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Beyond Dream-Catchers:
Aboriginal Theology and Spirituality in the Canadian Context
Christine Jamieson and Brian McDonough 

Beyond Dream-Catchers” is the descriptive title 
of a conference held on traditional Mohawk land 

from January 31 to February 1, 2014. Organized and 
hosted by a team of academics from the Department 
of Theological Studies at Concordia University in 
Montreal, with support from the Roman Catholic and 
Lutheran Churches, the event tapped into a deep yearn-
ing for encounter between “settlers” and First Nations 
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On June 8, 2014, Dr. Gregory Baum, found-
ing editor of The Ecumenist, received an 

Honorary Doctor of Theology, honoris causa, 
from St. Jerome’s University, a Roman Catholic 
liberal arts university federated with the University 
of Waterloo in Waterloo, Ontario. This honorary 
doctorate was conferred in recognition of his ex-
traordinary contributions to the Roman Catholic 
community, to scholarship, and to Canadian so-
ciety.

During the Second Vatican Council (1962–
1965), Baum was a theological advisor to the 
Ecumenical Secretariat, the commission respon-
sible for three conciliar documents: On Religious 
Liberty, On Ecumenism, and On the Church’s 
Relation to Non-Christian Religions. His inter-
est in ecumenism led him to found this review in 
1962; he continues to serve as editor of one issue 
each year. With more than 40 years in academia, 
Dr. Baum is the author or editor of dozens of 
books, including Religion and Alienation (Novalis) 
as well as Compassion and Solidarity, his pres-
tigious CBC 1987 Massey Lectures. In 2014, in 
his 91st year, he published two books, Truth and 
Relevance: Catholic Theology in French Québec 
since the Quiet Revolution (McGill-Queens 
University Press) and Fernand Dumont: Un socio-
logue se fait théologien (Novalis).

—David Seljak, Editor
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persons. The Loyola Campus of Concordia University 
was a fitting location for the conference for two rea-
sons. First, Loyola Campus is the location of a bronze 
outdoor sculpture titled The Emergence of the Chief, 
installed in the fall of 2005. The statute was positioned 
at a “key intersection” of the campus, recognizing and 
“affirming the links between native peoples and the 
Concordia community—past, present and future.”1 
Second, the venue for the conference was the recently 
opened Loyola Jesuit Hall and Conference Centre. 
This site seemed fitting not only because of its beauty, 
but also because of the long history between the First 
Nations people of Canada and the Canadian Jesuits. The 
conference was a multi-layered event drawing together 
aboriginal expression through ceremony, art, literature, 
media, and presentations fostering dialogue through 
formal question-and-answer sessions and informal gath-
erings over breaks and meals. 

Those of us who carried the vision to set this event 
in place were animated by the conviction that aboriginal 
spirituality and theology can speak to the marginaliza-
tion of religion in a secular culture. In addition, a deep 
healing and growth needs to take place between settlers 
and First Nations people. In this article, we wish to con-
vey how “Beyond Dream-Catchers” spoke to both these 
aspirations. 

The article will initially convey the vision behind the 
conference, and then present some key moments and 
insights the conference generated under the heading of 
“Storytelling.” A question that continues to engage the 
organizers is how to build on the momentum generated 
at the conference. The article will conclude with pos-
sible directions. 

Vision Behind the Conference 
The underlying vision of the conference was that en-
counters between settlers and First Nations people will 
promote healing and growth. Beyond merely the meet-
ing and networking of a standard academic conference, 
the aspiration for this event was a far deeper level of 
encounter. Building on the experience of the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission,2 there was a strong convic-
tion that only through the face-to-face experience of 
encountering each other were true healing and growth 
possible. 

Building on this foundational conviction, we iden-
tified five concrete reasons to hold at Concordia 
University a conference on aboriginal spirituality in a 
Canadian context. 

First, most inhabitants of Canadian urban centres are 
ignorant about the complex history of relations between 
aboriginal and settler societies and about the wealth and 
depth of aboriginal religions. We recognize that this is 
of particular concern as aboriginal people are the fastest-
growing demographic in the country, and more and more 
aboriginals are migrating to urban centres.3 It is impor-
tant for urban dwellers to understand the people who are 
establishing themselves in their midst and to appreciate 
the impact on aboriginal people of having to leave the 
reserve and reorient their respective cosmologies. 

Second, we recognize that the re-emergence and re-
affirmation of aboriginal spirituality is inviting people 
of faith to rediscover their own religious traditions: 
for example, aboriginal spiritualities enable Christians 
(both aboriginal and non-aboriginal) to rediscover the 
Gospels in a way that make them vibrant in a Canadian 
context. This point comes out clearly, as we shall see 
later in Mark MacDonald’s paper, criticizing the “colo-
nization” of Jesus and his message. Aboriginal peoples 
are appropriating the Gospel and renewing its vitality 
and radicality. This in turn raises questions in Christian 
communities about the quality of the welcome offered to 
aboriginal people, both now and in the past. 

The solidarity between aboriginal and non-aboriginal 
groups concerned about the environment and about the 
exploitation of natural resources (fracking, damming 
rivers, extending pipelines, etc.) is a third important 
reason for a conference about aboriginal spiritualities, 
which are shaping this conversation and the solidarity 
between otherwise quite disconnected groups. 

This ties into the fourth reason for such a confer-
ence, for it would provide opportunities in a secular 
university, not only to hear new voices in an academic 
context, but also to appreciate the importance for ab-
original dialogue-partners to express themselves using 
religious language in respect of issues being debated 
in the public domain. This is especially relevant in the 
context of militant secularism, symbolized by Quebec’s 
proposed Charter of Values, which would seek to ex-
clude religious language from public political discourse. 
Aboriginal spokespersons engaged in such public 
debates insist upon the meaningfulness of rituals and 
symbols and upon referring explicitly to the Creator, 
thereby challenging certain preconceptions conveyed by 
the dominant political classes.

Recognition that the arts, music, and literature be-
ing produced by aboriginal artists constitute among the 
most vibrant and dynamic contributions to Canadian 
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culture today is the fifth reason we identified. This 
conference would provide a showcase for this creative 
dynamism: hence the importance of Algonquin artist 
Nadia Myre having this venue to display her work, of 
Sonia Bonspiel-Boileau being able to speak as a young 
Mohawk woman who produces documentary films 
for a wide audience, and of Marie Satya McDonough 
speaking about the novels of Aboriginal writers Joseph 
Boyden and Leslie Marmon Silko. 

At the beginning of the conference, Sr. Eva Solomon 
led participants through the smudging ritual and the 
sacred pipe ceremony. It was truly a privilege and an 
honour to participate in these sacred ceremonies. As 
Graydon Nicholas observed, it is not often that anyone, 
aboriginal or non-aboriginal, has the opportunity to 
receive these spiritual gifts. Astonishingly, they were 
received with profound respect in a secular university in 
a radically secular province in Canada.

Storytelling
There was a rich and diverse representation of people 
among the presenters at the conference, including 
members of the Algonquin, Mohawk, Ojibway, and 
Tobique First Nations. Of note also is that the major-
ity of participants were non-aboriginal, and at least 
half were students—the aspiration toward encounter 
between aboriginal and non-aboriginal people was real-
ized at many levels and in many forms. All the speakers 
wove stories into their presentations, and through their 
stories created an atmosphere of profound authenticity. 
Authenticity dismantles barriers, and so we witnessed 
during this time together a further opening of wonder 
and inquiry among participants. While the only non-
aboriginal presenter did not tell a story, she highlighted 
how storytelling is reconceived as “openness to others.” 

Marie Satya McDonough, PhD, a graduate of the 
University of Chicago specializing in Indigenous lit-
eratures, spoke of how storytelling is conceived in 
two aboriginal novels (Ceremony, by Native American 
writer Leslie Marmon Silko, and Three Day Road, by 
Canadian Anishinaabe novelist Joseph Boyden) as paths 
toward spiritual transformation and healing.4 There is a 
longstanding link in aboriginal traditions between spiri-
tual transformation and storytelling, which these two 
novels powerfully reveal. According to McDonough, ab-
original writers have taken traditionally Western literary 
forms such as the novel and radically transformed them 
through their critical work. Both novels, McDonough 
explains, are “invisible nets that hold us close together 

helping us heal from past wounds and also giving us the 
courage and knowledge that we need in our fight for 
social, racial and environmental justice.” This “invisible 
net” that holds us together was also exhibited in the oral 
storytelling of the aboriginal conference presenters.

In conjunction with storytelling, each presentation 
strongly emphasized healing from past wounds. Sr. 
Eva Solomon, an elder of the Ojibway First Nation, is 
a sacred pipe carrier and conductor of the sweat lodge 
and other aboriginal ceremonies. She incorporates both 
traditional aboriginal spirituality and Catholicism into 
her ministry; the interweaving of these worlds was 
abundantly clear as she led conference participants 
through the smudging and sacred pipe ceremonies. Both 
her presentation and her explanation of the ceremonies 
underlined reconciliation as a key part of the process of 
working through abuse. She said that aboriginal people 
not only need to reconcile with their abusers, they must 
be reconciled with themselves for believing the lies they 
were told. These words sunk in deeply as she led us 
through the smudging ceremony, which purifies partici-
pants from all that separates humans from the Creator 
and from each other, and in the sacred pipe ceremony 
that connects the physical and spiritual worlds. 

Mohawk Elder Charlie Patton noted the importance 
of maintaining the traditional way, unpolluted by 
“foreign” constructs. Fitting for an event held on tradi-
tional Mohawk territory, Patton, of the Mohawk Trail 
Longhouse, was invited to say “the words that come be-
fore all else” (Ohenton Karihwatehkwen), which praise 
the Creator for the natural world and for the relationship 
between humans and other creatures. He spoke of his an-
ger and his journey to peace, all the while remembering 
what the elders and chiefs in years past had taught him: 
“The only way our people will be strong is if they will 
be one mind, one body, one spirit.” The insertion of the 
European culture into traditional aboriginal ways, ac-
cording to Patton, must be resisted. He told the story of 
a Mohawk Elder’s dream that had prophesied that when 
the Europeans came to their land, they would bring five 
things that would destroy the Mohawk people: their 
black book (the Bible), their playing cards (resulting 
in gambling), their strong water (the “mind changers,” 
alcohol and drugs to confuse one’s mind and one’s sense 
of identity), their fiddle (representing their culture), and 
their diseases (particularly smallpox). The strange so-
matic experience of listening to Charlie Patton recite the 
blessing, initially in the Mohawk language, was one of 
being carried away into a reverie produced by the rhythm 

Ecumenist Summer 2014.indd   3 14-07-25   09:14



4 / The Ecumenist, Vol. 51, No. 3  Summer 2014

and beauty of the language itself, beneath or beyond its 
meaning. This “sacred” experience was not eradicated 
but enhanced through the rhythm and spiritual depth of 
his presentation when he later spoke a similar blessing 
in English. Despite the message of fierce separation, so 
different from most of the other conference speakers, 
one was left with the experience of profound solidarity 
through the spiritual gift of Charlie Patton’s blessing, the 
words that come before all words.

Although formed in the Catholic Christian tradition, 
the Right Honourable Graydon Nicholas, Lieutenant 
Governor of New Brunswick, expressed his profound 
gratitude to Charlie Patton for his spiritual gift to the 
gathering. Rather than set up dichotomies because 
of their different approaches, Nicholas told his own 
story of coming to terms with the abuse and destruction 
brought to his people through the Euro-Canadian poli-
cies that sought to systematically destroy First Nations 
culture and, ultimately, the people. While he recognized 
that traditional teachings of his people came to clash 
with Christianity, he asserted that there was no contra-
diction or threat between the traditions. For Nicholas, 
the challenge is to communicate how the Gospel has the 
power to uplift rather than destroy. The Christian Church 
is enriched by new traditions. “Not only is Christianity 
relevant to the Indians, but Christ in the members of his 
own body is himself Indian.” How was this message lost, 
he asked, and how might we personify the enlightened 
words of the Gospel through cooperation rather than 
conversion and through community rather than isolated 
selves? In contradistinction to Patton’s message, for 
Graydon Nicholas, “The differences can make us stron-
ger, not weaker.”

Our country now knows that in the late 1800s, it was 
the official policy of the government of Canada and the 
churches to “kill the Indian,” to destroy the language, the 
faith, and the culture in all its forms. We know, Nicholas 
said, that removing children from communities did not 
work and had devastating consequences for generations 
and generations. Yet the “redemptive” moment, accord-
ing to him, came about because there were those, from 
among Sr. Eva Solomon’s ancestors, who fled into the 
woods of northwestern Ontario to avoid going to school 
and so were able to continue the teachings and the 
pipe, smudging, and sweat ceremonies. In the 1980s, 
Graydon Nicholas’ people came to that area of Ontario 
to rediscover and relearn their traditions—traditions 
that had been destroyed after 400 years of contact with 
Christianity and European settlers. For Nicholas, “we 

are being reminded of the original teachings, so that is 
the good, but it has been a painful process and it is still 
going on now.” He reminded us that there were efforts, 
when Europeans and First Nations peoples first met, for 
reconciliation, for true encounter that “somehow got lost 
along the way.” Reconciliation is the “ongoing challenge 
of the churches. It is one thing to read about it, but if you 
experience something then you remember.”

What was very clear during this conference was 
that storytelling takes many forms. Artistic expression 
among aboriginal people is a vital form of storytell-
ing, as was exhibited through the work of Algonquin 
visual artist Nadia Myre and Mohawk filmmaker Sonia 
Bonspiel Boileau. Myre, who graduated from Emily 
Carr University of Art + Design in 1997 and completed 
a Master’s in Fine Art at Concordia University in 2002, 
was the resident artist for the conference. Myre chose to 
exhibit photographs of bead structures she had created. 
“There is something very meditative in that practice,” 
she said. “I always come back to beads.” She shared with 
conference participants that the bead structures help her 
experience her essential person; it is truly a spiritual 
practice, one that allows her to be in touch with her 
roots. “My work helps me to understand who I am and 
what is important to me.” Her practice generates a “ho-
listic voice” rather than emerging as divided, “a separate 
person, half French, half Algonquin.” 

Bonspiel Boileau’s award-winning documentary, Last 
Call Indian, was the result of her “spiritual journey … 
searching for the whole.” She explained that as an indig-
enous person, she experienced being lost, between two 
worlds: one world that was not respected by her friends 
at school and the other world that she came home to at 
night. As did Nadia Myre, she used media and art to help 
her discover herself. Growing up, she did not make an 
effort to discover her Mohawk identity. She was a child 
during the Oka crisis at Kanesatake reserve; she spoke 
of that experience as one of bewilderment. It pushed her 
further away from her Mohawk culture. Discovering that 
her grandfather went to a residential school and then, 
later, that he was dying pushed Sonia to begin to ask 
him questions about what he went through and about her 
own roots as a Mohawk. His death sent her more deeply 
into her quest to understand her Mohawk identity. Last 
Call Indian, with its exploration not only of Mohawk 
culture but also of the current situation of status Indians, 
resulted from this search. When she first went into the 
arts, she had no expectation or desire to “make media 
that would have the message or the question of what it 
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means in this day and age to be aboriginal.” This focus 
came gradually through her life events, the death of her 
grandfather, and the birth of her son. It now animates 
her entire work.

The Right Reverend Mark MacDonald, of Ojibway 
background and Canada’s first National Indigenous 
Anglican Bishop, most directly addressed the “sacred 
space” that “Beyond Dream-Catchers” created in those 
few hours together. He spoke of a growing spiritual 
movement, a movement that is happening for all but 
particularly for indigenous people, and about theology 
from the perspective of Ojibway, what he identified as 
“the perspective of the good walk and the good way.” He 
delineated four points in his presentation to explain his 
own optimism concerning aboriginal spirituality. First, 
in thinking about how indigenous ministry will look 20 
years from now, he says, “The first thing that will happen 
in the future is that we will get a new past.” History must 
be understood as different from the history the Church 
has presented; it must go deeper. In speaking about the 
spiritual movement that is happening for all people, but 
in particular for indigenous people, we need to under-
stand a deeper movement that has been going on for a 
long time. Indigenous people cannot be “tamed” accord-
ing to the European Christian framework. They are most 
resistant to assimilation. Rather, Christianity was as-
similated into their cosmology and used as a supportive 
way to resist the evil. This led to Mark’s second point, 
which has its roots in the first chapter of John’s gospel: 
“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with 
God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning 
with God. All things came into being through him, and 
without him not one thing came into being.” (John 1:1-
2) The word is light to all people. John’s gospel presents 
“a journey of truth through creation and history that is 
relentless.” 

“The idea that appears in the first chapter of the gos-
pel of John,” as MacDonald explains, is that “the Creator 
has placed within history, within creation, a way of life 
that will ultimately triumph over [the colonization of 
peoples].” From this is born a hope that “inspired our 
elders and kept them strong in the face of such despair.” 
For MacDonald, this hope is the heart of a growing 
spiritual movement, one that “has very little to do with 
how we have understood Christian faith and Christian 
institutions in the past.” Understanding what this spiri-
tual movement looks like was Mark’s third point; “it is 
spiritual, and not religious … It is the way that our elders 
have always lived. They have not been good at religion 

but have been very good at spirituality.” They have been 
completely spiritual in every aspect of their lives even 
though, from the perspective of church institutions, they 
may not be “religious.” Finally, what is needed to be 
true to this spiritual movement is to “work on being a 
new community … learning how to live as relatives.” 
We have to understand anew “the way in which Jesus 
commands us to be brothers and sisters of everyone.” As 
MacDonald insists, “Jesus’ command is an artifact of 
Western culture that we know so well, we don’t have to 
hear it anymore.” But, in reality, we need to listen again, 
“to try to understand not what we have always heard but 
what is being said.” This is intricately related to justice. 
“What is very clear is that there has to be a justice for 
indigenous people.” There is a “horrible poverty that is 
obscured by the richness of those who have taken.” The 
spiritual movement that is emerging will demand justice.

It is difficult to capture the spirit of an event such as 
“Beyond Dream-Catchers.” Yet we have a deep desire 
to somehow communicate the energy of that experience 
during the 24-hour period over a Friday evening and 
Saturday early in 2014. So much of the transformative 
dynamic of that event happened in the “in-between” 
spaces where encounter took place. Without being too 
idealistic, it was a moment of justice, of transforma-
tive justice akin to what Mark MacDonald spoke of in 
relation to the work of a new community. This was the 
experience we were left with. As Eva Solomon wrote 
several weeks after the conference, “I have very fond 
memories of that weekend … I was amazed at the 
response. I keep asking myself: What made it so suc-
cessful?”

Conclusion – Challenges in Dialogue, 
Dialectic and Spiritual Transformation
The challenge of learning from each other. While, for 
the most part, settlers and their descendants remain 
woefully ignorant of aboriginal people, their cultures 
and spiritualities, and the history of their interactions 
with Euro-Canadians, this conference revealed a genu-
ine interest in some quarters to correct this situation 
and to come to learn from aboriginal people. For some, 
this emerging interest may express itself in the desire to 
take relevant courses or follow academic programs. For 
others, it may take the route of walking with aboriginal 
people who are seeking to correct historical injustices 
regarding land or who are resisting irresponsible exploi-
tation of natural resources. For still others, it may foster 
the desire to learn an aboriginal language or, even more 
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importantly, to encourage young aboriginals to learn 
their ancestral language. 

The challenge of acknowledging pluralism and com-
plexity. The participants in the conference, especially 
those who are less familiar with aboriginal realities, 
were able to grasp the diversity of positions among 
aboriginal persons and among aboriginal nations. For 
example, when it comes to Christianity, participants 
were able to observe that some aboriginal people have 
embraced wholeheartedly (but not uncritically) the 
religious tradition brought by missionaries and have 
established themselves as credible leaders within their 
churches. Others have decided that their own spiritual 
traditions should not be contaminated by the teachings 
and institutions associated with Christianity. Still others, 
rooted in their own religious experience, have decided 
to incorporate Christian beliefs into their traditions and 
ceremonies. Others prefer to draw from Christianity in 
certain settings and to draw from their ancestral tradi-
tions and ceremonies in other circumstances. 

In terms of relations with the governments of Canada, 
some aboriginals refuse to recognize the legislative au-
thority of Canada and of the provinces over their land 
and over their lives. Others are struggling to emancipate 
themselves from the tutelage imposed upon them by the 
Indian Act. Some are seeking to find opportunities to 
advance their communities’ interests within the current, 
albeit imperfect, framework, through bargaining, nego-
tiations, and settlements. The relationship of aboriginal 
nations with Canadian governmental entities is becom-
ing more complex with the migration of aboriginals to 
urban centres. 

Such divergence in positions needs first to be ac-
knowledged. But to refuse to examine contradictory 
positions, in the name of cultural or social relativism, 
will over the long term only serve to enhance the inter-
ests of those who hold power. Conflicting positions must 
be examined to elucidate the presence of different forms 
of bias. For example, a particular position might be 
based on the belief that reality is what is experienced by 
the senses, whereas a conflicting position will be based 
on the belief that reality is known through sensory ex-
perience that is organized by understanding and posited 
by judgments and belief. The world, in the latter case, 
takes on layers of meaning that are continually checked 
and rechecked by judgments of a particular community: 
a certain piece of land is not just stands of lumber to 

be exploited, but rather the source and locus of identity 
for a people with a unique history. Such a process of 
dialectic will be demanding and time-consuming. It is a 
function to which theology is well-suited and to which 
theologians can make a significant contribution. 

The challenge of spiritual transformation. 
The conference also pointed to the need for spiritual 
transformation, addressed to all of us, aboriginal and 
non-aboriginal, who have been affected directly or 
indirectly by centuries-long policies of exclusion or 
assimilation, including the residential school system. 
Everyone who lives on this land is concerned by the 
evil that resulted from misguided policies. The chal-
lenge is to transform the evil suffered into a good 
that will benefit many. The conference pointed to the 
example of saints who live among us, in our communi-
ties, who have embraced this willingness to transform 
evil into a good, and to the example of saints who 
have gone before us, like Kateri Tekakwitha and Rose 
Prince, who continue to guide us on the path to recon-
ciliation. The “Beyond Dream-Catchers” conference 
reminds us that we are not alone on this path.
Dr. Christine Jamieson is a professor in the theological studies depart-
ment of Concordia University in Montreal and the author of the recent 
book Christian Ethics and the Crisis of Gender Violence: Kristeva’s 
Reading of Religion, Culture and the Human Psyche.

Brian McDonough, B.C.L., MA, is director of the Social Action Office, 
Catholic Archdiocese of Montreal and a part-time lecturer in the theologi-
cal studies department at Concordia University.

1 Taken from a brochure prepared for the unveiling of the statue. The 
brochure is located on the Concordia University website: http://www.con-
cordia.ca/content/dam/concordia/docs/public-art/McGaryChiefbrochure.
pdf.

2 “The TRC is a component of the Indian Residential Schools 
Settlement Agreement. Its mandate is to inform all Canadians about what 
happened in Indian Residential Schools (IRS). The Commission will docu-
ment the truth of survivors, families, communities and anyone personally 
affected by the IRS experience. This includes First Nations, Inuit and Métis 
former Indian Residential School students, their families, communities, the 
Churches, former school employees, Government and other Canadians. The 
Commission has a five-year mandate and is supported by a TRC Secretariat, 
which is a federal government department.” http://www.trc.ca/websites/
trcinstitution/index.php?p=10.

3 “The Aboriginal population increased by 232,385 people, or 20.1% 
between 2006 and 2011, compared with 5.2% for the non-Aboriginal 
population.” http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/nhs-enm/2011/as-sa/99-011-x/99-
011-x2011001-eng.cfm.

4 The novels were Ceremony by Native American writer Leslie 
Marmon Silko (New York: Penguin Books, 1986, originally published by 
Viking Penguin, 1977) and Three Day Road by Canadian Anishinaabe nov-
elist, Joseph Boyden (New York: Viking Penguin, 2005).
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Majorities and Minorities: Religion and Justice in India
Arvind Sharma
McGill University, Montreal

Certain kinds of notions about the roles of majori-
ties or minorities in relation to democracy can be 

identified in the Western world. For instance, an elec-
tion is held and those who win a majority are declared 
elected. However, lest this arrangement deteriorate into 
majoritarianism, democracies also often provide protec-
tions for ethnic and other kinds of minorities. In fact, it 
has even been claimed that the health of a democratic 
polity can be judged by the way it treats its minorities. 
However, in this context, the concept of the majority is 
electoral, but that of the minority is defined in terms of 
religion, language, ethnicity, and so on. That is to say, 
it is non-electoral (although minorities may play a role 
in the electoral outcome). This also means that as elec-
toral majorities shift with electoral outcomes, majorities 
are, in that sense, fleeting. The ‘minority’, however, is 
defined by more stable features, and its identity per-
sists through these shifts. This is because a minority 
is defined not in relation to an electoral majority, but 
in relation to the religious, linguistic, or ethnic groups 
that may characterize that polity. In the United States, 
for instance, Muslims and Jews would be a minority in 
terms of religion, Spanish-speaking Hispanics a minor-
ity in terms of language, and blacks a minority in terms 
of ethnicity. There is, therefore, a clear distinction to 
be made between electoral majorities and minorities 
and non-electoral majorities and minorities in modern 
democracies.

The relationship between these two types of ma-
jorities and minorities has not been a major issue in the 
functioning of democratic polities. True blacks in the US 
tend to vote Democrat rather than Republican, and so 
on, but these remain tendencies because in a two-party 
system, these minorities rarely play a decisive role in 
determining the outcome. This would be the case if all 
whites voted only Republican and all blacks voted only 
Democrat. In a two-party system, therefore, the various 
minorities get subsumed in terms of overall electoral 
majorities and minorities.

Let us take a different democratic model into account, 
in which a two-party system is replaced by a multi-party 
system. In such a system, the various religious, linguis-
tic, ethnic, and other minorities will have a far greater 

role in determining the electoral outcome than in a two-
party system, because the votes in general will tend 
to get divided among the various parties. Anyone who 
can capture a minority as a vote bank will now stand a 
chance of winning the election with a minority of votes, 
because the votes get divided among the various parties. 
Consider a constituency with 80 percent whites and 20 
percent blacks that has a multi-party system. If six par-
ties are in the fray and the white votes are divided among 
five of them, with each receiving under 20 percent of 
the votes, then a party that secures all the black votes 
will win the election, even though the constituency is 80 
percent white. The outcome that a black-supported party 
can win in a white-majority constituency is counter-
intuitive but entirely feasible.

This brings us to the case of India, where this scenario 
has actually been happening. The population of India is 
roughly 80 percent Hindu and 15 percent Muslim, yet it 
is the Muslim vote that determined which Indian party 
would win, because the Hindu vote was divided among 
different parties along the lines of caste, regional, and 
linguistic identities, which prevail over the Hindu iden-
tity of voters, splitting the Hindu vote. Thus anyone the 
Muslims voted for as a block would get elected – which 
was usually the Indian National Congress.

This outcome was possible as long as the Muslim 
vote could be consolidated (or ‘polarized’), while the 
Hindu vote remained fragmented. This state of affairs 
continued for several decades. 

The election of 2014, however, witnessed some new 
developments in terms of this calculus and marked the 
culmination of two complementary trends. On the one 
hand, more and more parties witnessed the success of 
the Muslim vote-bank politics of the Indian National 
Congress, and therefore also began to make a play for 
the Muslim vote. The Samajvadi Party in U.P. and the 
Janata Dal (United) Party in Bihar were two such parties 
that began to vie with the Indian National Congress for 
the Muslim vote. This caused the Muslim vote to frag-
ment. 

On the other hand, years of Muslim polarization led 
to what has been described as the “reverse polarization” 
of the Hindu vote, which became consolidated over 
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what was viewed as the appeasement of the minorities—
mainly Muslims—by the Indian National Congress.

The electoral outcome took all observers by sur-
prise. For the first time in 20 years, a single party won 
a straight majority in the house. This was the Hindu 
Nationalist Party, known by the acronym BJP (Bharatiya 
Janata Party, or Indian People’s Party). And not a single 
Muslim was elected from India’s most populous state, 
where Muslims constitute 20 percent of the population.

Many political analysts had warned that what is 
known as vote-bank politics was a dangerous game 
to play in India precisely for this reason: namely, that 
treating minorities as a vote bank might trigger a con-
solidation of the majority into a vote bank as a reaction 
to it. I once had an opportunity to explore this possibility 
with a Muslim intellectual. I pointed out to him that mi-
norities enjoy more rights than the majority in the Indian 
Constitution and asked whether this was desirable in 
a democracy. His response was that minorities should 
have more rights than the majority, to make them feel 
safe against the possible inroads of majoritarianism. It is 
also true that Mahatma Gandhi had always maintained 
that it was the duty of the majority to make the minority 
feel safe in a polity. 

As against this, parties like the BJP have maintained 
that the proper approach to the problem of minorities is 
represented by their slogan: “Justice for all and appease-
ment for none.” Muslim vote-bank politics in India is 
often referred to by its opponents as Muslim appease-
ment, because in order to keep the vote bank intact, 
one needs to keep offering inducements to vote for the 
Indian National Congress.

These electoral results raise an important issue and 
allow us to draw an important conclusion.

The issue is this: How best are the rights and the well-
being of a minority preserved in a polity containing a 
religious, linguistic, or ethnic majority? The idealistic 
view argues for special protections to the minorities. 
The realistic view argues for the same protections for 
the minorities as for the majority, with special care of 
them being taken not by giving them more rights, but by 
ensuring that their rights, shared by them with the rest of 
the citizens, do not become abridged just because these 
people are a minority.

The conclusion is this: one’s solicitude for the minor-
ities (that they not be subject to discrimination) should 
not be carried to the point that the majority starts feeling 
it is being discriminated against in the process, as this 
might generate a backlash that might damage major-

ity–minority relations, which may have been healthy to 
begin with.

How this might happen may be illustrated with two 
concrete examples. 

All the citizens of most secular countries in the 
world are governed by the same laws, but this is not 
the case with India. The criminal law applies to all, 
but the minorities in India are governed by their own 
personal law, which means that Muslims in India can 
have four wives at a time, but Hindus cannot, as their 
law has been streamlined to ensure monogamy. This 
means that if a Hindu wants to marry a second time, he 
is free to convert to Islam, because the Constitution up-
holds religious freedom. Once a Muslim, he can legally 
marry a second time. Some Hindus also convert to avoid 
paying alimony to their former wives after a divorce. 
Muslim and Christian Personal Law was not reformed 
soon after independence, unlike Hindu Law, so as not 
to hurt the sentiments of the minorities and make them 
feel insecure in a Hindu majority India. The unintended 
consequence of this has been that the rights of Hindu 
women have been compromised; some of these women 
have even appealed to the Supreme Court against such 
attempts, and the Court struck down such conversions in 
what is known as the Mudgal case. Not all cases go to 
court, however. In any event, it is clear that the attempt 
to uphold minority rights in ways that compromise the 
rights of the majority could lead to serious repercus-
sions.

Similarly, under the Indian Constitution, minori-
ties can manage their own religious endowments and 
institutions, and the government can intervene only in 
rare instances, if at all. The government has no such 
inhibitions in dealing with the religious endowments 
and institutions of the majority religion. The situation 
became so bad in the state of West Bengal some de-
cades ago—when the communist government in power 
interfered so much—that a quintessential Hindu body, 
the Ramakrishna Mission, went to court to claim that it 
represented a minority religion called Ramakrishnaism, 
which had nothing to do with Hinduism! All this to get 
the envied protections enjoyed by a minority religion. 
That the High Court accepted their claim caused a scan-
dal in India. The claim was subsequently rejected by the 
Supreme Court.

It is clear, then, that the practice of asymmetrical 
secularism in the name of solicitude for minorities can 
cause a backlash.
Dr. Arvind Sharma is a professor in the faculty of religious studies of 
McGill University and the author of many books on the literature, spiritu-
ality, and social ethics of Hinduism.
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Moral Imagination in Transformative Theological Work
Marilyn J. Legge 
Emmanuel College, Toronto School of Theology

Introduction 

In this essay I consider what moral imagination is, 
why we need it in doing Christian theology and eth-

ics, and how it works in a world of inestimable beauty 
and wisdom that is also ripped apart by violence and 
greed, exploitation and marginalization, the growing 
gap of rich and poor, ecocide and wars, torture with im-
punity and shredded human rights.1 Material conditions 
shape the way eco-social relations are in dizzying flux 
under the surges of the globalization of capitalism and 
its instigation of massive flows of people across lands 
and oceans, and above all the dislocation, rupture, and 
erasure of communities and ecologies. The church is 
embedded in these social relations that shape not only its 
role, but also its identity in a decidedly conflicted, plu-
ralist, multicultural, and diversely religious landscape.

Prophetically, the moral life God requires of us is to 
do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly in God’s way 
(Micah 6:8). Following this tradition, Jesus transformed 
relationships with the divine power of love and truth he 
incarnated. In a world of suffering, lack, and alienation, 
the human experience of divine love and liberation, of 
healing and justice embodied and envisioned in Jesus’ 
basileia tou theou—the “kin-dom of God,” “the rule 
of God,” “the reign of God”—engenders moral imagi-
nation of co-creative participation towards peace and 
fullness of life for all creation. 

What is Moral Imagination?
John Paul Lederach assures us that imagination is the 
most creative—and humbling—resource for transfor-
mation. Harvesting the fruit of his work from decades 
in global peacebuilding efforts, he considers the moral 
imagination to be “the capacity to imagine something 
rooted in the challenges of the real world yet capable 
of giving birth to that which does not yet exist.”2 Moral 
imagination (re-visioning, re-framing) is vital for doing 
theology and ethics that are grounded in and for abun-
dant life of the world God so loves.3 These endeavours 
attend to and construe divine-human-cosmic relation in 
the struggles about what kind of people to become and 
what responsible action entails. To bear responsible and 
transformative witness to Christian faith, hope, and love, 

theology and ethics rely thoroughly on moral imagina-
tion.4

Moral vision is the key for gauging moral life. While 
moral imagination enables re-visioning of what does 
not yet exist, “moral vision establishes the reference 
point for the other elements of the moral life”5—namely, 
virtues, values, and moral obligations. As Bruce Birch 
and Larry Rasmussen explain, “The most basic moral 
notions we have—what is good, right, and fitting—make 
sense or fail to make sense to us in light of the par-
ticular moral vision we embrace.”6 Moral vision is the 
socialized and often dimly noticed internalization of 
moral reflection of the communities we move among. 
The reigning dynamics of power (held in the global jaws 
of promoting “the good life” of possessive individual-
ism and valorization of profit and capital) continue to be 
grievously dis-ordered and shape oppressive moralities 
today. But they are not totally secure, and neither are 
moral vision and its related action. For example, note 
how moral vision shifts historically—from defending 
the institution of slavery to formally ending it; from 
legally defining women as subordinate to men to mak-
ing them persons before the law; from criminalizing 
those who were not heterosexual to including them in 
the Charter of Rights; and from denying aboriginal title 
to land to the recent historic and unanimous Supreme 
Court decision to honouring First Nations’ title rights. 
That vision as an intrinsic social factor can fuel change 
matters for the role and relevance of moral imagination.

Recall, too, the significance for moral imagination 
of the primary feminist protest against the underlying 
dualism of the mind/body and public/private split in the 
dominant Western theological tradition. Privileging all 
knowledge as body-mediated challenged the notion that 
the basic category of theological envisagement is “the 
concept.” As Beverly Harrison explains, “[c]oncepts 
function to explain reality. Theological language evokes 
reality … the primal and irreplaceable mode of theologi-
cal discourse is the image and relatedly, the metaphor … 
those fundamental images that put us in touch with life 
through vision.”7 The embodiment of faith matters. 
Against dominant moral theologies’ appeal to rational 
faculties and to dogmatic formulations, liberative theol-
ogies and ethics place importance not only on discursive 
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communication, but also on the embodied presence of 
images, myths, and rituals in the continuing process 
of “conversion to the Other” and seeking sustainable 
justice-love in all our relations.8 Moral imagination en-
ables us to see love in a world where it is does not always 
seem visible. 

Christian ethics in faith-and-justice traditions are 
shaped by moral horizons of the formative experience 
of God’s liberating love and the gospel of seeking first 
the kin-dom of God incarnated by Jesus. Given this vo-
cation, the moral vision of solidarity for common good 
is undergirded by a moral imagination of tender and 
tenacious power to act with and for those who are “oth-
ered” by policies secured by dominant sectors of wealth 
and decision-making. For example, action to demand a 
national inquiry into and public accountability for the 
murdered and missing Aboriginal girls and women, 
to protest ecocidal anti-climate change legislation, to 
challenge refusal of medical aid to refugee claimants, 
and to stop the indifference and outright hostility to the 
growing needs for sustainability, a living wage, income 
security, affordable housing, and adequate daycare. 

The moral life can be understood, in part, then, as a 
search for images whereby we try to interpret our own 
suffering, problems, and joys in relation to the experi-
ences of concrete others and their social worlds. Some 
biblical metaphors have, over the centuries, continued to 
give sustenance and guidance for alternative futures: for 
example, of lions lying down with lambs, of dead bones 
dancing, of manna in the wilderness, of people build-
ing houses and living in them, of pounding swords into 
ploughshares, and of unlikely friendships and agents 
bearing divine clues. Moral imagination allows us to 
follow hunches, desires, and suspicions, and energizes 
new possibilities.

Why Moral Imagination? 
Moral imagination relates us always to deep connection 
and to limitation, suffering, and loss because it is these 
lived-world experiences that need visions of justice-love 
and different possibilities of liberation and resurrection. 
Moral imagination evokes a “passion for the possible,” 
where passion is “the basis of our non-instrumental 
relations for others, and it takes us beyond fixed char-
acter, social roles, and institutional arrangements.”9 
While imagination does participate in reason, sensing, 
judgement, understanding and conscience,10 its role is 
to seek and create spaces beyond the places that exist. 
Not confined by what is, or what is known, imagination 

is the art of creating what does not exist.11 For example, 
since 2001, the World Social Forum shapes and shares 
a vision that “Another World is Possible.” It is a global 
space that is plural, diverse, non-governmental, and non-
partisan dedicated to imagine, advocate, and organize 
alternatives.

Moral imagination is thus tied to rationalities and 
alternative knowledge that dovetails the work of 
imagination with critical social analysis and action. For 
example, liberative theological work recognizes the his-
torical context today as “postcolonial”—in the sense that 
the process of colonization through economic, cultural, 
and political conquest of First Nations people is not over 
but rather both more contested and more visible.12 A 
primary moral agenda is to decolonize Christianity’s im-
brication in imperial relations.13 In her activist grassroots 
and scholarly work, Andrea Smith calls for imagining 
how to live well together beyond the colonial relations 
that have structured all our lives very differently in terms 
of privilege and domination.14 Her challenge, shared by 
those with ears to hear and eyes to see, is this: What does 
it mean to believe and act together, as differently situated 
people, as those who desist from privilege and who resist 
oppression?15 

If justice-love is good news, a contemporary name 
for grace is solidarity: the cultivation of self-respecting, 
other-regarding persons in relation is manifest in claim-
ing the power to initiate, to bring something new to birth 
in the world, to treat each other with mutual respect, to 
share power fairly, and to learn to recognize resurrection 
in a new way of life in service of common good. To live 
in solidarity with and across difference of eco-social sit-
uatedness, moral agency is better imaged as integrating 
thought and feeling, body and soul, response and action, 
private and public, intimate and eco-social contexts. 
This intersectionality helps re-member Jesus’ way—to 
reckon with and resist evil, to organize in solidarity with 
the poor, and to mend the world towards healing earth 
community, our one home.16 

Imagination, in short, refers to the power to sort, to 
shape, and to integrate disparate elements of varied so-
cial worlds using images, symbols, stories, theories, and 
rituals. To imagine is to make constellations of things 
that matter, which prod, comfort, surprise, shock, and 
give meaning. For example, Walter Brueggemann calls 
for “prophetic imagination” in order not only to respond 
to exigencies and historically lamentable injustices of 
structural sin and evil, but also to act toward shaping 
the world in the direction of justice and love. For him, 
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the generative, constitutive power of imagination is re-
quired for a liberation hermeneutics whereby prophetic 
texts are heard as offers of reality to counter dominant 
ones that are characteristically uncritical of itself. He 
reiterates why prophetic imagination requires more than 
the old liberal confrontation model of “prophet versus 
established power” of former mainline church expres-
sions: because this confrontational approach is “largely 
ineffectual posturing.” If the point is to contribute to 
effecting change in social vision and social policy, the 
would-be prophetic voice will find wisdom and courage 
and “then invite immense imagination to know how to 
move from such texts to actual circumstances.”17 As a 
performative “art-science,” Christian ethics relies thor-
oughly on imagination.18 

What Does Moral Imagination Look Like?  
How Is It Nurtured?
Theologies and ethics concerned with moving toward 
more equitable, compassionate, and sustainable social 
and global orders intentionally draw on moral vision 
and processes of generating moral imagination. What 
would it take to release thwarted power, mobilize and 
share resources, and inspire creativity? In Common Fire: 
Lives of Commitment in a Complex World, the process 
of imagination is depicted as happening around the 
edges of current understanding, where we work to move 
beyond current knowledge and give form to emerging 
experience. The instigating feature of moral imagina-
tion is the awareness of contradiction between what is 
and what should be. We become curious or troubled or 
devastated by dissonance, as in experiencing or witness-
ing injustice. Becoming conscious of contradiction and 
conflict interrupts familiar ways of being and can turn 
what we know best into “something strange and puz-
zling.” Then, if we take time to pause (for example, in 
sleep, contemplation, solitude, or play) to do something 
outside the apparent fixed and stable arrangements we 
are used to, we might discover a new image-insight to 
name and convey the truth of the experience. Unless one 
finds a connection between the new insight and lived-
world experience, the insight will languish. It is crucial, 
therefore, to move into a process of repatterning and 
reframing so that the image-symbol becomes a key to 
recomposing the usual pattern of meaning and under-
standing; and if the new insight about how to live in the 
world is valid and embraced, it needs to be articulated 
and acted upon in the midst of interested publics such as 
religious bodies. 

Cynthia Moe-Lobeda’s critical mystical vision is an 
example of this process for generating and replenishing 
moral imagination in theological and spiritual terms.19 
She interweaves moral agency with mystical life as 
interdependent in the challenge to face the potential pa-
ralysis of “what is” by tending to and being open to the 
life-giving Spirit of life coursing throughout creation. 
She offers a theological imagination that acknowledges 
“what is” yet seeks to birth that which does not yet ex-
ist by “seeing ever more fully the sacred Spirit of life 
coursing throughout creation and leading it—despite 
all evidence to the contrary—into abundant life for 
all.”20 She embraces the mysterium tremendum known 
in multiple Christian mystical traditions: that God, the 
source of life itself, loves beyond all comprehension 
and evokes deep compassion for the pain and needs of 
others. Receiving this divine love “engenders the moral-
spiritual power to serve God and to love self and others 
regardless of the risks entailed.”21 

Conclusion
To imagine is to make constellations of things that 
matter, which prod, comfort, surprise, shock, and give 
meaning. Imagination refers to the power to sort, to 
shape, and to integrate disparate elements of varied so-
cial worlds using images, symbols, stories, theories, and 
rituals. I have underscored that due diligence is required 
when we claim or relinquish images, stories, identities, 
theories, and attachments that encourage or prevent 
forming respectful, life-giving, and life-saving relations 
with ourselves and others. The moral imagination is a vi-
tal resource that repatterns and reframes “what is” under 
conditions of domination and subordination that defy 
common good and sparks visions and action to engage 
difference and otherness for justice-love in all relations 
so that all may “have life and have it abundantly.” (John 
10:10)

Dr. Marilyn Legge is professor of Christian Ethics at Emmanuel College 
in the Toronto School of Theology. 

1 I am grateful to Gregory Baum for his invitation to write about the 
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Elizabeth Bounds for her astute feedback on earlier drafts of this essay. 
I dedicate this essay to Christopher Lind, ecumenist, theological ethics 
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grounded in sharing visions and ethics of justice and love.
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Building (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), ix, 29, 182.

Ecumenist Summer 2014.indd   11 14-07-25   09:14



12 / The Ecumenist, Vol. 51, No. 3  Summer 2014

3 I draw on some of my earlier work in this essay. See for example, 
“Christian Ethics, Social Science and Moral Imagination,” in Jeff Nowers 
and Nestor Medina, eds. Theology and the Crisis of Engagement: Essays 
on the Relationship between Theology and the Social Sciences (Eugene, 
OR: Pickwick Press, 2013), 25–40; “Building Inclusive Communities of 
Life” in Donald Schweitzer and Derek Simon, eds., Intersecting Voices: 
Critical Theologies in a Land of Diversity (Ottawa: Novalis, 2004); “Multi-
dialogical Spiraling: Healing and Justice in Feminist Theology and Ethics,” 
in Gender, Genre and Religion: Feminist Reflections, Morny Joy and Eva 
Neumaier Dargyay, eds. (Waterloo, ON: Wilfred Laurier Press for Calgary 
Institute for the Humanities, 1995): 225–38.

4 See for example, Ellen Ott Marshall, Though the Fig Tree Does Not 
Blossom: Toward a Responsible Theology of Christian Hope (Nashville, 
TN: Abingdon Press, 2006), x–xii.

5 Bruce C. Birch and Larry L. Rasmussen, Bible and Ethics in 
Christian Life (Minnesota, MN: Augsburg Fortress, 1989), 62.

6 Ibid.
7 Beverly W. Harrison, “Restoring the Tapestry of Life: A Vocation of 

Feminist Theology,” The Drew Gateway, 54, no. 1 (1984): 42–43.
8 See, for example, Kwok Pui Lan on the sacred status of women’s 

stories of struggles for personhood in “Discovering the Bible in the Non-
Biblical World,” Semeia 47 (1989): 36.

9 Mark Johnson, Moral Imagination: Implications of Cognitive Science 
for Ethics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), 200.

10 Laurent A. Parks Daloz, Cheryl H. Keen, James P. Keen, and Sharon 
Daloz Parks, eds. Common Fire: Lives of Commitment in a Complex 
World (Boston: Beacon Press, 1996), 132; with reference to Samuel 
Taylor Coleridge, The Friend, B. Rooke, ed., Vol. 1 (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1969), 177.

11 John Paul Lederach, Moral Imagination: The Art and Soul of Peace 
Building (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 28.

12 See for example, Robert J. C. Young, Postcolonialism: A Very Short 
Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003); Leela Gandhi¸ 
Postcolonial Theory: A Critical Introduction (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1998); Catherine Keller et al., eds., Postcolonial 
Theologies: Divinity and Empire (Atlanta, GA: Chalice Press, 2004).

13 Kwok Pui Lan discusses postcolonial imagination as historical, dia-
logical, and diasporic in her erudite and teachable Postcolonial Imagination 
and Feminist Theology (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 
2005).

14 See for example, Andrea Smith, “Decolonizing Theology”: http://
www.academia.edu/1835185/Decolonizing_Theology. 

15 See Andrea Smith, http://andrea366.wordpress.com/2013/08/14/the-
problem-with-privilege-by-andrea-smith. 

16 See The Ecumenist at https://abonnement.novalis.ca/eng/open/ecu-
menist.htm.

17 See Walter Brueggeman, “Preface to the Revised Edition” in The 
Prophetic Imagination (Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg Fortress Press, 2001, 
second edition).

18 See Daniel Maguire, “Ethics: How to Do It,” in Death by Choice 
(New York: Schocken, 1975), 77–114.

19 See Cynthia D. Moe-Lobeda, “Opening Words,” in Resisting 
Structural Evil: Love and Ecological and Economic Vocation (Minneapolis, 
MN: Augsburg Fortress Press, 2013) xvii–xviii.

20 Ibid., 112.
21 Ibid., 140.

Signs:  
Seven Words of Hope
Jean Vanier

On the occasion of the 50th anniversary of the very first L’Arche 
community, the world-renowned Canadian philosopher and theologian 
Jean Vanier once again shares with us the wisdom that comes from a 
life lived with God’s beloved, the often marginalized members of society. 
Vanier offers to us profound insight for cultivating and creating churches 
that are truly inclusive of all members so that all might have a share in 
God’s gifts. While speaking specifically to the contemporary crisis in 
the Church, Vanier’s vision applies to any society or community, from 
families to wide social groups.

Jean Vanier, Ph.D., son of former Governor General of Canada 
Georges Vanier and Pauline Vanier, is a philosopher, humanitarian 
and founder of L’Arche, an international organization that creates 
communities where people with intellectual disabilities and those who 
assist them live together.

144pp PB  978-2-89646-637-5  $16.95 

 Available at your local bookstore or call 1- 800 -387-7164 to order

Ecumenist Summer 2014.indd   12 14-07-25   09:14



The Ecumenist, Vol. 51, No. 3  Summer 2014 / 13

The Labour Movement and Conversion to Solidarity
Gregory Baum 
Centre justice et foi, Montreal

The recent issue of Canadian Dimension (vol. 48, 
May/June 2014) presents a series of articles on 

the future of the labour movement in Canada. In his 
Introduction to that issue, Cy Conick recalls the achieve-
ments of the organized working class movements in the 
19th and 20th centuries, up to the 1960s. He then men-
tions several developments, beginning in the 1970s, that 
have led to the decline of the organized labour movement, 
such as the increasing automation of the industries, the 
deindustrialization of the North, and the laws introduced 
by governments to weaken labour unions. Conick then 
cites a question posed by the Swedish sociologist Goran 
Therborn: “Are there any rising social forces today that 
could be functionally equivalent to the organized work-
ing class in the 20th century?” 

Movements Opposed to Capitalism
Therborn’s reply to his own question is the following. 
While there exists no organized anti-capitalist mass 
movement today, other kinds of social forces have 
emerged that wrestle against neoliberal capitalism. 
He mentions indigenous peoples, the unemployed, the 
excluded, and groups of middle-class people, such as 
students and ecologists. Therborn does not refer to the 
residual industrial working class in the North which, he 
believes, is too weak to pose any anti-capitalist chal-
lenge.

I have read the articles in this issue with great interest. 
I perceive two different positions taken by their authors. 
All of them recognize the reluctance of labour unions 
and the New Democratic Party (NDP) to challenge 
the capitalist economy. In the present socio-political 
climate, labour unions prefer to cooperate with man-
agement, make concessions, and save as many jobs 
as possible, and the NDP addresses itself to “ordinary 
Canadians,” no longer to the working class. Yet some 
authors in this issue have not lost confidence in these 
institutions: they make several suggestions for what 
labour unions can do to regain their vitality and attract 
public support, and they urge the NDP to return to its 
socialist roots.

Quite different is the position taken by the authors 
who, agreeing with Therborn’s analysis, look for the 

emergence of new anti-capitalist movements and recom-
mend the cooperation of these movements as a single 
force opposed to neoliberal economics. The examples 
they refer to include Idle No More, the mobilization of 
Aboriginal peoples, Time for Outrage! or Indigniez-
vous!, the mobilization of the frustrated worldwide, 
and the massive students’ strike of 2012 in Quebec. 
Many people in the peace movement recognize that the 
globalization of neoliberal capitalism, widening the gap 
between rich and poor, fosters violent conflicts within 
nations and between nations. People in the ecological 
movement are also aware that the globalization of the 
unregulated market system poses the greatest threat to 
the natural environment. Ethnic and racial prejudices 
are universal vices, but the high unemployment rate 
among certain groups of immigrants manifests employ-
ers’ unwillingness to face their prejudices, betraying an 
absence of solidarity caused by the capitalist culture of 
individualism. Can these opponents of capitalism be 
brought together as a single force?

The articles of this issue of Canadian Dimension 
offer descriptions of several new progressive social proj-
ects, such as Community Unionism in Vancouver, the 
Immigrant Workers Centre in Montreal, and the pluralist 
anti-capitalist organization Solidarity Halifax. Several 
references are made to Québec Solidaire, Quebec’s plu-
ralist socialist/feminist political party. 

The Ethical Foundation of Solidarity 
Reading this issue of the review as a theologian, I am 
puzzled as to why the authors in solidarity with the vic-
tims of capitalism do not reflect on ethics—that is to say, 
on the reasons why people should commit themselves 
to solidarity. The ethics of mainstream liberalism has 
always been enlightened self-interest. Even the labour 
movement used to rely on enlightened self-interest. This 
is how their argument went: powerless by himself to 
improve the material conditions of his life, the worker 
recognizes that in solidarity with the entire working 
class, he may be able to transform the exploitative insti-
tutions. This is a utilitarian argument in favour of labour 
solidarity. As a matter of fact, without reflecting on any 
ethical theory, vast numbers of workers were urged by 
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a voice in their conscience to work for social justice 
and practise solidarity, a cultural remnant of Jewish and 
Christian ethical teaching. 

Today, the utilitarian argument in favour of solidar-
ity no longer works. Why should workers extend their 
solidarity to marginalized groups in society? Doing this 
would not improve the material conditions of their own 
lives. Why should workers stand against racist contempt 
and the subordination of women? Why should they sup-
port the struggle of Aboriginal peoples? Why should 
workers (and people in general) be in solidarity with the 
impoverished masses in the global South? Why should 
we protect the natural environment for the benefit of 
subsequent generations? These questions call for ethical 
reflection. 

Because religious and secular ethical traditions have 
often legitimated the established order and called for 
obedience to the authorities, even if they were unjust 
and oppressive, progressive thinkers and actors have 
been suspicious of ethics and avoided raising issues of 
personal conscience. Since the ethics of religious and 
secular cultures demanded obedience to the authorities, 
patience by people suffering injustice, and the subordi-
nation of women to male decision makers, progressive 
men and women often advocate non-conformity and 
disobedience. Yet after the protest against an ethics of 
control, issues of human suffering emerge that call for 
new ethical reflection. Are these persuasive ethical argu-
ments in favour of universal solidarity, beginning with 
the poor and oppressed?

Solidarism
Important in the political debates in Quebec are the ideas 
of a group of French philosophers writing at the end 
of the 19th century. Best known among them is Léon 
Bourgeois, who present rational arguments in favour of 
universal solidarity. They called their political theory le 
solidarisme. Realizing that liberté, égalité, fraternité—
the ethical inheritance of the French Revolution—has 
been increasingly interpreted in an individualistic man-
ner, following the impact of the free market economy, 
these philosophers tried to restore the social dimension 
to the republican tradition. Using arguments drawn from 
biology, the social sciences, and philosophical reflec-
tion, Léon Bourgeois demonstrated that men and women 
are summoned by reason to commit themselves to uni-
versal solidarity. While Darwin stressed the struggle for 
survival in the animal kingdom, Bourgeois was more 
impressed by the cooperation and interconnectedness in 

the world of nature, thus offering a different reading of 
biological evolution. With Durkheim and other sociolo-
gists, Bourgeois recognized that men and women enter 
into their humanity thanks to the care, work, and cooper-
ation of their community. Building together the society 
in which they live, people become interdependent, rely 
on the cooperation of all, and come to recognize them-
selves as oriented toward social solidarity. 

Philosophical reflection reveals that exploitation and 
oppression do more than harm the victims: they produce 
an ideological culture that legitimates these injustices 
and damages society as a whole. Humanistic arguments, 
echoing Hegel’s analysis of the master/servant relation-
ship, convinced Bourgeois that the dominator or the 
dominating elite becomes partially blind, acquires a dis-
torted perception of reality, damages its own humanity, 
and imposes increasingly oppressive conditions upon 
society. Reason operative in the conscience of the rulers 
also calls them to solidarity with the ruled. 

The solidarism of Bourgeois and his colleagues was 
not a version of Marxism. Solidarism did not wish to 
abolish markets; it wanted markets to be regulated by 
law and tamed by a culture of solidarity. Nor did their 
solidarism favour the class struggle; it urged the trans-
formation of society through political action following 
democratic principles and respecting human rights.

 As heirs to the French republican tradition, Bourgeois 
and his colleagues were strongly anti-clerical. They de-
nounced the Christian ideal of charity as a patronizing 
message and claimed that the Church was concerned not 
with life on this earth, but with life in heaven. They re-
peated this claim even after 1891, the year of Leo XIII’s 
encyclical Rerum novarum, which denounced the un-
regulated market system and its culture of competition 
and unlimited personal gain. That the republican authors 
of solidarism paid no attention to what was happening 
in religion suggests that they had accepted Auguste 
Comte’s “law of three stages,” which assigns religion 
irretrievably to the past. 

Solidarism exerted great influence on social democra-
cy, the cooperative movement, and anarcho-syndicalism. 
Surprisingly, the French political philosophy of solidar-
ism also influenced the political economist Heinrich 
Pesch, a German Jesuit who, in the early years of the 
20th century, produced his own version of Solidarismus, 
a work in five volumes. At first, Pesch accepted the 
non-metaphysical concept of solidarity of the French 
philosophers based on scientific and phenomenological 
arguments, but later, in an effort to integrate his solidar-
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ism into the Church’s social teaching, he proposed that 
the orientation toward solidarity was part of the natural 
law planted by God in the human heart. Because of 
this interpretation, economic and political thinkers in 
Germany looked upon solidarism as a religious theory 
and consequently paid no attention to it. 

Many decades later, Pope John Paul II drew upon 
Heinrich Pesch’s solidarism when writing his encycli-
cal Laborem exercens (nos. 8, 12, 14) in 1981 and his 
Sollicitudo rei socialis (nos. 38–40) in 1987. 

In his Liberté, égalité, solidarité, the philosopher 
Christian Nadeau persuasively argues in favour of 
solidarism in Quebec. Needless to say, solidarism is 
not the only ethical theory that urges people to com-
mit themselves to social justice. Philosophers in the 
Kantian tradition, such as Jürgen Habermas, and in the 
Aristotelian tradition, such as Martha Nussbaum, have 
provided an ethic of solidarity in support of social jus-
tice, ecological responsibility, and international peace. 
The issue of Canadian Dimension on the future of the 
labour movement does raise the question of why people, 
turned by the dominant culture into individualists, 
should rethink their lives, listen to the reasons for uni-
versal solidarity, and participate in struggles for social 
justice at home and abroad. Canadian Dimension may 
be planning to reflect on this question in another issue. 

Negation and Retrieval 
The philosophers of the Frankfurt School held that the 
labour movement and all emancipator struggles must be 
accompanied by a cultural movement characterized by 
two dimensions, which they referred to as “negation” 
and “retrieval.” “Negation” here refers to the critique 
of the ideological elements of the dominant culture that 
render invisible and thus protect the oppressive features 
of capitalism and the political institutions that rely on 
it. This critique recognizes that the logic of the market 
invades all public services and institutions—education, 
research, health care, team sport, entertainment, and so 
forth. Coming to think of this logic as part of the natural 
order leads to what Pope Francis calls “the globaliza-
tion of indifference.” Negation reveals the institutional 
and cultural causes for why fewer and fewer people are 
joining social and political institutions of civil society, 
such as labour unions, political parties, churches, and 
solidarity movements of various kinds.

By “retrieval,” the philosophers of the Frankfurt 
School refer to the recovery of an ethical imperative 
from a great humanistic tradition in favour of social 

justice and universal solidarity. Lamenting the utili-
tarianism woven into the dominant culture, they held 
that people were in need of a conversion to solidarity, 
a change of heart and mind, making them eager to join 
the labour movement or other emancipator struggles. 
These philosophers were secular thinkers: they had great 
respect for the ethics of Kant, but were unaware that an 
ethics of solidarity can also be retrieved from the bibli-
cal tradition and, in fact, from all religious traditions. 
In their mind, religion was inevitably conservative, of-
fering uncritical support of the establishment. Since the 
1960s, thanks to Latin American liberation theology and 
its spread to other continents, secular people recognize 
that it is possible to retrieve an ethic of solidarity from 
religious traditions.

Many good people who are not interested in phi-
losophy or theology embrace the Golden Rule, which 
demands that we treat others as we ourselves want to 
be treated, or conversely, that we do not do unto others 
what we do not want to be done to us. The Golden Rule 
crosses the dividing line between secular and religious 
wisdom: it is present in all religious traditions and de-
fended by various rational philosophers.

It is not surprising that the Frankfurt School’s 
program of “negation” and “retrieval” attracted the 
attention of theologians. They recognized that the 
biblical prophets engaged in this double practice: they 
denounced the oppression inflicted upon the people by 
the king or the ruling elite, calling for their conversion, 
and recalled the divine covenant calling people to love, 
compassion, and justice. Most of the time, prophetic 
religion is asleep in the different religious traditions, 
but there are historical moments when, awakened, it 
becomes a powerful motivating force. In his sociologi-
cal studies, Max Weber distinguished between “priestly 
religion,” which favoured conformity, and “prophetic 
religion,” which advocated innovative practices. Pope 
Francis promotes prophetic religion: in his The Joy of 
the Gospel, he writes, “Just as the commandment ‘thou 
shalt not kill’ protects the value of human life, so today 
we have to say ‘thou shalt not’ to an economy of exclu-
sion and inequality, for such an economy kills.” (no. 53)

In support of the labour movement and other emanci-
pator causes, secular and religious people should be able 
to work together in the same cultural struggle, i) critiqu-
ing the unjust institutions that cause human suffering, 
and ii) retrieving an ethical imperative, each in its own 
way, calling for the conversion to solidarity.
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The Charter for Compassion
In June 2014, Karen Armstrong, a scholar I greatly 
admire, received an honorary doctorate from McGill 
University. Knowing that I would have the chance to talk 
to her, I took a careful look at the Charter for Compassion 
she has proposed—a public gesture that started a vast 
movement across the globe supported by hundreds of 
organizations, large and small. I normally have little 
sympathy for spiritual movements that promote love and 
generosity without recognizing oppression or calling 
for social justice, nor do I support cultural movements 
that advocate a middle-class humanism untroubled by 
social injustice of the global society. This is the reason 
why I had never taken a careful look at the Charter of 
Compassion.

Reading the Charter now, and learning about the 
activities it engendered on its website (http://charter-
forcompassion.org/the-charter), I recognize implicit in 
it a radical political concern: 

The principle of compassion lies at the heart of 
all religious, ethical and spiritual traditions, call-
ing us always to treat all others as we wish to be 
treated ourselves. Compassion impels us to work 
tirelessly to alleviate the suffering of our fellow 
creatures, to dethrone ourselves from the centre 
of our world and put another there, and to honour 
the inviolable sanctity of every single human be-
ing, treating everybody, without exception, with 
absolute justice, equity and respect. 

Born of our deep interdependence, compassion is 
essential to human relationships and to a fulfilled 
humanity. It is the path to enlightenment, and in-
dispensable to the creation of a just economy and 
a peaceful global community.

Using a vocabulary of its own, the Charter practices 
“negation” and “retrieval.” It laments today’s polarized 
world; it denounces that for the sake of personal or col-
lective self-interest, groups of people are impoverished, 
exploited, or denied their basic rights; and it condemns 
the use of prejudice and hatred as weapons to triumph 
over others. Since the Charter only hints at the political 
meaning, some readers may hear in it merely a message 
for greater personal virtue. When I raised this question 
in my conversation with Karen Armstrong, she insisted 
that the Charter was socially concerned and politically 
relevant. It fosters an inwardness—the retrieval of an 
ancient longing for justice—that prompts people to 
become involved in social movements and the politics 
of solidarity. Karen Armstrong said that the demand for 
justice and equality was deeply “wired” into us during 
the tens of thousands of years when we lived as tribes 
of hunters and gatherers, where the solidarity necessary 
for survival demanded the just distribution of goods, 
leaving no one out. I found her observation an uncom-
mon instance of “retrieval,” the recovery of an ethical 
imperative from the beginnings of human history. I think 
she insisted on this ‘materialistic’ argument to show 
that the worldwide network produced by the Charter 
of Compassion is sustained by secular and religious 
organizations and people, each drawing inspiration from 
their own tradition. Because the spirit of the Charter 
supports the labour movement and the struggle against 
neoliberal capitalism, I decided to sign it. 

Dr. Gregory Baum, professor emeritus of McGill University’s faculty of 
religious studies, is the founder of The Ecumenist and was its editor for 30 
years, until the task was taken up by David Seljak.
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Replying to the Vatican Questionnaire on the Family 
Gregory Baum
Centre justice et foi, Montreal

The Vatican document “Pastoral Challenges to the 
Family in the Context of the New Evangelization” 

includes a questionnaire that is to guide the consulta-
tion of the worldwide Catholic community. A universal 
consultation of this kind is a first in the Church’s history. 
This is the slightly edited response I submitted to the 
Vatican through the archdiocese of Montreal.

The questionnaire sent to us consists of nine ques-
tions, each divided into a series of subquestions. In my 
response I shall reply to the nine questions without re-
ferring to the more detailed subquestions. To make my 
replies as brief as possible, I have left out references to 
the theological and sociological studies upon which my 
reflections are based. I present the briefest of summaries 
of issues that deserve to be treated at length. 

Question 1. The Diffusion of the Teachings 
on the Family in Sacred Scripture and the 
Church’s Magisterium
Today educated Catholics are aware that the Catholic 
Church is the only Christian Church that interprets the 
words of Jesus, “What God hath joined together, let no 
man put asunder” (Mk 10:9), as an unconditional law. In 
Matthew 5:32 Jesus himself introduces a qualification; 
and Paul, confronted by questions arising in the pluralis-
tic society of his day, rules that under certain conditions 
religiously mixed marriages can be dissolved (Cor. 
7:12-15). The so-called Pauline privilege was followed 
by a Petrine privilege allowing the Church to divorce 
certain mixed marriages. The Orthodox Churches have 
embraced the high ideal of marriage proclaimed by 
Jesus, yet seeing the reserves in the New Testament, they 
have allowed the innocent party of a divorced couple to 
marry again. In modern society, in which marriage is 
increasingly seen as a union based on spousal love, the 
Protestant Churches continue to preach the high ideal 
of Jesus; at the same time they recognize—with sad-
ness—the divorce of Christian marriages when spousal 
love had died and conflicts destroy the peace. Aware of 
these alternative interpretations, many Catholics now 
look upon the Catholic defense of the unconditional in-
dissolubility of marriage as based on a literalist reading 
of the biblical text. 

Thanks to several historical factors analyzed in so-
ciological studies, divorce has become very common 
in contemporary society. Sometimes marriages break 
up because of sinful personal choices; more often they 
fall apart under the impact of societal and cultural fac-
tors. To allow people to flourish and lead authentic lives 
in today’s society, institutions have to become flexible. 
Vast numbers of divorced and remarried Catholics are 
presently second-class members of their Church thanks 
to what they regard as a literalist reading of Christ’s 
words. A more theological and more compassionate ap-
proach would allow the Church to admit these Catholics 
to full membership. 

Question 2. Marriage According to  
the Natural Law
Catholics find it increasingly difficult to accept natural 
law theories that provide universally valid moral norms. 
Even Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, in his public dialogue 
with Jürgen Habermas in 2004, admitted that natural law 
theory had lost its validity. The Cardinal gave two rea-
sons for this: the evolution of human beings over tens of 
thousands of years and the recognition of the plurality of 
civilizations. Educated Catholics are aware that accord-
ing to the Church’s contemporary teaching, slavery and 
torture are violations of the natural law, while in earlier 
periods, the magisterium approved of slavery and torture 
under certain conditions. Educated Catholics are aware 
that the Church in the 19th century repudiated human 
rights and religious liberty, and that the Church, since 
John XXIII and Vatican Council II, is promoting human 
rights and religious liberty as part of the natural law. In 
more general terms, natural law is interpreted differently 
in hierarchical and egalitarian societies—this applies 
also to the man-woman relationship.

Human beings have much in common: they share a 
common human nature. In all societies people love the 
truth, distinguish between truths and lies, want to be 
just, cherish the beautiful, build institutions to serve the 
common good, and raise their eyes to an invisible order. 
Yet realizing this common inclination in the concrete 
conditions of their history, peoples have created civi-
lizations marked by different ideas and values. Today 

Ecumenist Summer 2014.indd   17 14-07-25   09:14



18 / The Ecumenist, Vol. 51, No. 3  Summer 2014

these civilizations engage in dialogue and cooperation 
in the hope of arriving at universally accepted ethical 
norms. An example of this is the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights promulgated by the United Nations in 
1948. The World Conference of Religions for Peace has 
produced a wide range of agreements on ethical values 
among the religions. 

Over the centuries, many religious and cultural tradi-
tions have come to recognize that marriage is between 
two persons, a man and a woman, assuring perfect mu-
tuality. The culture of the biblical patriarchs and many 
other ancient traditions accepted polygamous marriages. 
Judaism and Christianity insisted on monogamous mar-
riages, yet they recognized in marriages a hierarchical 
order, the husband and father being the decision maker 
that had to be obeyed. This conception of marriage has 
been written into canon law and looked upon as an ex-
pression of natural law. As society is becoming more 
egalitarian and women are finding their voices, this un-
derstanding of marriage has been challenged. To invoke 
the natural law in this context sounds like a defense 
of the inherited unequal order. Christians increasingly 
come to see that Jesus Christ challenges all inherited 
orders of inequality.

3. The Pastoral Care of the Family in 
Evangelization, and 4. Pastoral Care  
in Certain Difficult Marital Situations
In today’s society, marriage based on spousal love con-
tinues to produce families that render the indispensable 
service of initiating children into the insights, virtues 
and customs of society. Without children brought up in 
a stable environment of love and care, society would 
become increasingly chaotic. Divorce is a loss not only 
for the children affected by it, but for society as a whole. 
One admires single women and single men who bring 
up their children with love and care. To create a lov-
ing environment for children of broken homes, people 
often constitute new kinds of families, uniting persons 
of various origins in bonds of love and mutual support. 
Because this contributes to the well-being of children 
and the stability of society, the Church’s pastoral minis-
try should respect and support these new families. 

Today, Catholic parents find that their children, now 
in their late teens or young adults, live in the same apart-
ment with the partner they love. Is this to be judged as 
a grave sin, as fornication? If such unions are frivolous 
experiments, parents have good reason to be unhappy, 
but if they are serious choices, stepping stones toward 

a more permanent union, Catholic parents increasingly 
accept the way of life chosen by their children. They 
also wish that the Church’s pastoral practice also accepts 
them. 

In Quebec are many parishes where Catholics living 
in uncanonical conditions are recognized as full mem-
bers and receive communion at the Sunday mass. 

4. On Unions of Persons of the Same Sex
Before dealing with the question of same-sex unions, 
the ecclesiastical magisterium must review its teaching 
on homosexual love. The Church’s harsh condemnation 
of homosexuality has produced a culture of contempt 
and hatred for homosexuals and legitimated cruel kinds 
of punishments for their behaviour. After the Holocaust, 
the Church discovered that its discourse of contempt 
regarding Jews and Judaism had produced a culture of 
hostility, facilitating the rapid spread of modern, racial-
ly-based antisemitism. Nazi Germany also persecuted 
homosexuals. 

Since the social sciences have come to recognize 
homosexuality as a natural variant occurring in all 
civilizations, a discourse that accuses homosexuals of 
sin, sickness or criminality is no longer acceptable in a 
society committed to human rights. Many contemporary 
theologians, both Catholic and Protestant, have listened 
to the voice of Christian homosexuals, paid attention 
to their religious experiences and redefined the mes-
sage of the Gospel regarding homosexual love. These 
theologians argue that the ethical norms that guide the 
sexual love life of heterosexuals also apply to the sexual 
love life of homosexuals. While the teaching of these 
theologians is presently at odds with the ecclesiastical 
magisterium, there are parishes in Quebec where gay 
and lesbian Catholics are recognized as full members 
and receive communion at Sunday mass. 

Sociologists have noted that the conditions that have 
produced modern society have permitted homosexuals 
to reveal themselves in public and demand the right 
to ‘marry,’ that is to say to have their unions based on 
spousal love recognized by society. Because such unions 
foster stability in the lives of homosexuals and in society 
as whole, they are accepted by an increasing number of 
national governments. These civil unions have the same 
legal consequences as marriages. But should they be 
called ‘marriages’? This is a hotly debated issue.

Because civil unions help gays and lesbians to live 
happy, stable and generous lives, the Church should 
welcome their public recognition. Yet for Catholics 
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marriage is a sacrament, an institution with redemptive 
meaning, sanctifying the life of the couple, and symbol-
izing the ultimate reconciliation of men and women 
in Jesus Christ. Because the civil unions of gays or 
lesbians, however desirable, are not symbols of this rec-
onciliation, I prefer not to designate them as marriages.

Since homosexuals usually are children of hetero-
sexual parents, we know that sexual orientation is not 
something communicated from parents to their children. 
There seems to be no reason why homosexual couples, 
bonded in civil unions, should not adopt children. What 
affects children is the love, the care and the generosity 
of their parents, not their sexual orientation. As men-
tioned in my answer to questions 3 and 4, society should 
welcome the creation of new kinds of families: fostering 
virtues and stability, the new families enhance the com-
mon good.

5. The Education of Children in  
Irregular Marriages
If the children of the new kind of families are brought 
up as Catholics, the parish should welcome them, initi-
ate them to the Gospel and the sacramental liturgy; they 
should be taught that their parents deserve love and 
respect, not that they are regarded as public sinners by 
present-day canon law.

6. The Openness of the Married Couple  
to Life 
In the industrial societies of the West, Catholics have 
to a large extent disagreed with the Church’s official 
teaching on birth control: they prefer to follow their own 
conscience, formed by the Gospel, their Catholic faith 
and the dialogue in the community of believers. These 
Catholics decide how many children they want and can 
afford, and then choose the means of birth control they 
find least cumbersome. 

Because Catholics increasingly disagree with the 
Church’s official teaching on sexual ethics, they have 
stopped going to confession. Listening to the Christian 
message and the Church’s teaching, they make up their 
own mind and follow their conscience. The dramatic 
drop of regular confessions is observed in all parishes. 
Catholics are grateful for the confession of sins and the 
absolution by the priest given at the beginning of every 
Mass: “May almighty God have mercy upon you, for-
give you your sins, and bring you to life everlasting.” 

7. The Relationship Between the Family  
and the Person
The early years in the family are of foundational impor-
tance for every human being. The love, care and gentle 
training of young children affect their character and 
moral being as adults. Deprived of the early experiences 
of acceptance, warmth and security, children receive 
wounds that will affect their adult lives and can be 
healed only by prayer and psychological struggles. To 
be loved and protected as a baby is a gratuitous divine 
gift, for which one must be grateful all of one’s life. 
The Madonna, pictures of Mary holding the child Jesus, 
touches the hearts of believers and non-believers alike: 
it symbolizes to them the beginning of all that is good 
in life, a treasure that power or money cannot buy, a 
unique source of human hope, a transcendent presence 
in the contingency of history. While non-believers have 
no name for this, believers speak here of divine grace. 
Faith, hope and love are meant to have their beginning 
in the family. Baptism celebrates the child’s adoption as 
brother or sister of Jesus Christ, a mystery that in a hid-
den way touches every child. 

Dr. Gregory Baum, professor emeritus of McGill University’s faculty of 
religious studies, is the founder of The Ecumenist and was its editor for 30 
years, until the task was taken up by David Seljak.
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Book Notes
Rosemary Radford Ruether, My Quests for Hope and Meaning: An Autobiography.
Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2013. 210 pp.

Rosemary Radford Ruether is a major American 
theologian who has explored the meaning of the 

Gospel in an original way. From the beginning of her 
life as a scholar, she has demonstrated her capacity for 
independent research, her powers of analysis and syn-
thesis, her great literary talent, and her solidarity with 
the oppressed. Her massive scholarly work has produced 
a sophisticated North American liberation theology or, 
more precisely, a Christian feminist theology marked 
by care for the Earth and in solidarity with all groups 
and classes subject to discrimination and oppression. 
I remember her Liberation Theology of 1976, which 
anticipated all the concerns that have preoccupied lib-
erationist thought in the decades since. Yet because she 
systematically questioned all establishments and all 
masters, her work has, as yet, not influenced the aca-
demic mainstream. 

In her autobiography, Rosemary Ruther offers a brief 
summary of her life, her academic achievements, and 
her commitments to social causes. Her chapters deal 
with i) her upbringing, ii) her critical but loyal relation-
ship to Catholicism, iii) her denunciation of Christian 
antisemitism and her support of justice for Palestinians, 
iv) her reflections on religion and atheism, and v) her 
work on eco-feminism, including attention to Buddhism 
and the search for a spirituality for today’s civilizational 
crisis.

In a chapter on the inadequacy of the American 
mental health system, Ruether summarizes her book 
Many Forms of Illness (2010), which she begins with a 
personal account of her son’s mental illness and her and 
her husband’s untiring efforts to find adequate treatment 
for him; the text then turns into a systematic critique of 
the medicalization of today’s mainstream psychiatry. 
Doctors no longer listen to patients; they prescribe 
medication which, when repeated over years, may dam-
age the brain and make the entry into well-being almost 
impossible. In writing this book, Ruether follows the 
method used in all her major books: critical sensitivity 
to what is wrong, extensive research, dialogue with the 
sciences, and the composition of a synthesis that sum-
mons forth active involvement. Ruether reveals her son’s 
tragic personal story because the absence of adequate 

treatment for mental illness is an invisible but wide-
spread source of anguish and suffering in society.

Her autobiography is written modestly, in a matter-
of-fact style. It does not reveal her extraordinary 
intellectual achievements, nor the extent to which these 
have transformed the perspective of Christian women 
and men, professionals and lay, now looking at the world 
from the bottom up. To do her liberation theology jus-
tice, we will have to wait for a more complete biography. 
One gets a glimpse of her greatness when looking at her 
bibliography in the appendix: a major book published 
almost every year, and endless articles and chapters of 
books. A foreword, a poem by Renny Golden, commu-
nicates something of the liberating role that Rosemary 
Reuther has played in the Christian world. Here are 
some of the verses.1    

She came to prison with hidden keys.

The way forward, she said, is behind us.

With only a spoon of history she gutted a tunnel

that ran below the plazas of Prince after Prince. 

We sat waiting behind bars: mouldy histories, slop 
theologies. … 

We prayed for deliverance we could not name.

We imagined her walking through deserts,

our prophet searching the sand for bones,

poring through ancient scripts, gospel,  
archeologies,

the dank stacks of basement libraries….

Can the past be more than our requiem?

She kept digging: turned over rocks until truth 
slithered forth,

a sacred snake that remembered the hour of 
women.

It was our singing, she said, that opened the tombs.

By Gregory Baum
Centre justice et foi

1 Excerpts from “The Chispa Carrier: Rosemary Radford Ruether,” by 
Renny Golden. http://feminismandreligion.com/2011/07/02/the-chispa-
carrier-rosemary-radford-ruether-by-renny-golden. Text flow has had to be 
adjusted to fit the column. Used by permission.
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Gregory Baum, Truth and Relevance: Catholic Theology in French Quebec
Since the Quiet Revolution.
Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2014. 256 pp.

For many scholars in Canada and the United States, 
Quebec is an unknown. In his most recent book, 

Gregory Baum helps to illuminate this mystery. Baum 
was a professor of theology at St. Michael’s College in 
Toronto for 27 years and a ‘peritus’ of the Secretariat for 
Christian Unity at Vatican Council II. In 1986, he moved 
to Montreal and taught for over a decade at McGill 
University’s Faculty of Religious Studies. He has re-
mained active in scholarship for more than 50 years and 
is today one of Canada’s most important scholars of 
religious and social thought. Fluent in both English and 
French, and having worked in Toronto and Montreal, 
Baum is in a unique position to write the present work.

The Quiet Revolution in the 1960s had an immense 
impact. Within the span of a few years, the Church lost 
control of educational, health care, and social services 
and experienced a backlash from many Québécois who 
were resentful of the Church’s collaboration with the 
provincial government of Maurice Duplessis. At almost 
precisely the same time, the Second Vatican Council 
(1962–1965) ushered in a new approach to Catholic 
theology that encouraged the development of churches 
locally throughout the world. These two events—po-
litical and ecclesial, with social implications—are the 
starting points of Truth and Relevance, from which 
Baum explores the development of Catholic theology 
in Quebec over the past five decades. The title of the 
book itself bespeaks the change that has taken place: 
the notion of abstract, universal truth that characterized 
the nature of Catholic theology in the century prior to 
Vatican II has been replaced by the search for a theology 
that is relevant and meaningful to the Church in Quebec. 
Throughout the book, the reader is introduced to themes 
that have been most central to Quebec Catholicism—
Christology, social justice, feminism, and religious 
pluralism—and to the more than a dozen francophone 
intellectuals who have been greatly influential. The re-
sult is a rich and complex tapestry of indigenous cultural 
and religious Catholicism that is still being woven.

The most important aspect of the book is that it 
introduces those outside of francophone Quebec to 
something that is vastly unknown. Most non-French-
speaking academics in North America are aware that the 
situation in Canada’s francophone province is different. 
However, few understand why or in what manner. In 
Truth and Relevance, Baum both explains how Quebec 
Catholicism and theology are distinctive and provides 
some reasons for it. In doing so, he has done a great 
service to scholars—cultural and ecclesial historians, 
sociologists, theologians—and, more broadly, to inter-
ested readers.

I wish to make two comments. In Chapter Two, Baum 
draws on three insights from Vatican II that have been 
important for the development of theology in Quebec: 
the local church; the relationship of faith and culture; 
and the centrality of Scripture. As I read the book, I 
noted how consistently Quebec’s theology has been 
grounded in particular social and historical circumstanc-
es and shaped by an understanding of the relationship 
between its people and a living God. In this respect, it 
seems as though Vatican II’s interpersonal and historical 
notion of Revelation and Faith, found in the opening 
articles of Dei Verbum, have also been a leitmotif in the 
development of theology in Quebec. Second, at the end 
of the book, I was left wanting to read what Baum thinks 
Catholic theology in French Quebec will look like 20 
or 30 years from now. Where is it going, especially in 
light of contemporary social, ecclesial, and theological 
currents? With his vast knowledge and experience, he is 
in a singular position to speculate. Perhaps he will do so 
in a future article.

Nevertheless, Truth and Relevance is a remarkable 
accomplishment and deserves to be read widely.

By Michael Attridge 

University of St. Michael’s College, Toronto. 
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Raymond Breton, Different Gods: Integrating Non-Christian Minorities into a Primarily 
Christian Society. 
Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2012, 222 pp. 

In his book Protestant, Catholic, Jewish (1955), the 
American sociologist Will Herberg showed that the 

principal factor that allowed European immigrants 
coming to the United States to become integrated in 
their new society was their religion. Despite their dif-
ferent cultural heritage, as Protestants, Catholics, and 
Jews they fitted into a social framework familiar to 
Americans. Since the more recent immigrants to Europe 
and North America are, to a large extent, non-Christians, 
their inherited religion is not a factor aiding their inte-
gration, but a social obstacle. The majority population is 
not only ignorant of the religious belief and practices of 
the newcomers, but it also has inherited the prejudices of 
the past Christian and secular polemical literature. Still, 
the new immigrants and their children settle in a neigh-
bourhood, enter the labour market, become customers 
at a shopping centre, pay their taxes, vote as citizens, 
and appeal to the charter of rights to seek protection 
against discrimination. The disrupting experience of ex-
ile and the struggle to find their way in the new country 
transforms the self-understanding of the immigrants and 
actually changes their inherited religion.

This outstanding book of Raymond Breton—so-
ciologist and professor emeritus of the University of 
Toronto—is a study of how the process of integration 
of the non-Christian minorities in formerly Christian 
societies affects their religious practice and religious 
organization. Many investigations in sociology and 
religious studies tell us who these religious minorities 
are, what they believe in, and how they practise their 
faith. Breton’s perspective is different. Basing himself 
on sociological research carried out over many years 
in North America and Europe, he tells us how these 
religious minorities evolve. His book is therefore not 
only of interest to academics; it is enlightening to con-
cerned citizens who are likely to have a static perception 
of these communities. The forces of integration are 
stronger than a superficial glance reveals: they actually 
produce subtle changes in the faith, the practice and the 
self-organization of these communities. In this process, 
the host society also changes. 

Part I of the book deals with the roles religions play 
in the painful immigrant experience, the exodus from 
home and the entry into a new land, accompanied by 

various degrees of confusion, disorientation, and fear. 
Trying to settle down and find employment, immigrants 
often must confront prejudice and discrimination, a dif-
ficult experience that does not stop them from seeking 
social integration. A few are so hurt by this experience 
that they choose to remain unreconciled strangers. Part II 
examines how religious practices, piety, and ritual wor-
ship changes as immigrants adapt to the demands made 
on them by the social, cultural, and economic conditions 
of their new society. Part III examines the changes tak-
ing place in the self-organization and decision-making 
processes of the religious minorities as they assume new 
responsibilities and respond to the demands made on 
them by governments. Part IV reports the various ways 
in which these religious communities relate themselves 
to the larger society and try to become fully accepted. 

In Part IV, Breton examines the situations where 
the immigrants’ efforts of integration produce conflicts 
because society is unwilling to make concessions. This 
situation may be due simply to prejudice, yet it may also 
be due to the desire to protect the national culture or the 
effort to have certain values accepted by all citizens. 
The intellectual elite, with access to the public media, 
has the power to influence public opinion in favour 
of or against an acceptable compromise. The author 
never refers to any religious group as fundamentalist; he 
avoids any judgmental discourse. He respects the effort 
of immigrant communities to have expressions of their 
religious culture accepted by the wider society: this ef-
fort, he thinks, reveals their desire for integration, for 
having their symbols publicly respected, as are those of 
Christianity and Judaism. 

I read the present book as a learned effort to dispel 
the fears of some Canadians that traditionalist religious 
groups of immigrant background are a danger to soci-
ety. Breton writes, “the idea that immigrants and their 
children do not seek integration and acculturation is 
not supported by empirical evidence in Canada and the 
United States.” 

By Gregory Baum
Centre justice et foi
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Fernand Dumont on Belonging to the Church

The following text is taken from Fernand Dumont: 
A Learned Sociologist Turns to Theology, a book of 

mine about to be published by McGill-Queen’s University 
Press. The French translation, Fernand Dumont, un so-
ciologue se fait théologien has been published in French 
by Novalis. The text is here printed with permission.—
Gregory Baum

To understand how Dumont sees the relation of 
theologians to the magisterium, we still have to look at 
his innovative ecclesiological reflections. Being part of 
a collectivity, our author argues, occurs in a variety of 
ways that can be usefully divided into three types. First, 
we are part of a community by belonging if we know its 
members personally, engage in conversation with them, 
and decide together how the community should live and 
act. Membership by belonging occurs in villages, par-
ishes, base communities, cooperatives and many other 
small groups. Because here people decide together how 
to define themselves and how to engage in action, they 
make few fixed rules.

Second, we are part of a collectivity by integration 
if our membership assigns us a place in the institution, 
defines our rights and duties, and obliges us to obey the 
rules made by the governing authorities.  In this manner 
we belong to a university, a government ministry, an in-
dustrial or commercial corporation and many other large 
institutions. To function well institutions of this kind 
need a directorship that defines the rules that regulate 
the activity of the members. It is possible to interpret 
the Church as an institution in which believers become 
members by integration. Dumont argues that in order to 
reform the clergy, control the members and centralize 
the ruling authority, the Catholic Church has greatly 
emphasized its organizational character. It has produced 
extensive legislation, insisted on doctrinal conformity 
and made itself into a giant bureaucracy, in which be-
lievers become members are assigned their place and 
their duties. 

Dumont proposes a third way of being part of a 
collectivity, such as being a member of a nation or be-
longing to a country. This is not “belonging” because the 
members remain largely unknown to us, nor is this “inte-

gration” since nations or countries are not organizations. 
We belong to a nation by “référence,”  a word used by 
Dumont that I shall freely translate as ‘symbolic identifi-
cation.’ To be part of a collectivity by “référence” means 
sharing its memory and having hope for its future. The 
shared memory may be the nation’s foundation, im-
portant events in its history, its cultural achievements 
or the brilliant personalities that have affected its self-
understanding in the past and the present. Aware of the 
injustices committed by our nation, we still remember 
its cultural and spiritual resources for doing good and 
practicing justice, thus retaining hope for a better future. 
Even if people disapprove of the present government 
and disagree with its social philosophy, they continue 
to identify with their nation and are ready to serve it. 
When Paul Tillich opposed the Nazi regime in 1933 and 
fled the country, he was accused by a former friend, the 
Protestant theologian Emanuel Hirsch, of betraying his 
fatherland. Tillich replied that those who truly love their 
country want it to be just.  

Dumont argues that Catholics belong to the Church 
by “référence,” by symbolic identification, sharing a 
common memory and a common hope. Catholics re-
member the events of God’s revelation, first in the Old 
Testament and later in the redemptive work of Christ; 
they remember the early Christian community, the 
practice of baptism, the Eucharistic liturgy and many 
other important events in the Church’s history, including 
the saints that had impressed them and the cathedrals, 
sculptures and paintings they have admired. The great 
events of the past assume symbolic meaning for them: it 
defines who they are as a believing community. Despite 
the bad memories—the Church’s hostility to outsiders, 
its anti-Jewish rhetoric, its past approval of torture and 
inquisition, and its alliances with the powerful, includ-
ing dictators—Catholics believe that the resources for 
compassion and social justice in the Church’s tradition, 
especially the Scriptures, allow them to have hope for 
a better future. If the ecclesiastical government disap-
points them and even if they disagree with its official 
pastoral policies, they belong to the Church by ré-
férence, by symbolic identification.
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Greening Your Church
NormaN Lévesque

With increasing anxiety about ecological crises, many Christians have begun to serious-
ly consider our impact upon the environment. Compelled to take action, communities 
have discovered an abundant wealth of Church teaching on environmental steward-
ship, yet few resources demonstrate how churches can reduce their impact on God’s 
creation. Greening Your Church shares with us the theology of creation care ministry and 
shows us practical ways to live in harmony with creation. Now faith communities have 
a helpful guide and companion to creating environmentally friendly churches.

Norman Lévesque, M.A., serves as the director of the Green Church Program, located 
in Montreal. He is a meteorologist and science educator with degrees from the Univer-
sité du Québec à Montréal. He has taught in high schools, published on the subject of 
meteorology and has been invited to present many times on climate change.

104pp PB  978-2-89646-636-8  $11.95 

Divine Renovation:  
From a Maintenance to a Missional Parish
Fr. James maLLoN, s.T.B.

Highly acclaimed for his work with parish renewal and the New Evangelization, Fr. 
James Mallon shares with us the many ways to bring our parishes to life. Through  
humorous and colourful stories, Mallon challenges us to rethink our models of parish 
life, from membership-based communities to assemblies of disciples of Jesus who 
proclaim and share the good news with all peoples. Accessible and engaging, Divine 
Renovation turns to the Church’s many writings on evangelization and mission so as 
to articulate practical ways for injecting new life into our parishes. Pastors and parish 
ministers will be inspired by this book and turn to it for many years to come.

Fr. James Mallon, S.T.B., is pastor of Saint Benedict Parish in the Archdiocese of 
Halifax-Yarmouth in Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada, as well as the Founder and Chair 
of the Board of the JP II Media Institute.

304pp PB  978-2-89646-019-5  $24.95  
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