
The Ecumenist, Vol. 51, No. 4  Fall 2014 / 1

Vol. 51 No. 4 • Fall 2014

a  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e o l o g y ,  c u l t u r e ,  and  s o c i e t y

The Judaism of Judith Butler
Gregory Baum
Centre justice et foi, Montréal

In her controversial Parting Ways: Jewishness and the 
Critique of Israel,1 Judith Butler, an internationally 

known American philosopher, rejects the Zionist under-
standing of what it means to be Jewish. Her book has 
started a vehement debate in the North American Jewish 
community. 

In his calm review of her book in the Israeli newspaper 
Haaretz (Dec. 12, 2012), Carlo Strenger, a philosopher 
of Tel Aviv University, writes, “she has rightly been de-
scribed as an academic superstar. She is one of the most 
quoted scholars in the humanities, and has also acquired 
fame—or notoriety, depending on one’s viewpoint—as 
a political activist.”2 He is not surprised by her anxiety 
over what political Zionism has become. He writes, 
“Many Jews in the Diaspora, including liberals less left-
leaning than Butler, feel that, rather than strengthening 
their Jewish identity, Israel forces them to define their 
Jewish identity in terms of opposition to the country’s 
policy of occupation.” He adds, “This sort of despair is 
beginning to spread into Israel, where many progres-
sives—politically marginalized, powerless and under 
growing pressure by the anti-liberal measures promoted 
in the Knesset—are beginning to feel as if they are in 
exile in their own country.” Trying to locate Butler on 
the wide spectrum of Jewish self-understanding, he 
recalls the category of “Non-Jewish Jews” introduced 
by Isaac Deutscher, an atheist proud of his Jewishness, 
a category that refers to secular Jews “with a contrarian 
cast of mind,” thinkers who undermine widely held be-
liefs, as did Spinoza, Heine, Marx, Trotsky, Freud, Rosa 
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Luxemburg, and many others. Butler’s error, Strenger 
argues, is her postmodern individualism lacking any 
sense of community and community loyalty.

My own reading of Butler’s book is quite different: 
in Parting Ways, her concern is theological. She cares 
about and wants to promote the flourishing of Jewish 
thought and culture. She tells us that in her youth she was 
taught her Reform Judaism in the Temple at Cleveland 
under the guidance of Rabbi Daniel Silver, and that she 
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is presently a member of the Kehillah Synagogue in 
Oakland, California. What she has been taught and what 
she believes is that Jews are called upon to be sensitive 
to the suffering of others and to do their best to allevi-
ate the conditions that do them harm. Because she has 
embraced this Jewish teaching, she writes, she is greatly 
troubled by the suffering of the Palestinians, those ex-
pelled from their land now living in refugees camps, 
those living under Israel’s military occupation, and those 
humiliated as second-class citizens in Israel itself. She 
asks herself whether she, a Jewish philosopher, has the 
right or even the duty to denounce the violent practices 
of the Jewish State in a world where antisemitism is 
widespread and innocent Jews suffer humiliation. 

To answer this question, she engages in learned 
dialogues with four great Jewish thinkers: Emmanuel 
Levinas (d. 1995), Walter Benjamin (d. 1940), Hannah 
Arendt (d. 1975), and Primo Levi (d. 1987). She also re-
fers briefly to Kafka, Buber, Rosenzweig, and Hermann 
Cohen. Her chapters on the four great authors are very 
rich: she analyzes the evolution of their thought, the 
influence they have had on others, and the opposition 
they had to encounter. Drawing upon this vast material, 
I wish to mention some of the ideas that give an answer 
to Butler’s question. 

Consulting Jewish Thinkers
Butler admires Levinas’ recognition of the priority of 
ethics in human self-understanding. The face of “the 
other,” Levinas argues, enters into the constitution of 
the self. Sometimes he means by “the other” the in-
finite Other, acknowledging at the same time that the 
Infinite makes itself known only through the face of a 
finite human person, bearing an infinite demand. Yet for 
Levinas, the Palestinians are not “the other.” After the 
Holocaust, the State of Israel is a house against death, 
a place of rescue for the Jews worldwide, giving rise to 
exceptional circumstances that allow Jews to disregard 
the moral claims made by Palestinians. In two chapters, 
Butler wrestles with Levinas’ complex thought, reads 
him against himself, and shows that his insight into the 
ethical character of human existence, Jews and non-Jews 
alike, actually generates concern for Palestinian suffer-
ing and the need to speak out against their exile and their 
oppression. 

Walter Benjamin is unable to forget the horror in-
flicted in the past on entire populations by powerful men 
and their empires. Because these disturbing memories 
continually flash up in his mind, he rejects any ideol-

ogy that predicts a linear progress of human history 
towards a society free of alienation. Butler includes two 
chapters on his thought. With many Marxists, Benjamin 
was appalled by what communism was becoming in the 
Soviet Union. In the 1920s, distrustful of all utopias, he 
opposed the Zionism of his friend Gershom Scholem. 
He argued that leaders who want to create a perfect so-
ciety refuse to remember the victims such efforts have 
produced in the past.

At the same time, sympathetic to kabbalistic Judaism, 
Benjamin did not give up messianic hope. This hope 
is not for a return of the Jews to Palestine, nor for the 
creation of a society of perfect justice; it is rather the 
hope that in their exilic condition, the Jews will gather 
und unite the divine sparks spread throughout the world, 
doing good to their neighbour, rescuing them from harm 
and destruction, and helping them to reform unjust 
structures. The messianic promises are fulfilled not in 
the exercise of power, but in making humanity fully 
humane. 

Butler concludes that Benjamin provides Jewish ar-
guments showing that Jews in the present have the right 
and possibly the duty to enter into solidarity with the 
exiled and oppressed Palestinians and to denounce the 
violence practised by the State of Israel. As we shall see, 
Butler also accepts Benjamin’s positive interpretation of 
the Jewish diaspora. 

Two long chapters deal with Hannah Arendt. Butler 
studies her opposition to political Zionism. She had 
supported cultural Zionism in the 1930s and she hoped 
for a flourishing of the Jewish community in Palestine, 
the new home for vast numbers of Jewish refugees; yet 
with other prominent Jews, especially Martin Buber and 
Judah Magnes, she vigorously opposed the foundation 
of a Jewish State, advocating instead a federal State 
that would unite Jewish colonies and small Arab com-
munities in the same political institution. She predicted 
that founding a Jewish State against the will of the Arab 
neighbours and dependent upon the power and financial 
support of the Western empire would produce hostility 
in the Arab world, constituting a constant threat to the 
Jewish State. After the foundation of this State in 1948 
and the resulting military conflict, she wrote, “Even if 
the Jews win this war, its end would find the … achieve-
ment of Zionism destroyed … The ‘victorious’ Jews 
would live surrounded by an entirely hostile population, 
secluded inside their ever-threatened borders, absorbed 
with physical self-defence that would absorb all other 
interests and activities.”3 
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Because of her opposition to political Zionism and 
her critical report of the Eichmann trial in 1961, Hannah 
Arendt has been accused of being a Jew denying her own 
Jewish origin. But has a Jew who embraces her Jewish 
inheritance the right and the freedom to reject political 
Zionism? This is Butler’s question. Exploring Hannah 
Arendt’s relation to her own Jewishness, Butler finds 
that the German-born political philosopher belonged to 
a Jewish intellectual tradition , a legacy of 19th-century 
Reform Judaism that recognized an affinity between 
Jewish and Kantian ethics and favoured a pluralistic 
State in which Jews would interact with other citizens on 
an equal footing. Butler shows, secondly, that Arendt’s 
political thought was affected by her troubled existence 
as a Jewish refugee, an exile from Germany, a stateless 
person without rights. This Jewish experience grounded 
her active concern for the exiled Palestinians. Butler 
shows that the accusation that Arendt had been a self-
hating Jew are without foundation. 

A chapter on Primo Levi deals with the impact of 
the Holocaust on his Jewish thinking. Having survived 
the horrors of several German death camps, he—like so 
many former victims—would have preferred to remain 
silent. Yet to refute the Holocaust-denying voices, he 
decided to write detailed accounts of his painful experi-
ences in the concentration camps. He questions his own 
memory in this. The suffering inflicted upon the prison-
ers was so terrible that words cannot communicate this 
pain. More than that, because the trauma in the soul 
remains, the survivor dare not look too closely at what 
happened for fear of falling into deep depression. Still, 
Levi feels obliged to write his remembrances. At that 
time he welcomed the creation of the State of Israel as 
a home for Jews suffering discrimination and persecu-
tion. He was not, however, a political Zionist: he did not 
assign priority to Jewish suffering over the sufferings 
of others. His painful memory of fascist racism made 
him a committed universalist. Because he did not value 
Jewish life more than the life of others, he soon became 
a critic of the violence and oppression practised by the 
State of Israel. 

Rethinking Jewish Existence 
Her learned conversations with Levinas, Benjamin, 
Arendt, and Levi, plus remarks made by other Jewish 
thinkers recorded by her, demonstrate that there are 
Jewish resources for a critique of the Jewish State: its 
expansionist policies, its expulsion and dispossession 
of hundreds of thousands of Palestinians, and its mili-

tary subjugation and oppression of Palestinians on the 
West Bank and in Gaza. From her Jewish critique of the 
State of Israel, Butler draws two conclusions: a politi-
cal one, urging the creation of a single federated State, 
and a theological one, rethinking the vocation of Jewish 
existence. 

Taking up the position of Hannah Arendt and a good 
many Jewish political thinkers, Butler holds that the 
path of justice leads to the creation of a single federated 
State where Jews, Palestinians, and other residents live 
together, sharing equal rights and enjoying the respect 
of their cultural tradition. Jewish ethics cannot be satis-
fied with anything less. Only in a political system that 
protects pluralism will the Israeli Jews come to live in 
a non-threatening environment and enjoy the peace that 
Zionism promised to deliver. Following Arendt, Butler 
holds that “cohabitation” is the condition of humanity 
and that no State has the right to exclude law-abiding 
residents from living in its territory. She posed the pas-
sionate question to Eichmann, “Do you think you have 
the right to decide with what kind of people you want to 
live in this earth?” Cohabitation is an anthropological 
constant for Arendt.

I admit that I find her writings on cohabitation 
somewhat abstract. She does not mention that cohabita-
tion involves not only the respectful living together of 
individuals, but also the rights of communities to keep 
their own language, develop their culture, and build 
the institutions necessary for this task, such as schools, 
universities, libraries, and theatres. The human right of 
peoples for their cultural and political self-determination 
is recognized today in international law, thus legitimat-
ing movements for independence in Scotland, Quebec, 
Catalonia, and the Basque Country. At this time, many 
bi-national and pluri-national confederations are expe-
riencing tensions because the governing power is not 
justly distributed. Recommending a bi-national federa-
tion for Palestine is convincing only if it has answers for 
the questions raised by contemporary intra-state politi-
cal conflicts.

Of much greater importance is Butler’s effort to 
rethink the meaning of being Jewish in today’s world. 
The State of Israel sees itself as the representative of the 
worldwide Jewish community and demands unquestion-
ing loyalty of the Jews living in the diaspora, a claim 
that is acknowledged even by North American Reform 
Judaism. On the website www.reformjudaism.org, it 
says, “Israel is at the core of Jewish identity and Jewish 
peoplehood.” Butler disagrees with this: she calls for the 
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parting of ways—Parting Ways, the title of her book. 
Jews, she argues, must redefine their identity, taking into 
account the periods of their history that have allowed 
Jewish culture and Jewish thought to flourish. Jews have 
always been most creative when they were in conversa-
tion with others, even in biblical times. The story of 
Moses’ Egyptian origin is here significant. The exile of 
the Jewish community in Babylon produced frustration 
as well as creative borrowing of Assyrian religious ideas. 
Judaism became richer. Beginning three centuries BCE, 
Jewish communities flourished in Egypt and Antioch: 
their scholars translated the Bible into Greek and tried to 
express the biblical faith in terms familiar to Hellenistic 
culture. The diaspora of the Jews, sometimes presented 
as a punishment for their sins, appears here as the Jewish 
presence in the wide world, giving witness to the biblical 
faith. Butler also refers to the Kabbala, which saw the 
exilic condition of the Jews as the environment that al-
lowed them to fulfill their mission to discern, unite, and 
celebrate the divine sparks spread throughout the world. 
She also recalls the work of Moses Mendelssohn and 
the nineteenth-century philosophers of German Reform 
Judaism whose understanding of Judaism was enriched 
by the dialogue with non-Jewish thinkers. At the same 
time, Reform Judaism had a strong sense of the Jewish 
mission in the world. 

The Holocaust does not suggest to Judith Butler that 
the statelessness of the Jews in the diaspora is the ever-
threatening danger for their survival, an idea proposed 
by Zionist theory. The Holocaust, whose millions of vic-
tims included her own grandparents, reminds Butler, in 
line with an idea of Walter Benjamin, that human history 
remains forever vulnerable to regimes of oppression and 
mass murder, leaving no grounds for utopian expecta-
tions. The memory of the Holocaust also summons her, 
as it did Primo Levi, to denounce state violence wher-
ever it occurs. She observes that after the Holocaust, 
Jewish culture has continued to flourish in many parts 
of the world, including the State of Israel, but there only 
in the opposition. For all these reasons, Butler regards 
Jewish existence as inherently diasporic. Jews are meant 
to be witnesses in the world. They are not meant to have 
a State, nor exercise governing power: the biblical ethics 
they inherited appoints them to foster compassion, jus-

tice, and peace in the world, in dialogue and cooperation 
with others, thus constituting themselves a flourishing 
cultural community.

Butler’s proposal, I wish to argue, is theological. 
It is true that she does not mention God, nor does she 
use the discourse of theology. Jews, as is well known, 
do not like to pronounce the name of God. Most of the 
time, Butler speaks of the meaning of Jewishness, rather 
than Judaism. Yet in her long defense published in the 
Jerusalem Post of August 27, 2012,4 she explains that it 
is her lifelong fidelity to Jewish teaching that obliges her 
to take a public stand critical of Israel. She said, “I af-
firm a Judaism that is not associated with state violence.” 
She treats the biblical ethics she learned at the Reform 
Temple in Cleveland as an unconditional demand. It is 
not simply the voice of reason that calls her to be aware 
of the suffering of others and to act to alleviate their con-
dition. The voice that addresses her resounds throughout 
the Jewish tradition: it is an echo of the absolute, a tran-
scendent summons, making ethical demands that may 
even require self-sacrifice. Responding to this voice, 
Judith Butler is willing to become unloved by vast num-
bers of Jews and their spiritual leaders. In her defense in 
the Jerusalem Post, she says that her effort to redefine 
the meaning of Jewish existence beyond Zionism is also 
a response to the Jews in the United States who, deeply 
upset by what Zionism has become, are withdrawing 
altogether from the Jewish tradition. Butler wants them 
to be Jews nourished by their religious and cultural in-
heritance. While most critics of the State of Israel, Jews 
and non-Jews alike, invoke the charters of human rights 
and the resolutions of the United Nations, Judith Butler 
invokes the transcendent call that resounds in the Jewish 
tradition. Her proposal is theological. 

Parting Ways opens a new chapter in Jewish-Christian 
dialogue. 

1 Judith Butler, Parting Ways: Jewishness and the Critique of Israel 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2012).

2 http://www.haaretz.com/life/books/jewish-anti-zionist-academic-
insists-israeli-occupation-is-un-jewish.premium-1.483887 (accessed 
September 22, 2014).

3 Quoted in Butler, Parting Ways, 145. 
4 http://mondoweiss.net/2012/08/judith-butler-responds-to-attack-i-

affirm-a-judaism-that-is-not-associated-with-state-violence.html (accessed 
September 22, 2014).
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My Relation to John Oesterreicher
Gregory Baum 

John Oesterreicher, a convert from Judaism, a 
Catholic priest, a widely respected scholar, wrestled 

against Christian antisemitism first in Vienna and, after 
World War II, in the United States, where he founded 
the Institute of Judeo-Christian Studies at Seton Hall 
University. To tell the story of my relation to John, I have 
to start with a reference to my theological education 
at the University of Fribourg in Switzerland. In 1956, 
I received a doctorate, for a dissertation on the evolving 
teaching of the popes on Christian unity, which was later 
published as a book.1

Against the Anti-Jewish Rhetoric  
of Christian Preaching
Still in Fribourg, I was asked to give a few lectures on the 
Church’s relation to Judaism and the Jews, a topic upon 
which I had never reflected. I started to make use of the 
traditional Catholic discourse, until I was profoundly 
shaken by the book Jésus et Israël2 by Jules Isaac, a 
well-known French historian and secular Jew. While 
his wife and daughter had been arrested and sent to the 
death camps in the east, Jules Isaac himself survived the 
war, hidden by friends. Searching for the sources of the 
hatred of the Jews, he made a careful study of the New 
Testament and other ancient Christian texts and found in 
them passages expressing contempt for Jews and vilify-
ing their religion. Written during the war, Jésus et Israël 
was published in 1947. When I discovered the book ten 
years later, I was disturbed and destabilized, fearing 
that the ground on which I stood was about to collapse. 
Despite the Jewish background of my family, I had been 
totally unaware of the anti-Jewish discourse associated 
with Christian preaching almost from the beginning.

In the introduction to my book The Jews and the 
Gospel,3 a partial response to Jules Isaac, I recorded my 
anguish. I was unable to remain a Catholic theologian 
unless I dedicated myself to the reform of the Church’s 
discourse on the Jews and their religion. I discovered a 
small network of Catholic and Protestant thinkers com-
mitted to changing the Christian perception of Judaism 
and the Jews. In France, Jules Isaac himself, aided by 
Jewish and Christian friends, had founded the circle 
L’amitié judéo-chrétienne, and in Germany, Gertrud 
Luckner’s review, Freiburger Rundbrief, had brought 

together Christians and Jews to rethink their relation to 
one another. John, in touch with both of these circles, 
visited me in Fribourg in the late 1950s. I became ac-
quainted with his work, read the yearbook The Bridge, 
and became his friend. I remained in touch with him 
when I returned to Canada in 1959, soon to teach theol-
ogy at St. Michael’s College in Toronto.

At that time, John was still hoping for the conversion 
of the Jews to the Christian faith. I felt differently about 
this. The profound shock produced by my discovery 
of the Christian anti-Jewish rhetoric persuaded me 
that the ones in need of conversion were not Jews, but 
Christians, even if I had at that time no theological argu-
ments to defend my intuition. In later years, as is well 
known, John changed his mind.

At the Second Vatican Council 
In 1960, sitting in my office at St. Michael’s College, 
I received—to my great amazement—a letter from 
Pope John XXIII appointing me as a peritus at the 
Secretariat for Christian Unity. This was a very great 
honour. Cardinal Bea, the president of the Secretariat, 
and Monsignor Willebrands, his acting secretary, must 
have chosen me because my doctoral dissertation, pub-
lished as a book in English and French, dealt with an 
ecumenical topic.4

The first meeting, bringing together the bishops 
and the periti of the Secretariat, took place in Rome in 
November 1960. At the end of the meeting, Cardinal 
Bea said that Pope John had told him that in addition 
to the ecumenical assignments, the Secretariat was to 
produce a draft document redefining the Church’s re-
lation to Jews and Judaism. Because he was unaware 
of this assignment, Cardinal Bea had not appointed 
theologians who had done research on this issue. If 
you can give me the names of such theologians, he said 
to us, please come to see me after the meeting. I did. 
Addressing the Cardinal in my mother tongue, I told him 
that I had written a book on this issue and that Father 
Oesterreicher had published a great deal on the renewal 
of the Church’s relation to Jews and Judaism. Soon after 
this, Oesterreicher was appointed peritus.

John and I now often worked together. Cardinal Bea 
had asked me to prepare a draft for the second session 
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of the Secretariat, outlining a possible conciliar state-
ment on Judaism and the Jews. I visited John at Seton 
Hall University to discuss with him what such a draft 
should contain. Following his suggestion, I wrote a text 
proposing three theological themes, each correcting the 
traditional discourse insulting to Jews: first, the rooted-
ness of the Church in the Jewish tradition, correcting 
the negative perception of Jewish religion; second, the 
Jewishness of Jesus and his followers, correcting the 
idea that all Jews of his day had turned a deaf ear to 
the Gospel; and third, the promised future of the Jews 
as God’s first-loved people, correcting the idea that the 
Jews had been rejected by God and now lived in spiritual 
darkness. These three themes helped to structure the 
final document, chapter 4 of Nosta aetate.

The work at the Secretariat, the gradual evolution of 
the final declaration, the crises produced by the oppo-
nents of the entire project, the unrelenting commitment 
of Cardinal Bea to see the declaration accepted, and 
the reactions to it by the bishops, the press, prominent 
Jewish representatives, and Arab voices are recorded in 
John’s article in Herbert Vorgrimmler’s Commentaries 
on the Second Vatican Council.5 

I wish to make two points in relation to John’s article. 
First, it contains the names of the cardinals and bishops 
who gave strong support for the declaration and offers 
quotations from the speeches they gave in favour of it at 
the Council. John demonstrates that Nostra aetate was 
not the work of a small lobby in the Church that man-
aged to infiltrate the Council; rather, it was a statement 
of faith made by cardinals and bishops from various 
parts, representing their churches and their theologians. 
I believe it was the memory of Auschwitz in the minds of 
the bishops, though never fully confessed, that produced 
their almost unanimous acceptance of Nostra aetate at 
the end. 

John’s article—this is my second point—makes a 
brief reference to the work of Jules Isaac. Recent stud-
ies have shown that Isaac’s books, his involvement in 
Jewish–Christian relations, and his audience with John 
XXIII in 1960 have made an extraordinary contribution 
to the Church’s new perspective on Jews and Judaism. 
Because Jules Isaac is almost unknown in North 
America, I am happy that Norman Tobias, a theology 
student and a Toronto lawyer, is reworking his thesis to 
be published by McGill-Queen’s University Press.

Two Disagreements 
Though John and I were friends, we eventually came to 
disagree on two issues. That was a painful experience.

First, we differed in our reaction to Rosemary 
Ruether’s Faith and Fratricide.6 I must mention that in 
my The Jews and the Gospel, written in the late 1950s, 
I denounced with Jules Isaac the anti-Jewish discourse 
of Christian preaching from the early days on, but de-
fended the New Testament against Jules Isaac, insisting 
that no biblical passage fostered contempt for Jews and 
their religion. I then believed that the New Testament as 
God’s Word to the Church could in no way be the source 
of hatred. Reading Ruether’s Faith and Fratricide in 
the late 1960s, I changed my mind. I admitted that the 
shadow of sin lay even over the inspired Scriptures.

Ruether argues that traditional Christology, present-
ing Jesus as saviour of the world, leaves no theological 
room for Judaism and hence assigns believing Jews to 
the outer darkness. Anti-Jewish discourse, she writes, 
is the left hand of Christology. To create a space for 
Judaism (and other religions, I might add), she relies on 
Christ’s eschatological promises, allowing Christians to 
say that Jesus will be saviour of the world at the end of 
time, and that for the time being there is room for other 
dispensations of grace. In my foreword to her book, 
I agree with her that to overcome the anti-Jewish im-
plications of the Church’s preaching, the Church must 
rethink traditional Christology.

John passionately disagreed. In the booklet The 
Anatomy of Contempt,7 he rejects the idea that the effort 
to overcome the Church’s anti-Jewish discourse raises 
doctrinal questions. All that is necessary, he insists, 
are psychological and sociological considerations. His 
booklet was an attack on Ruether’s Faith and Fratricide, 
which includes my foreword written in support of it. 
This disagreement created a certain silence between us.

Secondly, John and I came to adopt different at-
titudes toward the State of Israel. Over the years, John 
became a great defender of the State of Israel, while I, 
influenced by third-world liberation theology and the 
Canadian left-wing Jewish review Outlook, became in-
creasingly critical of the political response of the Israeli 
government to the Palestinian people. John and I had a 
heated argument in connection with the International 
Symposium on the Holocaust, held in 1974 in New York 
City. The invited speakers of the Symposium included 
well-known Jewish and Christian religious thinkers. Let 
me mention Rabbi Irving Greenberg, Emil Fackenheim, 
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Shlomo Avineri, Arthur Waskow, and Elie Wiesel, as 
well as Rosemary Ruether, John Pawlikowski, Alan 
Davies, and Walter Burghardt.

Also invited as a speaker was Gabriel Habib, an 
Arab Christian associated with the World Council of 
Churches in the Middle East. Habib decided not to come 
to the Symposium, for reasons he explained in a letter 
addressed to the organizers. When the proceedings of 
the Symposium were edited by Eva Fleischner, the ques-
tion arose whether Habib’s letter should be included in 
the volume. This was the occasion of a vigorous debate 
in which John and I took different sides—he favouring 
the omission of the letter, and I supporting its inclusion. 
When the volume Auschwitz: Beginning of a New Era?8 
came out in 1977, it included Habib’s letter.

In his letter, Habib objected to the narrow perspective 
of the Symposium looking at the genocide of the Jews 
by the German government without relating it to the his-
tory of Western empires, their colonial conquests, and 
the exploitation and oppression inflicted upon peoples, 
including the elimination of entire populations. Modern 
racism has been the product of empire, aimed at oppress-
ing people deemed inferior. Reacting to the Holocaust 
as a singular event, as is done by the Symposium, urges 
Christians to rethink their relationship to the Jews, yet 
does not denounce the politics of empire. Instead, Habib 
recommended calling for a colloquium on the Holocaust 
including thinkers of non-European origin who were 
ready to examine the death-dealing dimensions of the 
dominant Western culture. Some participants of the 
Symposium found this letter objectionable. 

When I read Habib’s letter in 1974, I did not real-
ize that his critical perspective had an affinity with 
the reflections on Auschwitz of Max Horkheimer and 
Theodor Adorno in their Dialectic of Enlightenment, 
published in 1946. According to the two German Jewish 
philosophers, the founders of the Frankfurt School of 
Social Research, the Holocaust was not a pathologi-
cal regression to a past barbarian age; it was rather the 
manifestation of the sinister side of modernity, the 
reliance on techno-scientific reason to control people, 
and, if need be, eliminate them in the interests of a 
powerful minority. According to these two authors, the 
eighteenth-century Enlightenment embraced scien-
tific as well as ethical reasoning. It supported scientific 
development and at the same time provided rational 
arguments for freedom, justice, equality, and fraternity. 

Yet, very soon, scientific reason acquired cultural domi-
nance, ethical considerations were dismissed, personal 
conscience became subservient to institutional require-
ments, and powerful actors were able to control people’s 
lives, indifferent to the damage this inflicted on them. 
Horkheimer and Adorno call this reversal “the dialectic 
of Enlightenment.” Modernity has given birth to death-
dealing domination in the colonization in Asia and 
Africa and, in the 20th century, more virulently, in the 
dictatorship produced by German fascism and Russian 
communism. For the two authors, this is the historical 
context of the Holocaust. They write, “The dialectic of 
Enlightenment culminates objectively in madness.”9

This reference to Horkheimer and Adorno shows that 
the point made by Habib, shocking for some partici-
pants of the Symposium, including John, had actually 
been raised and debated among Western intellectuals 
decades before. In 1974, I did not know Horkheimer and 
Adorno’s article. I wonder whether John was familiar 
with it. A German friend of his, Karl Thieme, had been 
in correspondence with Theodor Adorno.10 Yet I suspect 
that John had not read the article or he would not have 
been so shocked Habib’s letter.

The silence between John and me was painful for 
both of us. When invited to give a lecture at Seton 
Hall University in the 1980s I looked at the audience 
in search of John, but he was not there. I had already 
begun my lecture when I saw the door open at the back 
and John came in and sat down. It was his gesture of 
reconciliation. After my talk, we carried on a conversa-
tion as friends. 

1 Gregory Baum, That They May Be One (New York: Newman Press, 
1958).

2 Jules Isaac, Jésus et Israël (Paris: Albin Michel, 1948).
3 Gregory Baum, The Jews and the Gospel (New York: Newman Press, 

1961); rev. ed. Is the New Testament Anti-Semitic? (New York: Paulist Press, 
1965).

4 Gregory Baum, « Un souvenir de Nostra aetate, » in Gilles Routhier, 
ed. Vatican II au Canada: enracinement et réception (Montréal: Fides, 2001), 
449–60.

5 Herbert Vorgrimmler, ed., Commentaries of Vatican II (New York: 
Herder and Herder, 1966).

6 Rosemary Ruether, Faith and Fratricide (New York: Seabury Press, 
1974).

7 John Oesterreicher, The Anatomy of Contempt (Seton Hall University: 
Institute of Judeo-Christian Studies, 1975).

8 Eva Fleischner, ed., Auschwitz: Beginning of a New Era? (New York: 
KTAV Publishing House/Anti-Defamation league of B’nai B’rith, 1977).

9 Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment 
(1946) (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002), 169.

10 John Connelly, From Enemy to Brother: The Revolution in Catholic 
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Ktunaxa Nation v. British Columbia (2014):  
Theology in the Courts and Indigenous Religious Freedom
Nicholas D. Shrubsole
St. Jerome’s University, Waterloo, ON

Introduction

This article critically examines the decision in 
Ktunaxa Nation v. British Columbia (Forests, Lands 

and Natural Resource Operations), 2014 BCSC 568. 
On April 3, 2014, the British Columbia Supreme Court 
(BCSC) ruled against the Ktunaxa Nation’s claim that 
the Ministry of Forests, Lands and Natural Resources 
Operations had violated two constitutionally protected 
rights in their decision to allow the development of a ski 
resort. The Ktunaxa claimed that the Minister violated 
their right to be consulted and accommodated, which is 
guaranteed under section 35(1) of the Constitution Act 
(1982). The Ktunaxa stipulated that on the specific mat-
ter of their “exercise” of “a spiritual practice which by its 
very nature requires the protection of a sacred site” (par. 
13), the Minister did not provide adequate consultation 
or accommodation. In addition to the procedural argu-
ment put forth under s. 35(1), the Ktunaxa also claimed 
that the resort project violated their section 2(a) right to 
freedom of religion and conscience guaranteed in the 
Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms (1982). The 
area, known as Qat’muk to the Ktunaxa, is the home 
of the Grizzly Bear Spirit. According to the Ktunaxa, 
the resort would drive the Spirit away, thereby making 
spiritual and physical guidance impossible, and render-
ing the rituals and songs of the Ktunaxa meaningless. 
In other words, as the court identifies, the resort will 
have “a profound negative impact on their identity and 
culture” (par. 17). 

It is my contention that the decision by the Minister 
to advance the resort project and the decision of the 
BCSC to dismiss the s. 2(a) claim demonstrates a fail-
ure on the part of the Crown to understand the complex 
relationship between land and religion as articulated by 
the Ktunaxa Nation. In addition, the court’s decision to 
dismiss the s. 35(1) claim speaks to deeper concerns 
regarding the consultation doctrine and its ability to pro-
vide justice for indigenous peoples. This case also raises 
an important point regarding the treatment of indigenous 
religions under s. 35(1) and s. 2(a), as both address reli-
gious rights in very different ways. 

Background
In 1991, Glacier Resort Ltd. proposed the construc-
tion of a year-round ski resort near Invernere, British 
Columbia. At the outset, the Ktunaxa/Kinbasket Tribal 
Council (KKTC) expressed the necessity of consultation 
and accommodation since the proposed resort fell within 
their land claims territory. The KKTC also expressed 
concern that the resort may have serious implications for 
their cultural heritage and religion. Glacier was granted 
rights to the region in 1993 and the province, through the 
Commission on Resources and Environment (CORE), 
determined that a resort was an acceptable use of the 
space. Following the CORE approval, a ten-year envi-
ronmental assessment took place, concluding in 2004. 

Several reports were created over the course of 
the assessment, including one by the Environment 
Assessment Office (EAO) entitled “First Nations Socio-
Economic Assessment: Jumbo Glacier Resort Project, 
A Genuine Wealth Analysis.” This report makes it clear 
that religion is an important and sensitive subject war-
ranting more attention. A portion of the report cited 
by the court reads, “The expressions of the sacred and 
‘priceless’ value of the Jumbo/Quatmu by many of the 
First Nations people should not be underestimated. 
As economists, we could interpret this situation as 
a revealed preference of no development under any 
circumstances with an ‘infinite price’ tag” (par. 55). 
Following the environmental assessment, Glacier was 
able to come to terms with the Shuswap Indian Band, 
but not the Ktunaxa Nation. At this time, the KKTC, 
which was representing both groups, disbanded, and the 
Ktunaxa Tribal Council (KTC) continued consultation 
with the resort company. Concerns regarding the sacred-
ness of the space were raised again in a Gap Analysis in 
2006 after Glacier and the Ktunaxa were unable to reach 
an agreement. Following a series of workshops on land 
use, the Ministry was led to believe that Glacier and the 
Ktunaxa were close to an agreement. 

Early in 2008, The KTC rejected an accommodation 
proposal from the Minister on financial grounds without 
reference to spiritual matters. However, a second accom-
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modation proposal put forth by the Minister was rejected 
due to the sacredness of the space. The Ktunaxa then 
proposed further consultation to address their concerns, 
not specifically mentioning the sacredness of the site as 
a main point of discussion. The Minister accepted this 
proposal and stipulated that the pending issues were 
matters of interest and the project could move forward 
while consultation continued. In June 2009, the Minister 
met with the Ktunaxa and their council; they voiced their 
concern that consultation on the subject of the sacred-
ness of the site had not been fulfilled. 

They explained that sacred knowledge was consid-
ered secret and possessed only by certain individuals 
in the community. The Minister agreed to extend con-
sultation until December 2009 to hear from the 
elder specified by the Ktunaxa. In September 2009, the 
Ktunaxa, along with Mr. Chris Luke Sr., the knowledge 
keeper identified earlier that year, articulated that no 
“middle ground” was possible and that any movement 
of the earth would violate the sacredness of the site. This 
position was articulated again in 2010 in the Qat’muk 
Declaration (attached as Schedule “E” in the BCSC 
decision). Included with this declaration was a statement 
on stewardship principles associated with the space.

In 2012, The Minister of Forests, Lands and Natural 
Resources approved the Master Development Plan for 
the ski resort. In his justification for this decision, the 
Minister made a number of important statements toward 
the religious claims of the Ktunaxa. In his justification 
for the decision, attached as Schedule “F” to the court 
ruling, the Minister found that the Crown had fulfilled its 
obligation of consultation and sought reasonable accom-
modation of the spiritual concerns of the Ktunaxa. The 
“no middle ground” position was weakened, according 
to the Ministry, because knowledge of the inviolability 
of the site was not widespread among the Ktunaxa. The 
Ministry also felt there was little evidence to support the 
inviolability position under the “integral to a distinctive 
culture test” set out in R. v. Van der Peet (1996). This 
test would require proof on the part of the Ktunaxa that 
the right would have been exercised prior to contact 
with Europeans. Additionally, they concluded that since 
practices took place mainly on the reserve and one 
other site, continued access to portions of the Controlled 
Recreation Area was sufficient accommodation.

The Supreme Court Decision
The task before the court was to determine whether 
the Minister had violated the Ktunaxa Nation’s rights 

under s. 35(1) and s. 2(a). On the subject of s. 35(1), 
the Crown did not object to the fact that it had an ob-
ligation to consult with and accommodate the Ktunaxa 
Nation, whose traditional lands were affected by the 
project. The question was whether the Crown had done 
enough, in particular with respect to the cultural rights 
protected under s. 35(1). The current framework for con-
sultation and accommodation is, as the BCSC judge, the 
Honourable Mr. Justice Savage, appropriately identifies, 
about due process and not outcome. It is important to 
note that the amount of accommodation granted is based 
on the severity of the infringement on Aboriginal Rights. 
This process does not grant First Nations veto power. In 
other words, the decision maker—that is, the Crown—
must investigate the severity of any infringement of 
Aboriginal Rights and provide satisfactory accommoda-
tion when necessary. 

The test for violations of Aboriginal cultural rights 
under s. 35(1) was, as mentioned above, set forth in R. v. 
Van der Peet (1996). Within this framework, the Ktunaxa 
must prove that their spiritual practices and beliefs as-
sociated with the space pre-date the colonial encounter. 
Additionally, the Siska Band v. British Columbia 
(Ministry of Forests) (1999) decision determined that the 
claim must also be specific to a particular location. That 
is, in order to be granted significant accommodation 
under s. 35(1), the Ktunaxa must prove that the resort 
seriously violates a pre-contact practice or belief related 
to the specific location of the proposed resort. 

The court took issue with the Ktunaxa claim on both 
the subject of the inviolability of the space as a pre-
contact belief and the subject of specificity. The “no 
middle ground” position was, in the court’s view, raised 
too late in the process to indicate that it was a belief 
that pre-dated the colonial encounter. At paragraph 241, 
Savage writes:

The evidence discloses that the Ktunaxa are se-
cretive in their spiritual beliefs. However, there 
is no evidence that the specific belief at issue 
here, namely that a development in the nature of 
the Proposed Resort is fundamentally inimical to 
Ktunaxa religion, is one which was not revealed 
earlier because of secrecy concerns. In other 
words, the spiritual belief on which the “no middle 
ground” position is based is of recent understand-
ing rather than being a longstanding belief that was 
kept secret. This belief is first explained in the af-
fidavit of a single knowledge holder. The ancillary 
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affidavits do not suggest that this position stems 
from concerns or teachings learned from any other 
knowledge holders … [There] is no suggestion 
that the “no middle ground” position reflects a 
specific belief of ancient or earlier origins.

At paragraph 244, Savage affirms the sacredness of 
the site to the Ktunaxa, but stipulates that most of the 
actual ceremonies take place on two sites and that the 
continued access to the region by Glacier will provide 
them opportunity to continue their spiritual beliefs and 
practices.

On the matter of religious freedom, the court sum-
marized case law on the interpretation of s. 2(a) in 
stipulating that “Freedom of religion includes the right 
to hold religious beliefs of one’s choice, the right to 
declare these openly and without reprisal, and the right 
to manifest religious beliefs in worship, practice and 
dissemination” (par. 258). These religious beliefs do not 
need to be affirmed by an authority or community, but 
rather must be determined to be sincerely held by the 
claimant. 

On the matter of infringement, Savage cites the fol-
lowing: “An infringement of s. 2(a) is made out where: 
(1) the claimant sincerely believes in a belief or practice 
that has a nexus with religion; and (2) the impugned 
measure interferes with the claimant’s ability to act in 
accordance with his or her religious beliefs in a man-
ner that is more than trivial or insubstantial” (par. 261). 
Once infringement has been determined, the court then 
must determine if the violation was reasonable (in ac-
cordance with section 1 of the Charter). 

The main question the court sought to answer was 
whether the Master Development Agreement infringes 
the Ktunaxa Nations’ s. 2(a) right. Savage agreed that 
this was a matter of religion, even if certain revelations 
were quite new. He writes, “Nor, in my view, is recent 
revelation necessarily inconsistent with a genuinely held 
religious belief. I accept … that the Ktunaxa’s spiritual 
beliefs and practices are sincere and have a nexus with 
religion” (par. 275). 

In determining whether an infringement had taken 
place with the acceptance of the ski resort, the court 
writes, 

The Ktunaxa do not argue that the Proposed 
Resort, with overnight human accommodation 
in permanent structures, will interfere with the 
conduct of their ceremonial dances, which oc-
cur elsewhere, or prevent them embarking on 

vision quests, or engaging in prayer or worship. 
Rather, their argument focuses on an asserted loss 
of meaning to actions that are otherwise uncon-
strained. (par. 289) 

The court determined that loss of meaning was not a 
sufficient claim for the violation of religious freedom. 
Savage further stipulated, “The otherwise lawful use of 
land by others is not a form of coercion or a constraint 
on freedom of religion” (par. 296). The infringement, 
according to the court, did not surpass the test of being 
a more than “trivial or insubstantial” claim (par. 299). 
Savage stipulated that even if he was wrong on the scope 
of s. 2(a), the accommodations offered to the Ktunaxa 
were reasonable. 

Analysis
The decision in Ktunaxa Nation v. British Columbia 
poses significant problems for the protection of indige-
nous religious freedom in Canada. This decision affirms 
the first and only other case of indigenous religious 
freedom brought before the BCSC in 1998, which indi-
cates that the decisions found here inform a foundation 
for addressing indigenous religious freedom claims in 
Canada. 

There is an underlying assumption raised here regard-
ing the substance of religion that is incompatible with 
indigenous spiritual practices. In the court’s opinion and 
in the case law on s. 2(a) claims, there is an overwhelm-
ing assumption that religion stems from within the minds 
of individuals and that it then manifests in practice. This, 
of course, is one perspective as to what constitutes “re-
ligion,” but it is and ought not to be the only perspective 
on how important facets of human life are categorized; 
especially those facets that are protected as fundamental 
rights. From the evidence presented throughout the con-
sultation process, even as early as the socio-economic 
report commissioned by the Environment Assessment 
Office, it is clear that the Ktunaxa concept of religion 
stems primarily from the land, which manifests belief 
and practice. Ultimately, this is why sincerity and not 
authenticity is the benchmark for religious freedom 
claims, because to engage in a debate with the Ktunaxa 
on this matter would be a subject of theology. That being 
said, to make a claim regarding the nature of religion is a 
theological assertion. The BCSC is holding the Ktunaxa 
Nation to a standard rooted in a different theological 
tradition than their own. If section 27 of the Charter is 
to be respected—“This Charter shall be interpreted in a 
manner consistent with the preservation and enhance-
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ment of the multicultural heritage of Canadians”—then 
the inclusion of indigenous perspectives on religion 
ought to be listened to and included in the processes of 
determining violations of certain rights. 

If we understand “religion” from the Ktunaxa per-
spective, as opposed to the theological position of 
Canadian jurisprudence, there is a significant infringe-
ment of s. 2(a), as the ski resort would desecrate the 
fixture of the Ktunaxa religion. Since the sincerity 
of the claim was never doubted (even if it was a new 
revelation), the court would have to determine that this 
violation was more than trivial or insubstantial. In this 
view, asking the Ktunaxa to continue practising their re-
ligious practices on the land provided by the resort as an 
accommodation demonstrates a misunderstanding of the 
articulated indigenous perspective on their relationship 
with the land and its centrality to their religion. 

While there have only been two cases of s. 2(a) claims 
before the BCSC on matters of indigenous religious 
freedom, many indigenous communities have sought 
the protection of their sacred spaces through s. 35(1) 
claims to cultural rights. While Aboriginal Rights to 
hunt and fish were protected and accommodated through 
the provisions set forth by the Minister, the court de-
termined that the Ktunaxa did not provide sufficient 
evidence to support a cultural rights claim for the “no 
middle ground” position under s. 35(1). While the court 
acknowledged the cultural rights of the Ktunaxa, they 
did not believe that the position taken by the Ktunaxa in 
2009 met the requirements of Van der Peet. Once again, 
the court accurately assesses case law on both the duty 
to consult and accommodate and Aboriginal cultural 
rights. 

On the matter of the process of consultation, it was 
clear that the Minister understood the importance of 
the space for the Ktunaxa, although the Minister may 
have not fully understood the indigenous perspective. 
The fact that the indigenous perspective on land was not 
included in the decision is, as the court noted, irrelevant 
in the consultation process. Unfortunately, the right to 
speak is not always paired with a right to be heard. 

On the subject of cultural rights, there are a number 
of specific issues. Just as in the case of religious freedom 
claims, the specificity requirement first articulated in the 
Siska Band case (1999) perpetuates the application of 
a particular understanding of religion onto indigenous 
peoples. Specific ceremonial space will be protected, 
but not cosmologically significant space, despite the 
fact that, for the Ktunaxa, the integrity of the specific 

spaces are firmly rooted in the broader region. It would 
appear that whether indigenous peoples seek protection 
for their religions through s. 35(1) or s. 2(a), they will 
encounter a particular theological position regarding the 
nature of religion.

While s. 35(1) and s. 2(a) deal with the same subject, 
they are supported by very different case law. Even if the 
“no middle ground” position was a pre-contact belief, it 
would be difficult to prove under the “integral to a dis-
tinctive culture test.” Typically, this test is met through 
widespread knowledge of the position articulated 
through oral testimony and/or archaeological evidence 
supporting the claim. In this framework, the court’s de-
cision is understandable. However, these requirements 
do not align with case law on s. 2(a), which requires nei-
ther historical proof nor affirmation from a community.

One of the claims of the Ktunaxa was that the Minister 
failed to take into consideration their Charter rights in 
his decision. The court noted that while the Minister did 
not refer to s. 2(a) in particular, what was important was 
that the Minister’s “actions and the accommodations 
offered address the substance of the asserted Charter 
right where necessary” (par. 271). Considering that the 
Minister was wary of the “no middle ground” position, 
which the court did recognize in considering the s. 2(a) 
claim, it appears that the Minister may have not fully 
considered the Ktunaxa’s Charter rights in his decision. 
Interestingly, the difference between s. 35(1) and s. 2(a) 
claims is a concern the Ktunaxa brought to the attention 
of the court, but Savage addressed it only in passing at 
paragraph 272. He writes, “This is neither the rejection 
nor the acceptance of the Ktunaxa’s assertion that the 
balancing of Charter values with statutory objectives is 
fundamentally different than the balancing of asserted 
but unproven Aboriginal rights with competing societal 
interests.” 

Considering the particular perspective on religion 
in the case law on s. 2(a), it would likely have changed 
little, if anything, in the Minister’s decision, but the con-
cern raised is an important point of discussion. If s. 35(1) 
and s. 2(a) claims address the same subject but possess 
different jurisprudence, how are religious freedom 
claims balanced in each case? Do the standards set forth 
in Van der Peet comply with the standards of fundamen-
tal freedoms set forth in the Charter? The relationship 
between s. 35(1) and s. 2(a) is something that requires 
further attention.
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Conclusion
In the subject-field of Religious Studies, the politics and 
challenges of defining religion are well known. While 
the definitions of religion offered by scholars may lead 
to scholarly debate, the definitions offered in Canada’s 
courts may lead to the violation of the fundamental free-
doms of particular individuals and communities. The 
decision in Ktunaxa Nation v. British Columbia (2014) 
identifies serious concerns on the matter of religious 
freedom in Canada. More specifically, it is a troubling 
decision for indigenous communities that have been 

told that neither the special rights embedded under s. 
35 nor the Charter right set forth in s. 2(a) will provide 
protection for their religious traditions. Ultimately, this 
problem is a product of the exclusion of indigenous 
perspectives in the decisions and frameworks that affect 
their lives. 

Dr. Nicholas Shrubsole is a lecturer in the Department of Religious 
Studies at St. Jerome’s University in the University of Waterloo. He is cur-
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Jesus and Social Justice
Don Schweitzer
St. Andrew’s College, Saskatoon

James Perkinson, Messianism Against Christology: Resistance Movements, Folk Arts and Empire.
New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013. pp. xxxii + 245

Thomas Hughson, Connecting Jesus to Social Justice: Classical Christology and Public Theology. 
Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2013. pp. xxv + 313

How does Jesus connect to social justice? In the two 
books listed above, this simple question opens 

up far-reaching discussions concerning the doctrinal 
heritage of Christian churches, how the gospels should 
be read, and what it means to be human. In their explo-
rations of these issues, these books provide divergent 
answers to this important question. Yet they can be read 
as complementing each other, rather than as conflicting. 

James Perkinson’s Messianism  
Against Christology 
This book grew out of 25 years of engagement in and 
reflection on struggles for social justice in Detroit. 
During this time, Detroit has become a widely observed 
laboratory for grassroots initiatives for urban renewal, 
alternative economies, and struggle against the oppres-
sive practices and hegemonic ideology of neo-liberal 
economics. Perkinson begins by redefining Christology 
as a sign or performance, an act of resistance against 
oppression rather than a doctrine. For Perkinson, under-
standings of Jesus Christ as a unique saviour are part of 
the imperial religious and economic ideologies that have 
wrought destruction on indigenous religions around the 
globe and brought the world to the brink of ecological 
catastrophe. The messianic, his preferred term, is that 
which creates a space of mental/spiritual freedom in the 
face of oppression and its ideologies, and calls people to 
seek a different future, one where people living in small 
communities exist peacefully with one another and 
their environment. In the face of imperial oppressions, 
the messianic is a form of social animation, a creative 
practice of resistance drawing upon subjugated cultures 
and forms of wisdom, along with mimicking aspects of 
imperial cultures, to undermine the legitimacy of op-
pression, awaken people to the possibilities of a different 
future, and inspire them to seek it together. Messianism 
is a form of grassroots resistance to injustice practised by 
artists, street people, activists, and the socially engaged 

all over the world. It is a struggle against economic 
oppression and social disintegration. Its emancipatory 
message is sometimes openly expressed, sometimes 
hidden from direct view, depending on its social context.

Perkinson interprets gospel traditions about Jesus as 
a form of this messianism. The result is a fascinating, 
evocative, and illuminating reading of the gospels from 
the streets of Detroit, and an equally fascinating reading 
of Detroit in light of the gospels. Perkinson is an art-
ist whose medium is language. Through his brilliantly 
innovative use of words,1 sayings and actions of Jesus 
recorded in the gospels take on new life and meaning. 
Galilee and Detroit intersect each other as Perkinson 
describes how Jesus enacted his messianic resistance 
to injustice and call to an equitable future. This power-
ful contextualization of the gospel jarringly exposes its 
contemporary social relevance. 

Jesus emerges here as a model to be imitated in the 
way he appropriated his Jewish religious traditions and 
prepared for his public activism,2 and as an inspiration 
to action in the present. Throughout the biblical tradi-
tions, from the blood of Abel to Jesus’ dying words in 
Mark’s gospel, there runs a protest against injustice that 
assumes various forms: cries to God of pain and loss, 
prophetic and public denunciation of oppression, coded 
derision aimed at the ruling powers. What Jesus did 
continues today in the work of hip-hop and folk artists, 
social activists and religious leaders.

For Perkinson, the development of Christological 
belief and doctrine following Jesus’ resurrection, the no-
tion that Jesus was the unique incarnation of the second 
person of the Trinity affirmed at Nicaea in 325 CE and 
Chalcedon in 451, represents a co-option of Jesus’ mes-
sianism by imperial ideology. The New Testament itself 
is distorted by this perverse and dangerous development, 
and must be read against the grain in order to retrieve the 
original messianic meaning of Jesus and the movement 
he instigated. After exploring examples of messianic re-
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sistance in Ethiopian folk arts that push back against this 
co-option, Perkinson ends where he began, in Detroit. 
Here, though neo-liberalism is winning many victories, 
messianic resistance “has never been more robust.”3 The 
struggle continues. With whom will we side?

Perkinson’s vision that life should be lived in small 
communities of about 150 people, supported by sub-
sistence-like agriculture, may be too radical for many. 
Yet his call for the local production of food, alternative 
economies, and small-scale communities resonates 
hauntingly against the backdrop of the environmental 
and social crises of the present, even as several questions 
concerning it come to mind. 

At a conference of the Christian left held in Detroit 
in 1975, the argument that Western civilization is fun-
damentally demonic, inevitably tending towards the 
domination of others and the destruction of the environ-
ment, was rejected by most participants as clashing with 
their basic belief that the social order can be changed 
for the better.4 It was this belief that underlay their re-
sistance to injustice. Perkinson’s assessment of Western 
civilization is similarly pessimistic and similarly over-
looks Western civilization’s potential to contribute to the 
common good. Also, there are irreducibly social goods 
like hospitals and universities that require communities 
larger than 150 members to sustain them. Finally, the 
divinity of Jesus can be a decisive principle of hope that 
sustains Christians in struggles for social justice.5 When 
one thinks of Francis of Assisi or Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 
one remembers that Christologies affirming the unique 
saving significance of Jesus Christ can guide and inspire 
resistance to imperial oppression and foster concern for 
the environment. 

We move now from the streets of Detroit to the halls 
of Marquette University in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, 
where we find a very different approach to connecting 
Jesus to social justice. 

Thomas Hughson’s Connecting Jesus  
to Social Justice 

Hughson begins by noting that concern for social justice 
is peripheral to the identity of most American Roman 
Catholics. He draws upon the very Christology that 
Perkinson rejects to redress this. He carefully distin-
guishes social charity—help for others that does not 
question the fundamental injustices of society—from 
social justice, which names structural sins like racism, 
economic oppression, and gender oppression and seeks 
to overcome them. For Hughson, social justice is an 

orientation, “an open, flexible concept and norm rather 
than a blueprint for an ideal society.”6 Its concrete form 
depends upon a society’s basic structures, and changes 
as these do, as a society’s responsibilities towards its 
members depends upon what it is capable of. 

Hughson notes that a society’s awareness of injustice 
frequently originates from those who suffer it. Concepts 
of social justice often take shape in grassroots social 
struggles such as Perkinson attends to. Social move-
ments involved in these struggles always utilize some 
form of social analysis.7 The search for a just social 
order requires an ongoing conversation between theory 
and practice, in which the two mutually inform each 
other. A sense of solidarity, of connectedness to and 
responsibility for others, particularly the victims of so-
ciety, is the root of concern for social justice on the part 
of those not suffering directly from injustice.8 The core 
of Hughson’s argument is that the incarnation estab-
lishes for Christians a universal solidarity among human 
beings and symbolizes God’s solidarity with all human-
ity. Consequently, faith in Jesus Christ should make an 
orientation to social justice central to every Christian’s 
identity. Hughson locates his argument within the move-
ment of public theology, which seeks to express the 
emancipatory meaning of Christian doctrine within the 
public sphere of society as part of an ongoing conver-
sation among diverse communities about the common 
good. Hughson notes that a free and open discussion in 
the public sphere does necessarily lead to social justice. 
The distinctive message of world religions, that we be-
long to each other, that we find our fulfillment through 
solidarity with one another, can make an important con-
tribution here. 

Hughson acknowledges that at times, the Christologies 
of Nicaea and Chalcedon have helped legitimate oppres-
sion and imperialism.9 But he notes that the Christologies 
of some oppressed peoples that have sustained them in 
the face of oppression affirm Jesus’ divinity in a way 
congruent with Chalcedon.10 His solution is not to 
abandon Chalcedonian claims about Jesus’ divinity, but 
to overcome their historical abstractness by recourse 
to the concreteness of the Synoptic portrayals of Jesus 
and what can be known about the historical Jesus. He 
argues further that Chalcedon can contribute an impor-
tant impetus to making seeking social justice integral to 
Christian identity. As the Logos made flesh, Jesus Christ 
is the ultimate creative source of all humanity. Having 
this common source creates an a priori solidarity among 
people. As the redemptive Word that seeks the salvation 
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of all, Jesus also creates an a posteriori solidarity bind-
ing all humanity together. As solidarity finds concrete 
expression in social justice, the Chalcedonian Definition 
thus “forges an indissoluble link binding social justice to 
faith in Jesus.”11 Hughson goes further. Utilizing Jacques 
Dupuis’ distinction between the Logos asarkos and the 
Logos incarnate, Hughson argues that the Logos that be-
came incarnate in Jesus is present in all who seek social 
justice, and that in light of this, Christians should make 
common cause in the public sphere with all who do so. 
Finally, he notes that the reconciliation with God that 
Christians proclaim is available to people through Jesus, 
as a result of his divinity, can be an emancipatory teach-
ing in oppressive situations. The new identity received 
through faith in Jesus Christ brings a new sense of 
dignity that can help the oppressed resist the hegemonic 
denigration of oppression. 

Hughson might have gone on to explore how Christ’s 
offer of reconciliation to sinners can create a new moral 
space in which peoples with histories of violence to-
wards each other can transcend their mutual claims for 
retribution and instead, on the basis of Christ’s offer of 
unconditional forgiveness to all, enter into reconciliation 
with each other as the basis for a new future of living 
together.12 This is a tricky business, yet the reconciliation 
to God that Christ offers can influence important initia-
tives in the public sphere, as became evident in South 
Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission. 

Hughson’s very theoretical argument is compel-
ling. Affirmations of Christ’s divinity such as the 
Chalcedonian Definition can provide an important im-
petus for Christians to seek social justice. 

Complementary Aspects  
of These Divergent Approaches
How do these contrasting approaches to connecting 
Jesus to social justice complement each other? Both 
develop their understanding of Jesus in opposition to 
the practices and ideologies of neo-liberal economics 
and its attendant social visions. The messianic is at heart 
a struggle about the legitimacy of the current social 
order and the possibility of something better.13 Are the 
economic and social dictates of neo-liberalism the only 
way forward, or does resistance against the unfettered 
power of the marketplace have some legitimacy? The 
messianic, through creative use of religious and cultural 
traditions, words, artistic mediums, and mimicry, seeks 
to show the latter. Hughson does the same, through his 
retrieval of the solidarities theoretically affirmed in 

the Chalcedonian Definition. The arguments of both 
exemplify Ernst Bloch’s dictum that there is future in 
the past. Both Perkinson and Hughson critically re-
trieve ancient Christian traditions to bolster concern 
for social justice in the present. Hughson finds in the 
Chalcedonian Definition a transcendent principle of 
expectation that affirms the meaningfulness of struggles 
for social justice. Perkinson finds in the gospels and the 
work of hip-hop artists messianic performances that 
validate resistance to injustice pragmatically. Both are 
affirming, against the secularism of contemporary North 
Atlantic societies, that humanity does not live by bread 
alone. The human spirit needs sustenance and guidance 
as well. Hughson seeks to provide this through theo-
retical argument. Perkinson argues for the necessity of 
symbolic actions, an aesthetics of resistance. Both are 
needed to communicate the truth of the gospel. 

The conversation between theory and practice, essen-
tial to social movements and struggles for social justice, 
harbours within it another dialogical relationship, that 
between conceptual reasoning and aesthetic expression. 
Conceptual reasoning is fed by the aesthetic power of 
events, performances, and artistic works that bring to 
expression truths otherwise hidden. Aesthetic expres-
sions in turn require interpretation. While parables, 
paintings, and poetry can jar and illuminate, the truths 
they express can gain another level of understanding 
through conceptual interpretation, though their truth is 
never exhausted by this. Doctrinal interpretation grows 
out of messianic events and performances, enabling 
these to be more fully understood. Yet conversely, 
events, stories, and symbolic actions can often commu-
nicate the truth of doctrine more widely and vividly than 
theoretical discussions of them. Perkinson and Hughson 
locate themselves at opposite poles of this conversation, 
but both acknowledge the importance of the reasoning 
and practice that the other stresses. Churches and social 
movements require a lively interplay between liturgical 
celebration and symbolic actions on the one hand, and 
theoretical interpretation of these on the other, to keep 
their understanding of Jesus Christ and the social good 
self-critical and to prevent their thought and practices 
from stultifying into ideology and rote behaviour. 

Jesus Christ is known through stories and sayings 
on the one hand, and concepts on the other. The Holy 
Spirit works in the connections between these, to bring 
the truth they express about Jesus to fuller expression 
and to correct errors in the way stories are told and 
in the concepts they give rise to. The Holy Spirit also 

Ecumenist Fall 2014.indd   15 14-09-30   20:10



16 / The Ecumenist, Vol. 51, No. 4  Fall 2014

works in the connections between these stories, say-
ings and concepts, and present-day events. There is a 
constant struggle ongoing in churches and their host 
societies over how the stories and concepts about Jesus 
get interpreted. Who is our neighbour? Who is in need? 
What does love mean? These are all contested sub-
jects, and the contest determines who gets legitimated 
as deserving solidarity, support, and compassion, and 
whose identity gets polluted and cast as deserving 
punishment, restraint, and blame for their own suf-
ferings.14 There is a fundamental conflict between the 
gospel, with its message of universal solidarity and its 
call to compassion and acceptance of others, and the 
neo-liberal ideologies of present-day North Atlantic 
societies, which promote economic individualism and 
indifference to social injustice and the common good.15 
Neo-liberalism accepts Christianity, even affirms it, as 
long as its ethical teachings are restricted to inculcating 
private virtue and charity. But as Walter Rauschenbusch 
pointed out years ago, we have a social gospel. We need 
theologies that can unpack its social relevance.16 These 
two books provide this through very different strategies. 
Each brings the conflict between neo-liberalism and 
the gospel to light and calls people to side with Jesus. 
Perkinson’s is a form of Spirit Christology; Hughson’s, 
a Word Christology.17 These two different approaches 
to Christology are both biblically based. Their different 
approaches complement each other very well. One of the 
major challenges in Christology today is to find a way of 
combining their truths and insights into a non-reductive 
but coherent understanding.

1 For instance, his interpretation of John 10:1-31 as “the Johannine 
version of naming the Temple as ‘plunder central’”: James Perkinson, 
Messianism Against Christology: Resistance Movements, Folk Arts and 
Empire (Lanham, MD: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 41.

2 Ibid., 172–78.
3 Ibid., 196.
4 Gregory Baum, The Social Imperative (New York: Paulist Press, 

1979), 29.
5 Lisa Sowle Cahill, Global Justice, Christology and Christian Ethics 

(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 123.
6 Thomas Hughson, Connecting Jesus to Social Justice (Lanham, MD: 

Rowman & Littlefield, 2013), 198.
7 Ibid., 109.
8 Ibid., 122.
9 Ibid., 149.
10 Ibid., 114.
11 Ibid., 199.
12 Charles Taylor, “Perils of Moralism,” in Theology and Public 

Philosophy, Kenneth Grasso and Cecilia Rodriguez Castillo, eds. (Lanham, 
MD: Lexington Books, 2012), 3–4. 

13 Perkinson, Messianism Against Christology, 160.
14 Jeffrey Alexander, The Civil Sphere (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2006), 62–67.
15 Gregory Baum, Signs of the Times (Ottawa: Novalis, 2007), 162.
16 Walter Rauschenbusch, A Theology for the Social Gospel (Nashville, 

TN: The Macmillan Co., 1917/Abingdon Pres, 1978), 1.
17 For an overview of these two approaches, see Cahill, Global Justice, 

Christology and Christian Ethics, 129–33.

Ecumenist Fall 2014.indd   16 14-09-30   20:10



The Ecumenist, Vol. 51, No. 4  Fall 2014 / 17

Religion and Social Conservatives in Canada
Margie Patrick
The King’s University College, Edmonton, Alberta 

James Farney, Social Conservatives and Party Politics in Canada and the United States
University of Toronto Press, 2012. 168 pp.

James Farney’s doctoral studies in Political Science 
coincided with the height of Canada’s same-sex mar-

riage debate in the mid-2000s. Spurred by the lack of 
attention paid to religious actors involved in the Reform 
Party and the involvement of religious social conserva-
tives in the same-sex marriage debate, Farney wrote his 
dissertation on the relationship between religious social 
conservatives and conservative political parties in both 
Canada and the US.1 Social Conservatives and Party 
Politics represents the development of this dissertation 
and offers an explanation for why post–World War II 
American social conservatives enjoyed greater politi-
cal influence than their Canadian counterparts. Farney 
grounds his explanation in the theoretical framework 
of “new institutionalism,” with its focus on the formal 
and informal ways in which institutions define their 
identity and organize their members. In the US, both 
the national conservative movement and the Republican 
Party considered the concerns of social conservatives to 
be appropriate political issues. The equivalent Canadian 
institutions did not, although the situation changed in 
the mid-1990s, when the Reform Party opposed the 
expansion of gay rights. Farney believes these “informal 
norms of appropriateness” (8) regulated the degree to 
which social conservatives in both countries were able 
to gain political influence. 

Farney distinguishes social conservatives from 
“traditional” and “laissez-faire” conservatives. While 
not all North American social conservatives during the 
time period under study were religious, Farney claims 
that most were Christian, either Roman Catholic, evan-
gelical Christian, or Protestant fundamentalist. These 
social conservatives applied their religious beliefs to 
politics and called on the state to protect traditional 
family structures and sexual mores. In contrast, tra-
ditional conservatives focused on orderly change and 
were mostly silent about religion and moral issues, 
while laissez-faire conservatives argued for small and 
limited government. These two groups, then, were not 
natural allies of the new social conservatives. According 

to Farney, the strength of traditional conservatism in 
Canada’s Progressive Conservative Party relative to the 
US Republican Party and the openness of American tra-
ditionalists during the 1950s and 1960s to religion and 
social conservative concerns help explain the strength of 
the conservative alliance in the US compared to Canada. 

Chapters 2 to 4 tell the story of American social 
conservatives, a story Farney admits is not new. He dem-
onstrates how “the ideological composition, political 
organization, and electoral base of support that defined 
[American] conservatism all provided room for social 
conservatives when they began to emerge in the early 
1970s” (28). During the 1980s, social conservatives be-
came “an integral part of the Republican Party” (62) and 
social conservatism became “a Republican enterprise” 
(46). New Right activists Paul Weyrich and Richard 
Viguerie legitimized social conservative concerns 
among other conservatives and reached out to leaders of 
the Religious Right. Although social conservatives were 
never the dominant voice in either the Republican Party 
or the American conservative movement, conservatives 
of all stripes viewed their concerns as legitimate politi-
cal issues. 

This was not the case in Canada. Relying on extensive 
interviews and primary archival records, Farney offers 
“a novel empirical investigation” (136) of Canadian 
social conservatives and the norms of appropriate-
ness they encountered in the conservative parties. The 
Progressive Conservative party did not legitimize social 
conservative concerns for three reasons. First, history 
had taught its leaders not to provoke Protestant-Catholic 
discord, and concerns about sexuality were seen as a 
Roman Catholic concern. Second, the party followed 
the British Conservative Party in distinguishing between 
private sins and public crimes. Third, it was a brokerage 
party and sought to avoid divisive issues. Farney demon-
strates how the party maintained this position during the 
abortion debate of the late 1980s, with Prime Minister 
Mulroney insisting that positions on the issue would not 
impact other policy discussions.
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The collapse of the PC Party’s power in the 1993 
election and the rise of the populist Reform Party did 
not initially change the fortune of social conservatives in 
Canada. Reform leaders viewed moral concerns, includ-
ing access to abortion, as personal rather than political 
issues. The party changed its position in the late 1990s 
when it opposed the expansion of gay rights. Although 
social conservatives gained “full legitimacy in the party” 
during this time (100), Farney reveals how Reformers 
advanced populist rather than socially conservative 
reasons for their opposition, viewing court rulings in 
favour of gay rights as a threat to social structures and 
democracy, particularly the right of Parliament to create 
policy. In addition, they opposed “the extension of dif-
ferentiated rights to yet another group” (109). 

Social conservatives had their greatest influence in 
the Canadian Alliance, the successor to Reform. Its 
leader, Stockwell Day, had strong social conservative 
roots, and during the same-sex marriage debate, the 
party was open to religious and social conservative 
arguments (122). Under Stephen Harper’s leadership, 
the party united with the Progressive Conservatives to 
create the Conservative Party of Canada, a party Farney 
views as more moderate than the Alliance (115). While 
he believes Harper does not have close ties with social 
conservatives, “they have enjoyed more prominence 
in the party under his leadership than under any previ-
ous Conservative leader (with the exception of Day)” 
(115). For example, in the 2005 debate over same-sex 
marriage, Harper positioned the party “on the socially 
conservative side” (119).

The narrative described thus far comprises the bulk 
of the book, with only the last chapter providing some 
analysis. Here Farney evaluates the current state of 
social conservatives in both countries. Canadian social 
conservatives lost a good deal of momentum and politi-
cal influence after the same-sex marriage debate. Farney 
sees the decline as both a good news and a bad news sto-
ry. On the one hand, social conservatives are now treated 
like every other group within the conservative alliance 
and are evaluated on their ability to contribute to the 
Party’s political success. On the other hand, such main-
streaming has come at a cost, as they are now limited to 
seeking only “minor changes that [do] not jeopardize 
the party’s standing in the polls” (132). In light of this 
implicit bargain, the Conservative’s tight party disci-
pline, and the general decline of public support for social 
conservatism, Farney predicts a continuing decline of 
social conservative political influence. He makes the 

same prediction for American social conservatives, who 
have been unable to secure significant social change de-
spite the openness of the conservative movement and the 
Republican Party to their concerns. In both countries, 
Farney believes religion will continue to be an important 
political consideration, as issues arising from religious 
diversity are both complex and pressing. 

Farney’s narrative is more nuanced than the story 
told by Marci McDonald in her book The Armageddon 
Factor: The Rise of Christian Nationalism in Canada 
(2010). As Farney notes, McDonald overplayed both 
the political power of Canadian social conservatives 
and similarities with their American counterparts. New 
institutionalism, while not the only explanatory factor, 
is an appropriate theoretical framework, and Farney 
consistently applies it to the narrative. He successfully 
demonstrates how different informal norms of appropri-
ateness either enabled or limited the influence of social 
conservatives in the two countries.

Yet the informal norms of appropriateness do not 
fully capture the relationship between Canadian social 
conservatives and conservative parties. Like many com-
mentators, Farney portrays two of Canada’s largest social 
conservative organizations—the Evangelical Fellowship 
of Canada and the Canadian Council of Catholic 
Bishops—as politically moderate. Unfortunately, he 
does not investigate whether the organizations’ mod-
eration changed in response to the (varied) openness 
of successive conservative parties to their concerns. 
Additionally, research indicating Canadian evangeli-
cal support for a modest welfare state highlights the 
need for any American–Canadian comparison of social 
conservatives to address their different compositions.2 

The longevity of the Evangelical Fellowship, especially 
when compared with the rise and fall of both Religious 
Right organizations in the US and the more strident 
Canadian groups created during the same-sex marriage 
debate, provides additional clues about the nature of 
Canadian social conservatism. Clearly informal norms 
of appropriateness are an important explanation for the 
differing situations facing Canadian and American so-
cial conservatives, but they are not sufficient. 

Addressing the composition of Canadian social 
conservatism is important for another reason. The mar-
riage debate brought together social conservatives from 
a variety of religions, including Christians, Muslims, 
Jews, and Sikhs. Although the strength of this coalition 
remains to be seen, the growth of religious minori-
ties suggests a potential for future social conservative 
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mobilization. While not all members of religious com-
munities are socially conservative, some are, and their 
numerical growth is an additional source of support. 
This growth will be a factor in any debate about end-of-
life issues—most likely the next issue that will mobilize 
large numbers of social conservatives. Farney could 
strengthen his analysis by examining these issues.

Farney published Social Conservatives and Party 
Politics in 2012, seven years after the legalization of 
same-sex marriage. This has been enough time for social 
conservatives and their leaders to reflect on their experi-
ences during the debate. There is a book waiting to be 
written about the lessons learned from these experiences 
and how they are being applied to new issues. Such a 
book could include social conservative perspectives on 
their relationship with the various conservative political 

parties. Farney’s book provides a theoretical framework 
for the story. It will appeal to political scientists, those 
in the field of religious studies, and anyone wishing to 
understand the Canadian political landscape, including 
all those who belong to religious traditions. For those 
interested in issues arising from religious freedom and 
religious diversity, the book is a valuable addition to the 
existent literature.

1 C. Alcantara, “Social Conservatives and Party Politics in Canada and 
the United States: An interview with author Jim Farney.” Available at http://
www.lispop.ca/blog/2013/02/27/social-conservatives-and-party-politics-in-
canada-and-the-united-states-an-interview-with-author-jim-farney/

2 D.R. Hoover, M.D. Martinez, S.H. Reimer, and K.D. Wald, 
“Evangelicalism Meets the Continental Divide: Moral and Economic 
Conservatism in the United States and Canada,” Political Research 
Quarterly, 55:2 (2002), 351–74.
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