has something to offer, he recognizes that it re-

quires critique in light of its own ideals and 20th-century 
notions of justice, before being reappropriated within 
the multireligious and officially secular context of India. 
Even so, he does not pursue an interreligious dialogue 
between Luther’s ecclesiology and Hindu concepts of 
community.

Sahayadhas focuses on two principles in Luther’s 
thought. First, Luther’s doctrine of justification estab-
lishes the freedom and dignity of every person before 
God. Second, Luther’s thought is characterized by an 
insistence on the unity of opposites, which are both 
distinguished and yet integrated, without being homog-
enized (287–288). Though people are sinners, through 
justification they are reconciled to God. Though people 
are divided by cultural and social differences, they 
remain part of the human community and have obliga-
tions to each other. This becomes the first principle of 
community. Religious, cultural, or social differences 
should not be the basis for mobilizing one community 
against another and imposing ideologically constructed 
identities on one another (296). Deeper than any of these 
differences is the humanity that those created and loved 
by God share. Second, the well-being of people, par-
ticularly that of the vulnerable, must not be sacrificed to 
advance particular communal identities. Third, Luther’s 
understanding of community, critically appropriated, 
recognizes that people live out their different identi-
ties in communion with one another. While differences 
need to be respected, the underlying community that 
people share creates responsibility for the well-being of 
those who are different. Modelling itself on the Trinity, 
the church should be a perichoretic community of mu-
tual responsibility and love, reaching beyond communal 
boundaries to include Hindus, Muslims, and others as 
well. In this way, the church can be a symbol pointing to-
wards a truly human community that it, at the same time, 
strives to help create. Rather than react to Hindutva po-
lemics in kind, the Indian church should renew its sense 
of community and mission from its doctrinal heritage 
and reach out to others beyond its own boundaries to help 
create an inclusive, pluralistic, and equitable society.
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Julian’s Gospel: Illuminating the Life and 
Revelations of Julian of Norwich
Veronica Mary rolf

Julian’s Gospel goes in-depth to uncover the political, cultural, social, and religious 
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.

Veronica Mary Rolf is an independent scholar of medieval studies and comparative 
literature, educated at Columbia University. 
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True and Holy: Christian Scripture and 
Other Religions
leo lefebure

Lefebure offers Christian readings of Jewish, Muslim, Hindu, and Buddhist 
holy texts that suggest new bases for friendship and understanding.  Noting the 
challenges and tensions in the relationship between Christians and these four 
other religious communities, he also examines the specific issues involved in 
interpreting the Christian Bible in interreligious dialogue.  He concludes with 
a reflection on the experience of conversion in light of the theology of Bernard 
Lonergan and the mimesis theory of René Girard.

Leo D. Lefebure is Matteo Ricci Professor of Theology at Georgetown 
University. His books include The Path of Wisdom: A Christian Commentary 
on the Dhammapada Revelation, The Buddha and the Christ, Life Transformed: 
Meditations on the Christian Scriptures in Light of Buddhist Perspectives, and Toward a 
Contemporary Wisdom Christology: A Study of Karl Rahner and Norman Pettenger.
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