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tory of diverse Canadian churches working together for 
social action.3 While interchurch collaboration through 
the predecessors of the Canadian Council of Churches 
(est. 1944) dates back to the early 20th century, the late 
1960s to the 1980s have been referred to as “an extraor-
dinary period in the life of the Canadian churches.”4 
Mobilized by a growing conviction that transforming 
unjust social structures was integral to their life and mis-
sion, churches began turning their attention to the ways 
in which Canadian government policy contributed to, or 
hindered, the building of a peaceable kingdom.5 With 
this in mind, advocacy—analyzing and speaking to is-
sues of concern in public policy—became an important 
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Canadian ecumenical coalitions focused on 
peacebuilding have, over the past four decades, ef-

fectively contributed to efforts to shape the Government 
of Canada’s approach to peace issues, such as nuclear 
disarmament, foreign and defence policy, and military 
intervention. While there is much to be learned from 
this history of coalition work, we argue that substantial 
changes in the Canadian political context necessitate a 
re-examination of past advocacy strategies in order to 
make a positive impact on government policies going 
forward. Specifically, changes to the agenda regarding 
defense and peace initiatives by the current govern-
ment, the new role of the Prime Minister’s Office, and 
the evolution of the place of religion in public life mean 
that our peacebuilding coalitions need to adopt different 
strategies and tactics in their attempts to shape Canadian 
public policy.

A rich history of ecumenical collaboration
Canadian churches recently marked four decades of 
ecumenical coalition work for the pursuit of peace and 
justice. Commemorated in the spring of 2013 through 
a special worship service and day of events hosted by 
KAIROS Canada—an organization formed in 2000 
when ten existing interchurch coalitions came together 
under one roof2—this 40th anniversary provided an 
opportunity to both reflect on and celebrate the rich his-
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vehicle for Christians of diverse traditions to live out 
their commitment to peace and justice. 

Not only did individual Canadian churches and na-
tional church houses dedicate time and energy to the 
public policy agenda,6 but new models of cooperation 
between Protestants and Catholics began to emerge 
through the work of ecumenical coalitions. While each 
had a different configuration of participants, these 
jointly sponsored groups typically brought together 
Roman Catholic (through the Canadian Conference of 
Catholic Bishops, the religious orders, and the Canadian 
Catholic Organization for Development and Peace)7 
with mainline (Anglican, Lutheran, Presbyterian, and 
United Church) and minority (Mennonite, Quaker, and 
Christian Reformed) Protestant churches. Addressing a 
wide range of domestic and foreign policy issues, these 
coalitions served as a “center of energy for the churches, 
around which they gathered from month to month to ad-
dress a common agenda in a disciplined way.”8 Whether 
tackling poverty or Indigenous issues in Canada, apart-
heid in South Africa, human rights in Latin America, 
or international debt relief, ecumenical collaboration 
enabled Canadian Christians to analyze government 
policy, conduct sophisticated research, and launch orga-
nized advocacy campaigns that no single church could 
have considered on its own.

As advocacy practitioners working in the Ottawa 
Office of Mennonite Central Committee (MCC) 
Canada, we have witnessed the ways in which operating 
through (and even founding) coalitions9 has been crucial 
for amplifying the voice of a relatively small church tra-
dition attempting to influence public policy debates. An 
agency of Mennonite and Brethren in Christ Churches 
in North America,10 MCC not only carries out grassroots 
relief, development, and peacebuilding projects around 
the world, but engages in advocacy on issues arising out 
of this programming.11 Drawing on our experience in 
Ottawa, this article will trace the evolution of ecumeni-
cal collaboration for peace over the past four decades. 
While there is much to be learned from this history, 
we will argue that substantial changes in the Canadian 
political context necessitate a re-examination of past 
advocacy strategies.12 This history can be summed up 
under two points: i) what ecumenical collaboration was 
about and ii) how it influenced the churches’ witness.

Advocacy strategies: more than influence
As the early ecumenical coalitions evolved and pro-
liferated in the 1970s and 1980s, they cultivated a 

remarkable breadth of expertise and political savvy 
that enabled them to engage constructively in a variety 
of complex policy debates.13 Advocacy strategies fell 
along a spectrum, from public engagement—i.e., rais-
ing awareness among constituencies and mobilizing the 
public to action—to political engagement—i.e., meeting 
directly with cabinet ministers, members of Parliament, 
and civil servants, or communicating to the government 
on specific issues through well-crafted statements, let-
ters, and submissions. Some coalitions even engaged 
the private sector, speaking directly to corporations and 
financial institutions on responsible business and invest-
ment practices.14 Most, of course, used strategies that 
crisscrossed the public–political engagement spectrum, 
depending upon what seemed most effective in any 
given moment.15 Public engagement was considered by 
some, for instance, as “the tactic of groups experiencing 
little access or influence”16 on those sitting around politi-
cal decision-making tables. 

Beyond tactical considerations of access or influence, 
however, there were other questions lingering behind 
the advocacy approaches of interchurch coalitions: 
Were they attempting to influence government policy as 
“insiders” or “outsiders”? Were they striving for incre-
mental change within the political system, or providing 
an alternative—and more radical—vision altogether? In 
this regard, as Robert Matthews, a former political sci-
ence professor and active participant in early coalition 
work, argued three decades ago, churches faced a “spe-
cial dilemma” in determining what role they intended 
to play: 

If true to their beliefs, [churches] risk being 
largely ineffective; while to be influential they are 
in danger of compromising their values. Put in a 
slightly different way, the churches are faced with 
deciding whether they wish to function as effective 
lobbyists, pressuring the government to amend or 
alter, if only marginally, its policies in conformity 
with church views, or whether they wish to act 
as prophets, true to their beliefs but often alone, 
speaking into the wilderness.17 

There was an internal debate among the churches as 
to whether they saw themselves as “prophets,” “interest 
groups,” or even “lobbyists with a difference.”18 Most 
coalitions worked across the continuum, assuming 
each of these roles, depending on the circumstances. 
However, they did so with varying degrees of com-
fort—their preferred approach depending, in part, upon 
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the makeup of participating churches, as well as on the 
immediate needs and theological perspectives of their 
global partners.19 

Whatever the advocacy strategy, when contributing 
to public policy discussions these interchurch coalitions 
ultimately aimed to give voice to those who had the 
least say in the policy formulation process—that is, their 
diverse network of church partners in Canada as well as 
in Africa, Asia, Latin America, and the Middle East who 
were struggling under the weight of war, injustice, and 
oppression. Their work, in other words, was motivated 
as much by a concern for the ethical validity of their 
positions as with the effectiveness of their interventions. 

Amid the clamour of policy voices, it is nearly impos-
sible to claim direct influence, as advocacy efforts are 
always spread across a multiplicity of organizations, ini-
tiatives, and political actors.20 What we want to suggest, 
however, is that the significance of these ecumenical 
voices during the early decades of collaboration hinged 
not solely on the extent to which they were able to 
change political minds or government policies in any de-
finitive sense, but the degree to which their voices were 
heard at all. From the 1960s to the 1990s, Canadian 
church coalitions had access to the tables around which 
policy was shaped and implemented. At these tables, the 
credibility of the churches’ input rested on their moral 
commitments, the effectiveness of their analysis, and 
their position not only as an institutional voice repre-
senting Canadian Christians, but as a “network of people 
in solidarity” with communities around the world.21 

Amplifying the peace witness of churches 
Tracing decades of ecumenical collaboration for justice 
and peace in any comprehensive fashion is an impossible 
task in a few short pages. Even within the peacebuilding 
agenda more narrowly, beyond the particular concerns 
and actions of the historic peace churches, Canadian 
Christians across theological traditions have come 
together—speaking to and, arguably, shaping public 
policy discussions on issues such as nuclear nonprolifer-
ation and disarmament, Canadian military intervention 
and spending, the humanitarian impacts of landmines 
and cluster bombs, and the regulation of small arms. 
This ecumenical witness for peace is a part of a rich 
history of activism surrounding a diversity of issues, 
political moments, and strategies for engagement.22

To speak at all to the history of interchurch col-
laboration for peace in Canada necessitates highlighting 
the work of Project Ploughshares. Established in 1977 

as a project of the Canadian Council of Churches,23 
Ploughshares emerged as the ecumenical voice on 
defence policy and disarmament at a time when such 
issues were not explicitly on the advocacy agenda of 
the Canadian churches. In its 36-year history to date, 
Ploughshares has developed a depth of expertise on 
nuclear disarmament and nonproliferation, conventional 
arms control, weaponization of space, and the reduction 
of armed violence. Sought after by policy makers and 
civil society actors alike, Ploughshares’ research has 
served as a focal point over the years for broader church 
participation on the peacebuilding agenda.24 While there 
are many examples of this church participation over the 
decades to draw attention to, we will highlight three 
unique moments. 

First, as part of the anti-nuclear movement of the 
1980s, Canadian churches were at the forefront of 
shaping public policy debates on nonproliferation 
and disarmament.25 Across denominations, the indis-
criminate effects of nuclear weapons created “nuclear 
pacifists” as traditional just war arguments became ir-
relevant for understanding the limits of the “acceptable” 
use of force in a nuclear exchange. Within the context of 
deep public anxiety about the increasing militarization of 
global relations, in December of 1982 and 1983, Project 
Ploughshares led a church leaders’ delegation to meet 
directly with Liberal Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau to 
articulate an ecumenical perspective on nuclear disar-
mament. Presenting Trudeau with a collection of written 
statements—made on behalf of five major denomina-
tions, and including an appendix of submissions from a 
range of other national church houses26—the delegation 
articulated an unqualified rejection of the moral valid-
ity of nuclear weapons and provided specific proposals 
aimed at reducing nuclear arsenals. These high-profile 
meetings provided diverse Canadian churches with the 
opportunity to present a constructive policy perspective 
on behalf of the millions of Canadians whom they rep-
resented. This kind of church engagement, in the words 
of Canada’s current Governor General, David Johnston, 
“helped to move the idea of a freeze on nuclear weapons 
from the margins to the mainstream.”27 

This work of articulating a strong and principled 
ecumenical position on nuclear weapons carried over a 
few years later when the churches weighed in on public 
debates around Canada’s foreign and defence policy. 
When the federal government—under the leadership 
of Progressive Conservative Prime Minister Brian 
Mulroney—conducted a major foreign policy review in 
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1985, Parliament created a special Joint Committee on 
External Affairs and National Defence to gather input 
from Canadians on the values and objectives they be-
lieved to be important. After releasing a Green Paper to 
generate discussion, the Committee conducted dozens 
of public consultations across the country.28 They heard 
from a large number of Canadians, including scores of 
ecumenical committees, activists, and even individual 
congregations.29 As part of this process, the Canadian 
Council of Churches submitted a document of more 
than 100 pages offering more than 60 policy recom-
mendations regarding Canada’s role on the international 
stage.30 Two years later, the Canadian government ta-
bled its defence White Paper31—a document, Project 
Ploughshares’ founder Ernie Regehr argued, that was 
viewed “by hawks and doves alike as an abject failure to 
offer any credible answers to Canadian peace and secu-
rity questions.”32 The churches again offered a response 
through the leadership of Project Ploughshares.33 

The government’s foreign and defence policy dur-
ing these years was broadly criticized for building 
Canada’s national security around very limited (and 
self-interested) notions of economic competitiveness; 
solidarity with the United States; and a sense of “armed 
fortress security,”34 or protection from external military 
threats. At the heart of the churches’ response to this 
policy framework was the concept of “common securi-
ty.” This concept—championed by Project Ploughshares 
throughout the 1980s, particularly with regards to de-
fence policy—proposed that the path to greater peace 
and security was not best achieved through increased 
militarization (fortifying the “fortress”), but by focusing 
collective energies on the root causes of insecurity, such 
as political, environmental, and economic injustice. As 
security paradigms shifted substantially at the end of the 
Cold War, in the 1990s the concept of “human security” 
began to take hold within the policies and programs of 
the Department of Foreign Affairs.35 As this agenda be-
came embedded at a bureaucratic level—thanks, in large 
part, to the work of then-Foreign Affairs Minister Lloyd 
Axworthy—church coalitions and other civil society ac-
tors were afforded funding channels for peacebuilding 
work as well as opportunities to engage the government 
through various annual and bi-annual consultations on 
issues like disarmament and peacebuilding, nuclear 
weapons, and small arms/light weapons. 

The final moment we would like to note highlights the 
ways in which churches have not only engaged in direct 
advocacy to the Government of Canada through meet-

ings and consultations, but have mobilized the Canadian 
public to action. In the lead-up to the 2003 Iraq invasion, 
the churches were very active in calling for Canada to 
stay out of the war. They reached out to the public—cre-
ating relevant worship materials, supporting ecumenical 
prayer vigils, and producing a half-page ad in a national 
newspaper with the words “Say NO to war in Iraq; say 
YES to building peace.”36 Moreover, they wrote letters to 
U.S. President George W. Bush and to Canada’s Liberal 
Prime Minister, Jean Chrétien. Of particular note, in 
January of 2003, Project Ploughshares, the Canadian 
Council of Churches, and KAIROS wrote a joint state-
ment to Prime Minister Chrétien entitled “Prepare for 
Peace in Iraq.” 37 This statement—officially endorsed by 
some 40,000 Canadians—outlined a rationale for why 
Canada should not participate in the “coalition of the 
willing.” While we suggested earlier that claiming direct 
impact in the advocacy world is nearly impossible, in a 
chance encounter with Prime Minister Chrétien after the 
war started, an Evangelical Lutheran Bishop was told by 
the prime minister that the vocal testimony of Canadian 
churches played an influential role in the Cabinet’s deci-
sion to stay out of Iraq.38 

The Changing Context 
In celebrating the significant contributions of ecumeni-
cal collaboration for peace since the 1970s, we certainly 
do not wish to overstate the degree to which Canadian 
churches were able to influence political decisions. 
Indeed, as Robert Matthews argued more than two 
decades ago, “[churches] sit on the periphery of the 
policy process. While they have had reasonable success 
in gaining access to policy makers, their influence on 
actual government policy has been marginal.”39 While 
Matthews laments the churches’ perceived ineffective-
ness, his words point to the fact that they still had access 
to the policy-making realm. This is no longer the case in 
the current political context in which coalitions live and 
breathe. For the remainder of this article, we will focus 
on three changes in the Canadian political context that 
impact the operational realities for coalitions and other 
advocacy organizations. 

(i) The government of the day  
has a very different policy agenda
Canada’s foreign and defence policy changed direction 
in notable ways with the election of a Conservative 
government in 2006. Some argue that this has brought 
about a seismic shift in the political landscape, while 
others maintain that the changes have been incremen-
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tal. Regardless of one’s overall assessment, one thing 
beyond dispute is that Prime Minister Stephen Harper, 
who, as we write, is at the mid-point of his third term in 
office, has elevated the role, budget, and social promi-
nence of the Canadian military. For example, he has 
overseen the embrace of combat roles in Afghanistan 
and Libya,40 started implementing a 20-year plan to 
spend $490 billion in order to modernize the Canadian 
Forces,41 and found myriad new ways to celebrate the 
past and present role of “our men and women in uni-
form.”42 The Conservative brand, and, by extension, 
the recent posture of Canada on the world stage, has 
left little room for projects instigated or embraced by 
previous Liberal governments such as United Nations 
peacekeeping operations or the Responsibility to Protect 
(R2P) doctrine.43

The current government’s effort to, in its own 
words, reverse a “decade of darkness” experienced by 
the Canadian military,44 has gone hand in hand with a 
more robust approach to foreign affairs more generally. 
Although Prime Minister Harper has been quoted as say-
ing that “a handful of soldiers is better than a mouthful 
of arguments,”45 he, along with his long-serving Minister 
of Foreign Affairs John Baird, has never been at a loss 
for undiplomatic rhetoric. In contrast to the “collec-
tive security” approach of the previous government, 
Canada’s “principled approach to foreign policy” has 
meant that the government refuses to “go along in order 
to get along” with others,46 as evident in, for example, 
the sudden closing of the Canadian embassy in Iran in 
201247 and the boycott of the Commonwealth Heads of 
Government Meeting in Sri Lanka in 2013.48 A more 
subtle example is the way in which the lexicon of the 
Department of Foreign Affairs, Trade, and Development 
has been wiped clean of language that was common-
place in the 1990s, including terms such as “human 
security,” “public diplomacy,” and “good governance.”49 

All this is to emphasize the more general point 
that when the Canadian government of the day has a 
very different policy agenda than the proponents of 
peacebuilding, those proponents will face some acute 
challenges. Trying to move a government to do some-
thing it does not want to do is a fundamentally different 
kind of challenge than trying to get a government to do 
something that already has some resonance with its own 
priorities. This is not to say that previous governments 
were headed by pacifists—far from it! As noted already, 
churches clearly struggled to get their voices heard 
under Liberal and Progressive Conservative prime min-

isters alike. The anecdote of Prime Minister Chrétien’s 
decision not to join the “coalition of the willing” in 2003 
likely indicates that the churches provided him with 
political cover more than changed his mind. The same 
could be said for Prime Minister Trudeau’s nuclear dis-
armament efforts. In contrast, it seems clear that some 
sort of conversion experience would have been neces-
sary for Prime Minister Harper to make the same kind 
of decisions in similar circumstances.

(ii) The way governments work has changed
Not only have the foreign and defence policy priorities 
of the Canadian government changed in the past decade, 
but also the way the government develops and imple-
ments all of its policies has changed. In short, power has 
been centralized in the Prime Minister’s Office to an un-
precedented degree. Given this reality, the circle of those 
involved in making decisions within the government has 
become almost vanishingly small. As political scientist 
Donald Savoie put it, the circle of influence has been 
reduced to “the Prime Minister and his court” of a hand-
ful of cabinet ministers and advisors.50 Any notion of the 
Cabinet as a whole—much less back-bench members 
of Parliament in the government’s caucus—as having a 
role in setting the policy agenda has been lost. Although 
many have been eager to pin the credit (or blame) for this 
change on Prime Minister Harper, we would argue that 
it reflects a longer-term shift in the Canadian political 
landscape, if not an even broader shift. The centraliza-
tion of power as reflected in the diminishing influence of 
elected legislatures and a preoccupation with message 
control can be found in many other Western democra-
cies.

Closely related to this change, and even more 
troubling, is the extent to which the policy-making 
process—not simply the decision-making process—has 
been transformed in recent years. Government policy 
has always been ideologically driven, but the extent to 
which it has now become calibrated for partisan gain is 
striking. Thus, in Ottawa (as well as in Washington and 
London) it is increasingly common to refer to the shift in 
policy development from an “evidence-based decision-
making process” to a “decision-based evidence-making 
process.” In the words of Savoie, “it’s not too much of 
an exaggeration to write that the policy advisory role 
of public servants in Anglo-American democracies has 
been turned on its head.”51 Or, as Andrew Griffith, a re-
cently retired senior public servant, put it, this inversion 
“has resulted in a narrowing of public servant advice to 
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issues of implementation, rather than broader ones of 
policy direction.”52

This has significant implications for those seeking to 
influence government policy. The kind of consultation 
process that the Canadian government embarked on in 
its major foreign policy review in the 1980s is now diffi-
cult to fathom. There is little need for (or political benefit 
to) generating public discussion through lengthy Green 
or White Papers when the policy direction has already 
been predetermined. Indeed, substantive White Papers 
have been replaced by sparse ministerial announcements 
or press releases. Not surprisingly then, in recent years 
there has been a steady erosion of the above-mentioned 
funding channels and consultations held by Foreign 
Affairs officials on issues of disarmament, peacebuild-
ing, and human security.53 When public consultations or 
parliamentary committee studies do happen, they seem 
intended to provide the appearance of consideration 
and analysis. Consequently, the expertise provided by 
church coalitions has become a product without a mar-
ket in Ottawa. It is no wonder then that in the course of 
refusing to renew funding to KAIROS and other coali-
tions, the government dismissed them as “talk shops” 
that frittered away precious resources that could be put 
to better use directly supporting people in need.54 Not 
only then has access to key decision makers diminished, 
given that the decision-making circle is so much smaller, 
but the opportunities to intervene in the policy develop-
ment process have diminished.

(iii) Citizens also have a different agenda 
than they once did
The final contextual shift we will note is that the attitude 
of Canadians toward the political process has changed 
significantly since churches first began to collaborate on 
advocacy in the 1960s and 1970s. In short, we would ar-
gue that churches no longer speak with the same kind of 
authority in public policy debates. For starters, Canadian 
church membership and participation has declined sig-
nificantly in the past three decades, and so individuals 
typically have less investment in, or ownership of, what 
church leaders say or do.55 Beyond this, however, as the 
political scientist Neil Nevitte points out, there has been 
a general “decline of deference” to authority, which is 
evident in family, business, and politics, as well as other 
areas of life, such as religion.56 Canadians do not trust 
leaders and experts of any kind as much as they used to, 
and so it should come as no surprise that the authority of 
institutional voices—including the church—continues 

to diminish. As such, churches cannot claim to provide 
a representational function for Canadian society as a 
whole or even for churchgoers more narrowly.

This is not to say that, as voter participation rates 
might suggest, Canadians are disengaged from politics. 
All other indications are that they are more interested 
in and have more direct access to information about 
political issues, and that as education levels continue 
to increase, they are better equipped to make their own 
judgments.57

This change helps explain why the government no 
longer treats coalition leaders with the kind of deference 
evident when they met face to face with the prime min-
ister to discuss nuclear disarmament issues in the early 
1980s. In our experience, the Prime Minister’s Office, 
despite having a much larger roster of communications 
staff today, usually does not even bother to acknowledge 
a formal letter from the heads of churches or church co-
alitions. Given their access to polling data, for example, 
politicians today know what people in the pews really 
think—to a much greater extent than church leaders 
do—and thus can decide whether those leaders deserve 
any attention. Moreover, if the views of individual voters 
are what matter to the government, it would seem that 
the further removed a spokesperson is from these indi-
viduals, the less their input is valued—in other words, 
parishioners matter more than pastors and priests, who 
in turn matter more than denominational heads, who in 
turn matter more than coalition leaders.

Implications
We trust that by this point we have made two things 
clear: first, that Canadian churches have a remarkable 
history of collaborating with one another to promote a 
peace perspective or agenda within the Government of 
Canada’s foreign and defence policies, and second, that 
Canadian churches now find themselves in a very differ-
ent political context. To conclude on a more optimistic 
note, we want to suggest a few implications of this new 
context for coalitions seeking to effect policy change. 
We think there are flip sides or opportunities presented 
by each of the three explanations of why the things that 
used to work do not seem to work anymore.

First, while disconcerting, the dissonance between 
the agendas of the Canadian churches and federal 
government in recent years provides a compelling moti-
vation for advocacy. It is clear that the pursuit of peace 
will require a significant effort in order to change the 
minds of government leaders. More than ever, it is also 
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clear that advocacy is long-term work; there can be no 
illusions that change will be easy or quick.58 Perhaps 
coalitions have the freedom to once again step back and 
focus on shaping a larger counter-narrative, viewing 
themselves as performing an “enlightenment” function 
in setting the agenda for future policy actions, rather 
than acting as insiders engaged in short-term problem-
solving or tweaking of government policies.59 To borrow 
a phrase used by researchers in the field of policy influ-
ence, coalitions can embrace the role of being “norm 
entrepreneurs.”60

Second, the centralization of power should not lead 
coalitions to overlook opportunities to impact policies 
and actions that fall outside the limelight set by the 
government’s own priorities or the media. The Prime 
Minister’s Office exerts an impressive level of control, 
but it is neither omnipotent nor omniscient; furthermore, 
it is preoccupied with messaging rather than program-
ming. As such, some argue that more attention should 
be paid to what the government does rather than what it 
says, for there are times when coalitions can nurture or 
encourage government actions that do not align neatly 
with its own master narrative. After all, ministers still 
have some freedom to exert their own influence in the 
nooks and crannies of their departments—that is, in 
places that do not threaten to attract attention or cause 
the government grief.61 

Finally, the decline of deference to authority figures 
means that individual voices matter more than ever. 
This provides a clear rationale for increased attention 
to public engagement efforts as an initial and primary 
mode of advocacy rather than a secondary complement 
to behind-the-scenes political engagement.62 It also 
seems clear to us that, in a post-secular context, there 
is new space for people of faith in the public square.63 
While Canadians may distrust religious leaders more, 
they are also more open to being persuaded by moral 
arguments informed by faith convictions. Moreover, 
politicians may be bound by ideology and partisan cal-
culation, and therefore difficult to persuade using facts 
or scientific data,64 but they do respond to pressure from 
constituents.65

The struggle of Canadian churches collaborating to 
amplify their peace witness over the past four decades is 
a story that merits both celebration and further analysis. 
We hope that this rich history of ecumenical collabora-
tion provides inspiration for those seeking to keep faith 
with that tradition in a rapidly changing political context.

Paul C. Heidebrecht, Ph.D. is the Director, MSCU Centre for Peace 
Advancement, at Conrad Grebel University College in Waterloo, Ontario. 
Jennifer Wiebe is the Ottawa Office Interim Director, Mennonite Central 
Committee Canada in Ottawa, Ontario. 

1 An earlier version of this article was presented at the Peace and 
Justice Studies Association (PJSA) annual conference on October 18, 2013. 
The conference was co-hosted by Wilfrid Laurier University’s Department 
of Global Studies and Conrad Grebel University College’s Peace and 
Conflict Studies Program in Waterloo, Ontario. 

2 Although the MoA to create Canadian Churches for Justice and 
Peace was signed in 2000, the name KAIROS was agreed to in 2001. 
The ten coalitions that came together included Ecumenical Coalition for 
Economic Justice (ECEJ) (previously known as GATT-Fly); Task Force on 
the Churches and Corporate Social Responsibility (TCCR); Inter-church 
Committee for Refugees (ICCR); Ten Days for World Development; 
Aboriginal Rights Coalition (ARC) (previously known as Project North); 
PLURA; Inter-Church Committee on Human Rights in Latin America 
(ICCHRLA); Inter-Church Fund for International Development (ICFID); 
Inter-Church Coalition on Africa (ICCAF); and Canada Asia Working 
Group (CAWG). An eleventh coalition—Canada China Program (CCP)—is 
also considered part of this history. For various reasons, however, CCP did 
not really make KAIROS a formal institutional home in 2001. 

3 While 1973 marks the formal establishment of three of KAIROS’ 
predecessors (PLURA, Ten Days for World Development, and GATT-Fly), 
informal or ad hoc working groups were already underway in the late 1960s. 

4 Christopher Lind and Joe Mihevc, Coalitions for Justice: The Story of 
Canada’s Interchurch Coalitions (Ottawa: Novalis, 1994), 5. 

5 While beyond the scope of this article, several authors have traced the 
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1970s. Christopher Lind, Joe Mihevc, Bonnie Greene, and John Williams all 
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(liberation or “contextual” theologies); a reawakening of the Social Gospel 
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of Churches (WCC); and an emerging sense that Canadian governmental 
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6 Church leaders sometimes used the Canadian Council of Churches 
(CCC) as the vehicle for speaking out. Other times, individual church houses 
used their general assemblies to declare themselves publicly on a specific 
issue of concern (Matthews and Pratt, Church and State, ix). As Matthews 
notes, when the CCC played a role it was not as a programmatic body but as 
a facilitator—bringing together relevant staff and coalition representatives to 
share information, evaluate their work, and develop joint strategies (Robert 
Matthews, Lobbyist or Prophet: The Christian Churches and Canadian 
Foreign Policy in Human Rights [Prepared for the CIIA Conference on 
Domestic Groups and Foreign Policy, Carleton University, June 1982], 16). 
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11 While there are several places throughout MCC where advocacy 
takes place, offices in Washington (est. 1968), in Ottawa (est. 1975), and at 
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the United Nations in New York (est. 1991) are dedicated to full-time policy 
in analysis and political engagement. 

12 Beyond the historical record of inter-church collaboration, we will 
be drawing from a growing pool of contextual analysis produced by think 
tanks, social change theorists, political scientists, and—a new breed of re-
searcher—the political psychologist.

13 Many coalitions were initially ad hoc working groups with little 
thought given to their long-term direction (Lind and Mihevc, Coalitions 
for Justice, 5). Each had different models of consensus-building—some 
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ing public statements; others making statements while recognizing that 
they did not necessarily formally reflect the positions of all sponsoring de-
nominations (Christopher Lind, “What Are the Pros and Cons of Interchurch 
Coalitions? Coalitions Are the Best Way to Achieve Consensus among the 
Churches,” Compass: A Jesuit Journal 9/5 [November/December 1991]: 32). 

14 See Renate Pratt’s “The Task Force on the Churches and Corporate 
Responsibility,” in Lind and Mihevc, Coalitions for Justice: 63–83. 
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ment strategies on occasion, for the most part they relied on direct political 
engagement with the government. This, he says, was because public engage-
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context of an international conference, or when a particular issue was 
already on the international agenda (Matthews, Lobbyist or Prophet: The 
Christian Churches and Canadian Foreign Policy in Human Rights, 38). 

16 Matthews, Lobbyist or Prophet, 38. 
17 Matthews, Lobbyist or Prophet, 37.
18 Matthews and Pratt, Church and State, 21 and x.
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church in Latin America, where liberation theologies, which tended to 
favour more “outsider” approaches to political engagement, were thriving. 
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20 For further exploration of this topic, see Paul Heidebrecht and 
Jennifer Wiebe’s “Advocacy and Peacebuilding: Making Distinctions and 
Connections,” Intersections: MCC Theory & Practice Quarterly 1/1 (Winter 
2013): 9-12. See also John. H. Redekop’s “The Role of Religious Pressure 
Groups in the Canadian Political System,” an unpublished paper presented 
at the Canadian Political Science Association Annual Convention (1985). 

21 Matthews and Pratt, Church and State, 21. 
22 For example, responding to a call during its Eighth Assembly in 1999, 

the World Council of Churches (WCC) pledged to embark on a “Decade 
to Overcome Violence” in the years 2001–2010, and invited individuals, 
churches, and ecumenical groups to participate. 
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Canadian Friends Service Committee, and Conrad Grebel College). That 
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group through the Canadian Council of Churches (CCC) called CANDA 
(Canadian Defence Alternatives) to explore the militarization of national 
security. These two groups officially came together in 1977 to form Project 
Ploughshares (see Ernie Regehr, “Project Ploughshares,” in Lind and 
Mihevc, Coalitions for Justice, 189). 

24 For an overview of Ploughshares’ accomplishments, see http://
ploughshares.ca/about-us/accomplishments/. These accomplishments are 
further evidenced by Ploughshares’ co-founders, Murray Thomson and 
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Church of Canada; and Presbyterian Church in Canada; as well as the 
Canadian Council of Churches. The 1983 document entitled “Therefore 
Choose Life: Statement on Peace and Disarmament” was presented on 
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Anglican Church of Canada; United Church of Canada; Presbyterian 
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well as the Canadian Council of Churches. (See “The Church and Nuclear 
Disarmament,” Project Ploughshares Working Paper 84-1, pgs. 1–5, 
for further information.)

27 The Right Honourable David Johnston, Canada’s governor gen-
eral, in his speech presenting Ernie Regehr with the Pearson Peace Medal 
(January 21, 2011.) 

28 This Green Paper was entitled “Competitiveness and Security: 
Directions for Canada’s International Relations” (introduced by The 
Honourable Joe Clark, Minister of External Affairs, on May 14, 1985). 

29 Via 30 panel discussions, the Committee received 1,232 written sub-
missions, heard from 461 witnesses, and listened to 331 public participants. 
See Simon Rosenblum, “Uncommon Security: Appraising the Special Joint 
Committee Report on Canada’s International Relations,” Peace Magazine 
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30 Greene, Canadian Churches and Foreign Policy, 3. The CCC’s sub-
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32 Lind and Mihevc, Coalitions for Justice, 193.
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leadership of Project Ploughshares) sent to Prime Minister Brian Mulroney 
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Church and Nuclear Disarmament,” Project Ploughshares Working Paper 
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Development Agency (CIDA) and Department of Foreign Affairs and 
International Trade (DFAIT) have amalgamated to become Department of 
Foreign Affairs, Trade, and Development (DFATD).

36 This ran in the Globe and Mail on March 1, 2003.
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prominent church leaders to the prime minister and U.S. president, urging 
alternatives to military intervention (sent on September 25, 2002; December 
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The 2003 statement made seven recommendations, urging the Canadian 
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40 Colin Robertson, “Harper’s World View,” Policy Options 32/9 

(October 2011): 76–80.
41 Government of Canada, Canada First Defence Strategy (2008). The 

government’s intention to develop our own “military-industrial complex” 
is evident in a more recent report it commissioned from Tom Jenkins: 
Canada First: Leveraging Defence Procurement Through Key Industrial 
Capabilities (Report of the Special Adviser to the Minister of Public Works 
and Government Services, February 2013). Apart from growing expendi-
tures on capital equipment, Canada’s overall defence budget has increased 
dramatically in recent years; in fiscal year (FY) 2006–07 it stood at $17.1 bil-
lion (7.75% of total spending); at its peak in FY 2011–12 (after 13 years of 
continuous increases) it had risen to $23.4 billion (8.62% of total spending). 
See the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) database 
at http://www.sipri.org/research/armaments/milex/milex_database

42 The marking of the War of 1812 is but one example. See Ian McKay 
and Jamie Swift, Warrior Nation: Rebranding Canada in an Age of Anxiety 
(Toronto: Between the Lines, 2012); Kai Nagata, “Why Harper Wants You 
to Know He Loves Hockey, and Tim’s Coffee and the Military,” The Tyee 
(October 6, 2011); and Noah Richler, What We Talk About When We Talk 
About War (Fredericton, NB: Goose Lane Editions, 2012).

43 Former Liberal Foreign Affairs Minister Lloyd Axworthy initiated the 
International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS) 
that led to the development of the Responsibility to Protect doctrine adopted 
by the United Nations in 2005. Former Liberal Party of Canada and Official 
Opposition Leader Michael Ignatieff was a member of the ICISS.

44 Conservative Party of Canada, “Here for Canada: Stephen Harper’s 
Low-Tax Plan for Jobs and Economic Growth” (2011).

45 The Right Honourable Stephen Harper, “Statement by the Prime 
Minister of Canada While in Trapani, Italy” (September 1, 2011).

46 The Honourable John Baird, “Address by Minister Baird at Montreal 
Council on Foreign Relations Luncheon” (September 14, 2012). 

47 The Honourable John Baird, “Canada Closes Embassy in Iran, 
Expels Iranian Diplomats from Canada” (September 7, 2012).

48 The Right Honourable Stephen Harper, “Statement by the Prime 
Minister of Canada” (October 7, 2013). 

49 Jeff Davis, “Liberal Era Diplomatic Language Killed Off,” Embassy 
(July 1, 2009). In addition, peacebuilding ceased to be one of the pillars of 
the Canadian International Development Agency’s programming soon after 
the Conservative government was elected in 2006. 

Other more subtle examples include Canada’s interpretation of interna-
tional agreements such as the Cluster Munitions Convention and the Arms 
Trade Treaty.

50 Donald Savoie, Whatever Happened to the Music Teacher? How 
Government Decides and Why (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s 
University Press, 2013), 88–90. See also Bruce G. Doern and Christopher 
Stoney, eds., How Ottawa Spends, 2012–2013: The Harper Majority, 
Budget Cuts, and the New Opposition (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-
Queen’s University Press, 2012), 58.

51 Savoie, Whatever Happened to the Music Teacher? 117. 

52 Andrew Griffith, Policy Arrogance or Innocent Bias? Resetting 
Citizenship and Immigration (Anar Press, 2013). For insight into a similar 
pattern in the Department of National Defence, see Douglas L. Bland and 
Richard Shimooka, Let Sleeping Dogs Lie: The Influence of External Studies 
and Reports on National Defence Policy – 2000 to 2006, Claxton Papers 
Series No. 15 (Queen’s University, 2011). 

53 The final meeting that included civil society groups in Canada’s na-
tional committee on small arms and light weapons was held in 2006. DFAIT 
held its final annual “human security consultation” with CSOs/NGOs in 
2007. That same year, DFAIT effectively ended its annual CSO/NGO con-
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The enlightenment model of research use does not make such assump-
tions. It does not consider value consensus a prerequisite for useful 
research. It sees a role for research as social criticism. It finds a place for 
research based on variant theoretical premises. It implies that research 
need not necessarily be geared to the operating feasibilities of today, but 
that research provides the intellectual background of concepts, orienta-
tions, and empirical generalizations that inform policy. As new concepts 
and data emerge, their gradual cumulative effect can be to change the 
conventions policymakers abide by and to reorder the goals and priorities 
of the practical policy world.
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Religion and the Occupy Movement
Peter (Jay) Smith
Athabasca University, Athabasca, Alberta1

All too often, social scientists ignore the role of 
religion and spirituality in social movement activ-

ism.2 When religion does receive attention, it is usually 
to focus on religion as a conservative, if not reaction-
ary, force or a threat to social order. Seldom is religion 
viewed as a progressive force against what is commonly 
termed “neoliberal globalization” or corporate glo-
balization. By neoliberalism, I mean an elite political 
project that “proposes that human well-being can best 
be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial 
freedoms and skills within an institutional framework 
characterized by strong private property rights, free mar-
kets and free trade.”3 That religion is too often ignored 
as a progressive source of resistance to neoliberal glo-
balization is particularly true of analyses of the Occupy 
movement that made headlines in 2011. For example, 
an examination of the Occupy Research website, an 
international network of over 300 scholars studying the 
Occupy movement, reveals scant mention of religion. In 
brief, religion’s role in resisting neoliberal globalization 
has either been ignored by social scientists or has been 
met with skepticism. At least in terms of Occupy Wall 
Street (OWS), this is empirically wrong and poor social 
science. 

This article argues to the contrary that, indeed, there 
was a significant relationship between religion, spiri-
tuality, and the Occupy movement. The focus will be 
primarily on Occupy Wall Street, where the movement 
began. Focusing on OWS is an obvious choice, given 
that Wall Street can be said to be “a metonym for global 
financial capital … a symbol of injustice.”4 OWS was a 
locally grounded response to a global economic failure.5 

Prior to examining the role of religion in OWS, the 
article considers the secularization thesis. The article 
next defines religion in such a way that it helps over-
come the dualistic conceptualization of the religious 
and the secular: for example, the public versus private 
spheres in which they have been placed. Finally, as our 
understanding of religion escapes these dualisms, we 
can see it as relevant to politics, public life, capitalism, 
and justice. This leads to a brief discussion of the role 
religion has played historically in American political 
life. The latter sets the stage for the discussion of the 

contribution of religion, faith groups, and spirituality 
to the Occupy movement, in particular, OWS. I draw 
upon the work of Hannah Arendt and social movement 
theory in my analysis. Methodologically, I draw upon 
interviews with religious activists, website data analysis, 
and library sources. 

Secularization, Politics, Religion,  
and Capitalism
One of the reasons that social scientists have neglected 
the role of religion in social movements is that most have 
accepted the secularization thesis. According to Shah 
and Philpott, secularization has a variety of meanings, 
many of which “claim that as the juggernaut of moder-
nity advances through science, economic progress, free 
inquiry, technological progress, political liberalization, 
democratization and biblical criticism, religion will 
recede and eventually disappear.”6 It is argued that “reli-
gion … is on the way out.”7 In particular, social scientists 
accepted the modernist perspective that religion had be-
come separated from the secular sphere and subordinate 
to the state. 

Figure 1. The Dualistic Conception  
of the Secular and the Sacred

Secular Sacred

Public Private

Immanent Transcendent

Rational Irrational-Spiritual

Ideational Institutional

Communal Individual

Modern Pre-modern

According to this perspective, the secular and the 
religious are radically divided, not mutually relational 
in any way, with religion subordinate to the secular and 
public. These dualisms play out in a number of ways. 
For example, many people imagine that to be secular 
is to be rational, while they associate religion with the 
irrational and the emotional and see it as a source of 
violence and a danger to the political sphere.8 
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Evidence suggests, however, that once our gaze is 
turned away from a secularized Europe, for example, 
and to the entire world, we see a “religious resurgence” 
with a strong presence of both religion and religious-
political movements. Whereas secular western Europe 
was seen as the harbinger of things to come, it “now 
becomes the exception.”9 As a result of this globalized 
perspective, social scientists have begun to overcome 
their dualistic thinking about religion. They now see 
it as relevant to politics, public life, capitalism, and 
global justice, and thus worthy of study. The fact that 
the boundary between religion and politics and other 
spheres of the social world has never been fixed re-
quires a definition of religion that overcomes dualistic 
thinking. Erin Wilson’s definition is appropriate in this 
regard. According to Wilson, religion is “an internally 
logical set of ideas and beliefs about the nature of ex-
istential reality (encompassing the immanent as well as 
the transcendent) that shapes and is shaped by both in-
dividual and community, identity and action, and which 
may be facilitated and practiced through institutional 
arrangements, rituals and/or symbols.”10 

Religion in American Political Life
Of course, religious involvement in public life is very 
much a part of American history, playing an important 
role in the formation of American political identity and 
political culture since the arrival of Puritan settlers. 
From the American Revolution, to the works of Alex 
de Tocqueville, to the Abolitionist movement, to Martin 
Luther King Jr. and the Civil Rights movement, reli-
gion’s involvement in American public life has long 
been recognized. Lately, progressive religious move-
ments such as the Civil Rights movement have become 
eclipsed by the rise of the New Christian Right, defined 
predominantly by Evangelical Protestantism.11 There 
are sharp differences between Evangelical and mainline 
Protestant churches when it comes to economic issues 
and the role of the market in society. Evangelicals, 
Steensland and Schrank argue, tend to emphasize indi-
vidual responsibility and view markets positively, while 
mainline Protestants see “unrestrained free markets as a 
threat to Christian values and the public good.”12 It is this 
cleavage between mainline and evangelical Protestants 
on the role of the market in society that is evident in 
religious activism at OWS.

Preliminary Theoretical Concerns
Many social movements protesting neoliberal global-
ization operate on a global scale. Those engaged in the 

Occupy movement, on the other hand, operated on the 
local scale and were fuelled by populist anger from the 
global financial collapse brought on by practices and 
policies encouraged by Wall Street. Unlike those who 
claim that the Occupy movement was global in scale, 
I argue that, in fact, it was decidedly regional, centred 
primarily in the United States and Europe. Using online 
blog data, the Guardian mapped the Occupy protests of 
October 11, 2011.13 While the protests took place in 951 
cities in 82 countries around the world, they were over-
whelmingly focused in the U.S. and Europe. 

For my theoretical framework, I draw upon social 
movement literature and Hannah Arendt’s analysis of 
the public sphere. In terms of social movement theory, 
the paper stresses the political opportunities, the mo-
bilizing resources, and framing perspectives. In terms 
of the first, according to Hein-Anton van der Heijden, 
the “political opportunity structure [POS] refers to the 
specific features of a political system ... that can explain 
the different action repertoires, organizational forms 
and impacts of social movements, and social movement 
organizations in that specific country.”14 

Under the influence of neoliberalism, the for-
mally open opportunity structures of representative 
democracies are closing, shifting the loci of political 
power. Markets increasingly replace states as allocators 
of societal values and are viewed as the best means of 
improving the lives of most people. Within the state, 
power concentrates in the executive branch of govern-
ment, and government in general becomes increasingly 
insulated from democratic politics. As a result, Nancy 
Fraser argues, the spaces formerly created and main-
tained by the state have closed to the masses of the 
population, but remain open to the wealthy and the 
powerful.15 Consequently, social movement actors have 
been forced to create their own political spaces. Here 
the work of Hannah Arendt is insightful. Arendt stressed 
that political spaces do not have to centre on the state. 
Politics and public spaces are not necessarily tied to any 
particular place, territory, or set of institutions; they can 
be instantiated in a variety of social spaces and places. 
While Arendt was concerned that public spaces were 
disappearing, she also believed the potential for political 
processes to create new public spaces always exists.16 
This includes the creation of new public spaces and the 
(re)politicizing and (re)publicizing of issues that had 
previously been ignored, depoliticized, and depicted as 
bureaucratic, administrative, and technical. Arendt also 
viewed politics as a cultural phenomenon, as a realm of 
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appearance, performance, and drama. Through perfor-
mance and communication, we attract the attention of 
spectators with the purpose of communicating some-
thing about our common world. As Arendt observes, 
“no one in his right mind would ever put on a spectacle 
without being sure of having spectators to watch it.”17 

The mobilizing and cultural framing perspectives can 
be described more succinctly. In terms of resource mobi-
lization, any successful movement requires means, that 
is, resources. In terms of OWS, these included, for ex-
ample, material resources—food and shelter. They also 
included leadership and the ability to recruit members as 
well as space to meet, but also protected space to discuss 
political action. Given that grievances and claims cannot 
be taken for granted, framing is critical to the success of 
any social movement. Frames provide meaning and the 
symbolic construction of collective identity for social 
movements; they articulate the nature of a problem and 
call for action. Framing the issue of income inequality 
and wealth as one of the 1% versus the 99% served as a 
convincing frame to unify opposition to the concentra-
tion of corporate wealth and power in the United States 
and as a means of motivating greater participation in the 
movement. 

Religious Activism at Occupy Wall Street
The participation of religious activists in OWS chal-
lenges the dualistic notion that religion has been 
relegated to the private sphere. Here the article is in-
formed by interviews in July 2012 of twelve religious 
activists engaged with OWS from a variety of faith 
backgrounds—Protestant, Catholic, Judaic, Muslim, 
and Buddhist—with Protestants comprising the largest 
number. These activists were associated with three main 
religious entities engaged with OWS:
1) Occupy Faith—an interfaith coalition of mainline 

Protestant, Jewish, Buddhist, Catholic, and Muslim 
activists formed to provide support to the Occupy 
movement, primarily OWS and Occupy Oakland.

2) Protest Chaplains—a group consisting primarily of 
seminarians. The group originated in Boston, but 
soon spread to other cities, including New York. 
Their primary purpose was to provide for the spiri-
tual needs of the protestors.

3) Religious activists who decided they wanted to make 
particular statements about the relationship of their 
faith to Occupy. Prominent here are Occupy Judaism 
and Occupy Catholics.

Religious activists were engaged in OWS for many 
of the same reasons as non-religious activists. Here, two 
concepts of justice are of particular significance: politi-
cal, and economic or redistributive. In terms of political 
justice, Fraser refers to the issue of representation, that 
is, questions of who is included and able to participate 
in political arenas in the making of justice claims. Today, 
those most effectively represented in political arenas 
consist of the economic and political elite. Economic 
justice is a component of social justice focused on the 
welfare of the citizens of a society and the creation of 
an economy that works for everyone, including a fair 
distribution of wealth. The latter was a primary concern 
of OWS. 

Excluded from the governing process, activists in 
New York City touched off the widespread Occupy 
movement by occupying Zuccotti Park, located in the 
Wall Street financial district, and turning it into “Liberty 
Square.” The emphasis on a failed democratic system 
and growing economic and social injustice struck a 
chord with many religious leaders. In particular, there 
was a shared sense of how corrupt the American politi-
cal system had become. As one black church leader put 
it, “And the corporations did just that, they went and 
corrupted the politicians and that is why we are in the 
condition we are in right now and that is because our 
government has been bought and paid for ....”18 

Among other religious figures expressing concerns 
about the closing of American political spaces was 
Reverend Michael Ellick of Judson Memorial Church in 
lower Manhattan. Ellick not only participated at OWS, 
but also became a catalyst in the founding of what be-
came known as Occupy Faith. According to Ellick, the 
Gospel required his intervention and that of his church 
in OWS: 

To us, this is a justice issue that’s not about partisan 
politics. This is about the morality of our country 
no longer being a democracy. This is the fact that 
we all know and can say … that we’re a plutocracy. 
We’re a government entirely hijacked by a certain 
system that does not favor the regular person. So, 
to me, this goes right out of the gospel.19 

For emphasis, Ellick adds, “there is no public square 
in America.” OWS, according to Ellick, “was a creation 
of a public space.”

All interviewees made it clear that their religious and 
spiritual beliefs dictated their support of OWS. That is, 
religion had to be immanent, not transcendent and aloof, 
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in the world of power and address issues important to 
people. Ellick argued that “either religion is something 
that incarnates into our real world and affects our real 
issues, or it’s not. If it’s not, it’s over.”20 Rabbi Michael 
Feinberg of the Greater New York Labor–Religion 
Coalition argued that it was a necessity for religion to be 
in the public square and that “if religion isn’t engaged 
in the public square, it’s some kind of fossil, it should 
be put into a museum.”21 In response to the suggestion 
that faith groups should stay out of the public square, a 
leader of a black church and member of Occupy Faith 
replied, “That is insanity, that is absolutely wrong. What 
these churches are doing by staying in their four walls 
[is that] they are violating their Great Commission and 
their mandate.”22 For an American Theravada Buddhist 
monk, “religion is concerned with social order, justice, 
mutual respect, preservation of the natural order” and 
“must enter into public discussions.”23 

The creation of OWS as a public space was thus 
taken as an important opportunity for religious activ-
ists. According to one, it opened up a public square “to 
address the issues of the day.”24 For Reverend Ellick, 
the critical question was “How do you create big faith 
organizing?” Ellick, in particular, recognized the impor-
tance of reimagining politics, of creating public spaces 
of diversity and drawing people to them. Arendt would 
have agreed with him. He stressed the significance of 
spectacle at the heart of the performative configuration 
of Occupy as street theatre, poetry, and symbolism, 
which he saw as necessary to attract an audience. Ellick 
and his church helped organize and lead an interfaith 
march from Judson Memorial Church to Zuccotti Park, 
where an interfaith service was to be held. At the centre 
of the march was the golden calf, a symbol of idolatry in 
the Muslim, Christian, and Jewish traditions.

The calf resembles and reframes the image of the 
Wall Street bull, typically portrayed as the power and 
strength of Wall Street. However, here it represents the 
idolatry of greed of the 1%. The symbolism worked. The 
presence of the golden calf at OWS was a media image 
that went viral on the Internet, framing for many what 
Occupy was all about and giving rise to the creation of 
networked interfaith Occupy Faith groups across the 
United States.25 

In the interfaith march, many religious leaders made 
a point of wearing recognizably religious garb to signify 
the presence of faith in the movement. They also hoped 
to show that there was a progressive alternative to the 
conservative religions so dominant in the mass media. 

According to a Protest Chaplain, one reason for the sym-
bolism was that “the religious right in this country has 
been such a large part of everything that Occupy Wall 
Street protested against. So part of it was to counter that 
religious messaging.”26 

Those participating in Occupy Faith also wanted 
to ensure that they were symbolically present at OWS 
as members of faith groups. Muslim leaders “invited 
Muslim Americans from across New York City to come 
and have a Friday prayer where we tarped the floor in a 
big portion of Zuccotti Park.” The sermon of a leading 
imam “focused on social justice and what Islam says 
about standing for justice and what Islam says about 
corporate greed.”27 In addition, there were carefully 
orchestrated interfaith services that expressed religious 
support for OWS. In an interfaith service on November 
13, 2011, in Zuccotti Park, theologian Traci West spoke 
directly to those women neglected by the existing eco-
nomic system by asking them to identify with Mary, 
the mother of Jesus: “If you are a poor single mother 
on welfare, if you cannot feed your family no matter 
how many part-time jobs you have, you feel lowly and 
defeated and no greedy, corrupt politician cares, listen to 
the radical Christian gospel of economic equality from a 
poor, unwed, pregnant prophet of God.”28 

Occupy Judaism organized its presence at OWS 
around Jewish religious dates, including Sukkot in 
September 2011, an act of solidarity in which hundreds 
were present. According to Dan Sieradski, the organizer 
of Occupy Judaism NYC: “There is no better place to 
celebrate the festival of Sukkot this year than right here 
at Occupy Wall Street. We stand in solidarity with all 
those who are challenging the inequitable distribution of 
resources in our country, who dare to dream of a more 
just and compassionate society.”29 

What inspired many religious activists was Occupy’s 
emphasis on social and economic justice, in particular 
the latter. As a movement, Occupy was framed around 
the issue of redistributive justice evident in the image of 
the 99% excluded from the global circuits of financial 
and political power facing increasing concentrations of 
wealth of the 1%. 

The sense of injustice at OWS was palpable and was 
supported by various faith groups: Muslim, Protestant, 
Catholic, Jewish, and Buddhist. According to Rabbi 
Feinberg, Muslims, Jews, and Christians have a simi-
lar mandate for economic and social justice. For one 
Muslim leader, it was Muslims’ opposition to corpo-
rate greed and corruption that led them to participate 
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in OWS. He said, “You didn’t really have to convince 
Muslims that corporate greed is wrong and that fore-
closing on people’s homes and taking their homes away 
from them was a wrong thing.”30 

Significantly as well, a sense of spirituality moti-
vated many religious participants at OWS. One Buddhist 
monk viewed spirituality in a collective sense, “as a 
vehicle for awakening or liberation,” that is, as a means 
of motivating people to create a more just society.31 
One Protest Chaplain described being part of OWS as 
a “spiritual experience” in which he “felt a kind of con-
nectedness between people that I don’t experience that 
often, particularly in this city.”32 

The faith groups present at OWS in support of the 
cause of justice clearly represented a minority of faith-
based organizations in New York City, and their members 
were always a minority of participants. However, they 
were a presence, and they performed support functions 
crucial to any social movement, particularly in terms 
of resource mobilization. Many churches and Muslim 
organizations supplied shelter and resources—food, 
tents, showers, and social media support. When OWS 
was raided by police, a number of churches took in the 
displaced. Churches helped mobilize congregations 
to march to Liberty Square. Other churches provided 
space for activists to meet and organize. Faith groups 
also provided leadership. Reverend Ellick, for example, 
was a commonly referenced leader. Several interviewees 
reported using their experiences at OWS to explain to 
their more conservative congregations what the Occupy 
Movement was all about.

While OWS faith groups tried to play down differenc-
es with non-religious actors, some differences did exist. 
One key difference centred on the organizing model of 
OWS, which was organized by means of social media. 
These crowds of individuals could disperse as quickly 
as they could congregate. While mobilization was quick, 
this meant many activists were new and inexperienced, 
lacking in appreciation of the overall global context 
of issues, and it was a challenge to instill a common 
sense of purpose and identity. This, combined with the 
movement’s emphasis on horizontal consensus deci-
sion making, created some problems. According to one 
religious participant, the making of decisions through 
consensus building was “one of the reasons why things 
did not get done.”33

The overemphasis on occupying physical space and 
the lack of structure proved to be a limitation of ongoing 
organizing and mobilizing particularly. According to one 

religious leader, the emphasis on physical space meant 
it was incapable of bringing Occupy to the “masses and 
neighborhoods.”34 According to this religious leader, to 
be successful outside of Zuccotti Park meant you had 
to get out into the communities, in particular into black 
communities, and gain experience with people and their 
particular issues. 

Doubts about Occupy in the black (and brown) 
community may have contributed to what many ob-
served was an overwhelming white presence in OWS. 
According to Rabbi Feinberg, “the people sitting there 
did not mirror the people walking by in the streets of 
New York City in terms of diversity.”35 In fact, the OWS 
General Assembly recognized this lack of diversity 
and on October 1, 2011, created the People of Color 
Working Group with the mandate “to build a racially 
conscious and inclusive movement” by reaching out to 
“communities of color.”36 Occupy Faith also attempted 
to rectify the problem by organizing a march to Liberty 
Square by black congregations in Brooklyn on October 
30, 2011.  

Conclusion
All the religious activists I interviewed were strongly 
supportive of OWS. Yet it was acknowledged that 
OWS was a space of tensions, “a grimy, earthly place,” 
increasingly full of the homeless, drug dealers, and 
others dropped off by the police.37 Despite these mis-
givings about OWS, religious activists believed OWS 
had opened public space and legitimized political 
conversations about issues that had been neglected by 
mainstream media and politicians. Religion belonged, 
activists argued, in the public square. Participating in 
OWS was what they should be doing. The suggestion 
that there should be dividing lines between the pub-
lic and the private, the secular and the religious, did 
not make sense to those I interviewed. As one Protest 
Chaplain observed, “what’s happening in the public 
sphere is always deeply meaningful to us because it’s 
affecting every aspect of our lives.”38 In sum, OWS and 
the broader Occupy movement spawned considerable 
religious activism which, while reduced, has not faded 
away. Many activists reported they were still politically 
engaged in the issues raised by the Occupy movement. 
For example, Occupy Faith NYC, an interfaith group, 
has continued to meet, organize, and participate in direct 
action. 

In conclusion, the Occupy Movement and OWS form 
part of a global movement against capitalist excess. This 
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resistance can be seen as forming part of what economic 
historian Karl Polanyi (1886–1964) described as a coun-
termovement. Whenever the market has tried to separate 
itself from the fabric of society, society’s natural re-
sponse was resistance. Religion has historically played 
a key role in this resistance—for example, the Social 
Gospel Movement in the U.S. and Canada—and shows 
every sign that it will continue to do so. 

Dr. Peter (Jay) Smith teaches political science at Athabasca University, 
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Towards a More Indigenous African Catholicism:  
Insights from Lonergan’s Notion of Culture
Joseph Ogbonnaya
Marquette University, Milwaukee, Wisconsin

Drawing from examples from sub-Saharan Africa 
and especially from Christian missionary enter-

prises there, this paper suggests ways and means of 
developing a more indigenous Catholicism in the light 
of Bernard Lonergan’s notion of culture. Religion 
becomes relevant to the development of a people by 
adapting to their environment. This is true for indig-
enous religions as well as for transnational religions like 
Christianity, to which people are converted through vari-
ous forms of cultural contact. Evangelization of peoples 
begins by openness to and respect for cultures as the 
seedbed of human dignity, meaning, and purpose. Just 
as Christianity emerges in a Hellenic and Jewish context 
and develops according to the circumstances of non-
Jewish converts, so too today it is always autochthonous 
wherever it is found. 

This conscious effort of Christianity to dialogue 
with cultures is not without its challenges, especially as 
Western Christianity both adopted Eurocentric cultural 
forms and has spread to various parts of the world. I 
argue that Lonergan’s notion of culture, through its 
emphasis of the transition from classical to an empirical 
(that is, concrete as opposed to abstract or ideal) notion 
of culture, explains not only the imperative of cultural 
pluralism as constitutive of humanity but also presents 
the appreciation of diverse cultures as the way of being 
church. Unlike the classical notion of culture, which 
ignores differences among people and expects everyone 
to think alike, the empirical notion of culture acknowl-
edges the fact that people (and nations) with different 
histories cannot think and act the same way or adapt 
to environment the same way. This way the richness of 
Lonergan’s notion of culture has the potential to solve 
the recurring problems of cultural identity in the world 
church.

Approaches to Culture
The various approaches to the study of culture prior to 
Vatican II could be narrowed down to an idea of culture 
with a capital ‘C’, used often with regard to so-called 
high cultures, and an idea of culture with a small ‘c’, 
referring to supposedly less reflective, sophisticated, 

or successful cultures. The former were considered 
civilized, while the latter, often associated with popular 
traditional lifestyles, were considered savage. In this 
approach, indigenous cultures that differed from the 
high culture of empires were understood as nothing but 
an early stage in the process of civilization, a process 
controlled and spread by people of the high culture. 
This conception of culture, especially western European 
culture, as civilization justified several imperialist mis-
sions in which Christian missionary activities played a 
collaborative role. 

Appraisal of Missionary Enterprise in Africa
One must begin any appraisal of missionary activities in 
Africa by appreciating the heroism of the missionaries 
who responded to God’s call “with ardent apostolic zeal, 
[and] came to share the joy of revelation.”1 The fruit of 
their work is evident: millions of Africans have con-
verted and are converting to Christianity. However, the 
nineteenth-century missionaries’ classical conception of 
culture as European civilization became the Achilles’ 
heel of African Christianity. Their paternalism bred de-
pendency and attached Africans to the apron strings of 
Western Christianity. Their condemnation of indigenous 
African cultures as savage and heathen continues to 
negatively impact Christianity in Africa today. 

For example, Bede Jagoe, a Dominican priest working 
in Nigeria in the 1960s, mentions that prior to Vatican II, 
it was not customary for missionaries to learn anything 
about traditional practices, which were condemned as 
evil and as coming from the devil. He gives examples 
of how “some former missionaries forbade a festival to 
give thanks to God for the harvest of yams since there 
was no blessing for this in the Roman Ritual.”2 Not only 
has such condemnation of African cultures given rise to 
syncretism, with Africans having a dual allegiance to 
Christianity and their traditional religions, the lack of 
integration of Christian faith with African cultural and 
religious values has given rise to Africans regarding 
Christianity as strange. The result has been the emer-
gence of homegrown African Independent Churches on 
the one hand and the African anthropological crisis, that 
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is, the new experience of domination by external cultural 
forces—including religious forces—when compelled to 
be Christians in a manner defined by foreign cultures. 

Another example, drawn from Fr. Alex Chima’s 
experience in Malawi, equally corroborates the anthro-
pological crisis among African Christians, one often 
manifested in the tensions and contradictions in their 
spiritual lives. Although the people attended the Mass 
over which he presided, they also rushed away to partici-
pate, at the behest of their chief, in a rain sacrifice at the 
foot of a hill about 4 miles away. This practice, which is 
all too common in Africa, testifies to the need to make 
Christian faith and worship relevant to the people by 
responding to their real needs rather than on faithfulness 
to liturgical laws.3 

Examples of how this might be done can be grasped 
from other missionary experiences, such as Ronald 
Allen’s short experience as a missionary in China (1895 
to 1900 and later in 1902) and Vincent Donovan’s unique 
missionary experience in the Masai Kingdom, East 
Africa (1955 to 1973). Their practices, methods, and 
suggestions offer positive insight into measures toward 
new evangelization in Africa and other contexts and also 
highlight the flaws of traditional missionary enterprises. 
Allen realized that indigenizing Christianity was func-
tionally efficient for the spread of the faith. He suggests 
that evangelization accompany the establishment of self-
propagating, self-supporting, self-governing churches 
able to evangelize their neighbours without depending 
on foreign missionaries for leadership or financial sup-
port. Allen asserts:

If the Church is to be indigenous it must spring 
up in the soil from the very first seeds planted. 
One or two little groups of Christians organized 
as Churches, with their bishops and priests, could 
spread all over an empire. They would be obvi-
ously and without question Native Churches. But 
if we establish Missions rather than Churches, two 
evil consequences, which we now see in greater or 
less degree everywhere, sterility and antagonism, 
inevitably arise.4 

Spontaneous expansion of the church was hindered 
also by the missionary insistence on Christian morals, 
which of course meant the European customs they ac-
cepted as civilized and believed must be inculcated to 
the new converts to Christianity.5 Such demands not only 
disrupted the social order of most communities, they ex-
posed converts to Christianity to ridicule and at times to 

rejection by their families. Civilizing the natives, taking 
them away from their ways of life and cutting them off 
from their kith and kin, was the standard procedure for 
evangelization in situations where to be Christian meant 
to be like the missionaries. Instead of seeking to make 
Europeans of African converts, Allen suggests spontane-
ous expansion of the church whereby African converts 
to Christianity freely share the Christian faith with their 
neighbours, thus becoming missionaries to one another. 
This of course presupposes respect for the culture and 
the patterns of life of the indigenous peoples.

Vincent Donovan, a missionary priest to the Masai, 
was very much influenced by Allen’s work. Writing 
several decades later about the limitations of missionary 
work, he urges starting afresh:

There is no mistaking the fact that missionary 
work is in shambles. Born in slavery, disoriented 
by the school system, startled by independence, 
and smothered in nation building—mission in 
East Africa has never had the chance to be true to 
itself. To make any sense out of mission, out of the 
meaning and purpose of missionary work, one has 
to start all over again—at the beginning.6

Starting afresh for Donovan is starting evangelization 
with deep respect for the cultures of peoples and appre-
ciating that people have a culture from which their lives 
derive meaning. Recognizing a people’s culture implies 
that missionaries must not substitute that culture with 
any other. 

Donovan found that the very concept of mission has 
to change. Missionaries, he says, are not sent to plant a 
church or to preach the church but to tell the good news 
of God’s universal salvation in Christ. The Eurocentric 
response to the good news is not the only response to 
the Gospel, and each community must respond in accor-
dance with its own culture. Thus the new evangelization, 
characterized by the preaching of the Gospel to the poor 
and a dialogue with the cultures of peoples informed by 
profound respect for these cultures as vehicles for the 
Good News, is one of the most important achievements 
of the Second Vatican Council.

The Vatican II Stance on Culture
The Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern 
World (Gaudium et Spes) links culture to human dignity, 
calls for human freedom to realize the dignity of the hu-
man person, and recognizes the plurality of cultures.7 It 
delves into the problems of continuity and change, that 
is, the preservation of traditional cultures arising from 
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“the increased exchanges between cultures,” especially 
those caused by modernization. The relationship of 
faith and cultures is expected to promote integral salva-
tion, that is, the Gospel instruction to Christians to be 
agents of social transformation by participation in the 
humanization of their world through culture. Gaudium 
et Spes recognizes the cultural and hence contextual 
nature of divine revelation “where God’s progressive 
self-communication adapted itself to the culture of dif-
ferent ages.”8

Vatican II’s stance is very significant for the church’s 
relationship to culture. First, culture is seen as funda-
mental to what it means to be human. To disregard, 
deny, or disparage a people’s culture is to dehumanize 
and insult them. Each people must be free to live by the 
intendments of its culture, to express its unique identity. 
Culture, however, is not static but dynamic; it develops 
and is amenable to various forms of influences both 
internal and external. Africans have distinct cultures 
that integrally harmonize their lives religiously, socio-
politically, economically, etc. Evangelization must have 
such cultures as its starting point. Second, the recogni-
tion of plurality of cultural forms and the equality of all 
cultures is a paradigm shift from the classicist idea of 
culture to one conscious of history and the importance 
of particular cultures for evangelization. It reflects the 
Council fathers’ rejection of the rigid traditionalism of 
the preparatory documents and their option for genuine 
aggiornamento.9 Third, that Jesus was born and raised 
a Jew implies that the divine revelation took flesh in 
a particular human culture. His mission and ministry 
took place within the linguistic, historical, and cultural 
ambient of the Hellenistic Jews of his time influenced by 
Hellenistic philosophy. In fact, Jesus’ Jewishness is of an 
entirely different order from the post-Temple Judaism 
of most Jewish communities today. When Christianity 
eventually spread to the Greeks, it formally adopted 
the Greek and Hellenistic philosophy and religious 
cultural superstructure. As is evident from the influ-
ence of Western-oriented Christianity in sub-Saharan 
Africa, the Gospel equally became westernized when it 
spread to the West. Susan Ross writes, “As Christianity 
spread across Europe, and especially as it spread into 
the lands that we now call England, Scotland, and 
Ireland, it developed its own unique regional character-
istics, as it did everywhere it took root.”10 The Western 
Christian missionaries, mostly from some of the coun-
tries listed above, bequeathed to the Africans their own 
interpretation of the Gospel in the light of their cultures. 

Meanwhile, it is more important to note that Christianity 
spread first to what is now considered North Africa 
and the Middle East. St. Augustine, for example, was 
a Romanized African.11 His mother, Monica, practised 
indigenous local African traditions. As the Gospel 
spreads to Asia, the Americas, and sub-Saharan Africa, 
it must take unto itself the Asian as well as indigenous 
American and African cultural, religious, and philo-
sophical superstructures. As transcultural, the Good 
News must become African in Africa as it did in the case 
of the North African churches of the early period. This 
becomes the foundation for the incarnation or incultura-
tion of Christian faith in African cultures. 

Church and Culture after Vatican II
The post–Vatican II church obviously supports the 
appropriation of the Christian faith in the light of the cul-
tures of each people. Pope Francis’ apostolic exhortation 
Evangelii Gaudium (2013) acknowledges this to be the 
case in the first two millennia of Christian faith as people 
have accepted the Christian faith, allowed it to grow in 
their own lives, and passed it on in the language of their 
own culture.12 Pope Paul VI first used the term “African 
Christianity” while addressing the first Pan-African 
meeting of Roman Catholic Bishops at Gaba, Uganda, in 
1969. Paul VI reminded the African bishops of the role 
of their cultures in evangelization with words that reflect 
Vatican II’s acknowledgement of the plurality of cultural 
forms for the expression of Christian faith: 

The expression, that is, the language and mode of 
manifesting this one Faith may be manifold, hence 
it may be original, suited to the tongue, the style, 
the character, the genius and the culture of the one 
who professes this one Faith. From this point of 
view, a certain pluralism is not only legitimate, but 
desirable.13 

Similarly, Pope John Paul II reiterated the church’s 
respect for cultures during his apostolic visit to Nigeria 
in 1982: “The Church comes to bring Christ; she 
does not come to bring the culture of another race. 
Evangelization aims at penetrating and elevating culture 
by the power of the Gospel.”14 John Paul II founded the 
Pontifical Council for Culture to promote the study of 
Gospel and culture as well as the relation of Christianity 
to non-Christian religions.15

Lonergan’s Notion of Culture
Culture, for Lonergan, emanates within the meaning-
making process constitutive of each community that 
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commonly experiences, understands, judges, and de-
cides.16 Lonergan recognizes the shift from the classical 
control of meaning to the modern, empirical notion of 
culture based on appreciation of experience and his-
tory. He argues that the classicist concept of culture is 
static, universalistic, monolithic, univocal, restrictive, 
exclusive, nature-oriented, and totalistic. The empirical 
notion of culture, on the contrary, is dynamic, particular 
and local, concrete, pluralistic, polymorphic, inclusive, 
other-focused, and historically minded. Among his 
many attempts to explain the differences between these 
two notions of culture, I find his distinction in the paper 
titled “The Future of Christianity” the most explicit:

While classicist culture conceived itself norma-
tively and abstractly, modern culture conceives 
itself empirically and concretely. It is the culture 
that recognizes cultural variation, difference, 
development, breakdown, that investigates each 
of the many cultures of mankind, that studies 
their histories, that seeks to understand what the 
classicist would tend to write off as strange or un-
cultivated or barbaric. Instead of thinking of man 
in terms of a nature common to all men, whether 
awake or asleep, geniuses or morons, saints or 
sinners, it attends to men in their concrete living. 
If it can discern common and invariant structures 
in human operations, it refuses to take flight from 
the particular to the universal, and it endeavors to 
meet the challenge of knowing people in all their 
diversity and mutability.17

Obviously, therefore, the European missionaries’ atti-
tude to indigenous cultures is explained by the classicist 
culture under which they were raised and trained. Their 
condemnation of cultures they knew nothing about, their 
dismissal of those whom they had come to evangelize as 
uncultured “savages,” and hence their mission to give 
“barbarians” culture can be understood as a result of the 
ignorance embedded in the classicist notion of culture.18 

Lonergan’s most significant contribution lies in the 
recognition of the shift from classicist to empirical no-
tion of culture as well as its implications that it demands 
a methodological shift of attitude for religion and theol-
ogy’s engagement with cultures. Lonergan asserts:

Just as theology has to enter into the context of 
modern philosophy and science, so religion has 
to retain its identity yet penetrate into the cultures 
of mankind, into the manifold fabric of everyday 
meaning and feeling that directs and propels the 

lives of men. It has to know the uses of symbol and 
story, the resources of its arts and of literature, the 
potentialities of the old and the new media of com-
munications, the various motivations on which in 
any given area it can rely, the themes that in a given 
culture and class provide a carrying wave for the 
message.19

The modern notion of culture’s appreciation of the 
place of history and the diversity of cultural ambient is 
threatening to the status quo of traditional ecclesiologi-
cal and theological approaches to culture that generally 
tend to be classicist. The change in attitude that the 
shift to the empirical notion of culture demands is akin 
to the great epochal changes in history and culture like 
Vatican II (1962–65). For example, the concept of theol-
ogy is shifting from the one universal theology that is 
methodologically deductive to a notion of plurality of 
theologies that is inductive and respectful of the differ-
ences varying historical circumstances bring about in 
the lives of human beings in various cultural settings.20 
In the modern notion of culture, the church is concerned 
not only with ecumenism but also with its relation to 
other non-Christian religions and variants of atheism 
that negate religion altogether. While such shifts have 
been ongoing for over a century, according to Lonergan, 
“the massive breakthrough took place at the Second 
Vatican Council.”21 Concerted efforts at implementing 
the shift from the classicist to the modern (empirical) 
notion of culture in both church and theology officially 
achieved at the Second Vatican Council lead to the 
emergence of truly indigenous Catholicism brewed in 
African cultures.

African Catholicism and Inculturation  
After Vatican II
The post-conciliar ecclesiology emphasizes the incul-
turation of Christian faith in indigenous cultures. In the 
period following the African march to political indepen-
dence from colonialism up to the gradual appreciation 
and maturity of African theology, inculturation theol-
ogy has been making inroads into African Christianity 
and changing the perception of Christianity as foreign. 
Many aspects of the faith are now understood and com-
municated in the light of African cultures. For example, 
Eugene Uzukwu’s research work in some West African 
countries specifies how people of the West African re-
gion understand the Trinitarian doctrine through their 
traditional cultural religions. Earlier, Vincent Mulago, 
Charles Nyamiti, and Efoé Julien Pénoukou laboured 
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at developing a comprehensive inculturated systematic 
theological treatise using primarily some variation of 
African metaphysics based on the theory of life as vital 
participation.22 Not only have there been changes in 
forms of worship, liturgical vestments, and liturgical lan-
guage, there have been efforts in various parts of Africa 
to adapt and inculturate the liturgy in various aspects 
of African socio-religious celebrations. For instance, 
specific rites like the Zairean rite have received official 
approval from the Vatican.23 A field research conducted 
simultaneously in 2002 in three east African countries–
Kenya, Tanzania, and Uganda–organized by Laurenti 
Magesa offer more clues to the practice of inculturation 
in Africa. In Kenya, respondents point to elements like 
singing, clapping, dancing, using of drums, etc., as evi-
dence of the incorporation of aspects of African custom 
and spirituality into liturgical celebration. They note that 
the shape of such Christian symbols like the crucifix, 
altars, and tabernacles are taking a much more African 
cultural outlook. In Tanzania and Uganda, respondents 
understand inculturation as taking popular spirituality 
seriously: that is, living the message of Jesus Christ 
or the Gospel using specific cultural elements like the 
drums, proverbs in liturgy, and moral teaching.24 

The Challenges to Inculturation
Amidst the achievements, myriad problems beset the 
inculturation of Christian faith in African cultures. 
Primarily, the challenges have been attitudinal, that is, 
the suspicion that inculturation represents a paganization 
of Christianity and the inability at times to link incul-
turation to the African quest for integral development 
as it responds to the challenges of modern nationhood. 
These concerns are not totally without merit. Uncritical 
adoption of African cultural values really can lead 
to the ‘paganization’ of Christianity, with the risk of 
Christianity being substituted with African traditional 
religions. No human culture is perfect, and so incultura-
tion is a give-and-take process between Christian faith 
and cultures that encourages critical study of African 
cultures so as to avoid the danger of culturalism. At the 
same time, this critical study of Christian faith must be 
in tandem with the ‘de-Westernization’ of the African 
Christian mindset. Although advances have been made 
in this regard, the info-technological globalization has 
opened up multiple vistas of meaning often dominated 
by Western cultures, which appears to be reversing the 
gains. Many African peoples are attached to the Western 
products, lifestyles, and values spread through these 

modern means of communication. African cultural 
values are increasingly seen as too traditional and as im-
pediments to progress and development. Various African 
governments are also not helping matters by neglecting 
rural areas; this neglect fuels urban migration, which 
promotes individualistic and consumerist mentalities 
drawn from the Western mindset. At the other extreme 
are educated Africans who throw away the Christian 
faith as foreign because the form of Christianity they 
are familiar with is Western. Consequently, the prac-
tice of inculturation remains critical for the future of 
Christianity in Africa.

The grounding of Christian faith in the culture of a 
people and in the authentic national identity and patri-
otic spirit it creates indirectly promotes the human good. 
Inculturation removes the dichotomy between faith and 
life. Thus it contributes to the emergence of authentic 
human beings able to hold in tension the limitation and 
transcendence of culture and Christian faith, of inherited 
constitutive meanings and the Gospel values updating 
and refining one’s cultural values. It also has the poten-
tial to reconcile theologians who argue for liberation 
theology without engaging inculturation theology and 
those who argue for inculturation without liberation. 
Theological differences arise in Africa when theologians 
engaged in the various issues of culture, class, racial 
exploitation, oppression, and poverty reduce theology 
to their own specialization without relating the various 
issues of culture together.25 Thus inculturation theology, 
African liberation theology, African women’s theology, 
and Black theology often seem to be engaged in an un-
necessary and unproductive tug of war.26

Understanding the intrinsic connection between 
inculturation and development or liberation correctly 
places inculturation where it can heal the “anthropologi-
cal poverty”—that is, the crisis of identity arising from 
being mentally uprooted from their cultures that disori-
ents Africans. Caught between two cultures, neither of 
which they recognize as fully theirs, African Christians 
become involved in syncretism religiously and fail to 
commit to national or social development. However, if 
inculturation succeeds in making Christianity part of 
ordinary life, the Christian faith will no longer be seen 
as foreign. Simultaneously, the liberation and salvation 
in Christ will cease to be merely spiritual but will have 
social, political, economic, and cultural dimensions 
as well. Not only will the crisis of identity of African 
Christians be healed by appreciation of their cultural 
values, Christian love will bring about changes in the 
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peoples’ relationship with one another and to their cul-
tures and communities in such a way that they will 
become willing to promote social justice, demand good 
governance, participate in national development, and ef-
fect social transformation.

The Way Forward
Africans need to adopt an attitudinal change toward 
their cultures and the Christian faith. The liberation of 
African Christianity from unnecessary foreign elements 
will focus on Christ as the Good News and not on its 
foreign garment as modelled by the missionaries. Thus 
Christianity will be seen for what it is: a transcultural 
movement that inaugurates the kingdom of God. 

A fundamental reorientation is required to disabuse 
Africans of the negative attitude toward African tra-
ditional religions, which many still consider evil and 
devilish. The first step is to study African traditional 
religion. This study will be difficult, as people suspect 
anyone, especially a Christian, associated with tradi-
tional religion. The awkward situation here can be traced 
back to the ambivalent attitude that African Christians 
have towards traditional religion. They fear, respect, and 
consult it in private but disparage it in public as evil. 
One needs a lot of courage to begin such a study from 
a disinterested perspective, especially because the study 
of African traditional religions is most often done from a 
Christian perspective to point out how the religion is the 
preparatio evangelica, that is, the nurturing ground for 
Christianity. Such study does not allow the traditional 
religions to emerge and to speak for themselves. 

One way to divest the African mind from its phobia 
toward African traditional religions is to de-Westernize 
the African clergy, both Catholic priests and ministers 
of the Reformed tradition, especially Pentecostals. Most 
Catholic priests are trained in seminaries that offer a 
Western-based curriculum with only a very limited place 
for African traditional religions and values. For this rea-
son, most African Catholic priests are not predisposed 
to positive attitudes toward their cultures. While some 
Protestant clergy are more positively disposed toward 
African traditional religions and have actually undertak-
en foundational scholarship on them,27 a good number 
of their clergy, notably Pentecostal ministers, dismiss 
African traditional religion as evil.28 They are averse to-
wards inculturation or any form of indigenization, which 
they interpret as the attempt of the devil to destroy the 
work of the missionaries and return Africa to the enemy 
of humankind. Pentecostalism, which is very influential 

in Africa today, is not able to distinguish the Christian 
faith from the Western garb in which it is clothed. Most 
Pentecostal ministers reject traditional music, dances, 
festivities, etc., as pagan, sinful, and devilish. Thus the 
African cultures, religions, and spiritualities to which 
the people are accustomed are jettisoned in favour of 
what is considered Christian, dressed as it is in Western 
cultural forms. This continues to make Christianity a for-
eign religion in the consciousness of Africans, although 
often accepted because it makes one look “civilized.” 
The consequence is the dual allegiance Africans pay 
to Christianity and to their traditional African religio-
cultural spiritualities. 

The changes in outlook toward inculturation must 
begin with changes to the curriculum in seminaries, 
houses of formation, schools, and colleges. If and where 
the church is unable to effect wholesale changes, it must 
at least change the curricula of seminaries and houses of 
religious formation to reflect and appreciate African reli-
gions and cultures. When this is done, the positive values 
of African traditional religions and cultures will enrich 
the Christian faith, and the Christian faith will enrich the 
African religions and cultures. Africans can then express 
their Christian faith using African images, symbols, arts, 
etc., without the guilt of worshipping idols. This would 
be an authentic incarnation of the Christian faith. Thus 
will Africans be truly and fully African and Christian at 
the same time.

Conclusion
Although it now seems obvious, the recognition of cul-
tural pluralism and the respect expected for the integrity 
of world cultures is a great moral achievement emanat-
ing from the shift from the classicist to the empirical 
notion of culture. Our awareness of the mistakes of 
Christian missionary activities arising from the classicist 
notion of culture and the attendant anthropological crisis 
they engendered allows us to appreciate the significance 
of this shift for the success of mission and the mutual 
coexistence of peoples. However, this shift presents us 
with two challenges. First, we must promote widespread 
awareness of this shift and protect it against backslid-
ing to the classicist mentality that inspires people to 
live in the modern world with a superannuated ideal of 
cultural superiority. Second, we must overcome fears 
of the implications of the historical mindedness inher-
ent in empirical notions of culture and become open 
to possible changes in horizon. The promotion of a 
more indigenous Catholicism demands perseverance in 
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the implementation of the Vatican II notion of culture, 
which not only recognizes cultural pluralism but also, 
through other post-conciliar documents and institutions, 
teaches the benefits of the empirical notion of culture. 

The dialogue of faith and culture stands to benefit 
from creative appropriation of the giant strides made 
at Vatican II. Local churches need to embrace the shift 
from classicist to modern notions of culture and look 
at their cultures, which have been demonized, in new 
ways as God’s gifts containing unfathomable spiritual 
wealth that they may use to respond to the Gospel. Local 
churches should not only critically study their cultures 
in order to promote inculturation of the Good News into 
all aspects of their lives, but should also advance these 
cultures in the light of Gospel values. African theology 
cannot but mediate, to use Lonergan’s words, “between 
[African] cultural matrix and the significance and role of 
[Christianity] in that matrix.”29
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by critical responses, the theologians describe informative indicators of the state of theol-
ogy today as well as its prominent trends.  Together, they offer a resource for teachers and 
a chance to facilitate conversations among those working in an increasingly fragmented 
discipline.

Anselm Min, Ph.D., is Maguire Distinguished Professor of Religion at Claremont 
Graduate University, California.  He is the author of The Solidarity of Others in a Divided 
World (Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2004).
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Loving Our Enemies
Jim Forest 

Not everything Jesus taught must be regarded as a commandment.  Counsels on volun-
tary poverty or celibacy, for instance, have been seen as an option for a small minority 
of Christ’s followers.  The same cannot be said about the love of enemies.  This is basic 
Christianity--the message Jesus taught through direct instruction, through parables, 
and by the example of his own life.  And yet, as Jim Forest notes, it is undoubtedly the 
hardest commandment of all, on that runs counter to our natural inclination and call for 
prayer, discernment, and constant practice.

Drawing on scripture, the lives of the saints, modern history, and personal stories, Forest 
offers “nine disciplines of active love,” including “praying for enemies,” “turning the 
other cheek,” “forgiveness,” and “recognizing Jesus in others,” that make the love of 
enemies, if not an easier task, then a goal worth striving toward in our daily lives.

Jim Forest is an internationally renowned peacemaker and spiritual writer.  His many 
books include All is Grace: A Biography of Dorothy Day, Living with Wisdom: A Life of 
Thomas Merton, Praying with Icons, and The Ladder of the Beatitudes.
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