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ters of race and class are deeply connected and that we 
cannot fight one problem without addressing the other. 
While economic problems affect people of all racial 
backgrounds, poverty rates for African Americans and 
Hispanics are still nearly three times higher than poverty 
rates for whites; nine in ten non-whites face economic 
insecurity at some point in their lives. The good news/
bad news scenario is that, as the Associated Press report 
mentions, race disparities in the poverty rate appear to 
be shrinking. This does not necessarily mean that the 
situation of non-whites is improving; it rather means 
that the situation of whites is deteriorating as well. 
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Why Both Race and Class Matter in Religion:  
Taking the Long View1

Joerg Rieger

The Civil Rights Movement Revisited

One common way to domesticate the legacy of the 
civil rights movement is to limit it to the pursuit of 

racial equality and to overlook other concerns that were 
part of it. This was one of my concerns when in 2013 
we commemorated the 50-year anniversary of the 1963 
March on Washington, the so-called March for Jobs and 
Freedom. Fortunately, at that time we were greeted with 
a growing number of efforts to reclaim the dual empha-
sis on jobs and freedom. 

Our current situation may have contributed to this 
awareness. There can be no doubt that we need to 
continue to fight racism, both in its open forms and 
in its hidden forms. The slogan “Black Lives Matter” 
reminds us of the fact that racism continues to be a 
matter of life and death; the 2014 shooting of Michael 
Brown in Ferguson, Missouri, has brought this back to 
public awareness. At the same time, large numbers of 
people continue to encounter a very difficult job market. 
Unemployment and deteriorating conditions of work 
are no longer merely the problems of the poor or of 
low-wage workers. The middle class, too, is affected 
in previously unknown ways. According to a recent 
study by The Associated Press, at some point in their 
lives, four out of five adults in the United States will be 
confronted with joblessness, near-poverty, or reliance 
on welfare.2

Many of the leaders and many of the participants in 
the civil rights movement understood that these mat-
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The level of white mother-headed households living in 
poverty, for instance, has already risen to the level of 
black mother-headed households.3 As a result, women 
and many white people would do well to pay attention 
to issues that we tend to assume affect mostly racial and 
ethnic minorities. More and more of us are in the same 
boat—an issue to which I will return at the end of this 
article.

Still, many who praise the civil rights movement and 
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., its best-known representa-
tive, often conveniently forget this consistent concern 
about matters of race and class. King, for his part, clearly 
understood the importance of both jobs and freedom. In 
a speech in Memphis in 1968, he famously reminded 
his audience that it was not enough to integrate lunch 
counters or other places: “What does it profit a man to 
be able to eat at an integrated lunch counter if he doesn’t 
earn enough money to buy a hamburger and a cup of 
coffee?”4 King knew that race and class are inextricably 
connected, and that focusing on one without the other 
leads nowhere, or worse. 

Keep in mind that playing off matters of race and 
class was usually the strategy of the masters. As African 
American social historian Lerone Bennett and others 
have noted, as early as the seventeenth century, white 
masters in the American colonies managed to separate 
white workers and black workers by inventing racism.5 
When white workers identified with their white masters 
instead of their black fellow workers, the masters were 
able to maintain the upper hand. When race and class 
are separated in this way, racism often benefits the white 
ruling class because it misleads the white working class 
into affiliating with the ruling class without benefiting 
much from this affiliation. 

The political and economic consequences of this 
growing awareness of the relation of race and class—
one of the marks of the 1963 March on Washington—are 
significant. One of the key demands of the March on 
Washington was that the minimum wage be raised 
from $1.25 to $2 an hour, even though President John 
F. Kennedy faced strong opposition when he raised the 
minimum wage to $1.25 just two years earlier. This 
demand combines the concerns of race and class in at 
least two ways. Improving the minimum wage empow-
ers racial minority workers in ways that are impossible 
to achieve by fighting racial prejudice alone. And rais-
ing the minimum wage has the potential of empowering 
white workers in such a way that they can see how 
deeply they share in the fate of racial minority workers, 

as opposed to the privilege of white elites, thus laying 
the foundations for fighting racism more effectively. It is 
this solidarity of black and white workers that the racism 
of the dominant system seeks to undercut. 

Alternative Religion 
What does all of this have to do with religion? Religion 
is one of the lenses through which the combined concern 
for jobs and freedom—for the liberation of working 
people and racial minorities—is fractured. In this con-
text, religion becomes either a pillar of the status quo, 
reinforcing oppression along the lines of class and race 
by sanctioning it in the name of God, or a force that 
pushes towards alternatives. In other words, religion can 
be both part of the solution and part of the problem. 

Yet even when religion seeks to be part of the solution, 
problems remain. One problem occurs when religion is 
committed to resolving the race issue but forgets about 
the class issue. In light of King’s insight that it does not 
help to integrate a lunch counter if people are not able to 
buy food there, we might say that it does not help to inte-
grate religious or other communities if the people are not 
part of the decision-making bodies. I see evidence of this 
sort of thing frequently. Many churches try to be racially 
inclusive by opening their doors to African Americans 
or Hispanics, welcoming them as guests and making ef-
forts to accommodate them, but never envision them in 
roles of influence and power. Race is a factor here, but 
class plays a role as well, as many religious communi-
ties and their leaders are hypersensitive to the wishes of 
the donors who are typically not merely white, but also 
of a higher class that seeks to maintain control. In other 
words, efforts at integration that forget to pay attention 
to matters of economic power always fall short; in many 
cases, I wonder if they do more harm than good.

This may sound like a harsh judgment of well-
meaning religious communities, but I am convinced that 
we will make no progress without bringing together the 
concerns of race and class. This is just as true for reli-
gion as it is for all other areas of life, including politics, 
economics, and law. Religion in general provides no 
more hope for liberation and progress than any other 
aspect of life. 

What is noteworthy in this regard is that many of 
the leaders and participants in the 1963 March on 
Washington presented and embodied alternative forms 
of religion that are at odds with “religion in general.” 
Moreover, many of these alternative forms of religion 
displayed a deep awareness of the importance of the 
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relation of race and class. The March on Washington 
pertained not only to alternative forms of politics and 
economics—this is commonly recognized—but also to 
alternative forms of religion. More specifically, the con-
cerns for racial and economic justice that characterize 
the March on Washington and the civil rights movement 
are deeply linked to an alternative religion that not only 
exists in the heads of people but is lived in real commu-
nities, by real people, at the grassroots.

Alternative forms of religion are, of course, noth-
ing new in the history of the United States, although 
their importance is often forgotten. Religion was never 
merely a pillar of the status quo; alternative forms of 
religion were consistently part of progressive social 
movements. The abolitionist movement, for instance, 
was informed by progressive religion. Moreover, the 
African American slaves themselves developed alterna-
tive forms of religion that are still alive in the Spirituals 
and the Gospel Hymns. Even the suffragist movement, 
fighting for women’s right to vote, had religious support-
ers who were informed by alternative forms of religion. 
The life and work of Sojourner Truth is an example that 
brings the issues of women, race, and religion together. 
The labour movement was informed by alternative re-
ligion as well, especially in the early years of the 20th 
century. 

That the civil rights movement was supported by 
religion is a commonplace, but we need to take a 
closer look at what kind of religion is manifest here. 
This is important because today churches tend claim 
this heritage without embodying alternative religion. 
Although “We Shall Overcome,” the hymn of the civil 
rights movement, is sung in many churches today, we 
still lack a clear sense of what it means. Many think it 
means something like being inclusive, welcoming, and 
hospitable: in short, “celebrating diversity.” Celebrating 
diversity, however, makes little sense when the factor 
of class is added. While it may be possible to celebrate 
the diversity of different races, ethnicities, and genders, 
it would be absurd to celebrate class diversity when the 
lower classes are condemned to living substandard lives 
and to dying before their time. The leaders of the March 
on Washington and many of its 250,000 participants 
were not interested in celebrating this kind of diversity.

Martin Luther King can help us understand what is 
at stake here. In an important speech to the American 
Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial 
Organizations (AFL-CIO) National Convention in 1961, 
where he talked about the dream of racial and economic 

justice—this is the dream topic that he picks up again 
in the March on Washington speech—King made the 
famous claim that “the arc of the moral universe is 
long but it bends towards justice.”6 The dream of which 
he speaks is not a vague hope for racial reconciliation 
where African Americans are merely included and inte-
grated into the dominant system. King’s dream has to do 
with justice and is rooted in his faith that God will come 
through in the end. 

In this same speech, King quotes part of a church 
hymn by James Russell Lowell: “Truth forever on the 
scaffold, wrong forever on the throne. Yet that scaffold 
sways the future.” While King does not further expand 
on this theme, the reference seems to be to a power 
struggle: there appears to be something wrong with the 
thrones of power. Christians are invited to take a stand 
on the side of the scaffolds of history with the oppressed, 
where an alternative form of power manifests itself. In 
this alternative religious tradition that is practised in 
some of the churches of King’s day and that has its roots 
all the way back in early Christianity, the cross of Christ 
is not a defeat but the manifestation of God’s alterna-
tive power to transform the world. This is what it means 
to say that it is not the “throne” but the “scaffold” that 
moves the world forward.

The text of Lowell’s hymn, titled “Once to Every 
Man and Nation,” from which King’s quotation is taken, 
is no longer found in many hymnals. Many Christians 
would rather celebrate diversity than struggle on the side 
of those who are oppressed along the lines of race and 
class, which, as King seems to have assumed, is the side 
of Christ. This is how the hymn begins: “Once to every 
man and nation / comes the moment to decide /  In the 
strife of truth with falsehood / for the good or evil side.” 
Those who struggle for justice know that taking sides 
with the oppressed against the oppressors is necessary. 
This is clearly expressed by Jesus in the Gospels and 
even by Mary, the mother of Jesus, who praises God 
for lifting up the lowly and filling the hungry with good 
things, adding that God pushes the powerful from their 
thrones and sends the rich away empty (Luke 1:46-55).

In September 1962, in a speech to a labour union, 
King points out three major social evils, which are inter-
related: the evil of war, the evil of economic injustice, 
and the evil of racial injustice. King notes something 
often overlooked by those who believe that US indi-
vidualism is real: “All life is interrelated, and whatever 
affects one directly affects all indirectly.”7 This emphasis 
on interrelation is not a moral ideal or the common claim 
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that we should be more relational and less individualis-
tic. We are all related, whether we are aware of it or not, 
and we need to give an account of how we are related in 
order to adjust our relationships. 

These relationships are clearest when it comes to 
the matter of class. Unfortunately, in the context of the 
United States, this is the most difficult thing to under-
stand. If we talk about class in the United States at all, 
we mostly talk about stratification, as if classes were 
independent strata that exist in isolation from each other. 
Class, if we apply King’s emphasis on relationship, is 
not a matter of stratification, where each class exists 
for itself. Class is a matter of relationship, and we can 
talk about class only in terms of how the various classes 
relate to each other, positively and negatively.8 King an-
ticipates what the Occupy Wall Street movement would 
rediscover almost 59 years later, when he observes that 
“right here in America, one-tenth of 1 percent of the 
population controls almost 50 percent of the wealth.”9 
It does not take strong religious convictions to see the 
problem. As King says, “there is something wrong with 
a situation that will take the necessities from the masses 
and give luxury to the classes.” But at the heart is a re-
ligious conviction, namely the belief that “God has left 
enough and to spare in this world for all of his children 
to have the basic necessities of life.”10 Once again, race 
and class are inextricably related.

The alternative religion that is at work here reshapes 
our understanding of justice. King does not embrace 
abstract notions of justice, such as the generic idea of 
justice as fairness. Justice for King, as in many places 
in the Jewish and Christian sacred texts, means taking 
the side of the oppressed and not being satisfied as long 
as people are oppressed. This is reflected in King’s fa-
mous “I Have a Dream” speech given at the March on 
Washington. “We are not satisfied,” says King, “and we 
will not be satisfied until ‘justice rolls down like waters, 
and righteousness like a mighty stream,’” referencing 
the well-known text from the prophet Amos (5:24).

When considering the religious legacy of the civil 
rights movement, we must not forget that King was only 
one voice. Contrary to a common misunderstanding, 
the civil rights movement did not start with individual 
leaders or the courageous acts of isolated individuals 
in the late 1950s or early 1960s. Not even Rosa Parks, 
who famously refused to move to the back of the bus 
in 1955, acted alone. She was not an individual who 
was fed up one day and then changed the world, as 
American individualism would have us believe. Rosa 

Parks was trained in nonviolent civil disobedience at the 
Highlander Folk School, a location where alternative re-
ligion was forged. This observation does not reduce the 
credit of these individuals; rather, it increases the impor-
tance of their actions, as it reminds us of the importance 
of the movement and of organizing, and that individual 
actions, then as now, matter only in this broader horizon.

The Contribution of A. Philip Randolph
The civil rights movement is linked to older liberation 
traditions. One of the representatives, whose active 
involvement goes back to the early decades of the 20th 
century, is A. Philip Randolph, a legendary African 
American activist and labour union leader. Randolph 
was the official leader of the 1963 March on Washington, 
and he gave the opening address that set the stage for the 
event. Few were as clear as he was that race and class 
were inextricably related, and this concern is linked to 
his religious commitments as well.

Randolph was involved in organizing numerous 
conferences and events on religion and labour through 
his union, the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, 
of which he was the president for many years. In the 
1940s, he organized several prayer protests, which ral-
lied clergy from different faith traditions, closely related 
to his preference of Gandhi’s methods of non-violent 
civil disobedience. Randolph believed that Gandhi’s 
non-violence was in agreement with the life of Christ.11 
While Randolph was openly critical of established 
religion, which earned him the reputation of being anti-
religious or even an atheist, he did not reject religion as 
such.12 Already in the 1920s he observed the importance 
of class in matters of religion. Protestant churches were 
unsympathetic to labour, he noted, because they were 
controlled by an elite class. Even African American 
preachers were afraid to support labour because of their 
fear of losing white philanthropic support.13

Already in 1929 Randolph put it this way: “If the 
Church, white or black, is to express the true philoso-
phy of Jesus Christ, Himself a worker, it will not lend 
itself to the creed of oppressive capitalism which would 
deny to the servant his just hire.”14 Race and class are 
both linked to capitalism and thus cannot be separated. 
Expressing true religion was not merely a romantic idea 
of Randolph’s; he lived this religion and consistently 
connected with progressive churches and their leaders 
around the country. 

In 1936, Randolph became the first president of the 
National Negro Congress (NNC), which encouraged 
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African Americans “to hold faith and confidence in 
God and the Church, as set forth in the life example and 
teachings of Jesus.”15 This is a significant theological 
move, as dominant Christianity often domesticates Jesus 
in light of an understanding of God as representative 
of the status quo. The statement of the NNC turns this 
around: notions of God and the church need to be refor-
mulated and radicalized in light of the “life example and 
teachings of Jesus.”16 What at first sight may look like a 
narrowing down of the understanding of religion turns 
out to be a broadening move, as it allows people of faith 
to enter into solidarity with others: on the basis of this 
radical faith, the NNC challenged the churches “to work 
out an adequate technique comprehending social and 
economic problems affecting our group and working 
with non-Christian groups whose economic and social 
ideas are of value to the solution of our economic and 
social problem, without [compromising] the fundamen-
tal principle of the Christian Church.”17

Randolph’s and King’s theologies share a parallel in 
their interpretation of the cross of Christ as resistance. 
According to Randolph, 

the law of the achievement of freedom, justice 
and equality is the law of the Seed and the Cross. 
This is the law of struggle, sacrifice, suffering. It 
is the law of death. Death precedes life. The seed 
must decay and die before the tree can live. Jesus 
Christ had to bear the cross and die in order to 
give life everlasting. Verily, there is no royal road 
to freedom.18 

This approach is the exact opposite of the many 
variations of dominant theology that sees God’s power 
at work from the top down. The difference is deeply an-
chored in the history of theology, as it is the difference 
of what the German Reformer Martin Luther described 
as the difference between a theology of glory and a the-
ology of the cross: God is not to be found in glory and 
dominant power, but in the cross and in what might be 
called “the power of weakness.” 

While Randolph does not mention Luther, he clarifies 
and deepens Luther’s classical insight as he relates it 
to particular struggles of power along the lines of class 
and race that affect people in their everyday lives. The 
themes of class and race are explicitly tied together, for 
instance, in a 1943 “Manifesto by Clergy of All Faiths,” 
which grew out of a conference at which Randolph 
and missionary and theologian E. Stanley Jones were 
the speakers, demanding “equal access to employment 

opportunity” and “an end to disfranchisement in the 
South,” among several other things.19

Based on these reflections, we are now able to see the 
religious convictions that informed Randolph’s speech, 
which anchored the 1963 March on Washington for Jobs 
and Freedom. The key point is that ending the segrega-
tion of black people and creating accommodations for 
them “will mean little to those who cannot afford to use 
them.” Race and class are inseparably connected, with 
important consequences for both whites and blacks. The 
“civil rights revolution,” Randolph states in his speech, 
is not limited to African Americans, “nor is it confined 
to civil rights”: “We know that we have no future in a 
society in which six million black and white people are 
unemployed and millions more live in poverty.” The 
problem could not be stated more clearly, and the point 
made is still as relevant now as then.

The solution, Randolph notes, is that “the sanctity 
of private property takes second place to the sanctity 
of the human personality.” When private property is no 
longer the first priority of economics, and politics, and 
religion, agency is returned to the people. According to 
Randolph, the agency of African Americans has a spe-
cial role to play in helping us turn things around: “It falls 
to the Negro to reassert this proper priority of values, 
because our ancestors were transformed from human 
personalities into private property.”20

In the process, the agenda shifts from winning mobs 
to building unions, an effort in which many others, in-
cluding Pauli Murray, Bayard Rustin, and Anna Arnold 
Hedgemann, were involved.21 Clearly, the focus of these 
leaders was not the heroic action of a few individuals, 
but a growing movement that was supported by hun-
dreds of thousands.

Conclusions
The civil rights movement serves as a reminder that re-
ligion never exists in a vacuum. This is true not only for 
alternative religion but also for dominant religion, which 
is usually much less honest about its relations to real 
life and generally refuses to reflect on matters of class 
and race. But divine power can never be envisioned as 
merely abstract; there is no abstract power. If religion is 
not in touch with the power of the people, it shores up 
the power of the status quo.

For religion, one of the key questions is whether 
God is envisioned as supporting an unjust status quo or 
whether God is envisioned as engaging and transform-
ing it. Another related question is how God is at work: 
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is God at work from the top down, like the representa-
tives of the dominant system, or is God at work from the 
bottom up, like the liberation movements that change 
history?

While images of God tend to be constructed by domi-
nant interests, there are alternatives that are more in tune 
with the roots of the Abrahamic traditions of Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam. In the Jewish creation stories 
in the book of Genesis, God appears as a worker rather 
than as a CEO, making the human being from clay and 
planting a garden, rather than commanding others to do 
this work. In the Moses stories of the book of Exodus, 
God sides with the Hebrew slaves against the elite who 
exploit them. In Jesus Christ, God elects to become hu-
man as a construction worker and not as a privileged 
member of society. And in Islam there is a strong tradi-
tion of Allah commanding to honour workers and not to 
defraud them.

These images of God have consequences for how 
we envision religious communities. At stake is not only 
domination but how efforts to support others shape up. 
Practices of charity—donating money and time—are 
often the expressions of dominant groups, as those who 
give handouts usually stay firmly in control. Advocacy 
is often presented as an alternative to charity. But even 
practices of advocacy—speaking out for the oppressed 
and against injustice—can be expressions of a kind of 
dominance, as the advocates often deem themselves to 
be on higher ground than those for whom they advocate. 

Instead of charity and advocacy, I would argue for 
what I have called “deep solidarity.”22 Deep solidarity 
means that the majority of us have more in common than 
what separates us. In the wake of the Occupy Wall Street 
movement, we might talk about the fact that 99 percent 
of us benefit less and less from the dominant system, 
while 1 percent is gaining power and wealth. The 99 
percent includes not only the working class of all races 
and ethnicities but also the middle class.

This brings us back to the issue of class. In the Warren 
Beatty movie Bulworth (1998), there is a scene toward 
the end where lapsed Senator Jay Bulworth states that 
“White people got more in common with colored people 
than they do with rich people.” King saw these con-
nections from the other end of the spectrum, when he 
noted that African Americans are mostly working people 
whose interests are similar to other working people, 
concerned for “decent wages, fair working conditions, 
livable housing, old-age security, health and welfare 
measures, conditions in which families can grow, have 

education for their children, and respect in the commu-
nity.”23 

These insights should not be taken to mean, however, 
that differences along the lines of race no longer matter. 
King implores the labour unions to fight racial dis-
crimination, starting in their own ranks.24 Because these 
differences persist, not even well-intentioned efforts 
to promote neutrality in matters of race are sufficient; 
whenever anti-poverty programs tried to be race neu-
tral, the concerns of African Americans were inevitably 
forgotten.25 When seen in a broader context, however, 
we need to address the limitations of white privilege, 
especially for lower-class whites. Bulworth’s sense 
that “rich people have always stayed on top by dividing 
white people from colored people” has been confirmed 
by historians and by our experience.26

Deep solidarity in this context implies that we 
become aware of these dynamics. If we consider the 
notion of class, we begin to understand that we share 
more in common across the colour line than we are 
led to believe. Once again, this does not mean that the 
colour line or other differences do not matter anymore. 
The opposite is the case: we now have some options for 
opposing the oppressive use of the colour line and other 
differences, such as ethnicity and even gender, in more 
constructive fashion. 

What matters most is the question of agency. Whose 
agency has the potential to transform the world? The 
notion of deep solidarity reminds us that agency is not 
primarily in the hands of the elites and the self-styled 
leaders, as most people assume, but in the hands of the 
people. Abrahamic images of God support this insight, 
and many of our religious traditions leave little doubt 
that God’s agency is with the people, as we have seen. 
Deep solidarity, in this framework, is about neither 
charity nor advocacy; it is rather about agency. King 
notes an important experience that is shared by both 
the labour movement and the civil rights movement. He 
notes that both movements are pressured “by powerful 
forces telling us to rely on the good-will and understand-
ing of those who profit by exploiting us. They deplore 
our discontent, they resent our will to organize.”27 The 
crucial insight is that change will not come primarily 
through the goodwill of the elites; rather, change will 
come through organizing the people. 

The 99 percent are together in this because they are 
no longer benefiting from the system. Nevertheless, they 
have no power until they are organized, which is why the 
powers that be keep using the time-honoured methods of 
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divide and conquer. Among these 99 percent, there are 
still differences that matter, but we now have a choice 
about whether we let these differences divide us or we 
employ them constructively. 

A. Philip Randolph’s proposal for using these differ-
ences constructively is part of his speech at the March 
on Washington, giving us a sense of the implications of 
the African American struggle for all: 

Negroes are in the forefront of today’s movement 
for social and racial justice, because we know 
we cannot expect the realization of our aspira-
tions through the same old anti-democratic social 
institutions and philosophies that have all along 
frustrated our aspirations. And so we have taken 
our struggle into the streets as the labor movement 
took its struggle into the streets, as Jesus Christ led 
the multitude through the streets of Judaea.28 

This matches the sense of the Jewish and Christian 
traditions: that those who suffer the brunt of the oppres-
sion have a special role to play. In the words of Jesus of 
Nazareth, “The last shall be the first and the first shall be 
the last” (Matthew 20:16).
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Suffering Earth, Healing Earth: A Sagebrush Requiem 
Mark Wallace

We cannot win this battle to save species and 
environments without forging an emotional bond 
between ourselves and nature as well – for we 
will not fight to save what we do not love (but 
only appreciate in some abstract sense) … [W] e 
must have visceral contact in order to love. We 
really must make room for nature in our hearts.1 

—Stephen Jay Gould

Desert Bouquet

During my childhood in Southern California, I slept 
under a window that opened out to a series of foot-

hills covered with sagebrush. I remember the bittersweet 
fragrance of sagebrush wafting through my window at 
night, especially after a rare rainstorm. 

Its peppery, pungent scent signalled the vitality of 
a robust ecosystem of Spanish oaks, horned toads and 
rattlesnakes, and wild Manzanita, poppy, and lilac 
flowers. Not everyone likes the penetrating fragrance 
of sage—its strong smell can seem bitter to some—but 
I experienced sage as a distinctive mountain perfume 
that defined my boyhood foothills as a wild and untram-
melled place. This was a place that had not yet been 
colonized by the shopping malls and freeway grids that 
characterized the rest of urbanized California. 

My father still lives in the house where I was raised—
a house that he and his friends built—but when I return 
to my early home, I can no longer take in great drafts of 
sagebrush-scented air. In childhood, the air was aromati-
cally textured and nuanced, depending on which way 
the winds blew and whether there had been rain or fog 
that day or the day before. But now, regardless of the 
passing weather, the air is odourless and thin; it doesn’t 
carry the sagey, zesty smell of wild plants like it used to. 
While sage plant is still abundant in the West, its habitat 
is increasingly threatened by overdevelopment and the 
widespread use of herbicides. Sage plants are shallow 
rooted and easy to disturb. Once impacted, they struggle 
to re-establish themselves in soil that can no longer sup-
port fibrous root systems that lie close to the surface of 
the ground. The daily delight I experienced drinking in 
the pungent aroma of this healing herb has been largely 
attenuated, if not wiped out altogether, by the expansive 
sprawl of the California Southland.

Suffering Earth
My early immersion in pleasant-smelling sage taught 
me that the Earth is an all-encompassing gift with 
the potential to heal and restore all of its inhabitants.2 
My boyhood sage baths showed me that the world is 
an enchanted place where natural forces can provide 
daily pleasure and renewal. The Genesis creation story’s 
hymn-like refrain, “And God saw everything that God 
had made, and behold, it was very good” (Genesis 1:31), 
signals the buoyant grace and beauty within the natural 
world.3 But this everyday splendour, in desert sage and 
across the planet, is under siege as human communities 
continue to lay waste to the goodness and bounty of 
creation.

Why are desert sage ecosystems, and most other plan-
et-wide ecosystems, in danger of collapse in the current 
setting? Anthropogenic climate change is the primary 
driver of species loss worldwide today.4 Global warm-
ing—the trapping in Earth’s atmosphere of greenhouse 
gases such as CO2 and methane from car and power 
plant emissions—is propelling air and water tempera-
tures to rise catastrophically, as much as 2 to 10 degrees 
Fahrenheit this century, resulting in the melting of Artic 
ice and a rise in sea levels, already more than 8 inches 
since the end of the industrial age, by 3 feet or more 
by the end of the 21st century. These climate changes 
are catapulting, among other debilitating changes, ter-
rible flooding in low-level areas from Bangladesh to 
the Eastern Seaboard of the US; the world’s oceans 
are becoming more acidic and thereby lethal to coral 
reefs and fish stocks, so that at this time 90 percent of 
all large fish are gone from the oceans; and in general, 
a massive die-off of species similar to the last mass ex-
tinction event over 65 million years ago, when the great 
dinosaurs were wiped out. Today’s global wipe-out of 
plant and animal populations—what many scientists 
are calling the “Sixth Great Extinction”—is a biocidal 
runaway train, with biologists conservatively estimating 
that 30,000 plant and animal species are now driven to 
extinction every year—including, perhaps, the sweet-
smelling sage fields that populated post-war Southern 
California.5

Our dependence on fossil fuels, then, is the source of 
Earth’s suffering. While Christian theology has under-
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standably focused on human suffering in light of Jesus’ 
saving death on behalf of humankind, I want to expand 
this horizon of concern to include the more-than-human 
others who also suffer, and often at the hands of their 
human oppressors. But to say that “Earth suffers” may 
seem to many an odd phrase. Many inhabitants of the 
natural order—rocks, bodies of water, trees, and other 
plants—strike us an non-sentient and inanimate “mat-
ter.” But from an ecosystems perspective, all members 
of the lifeweb are self-organizing beings with their own 
moods and traits. As well, all things possess value all 
their own as vital contributors to biological diversity. 
For example, large rocky landscapes, whose disposi-
tional affects are rooted and stolid, support thickets of 
trees and shrubs, which are necessary for the photosyn-
thetic food chains that make all terrestrial life possible.6 
Scientifically speaking, this broader affirmation of 
the intrinsic value of all of Earth’s residents has been 
advanced by paleontologist James Lovelock, who re-
gards the planet as a “superorganism” in which all of 
its biological, physical, and chemical components are 
“alive” and necessary for the life-supporting regulation 
of the atmosphere and climate.7 To cause these different 
beings to suffer is to do harm to the vital organisms and 
processes that make our common planetary system of 
life both generative and sustainable. 

Religiously speaking, the model of Earth as an inher-
ently valuable living organism with the capacity to feel 
and suffer is a green thread that ties together the biblical 
texts in the Jewish and Christian traditions. An early 
example of this perspective is in the Book of Genesis, 
where God references Earth’s innate agency and emo-
tional life in response to Cain’s murder of his brother, 
Abel (Genesis 4:9-12).

Here Earth is not dead matter, an inanimate object 
with no capacity for feeling and response, but a vital 
living being that experiences the catastrophic loss of 
Abel’s death. Aggrieved and bereaved, Earth weeps or 
shouts at the terrible harm Cain has done to his brother 
and, it seems, to the land as well. In this account, human 
violence causes Earth to suffer. Earth—a dynamic or-
ganism with dispositions and moods—is understood as 
profoundly agential, with its own interior emotional life 
and innermost capacity for abjection and despair. Note 
the highly active and affective verbal constructions used 
to communicate Earth’s heartfelt agony in this passage: 
the ground cries out over Abel’s murder; the ground 
opens its mouth and swallows Abel’s blood on the occa-
sion of his death; and the ground refuses to assist Cain in 

the future (“it will no longer yield to you its strength”) as 
he tills it for purposes of food production. 

The theme of the suffering Earth continues in other 
biblical texts as well. Throughout the writings of the 
Prophets, human sin causes the land to become pol-
luted, desolate, waste, and void. Sin causes time to run 
backwards and Earth to return to the formlessness that 
characterized it at the dawn of creation in the opening 
verses of Genesis. In the Book of Jeremiah, the prophet’s 
preachments against God’s people—a people who have 
disobeyed God and now have been taken captive by their 
Babylonian enemies—emphasizes that Earth itself will 
mourn and suffer the agony God’s people are suffering 
as well (Jeremiah 4:21, 27-28).

The Book of Hosea makes the same point. Because 
people have turned away from God’s ways, the land will 
feel pain. And the suffering is spelled out also in relation 
to all of the non-human animals who will languish and, 
in some instances, perish because humankind has aban-
doned the right way to live (Hosea 4:1, 3).

Similarly, in the New Testament, Paul writes that 
the whole Earth groans in pain in anticipation of a final 
salvation. Drawing an analogy to a woman in labour, the 
created order of things, including, as Paul says, human 
beings, is in a protracted gestational state where pain 
and suffering are an everyday reality (Romans 8:18-19a, 
21-23).

What exactly the future redemption of the natural 
world, or the redemption of bodies, will consist of is 
not entirely clear in Paul. But that the created order of 
things, moaning and crying in pain over its present state 
of bondage, is an echo of the weeping land in Genesis, 
and the mournful ground in the Prophets, seems abun-
dantly clear. Earth in the Bible, like Lovelock’s “Gaia,” 
is a living, feeling being who suffers injury and despair 
from the depredation brought about by human malice. 

In the present, a certain path towards healing the suf-
fering ecosystems that make up our planetary home is to 
re-imagine these systems as sacred communities of liv-
ing, feeling beings.8 The first step, then, towards healing 
damaged ecosystems is to recognize them as vital life 
forms capable of experiencing loss and trauma. These 
inherently worthwhile ecosystems are not only alive 
with emotion and purpose because they have the capac-
ity to experience depredation in a manner similar to how 
human beings experience pain. What is more, these eco-
systems comprise sacred kinship relationships wherein 
all beings—sentient and non-sentient, biotic and abiotic, 
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organic and non-organic—share a common life as equal 
and vital co-participants in the web of life.9 

The biblical heritage consistently portrays the created 
order as saturated with God’s presence and power. While 
many classical Christian thinkers avoided ascribing 
religious value to natural places and living things, and 
restricted terms such as sacred, holy, and blessed to God 
alone, the Bible, nevertheless, is suffused with images of 
sacred nature: God formed Adam and Eve from the dust 
of the ground; called to Moses through a burning bush; 
spoke through Balaam’s donkey; arrested Job’s atten-
tion in a whirlwind; used a great whale to send Jonah a 
message; and appeared alternately as a man, a lamb, and 
a dove throughout the New Testament. These images 
challenge the erstwhile assumption that God is an invis-
ible, heavenly being not of the same essence as plants, 
animals, rivers, and mountains. 

In the New Testament, there are two primary constel-
lations of sacred nature images: the stories about Jesus 
incarnating Godself in human flesh, on the one hand, 
and the accounts of the Holy Spirit coming down from 
heaven as a dove at the occasion of Jesus’ baptism, on 
the other. Along with other instances of nature religion 
in scripture, these narratives of human divinity (Jesus) 
and divine animality (the Spirit) teach us to love and care 
for all things because now we know that all things—hu-
mans, animals, and presumably everything else—are 
indwelled by God. If God became human flesh in Jesus, 
and animal flesh in the Spirit, is not all flesh—flesh 
that runs and crawls and flies and swims across and in 
Earth’s land and sky and air—a bearer of God’s pres-
ence? And if this is so, should not all things be venerated 
as holy and good, and thereby loved and protected ac-
cordingly?10 

The goal of this essay is to empower our desire to heal 
Earth’s suffering by rekindling a religious vision of our 
biotic and abiotic kinfolk as revered members of a uni-
fied, blessed family. To paraphrase Stephen Jay Gould’s 
comments in this essay’s epigraph, once we forge an 
emotional bond between ourselves and nature—once 
we develop a sense of felt spiritual kinship between 
ourselves and all other beings as sacred members of a 
common household—then we will have the vision and 
energy to enter the political fray and win the battle to 
save our own and other species as well.11

Mud and Spit
In my life, a sustaining force in forging this spiritual 
bond with other life forms is the Bible’s stories about 

sacred Earth. My memory of aromatic sagebrush—liv-
ing in the lap of creation’s luxuriant pleasures—is for 
me a clue to understanding the medicinal powers of the 
natural world as set forth in one particular story about 
earth and flesh in the Gospel of John: namely, the story 
of Jesus’ healing of the blind man with a poultice Jesus 
makes out of the soil and his own spittle (John 9:1, 6-11).

What arrests my attention in this story is Jesus’ sacred 
mud pie ritual. Here Jesus actualizes God’s power by 
mixing his saliva with the soil near the pool of Siloam, 
on the outskirts of Jerusalem, to form a clay-like com-
pound that he then pastes onto the eyes of the blind 
man. Spitting on the ground, Jesus creates a wet salve 
that he applies to the man’s face, and then tells the blind 
man to wash his face in the Siloam pool, wherein the 
man experiences full sightedness for the first time in 
his life. Inhaling the calming aroma of wild sage as a 
child in California taught me that the ground itself is a 
quickening source of curative renewal and refreshment. 
I believe this exact dynamic is at play in Jesus’ reliance 
on Jerusalem’s ancient clay, now combined with his spit, 
to heal the sightless man in John’s story. Whether as 
aromatic sage or a moist, earthy compress, sacred is the 
gift of the ground we inhabit, and its vital energies are 
essential to all beings’ health and well-being. 

Land is sacred in this story because it is the heal-
ing medium Jesus uses to perform his miracle. But 
also flesh—and, in this instance, one particular fleshly 
discharge, namely, spit—is singled out for its sacred, 
restorative capacities. But as readers of John 9 today, 
are we comfortable with Jesus going down into the dirt 
with his own spittle to heal the blind man? Or are we put 
on edge with the use of bodily fluids in this regard? On 
the one hand, we maintain that we are at ease with our 
bodies and their natural products. After Darwin, Freud, 
modern biology, and mass sex education, we think of 
ourselves as scientifically self-aware and accepting of 
our core bodily functions. As well, we say that we regard 
the many emissions that flow out of our everyday physi-
cal activities—blood, urine, feces, sweat, ejaculate, 
vaginal fluids, tears, and yes, saliva—to be the natural 
secretions of embodied, organic beings like ourselves. 
Our contention is that all of this is normal and healthy. 

On the other hand, however, while we say we em-
brace our bodily excretions, our actual vocabulary for 
the body betrays us as feeling otherwise. Take the ex-
ample of so-called sanitary napkins. Menstrual blood 
is a potent symbol of a woman’s biological capacity, 
a marker of reproductive health and well-being, a sign 

Ecumenist Spring 2015.indd   10 15-03-25   10:03



The Ecumenist, Vol. 52, No. 2  Spring 2015 / 11

that a woman, like the creator itself, is progenetrix, a 
Goddess. But modern societies have denigrated men-
struation as a dirty, unclean activity that needs to be 
“sanitized.” We claim to be enlightened about normal, 
healthy bodily functions, but our everyday language 
about hygiene and cleanliness belies such claims. The 
word “sanitary” is from the Latin sanitas, which means 
health. Etymologically, terms today that have their 
roots in sanitas stand for making something healthy or 
clean. These terms include, for example, to sanitize, the 
sterilization of an object free from filth and contamina-
tion; sanitation, the proper disposal of sewage and solid 
waste; and sanitorium, a hospital setting for the treat-
ment of chronic disease. Filth, contamination, sewage, 
waste, disease—sanitary napkins function to “sanitize” 
female bodies, to protect girls and women from the 
“unhygienic” bleeding of their own bodies, sending the 
message that this outward sign of life is itself unclean 
and unsanitary.12

Anthropologist Mary Douglas writes that all cultures, 
including our own, are comfortable with the body when 
the body stays intact, its orifices and margins are secure, 
and nothing is seeping from the body or traversing the 
boundaries between the body and the outside world. We 
regard bodies as healthy and clean when they maintain 
their integrity and do not leak or discharge fluids, but 
when bodies break down and ooze at their margins, they 
are considered unhealthy and dirty. Douglas writes,

All margins are dangerous. If they are pulled this 
way or that the shape of fundamental experience 
is altered. Any structure of ideas is vulnerable at 
its margins. We should expect the orifices of the 
body to symbolize its especially vulnerable points. 
Matter issuing from them is marginal stuff of the 
most obvious kind. Spittle, blood, milk, urine, fe-
ces or tears by simply issuing forth have traversed 
the boundary of the body. So also have bodily 
parings, skin, nail, hair clippings and sweat. The 
mistake is to treat bodily margins in isolation from 
all other margins.13 

Bodily margins and openings are dangerous, Douglas 
argues, because they stand for a body out of control, a 
body that is pockmarked with orifices small and large 
that at any moment can crack open and threaten not only 
bodily integrity, but the order of society as well. “Bodily 
margins,” she writes, should not be seen “in isolation 
from all other margins,”14 meaning that the body, like so-
ciety as a whole, is healthy when intact, and dangerous 

when its margins break down. Well-behaved, structur-
ally whole bodies are a promise of physical and cultural 
cohesion as well. The breakdown of intact bodies is a 
dangerous sign of destabilizing forces outside of one’s 
control that threaten both one’s personal well-being 
along with the sense of unity and completeness that 
social groups rely upon for ongoing stability. For this 
reason, Douglas writes, different societies have differ-
ent rules for what constitutes dangerous, or in religious 
terms, polluting behaviour. Anything that threatens the 
integrity of the body is experienced as hazardous to self 
and others, but social groups differ as to the particular 
events that cause social pollution and chaos. Douglas 
continues, 

In some, menstrual pollution is feared as a lethal 
danger; in others not at all. In some, death pollu-
tion is a daily preoccupation; in others not at all. 
In some, excreta is dangerous, in others it is only a 
joke. In India cooked food and saliva are pollution-
prone, but Bushmen collect melon seeds from their 
mouths for later roasting and eating.15

It is not clear, then, why particular activities—men-
strual blood, in one case, or saliva in another—represent 
occasions for polluting behaviour. Philosopher Julia 
Kristeva, commenting on Douglas’s work, writes that 
there is nothing inherently dangerous or polluting about 
a particular boundary-violating discharge or event. She 
writes,

Taking a closer look at defilement, as Mary 
Douglas has done, one ascertains the following. 
In the first place, filth is not a quality in itself, but 
it applies only to what relates to a boundary and, 
more particularly, represents the object jettisoned 
out of that boundary, its other side, a margin …. 
The potency of pollution is therefore not an inher-
ent one; it is proportional to the potency of the 
prohibition that founds it.16

Instances, then, of chaos or defilement have meaning 
only as they relate to other elements within the symbolic 
system of “purity” and “filth” in a particular culture. 
Filth or pollution or defilement are what they are be-
cause of how these events relate to other features of a 
social system that are regarded as symbolically clean 
or pure. 

Now returning to the topic of Jesus’ mashing together 
dirt and spittle, we can see how likely it was that his 
mud pie behaviour was offensive to his society—and 
how offensive it is in our own society as well. Jesus 
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took two of the primary defiling elements within his 
and our own symbolic order—namely, mud and spit—
and mixed them together to form, at least for some 
people, a “polluting” or “unsanitary” potion to heal the 
blind man in John’s story. Note that I am not saying 
that Jesus performed a formal act of ritual impurity in 
terms of the Jewish purity laws of his time. This may 
be the case, but my interest here is on the ancient and 
contemporary experience of repugnance Jesus’ action 
likely produced—and continues to produce. If Douglas 
and Kristeva are correct that bodily discharges are very 
often experienced as disgusting and degrading, then 
Jesus’ spitting into the dirt most likely functioned then, 
and continues to function now, to shock and disrupt his 
audience. Kristeva writes that many bodily discharges 
are instances of what she calls “abjection.” Abjection, 
she says, is

[l]oathing an item of food, a piece of filth, waste, 
or dung. The spasms and vomiting that protect me. 
The repugnance, the retching that thrusts me to 
the side and turns me away from defilement, sew-
age, muck …. I experience a gagging sensation 
and, still farther down, spasms in the stomach, 
the belly; and all the organs shrivel up the body, 
provoke tears and bile, increase heartbeat, cause 
forehead and hands to perspire.17

Is Jesus’ dirt-and-spit miracle, therefore, a gagging 
instance of abjection? Could spitting onto the ground 
so much so that he could form a paste from the surplus 
of his spittle cause his audience to retch? Did he bend 
down and spew a sizeable amount of foamy, phlegmy 
spit into the dirt to create his strange medicine? Was it 
merely spit he spewed onto the ground, or did he cough 
up something deeper, something more bilious and nau-
seating, something more like sputum than spit, with the 
aim of making a thick, wet plaster out of the dirt, no 
less, that he could then mould over the man’s unseeing 
eyes? Is Jesus’ healing action, ironically, an exercise in 
abjection? 

We know that Jesus often used more conventional 
means to perform healings. In Matthew 8, for example, 
he simply touches a man with leprosy and the man is 
healed; later, in the same chapter, he heals a centurion’s 
servant by direct word without any physical touching or 
intervention. But in John’s story, Jesus seems to want to 
drive home the point that the abject is holy. He seems 
to want to say, “You regard the earth and the body with 
disgust; you experience the soil as grimy and your body, 

and its normal functions and emissions, with anxiety, 
even loathing; but I want to show you that what you 
fear has been made by God and declared by God to be 
wholesome and blessed; nothing that is in the soil, or 
that your body emits, is filthy or degrading; indeed, the 
spit from my mouth, just like your own spit, and the dirt 
that I walk on, just like the dirt under your feet—all such 
things are sacred and beautiful. My message to you is to 
love, even worship, the ground you walk on, and your 
bodies given to you by God, and all that flows out of 
your bodies, because all that God has made, no matter 
how loathsome and unclean it may seem to you, is holy 
and good and worthy of your highest esteem and most 
heartfelt enjoyment—including, and especially, dirt and 
spit.”

In this regard, let us not miss a final clue to the inesti-
mably sacred value Jesus assigns to everyday embodied 
life—including soil and bodily emissions. Note the im-
portant word choices John uses to describe Jesus’ action 
in applying to the man’s eyes the wet earthen dressing he 
makes from saliva and clay. Here my emphasis through-
out this essay about sacred earth—or, to be more precise, 
sacred earth mixed with holy spit—emerges as the 
story’s leitmotif. In verse 6, Jesus “spat (ptuo in Greek, 
which may be an onomatopoeic use of a word sounding 
like its referent, perhaps the forerunner of ptooey, the 
English word for spitting) on the ground and made clay 
(pelos, which means clay or mud) out of the spittle, and 
put on (epithesis) the man’s eyes the clay.” Similarly, in 
verse 11 we read, “He replied, ‘The man they call Jesus 
made some mud and anointed (epichrio) my eyes. He 
told me to go to Siloam and wash. So I went and washed, 
and now I can see.’” What is sometimes missed in the 
English translation of this passage—but is obvious in the 
Greek of the original text—is the liturgical force of the 
verbs used to describe Jesus’ smearing the man’s eyes 
with saliva and dirt. Both of the verbs epithesis (v. 6) and 
epichrio (v. 11), which are used to describe how Jesus 
applied the muddy salve to the man’s face, denote a sa-
cred ceremonial activity such as the laying on of hands 
in an ordination ritual or the rubbing on of oil in a baptis-
mal or healing service. The verbs epithesis and epichrio 
can mean simply to put on, or to apply something, but 
throughout the New Testament, and in other ancient 
religious literature as well, the verbs more often stand 
for the sacred act of anointing somebody with transfor-
mative power by means of one’s hands and/or through 
the application of natural elements such as water or oil. 
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The point of the passage is that Jesus’ spit—now 
mixed into the soil to form a mucky paste—is the bodily 
discharge he uses to anoint the man’s eyes and heal 
the man of his blindness. Like wine and bread in the 
Christian eucharist, here saliva and earth are the holy 
elements Jesus uses to channel God’s grace to his fol-
lowers. Like the eucharistic blood and body, here spit 
and dirt are the sacramental means of God’s power 
and love. It is for this reason that Jesus says the man’s 
blindness is not a result of sin but the means by which 
God’s work will be manifested (v. 3). Ironically, then, 
spit is not mere spit, but the healing elixir Jesus uses to 
demonstrate divine power. Likewise, dirt is not simply 
dirt, but the life-giving soil Jesus further enlivens with 
his spit for healing and renewal. What we reject as dirty 
and unhygienic—as polluting and abject—God loves 
and persuades us to love. John 9, then, is a story of 
palpable holiness in which the sacred elements of dirt 
and spit—like bread and wine in traditional Christian 
liturgy—are God’s holy means of grace and healing.18 
The story of the blind man in John 9 teaches us, most 
significantly, to worship as holy ground the dirt we walk 
on, and to regard our bodies and other’s bodies—and all 
of the sticky, colourful, and aromatic fluids and secre-
tions therein—with reverence and awe and love.

Sagebrush Again
My goal in this essay has been to demonstrate that all 
things are alive and sacred and suffused with God’s pow-
er and wonder, and to say that this attitudinal disposition 
towards Earth as holy ground is the basis for healing the 
suffering among ourselves and the wider community 
of living beings.19 I have sought to show it is organic to 
Christianity that everyday life is saturated with divine 
presence—including, and especially, the abject elements 
within this common life, such as dirt and spit. 

In recent years, I have been fortunate to encounter 
everyday intimations of earthen grace by spending sum-
mers at my in-laws’ rustic pied-à-terre in northern Spain; 
and there I have hiked, as a spiritual exercise, a penin-
sula at the foot of the Pyrenees Mountains called the Cap 
de Creus. The Cap or Cape sits at the border between 
France and Spain and juts out into the Mediterranean 
Sea. It is a rugged, windswept landscape of spectacular 
vistas, violent windstorms, and vibrant flora and fauna. 
The Cape’s coastline is rocky and forbidding, and its 
name, “The Cape of the Crosses,” stands for the many 
wooden ships that sank in its harbour, going straight 
down onto the sea floor, with their vertical masts and 

horizontal crosspieces extending straight up through the 
water, creating, as it were, a graveyard of underwater 
“crosses.” Today, the Cape, surrounded by the clear 
turquoise water of the sea, is a beautiful chaparral of 
juniper and ash trees; wild rosemary, thyme, heather, 
and rock roses; with many species of toads, lizards, and 
geckos underfoot; and gulls, terns, falcons, and eagles 
soaring though the sky overhead. 

Culturally, the Cape of the Crosses is a union of an-
cient and medieval settlements. It is dotted with neolithic 
“dolmens,” small tables of standing stones, with large 
flat roof stones at their tops, that were used for tempo-
rary shelters, or perhaps burial sites, for hunter-gatherer 
peoples many thousands of years ago. These prehis-
toric sites are nestled amid the ruins of once grand olive 
groves and grape orchards that covered the Cape roughly 
a thousand years ago. These groves and orchards were 
cultivated by Benedictine monks who settled the area 
in the ninth and tenth centuries CE. The monks built a 
spectacular monastery, now a ruin, perched high on a 
ridge of the Pyrenees. The monastery is complemented 
by a nearby hermitage that is well-preserved and appears 
to be chosen for its proximity to a freshwater spring. My 
hikes in these mountains often take me to this spring, 
where I am reminded of creation’s many gifts, including 
cool, clean water, which soothes my dry throat on a hot 
summer afternoon.

But what stands out most for me during these hikes is 
the wave after wave of sagey fragrance that washes over 
the ragged outcroppings of rock and shrubs that make 
up the Cape. I walk the Cape intentionally and prayer-
fully, with my head slightly lowered, my gait deliberate, 
and my mind focused on the rhythm of my breath—in 
and out, in and out, in and out. Similar to my morning 
meditation practice, my Cape hikes are a contemplative 
rite. They ground my existence in the good earth; they 
help me endure my own suffering and the suffering of 
others; they empower me to enter the public square with 
others and argue for sustainable policies that can pull 
our culture back from the brink of climate catastrophe. 

But what I feel the most about these rituals is the full-
circle return to my nighttime sleep and dream patterns in 
the bosom of the sagebrush hills of my boyhood. On the 
Cape of the Crosses, the sage is alive and fragrant. As a 
national park, the Cape is not to be disturbed, and so its 
many gifts—in my case, the floral gift of wild sage—are 
proffered for pilgrims like me who hike its environs to 
find peace, to find strength, to find God. Through our 
addiction to fossil fuels in particular, and unsustainable 
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consumption in general, we have wreaked havoc on our 
planet. Like Abel’s blood at the hands of his murderous 
brother, Cain, the blood of our many victims cries out 
from the ground. As is lamented in Jeremiah, Hosea, 
and Romans, as we saw, Earth mourns, the animals and 
plants continue to perish, and many people languish in 
squalor and desolation. We have laid waste to Earth, 
plundered its abundance, and stripped bare its many 
gifts. But while the whole creation continues to groan 
in labour pains for a future deliverance about which we 
know very little, there are inklings of hope. There are 
still occasional droplets of grace within the tempest of 
encroaching ecocide in the biosphere. Even now, there 
are flickers of trust and faith amid the darkness and de-
spair of a world set afire by the extraction industries—a 
world that is warming, or to put this point more clearly, 
a world that is dying from our continuous burning of 
oil, gas, and coal. Our hope in living with, and perhaps 
at times in overcoming, this suffering that our global 
abuse has wrought is to ritually rediscover our innermost 
relationships with the natural world—in my case, a re-
awakening made possible by occasional hikes through 
the sagebrush rocklands of northern Spain—and thereby 
find rest and security, and renewed energy, in the great 
bounty of creation God has made for our common life 
and common joy.
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An Insightful Reduction
Niklas Luhmann, A Theory of Society, Volume 1. 
Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2012. xv + 461 pp.

Niklas Luhmann has been acclaimed as one of the 
most original sociologists of the later 20th century. 

Born in Lüneburg, Germany, on December 8, 1927, 
he studied law following the Second World War, then 
worked for several years in public administration.1 He 
attended Harvard University on a scholarship and en-
countered Talcott Parsons, whose functionalist approach 
to sociology greatly influenced him. Luhmann returned 
to Germany to pursue an academic career in sociology, 
moving to the University of Bielefield in 1969. There he 
developed his systems theory approach to sociology. He 
retired in 1993 but continued working until his death in 
1998. 

Luhmann is reported to have written about 70 books 
and 400 journal articles. Near the end of his life, he drew 
together many of his ideas in his two-volume Theory of 
Society, recently translated into English and published 
by Stanford University Press.2 This essay will review 
only Volume 1 of this magnum opus. To date, Luhmann’s 
sociology has been utilized by only a few theologians. 
He describes his theory as a “radically anti-humanistic, 
radically anti-regional, and radically constructivist 
concept of society.”3 His functionalist approach to soci-
ology is reductionist in failing to adequately recognize 
the autonomy of cultural and religious symbols and 
symbolic processes,4 their roles in societies, and their 
power to mobilize people and generate social change. 
Still, Luhmann’s understanding of society offers criti-
cal theology an insightful account of how original sin 
manifests itself in North Atlantic societies today. It helps 
explain why individuals, organizations, and societies 
can endorse compassion and justice as moral norms ex-
tending to all, yet frequently fail to act on these. 

Basic elements of Luhmann’s Theory
Luhmann states that the “main question for a theory of 
society … is why almost all possible actions and inter-
actions do not take place.”5 According to him, people 
are biologically characterized by a radical freedom and 
face a tremendously complex world. A meaningful life 
is possible only if this complexity is reduced to manage-
able dimensions.6 This happens through people selecting 
distinctions that determine what is meaningful for them. 

These distinctions orient their observations and actions 
and produce information, which they then communicate 
to others. Luhmann describes communication as having 
three parts: information, utterance, and understanding.7 
Information is gained through observations based on a 
distinction. It is expressed through an utterance, which 
is intended to be understood by those it is directed 
to. It is communication that produces and continually 
reproduces society.8 The complexity of reality makes 
successful communication highly improbable.9 To fa-
cilitate communicative success, people reuse elements 
of previously successful communications, condensing 
these into “generalized meaning variants.”10 Through 
successful reuse, these may evolve into communication 
media like language, or into symbolically generalized 
communication media, which facilitate communication 
in particular domains of life. Money performs this role 
in economic relationships.11 

Luhmann points out that every distinction orients 
observation towards certain things, while leaving oth-
ers unattended to.12 Distinctions enable one to observe 
the difference between potentiality and actuality, which 
constitutes meaning.13 Repeated use of a distinction 
to orient behaviour and communication leads to the 
formation of a system. Systems are a complex of self-
reproducing orientation, action, and memory guided by 
a fundamental distinction or binary code that determines 
what is meaningful for them. A further distinction fol-
lows between those who attend to a system-guiding 
distinction and those who don’t. This is the distinction 
every system makes between itself and its environment.14 
A system’s environment is constituted by everything 
outside it. Each system organizes itself autonomously 
in terms of its binary code and can perceive its opera-
tions and environment only in terms of this. Luhmann 
argues that as every operation of a system becomes the 
basis for the system’s next operation, each guided by 
the same binary code, systems are operationally closed15 
and autopoietic (self-reproducing). This has led to social 
systems becoming functionally differentiated. The legal 
system can deal only with legal matters. The sciences 
can only perform research, they cannot adjudicate legal 
matters, and so forth. 
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Luhmann’s central thesis is as follows:

modern society is characterized by the functional 
autonomization and operational closure of its 
most important subsystems. Its functional systems 
are free to organize themselves and reproduce 
themselves. But this means that the overall system 
[society as a whole] can no longer assert itself 
through operational control, but only through the 
structural effects of its differentiation form on 
subsystems.16

The focus of social systems on their own occupa-
tion and self-reproduction makes each unreceptive to 
the concerns of others and oriented towards their own 
maintenance.17  The world views of people involved with 
a social system tend to become shaped by its focus, so 
that their horizons and actions become constrained by it. 
This constraint helps explain why many possible actions 
do not take place.

Luhmann’s Theory: Part 1 – Society
Part 1 of Luhmann’s Theory of Society, Volume 1, 
describes society as a social system. Luhmann begins 
by defining key terms, such as meaning and commu-
nication, and describes their roles in society and social 
systems. He then develops his understanding of society 
as containing the various subsystems of law, politics, 
the economy, etc., each of which assumes universal 
competence for what it does. Social systems relate 
to each other and the environment external to society 
by means of “structural coupling” and “programs.” 
Structural couplings are ways by which systems relate 
to their environment or other systems so as to monitor 
and exchange information with them.18 Programs are the 
ways in which a system adapts its code and operations 
to contextual factors.19 Luhmann insists that structural 
couplings and programs are determined by a system’s 
binary code. Yet he acknowledges that information 
received through structural couplings and changes intro-
duced as a result may alter a system. In fact, the threat 
posed by large-scale global risks like climate change 
can “break through the ‘self-referentiality’”20 of social 
systems, overruling their primary agendas and creating 
contexts where they co-operate in joint action directed 
by a sense of the common good or a desire to minimize 
the threatening risk. Social systems are not necessarily 
as self-enclosed as Luhmann makes them out to be.  

Luhmann sees three major implications following 
from the functional differentiation of social systems. 

First, as society is made up of systems that can perceive 
reality only in terms of their own binary code, there is no 
longer any overarching centre or decision-making body 
that can coordinate these systems and direct society as 
a whole. Modern society is therefore unable to make a 
concerted response to large-scale threats. The increased 
efficiency and freedom for systemic development en-
abled by functional differentiation comes at the price 
of social systems and society in general developing an 
increasing capacity for self-endangerment by becom-
ing self-enclosed. For Luhmann, a prime example of 
this is the inability of various systems and society as a 
whole to adequately respond to the environmental cri-
sis.21 Luhmann identifies an important trend here, but as 
noted above, responses to external threats can at times 
surmount the constraining effect that the operational 
closure and functional differentiation of social systems 
have on people’s thought and action. 

Second, globalization means that communication 
now has few geographical boundaries. The global reach 
of communication has created a world society22 in which 
the functional differentiation of social systems is spread-
ing inexorably around the globe. Luhmann grants little 
importance to cultural differences in understanding con-
temporary societies. He focuses instead on the increase 
of the extent and amount of communication brought 
about by the successive development of different com-
munications media. This increase in communication 
has created a world society that is ultimately incompre-
hensible. It “can be observed in various ways, and only 
in various ways.”23 No way of observing it can fully 
comprehend it, and there is no longer any transcendent 
reference point by which it can be rationally oriented and 
judged. The concept of God once performed this role, 
but the secularizing effect of the functional differentia-
tion of society has lessened this concept’s influence.24 In 
Luhmann’s view, modern society lacks both a decision-
making centre and a transcendent point of reference to 
give it orientation. It has become an uncontrollable and 
unpredictable ensemble of autonomously operating and 
evolving social systems.

Like Max Weber, Luhmann believes that Western 
societies have evolved in a way that negates human 
rationality and freedom. Weber believed that the perva-
sive influence of technology and bureaucracy had made 
modern society an “iron cage” in which no new social 
visions and transformative social movements could be 
expected.25 Luhmann believes that the complexity of 
world society, its lack of transcendent reference points 
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and a means of coordinating social systems, overwhelms 
human reason, so that society can only be observed, but 
not be directed or altered by common action. Weber’s 
pessimism was based partly on an underestimation of 
human rationality.26 As we shall see, so is Luhmann’s.

A third implication of the functional differentia-
tion and globalization of social systems is that regions 
with more resources for the activities of various social 
systems compete directly with those that have less and 
usually win. This leads to the development of centre/pe-
riphery patterns in social systems and “a sharp inclusion/
exclusion difference with corresponding impoverish-
ment among large sectors”27 of the global population. 
If people cannot compete economically, they usually 
also fall behind in terms of education, or vice versa, 
and in the ability to protect themselves legally and exer-
cise political power. In effect, exclusion from effective 
participation in one social system frequently leads to 
permanent exclusion from effective participation in 
all,28 or to a permanently subordinate position in all. 
Elsewhere, Luhmann described such exclusion as exist-
ing “on a massive scale and in such forms of misery 
that are beyond description,”29 in the slums of some 
South American cities. Smaller populations of similarly 
excluded people exist in North Atlantic societies, too. 
Luhmann notes that such exclusion can “breed turbu-
lence” and foster religious fundamentalism and ethnic 
exclusivism.30 He describes this as a technical problem, 
without offering any solution. Luhmann’s important 
insight here is that such exclusions can develop uninten-
tionally through the effect that regional advantages have 
on the operation of a social system. If the operations of 
social systems are left unchecked, the disadvantaged 
typically become the permanently subordinated or ex-
cluded, through no fault of their own. The inexorable 
spread of functionally differentiated social systems lifts 
favoured boats but sinks others. 

Some social observers judge that patterns of “over-
consumption and the … public and corporate policies 
and practices that enable it”31 in North Atlantic societ-
ies are responsible for the exclusion and suffering that 
Luhmann notes here. These observers blame greed, 
selfishness, and lack of concern for others on the part of 
affluent members of North Atlantic societies for the suf-
fering of many of the world’s poor. Luhmann’s insight 
is that the bourgeois virtues of productivity, hard work, 
and diligence on the part of those in regions enjoying ad-
vantages pertaining to various social systems also help 
produce centre/periphery dynamics in these systems and 

the exclusions and suffering that can result. Luhmann’s 
analysis suggests that it is the virtues as well as the vices 
of affluent North Atlantic middle classes that lead to 
these kinds of exclusions. Even apart from greed, pride, 
and selfishness, the operations of social systems produce 
a conflictual social reality that is deadly and dehuman-
izing for the poor. 

In the Hebrew Bible, there is a specific kind of legal 
tradition, the mercy code, that was intended to counter-
act such exclusion by institutionalizing practices that 
would ensure a place for the poor and defenseless in 
society.32 North Atlantic welfare states had similar provi-
sions and programs aimed at sustaining people pushed 
to society’s edges and enabling them to re-enter it, along 
with restraints that embedded capitalism within a moral 
framework. Neo-liberal capitalism has dispensed with 
many of these restraints, eroded these provisions and 
exacerbated the pattern of exclusions that Luhmann 
identifies. Where such provisions and restraints are lack-
ing, a regime of repression and intimidation frequently 
arises to suppress the social turbulence that typically 
results. 

Luhmann’s Theory: Part 2 – Communication
Part 2 of Theory of Society, Volume 1, discusses com-
munication, which for Luhmann is the basis of society. 
He argues that as reality’s complexity makes successful 
communication highly improbable,33 communication 
systems develop to facilitate it. These systems are con-
stituted through combining a medium like language and 
a form such as a sentence.34 The audience that com-
munication reaches is increased by the development of 
dissemination media such as writing, the printing press, 
radio, and television, and more recently the Internet. 
These forms of dissemination media have greatly in-
creased the amount and extent of communication. This 
increase has stimulated the development of symbolically 
generalized communication media intended to promote 
successful communication. The development of the lat-
ter, geared as they are to specific types of interaction, 
provided impetus for the functional differentiation of 
social systems. Part 2 is devoted to explaining and il-
lustrating these phenomena, discussing how they have 
developed and the role they play in society and its sys-
tems. 

At the heart of this section is Luhmann’s thesis that 
“society is an operationally closed social system based 
on communication, and that its evolution therefore 
follows the problems of the autopoiesis of communica-
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tion.”35 According to Luhmann, the evolution of forms 
of communication has engendered a corresponding 
evolution in social structures. The development of dis-
semination media has undermined hierarchical forms 
of social organization and produced a trend towards 
the democratization of power, authority, and access to 
information and knowledge. It has lessened the need 
for social institutions and persons communicating with 
each other to be spatially integrated.36 Social structures 
are now organized around what they communicate 
about, rather than around fixed locations or institutions 
of authority. 

Luhmann also argues that the way communication 
is understood within a society decisively influences a 
society’s understanding of itself and its environment.37 
The globalization of communication and the functional 
differentiation of society have led to the development 
of a world society in which it is increasingly difficult to 
choose which communication to attend to and which to 
ignore. World society is “a no longer comprehensible 
complexity.”38 It continues to evolve, but in unforesee-
able and uncontrollable ways. 

According to Luhmann, religion and morality once 
played a key role in the evolution of society. In his 
view, religion originated as a way of understanding the 
unknown outside of society in terms of what is known 
within society. Religion was thus a way by which a so-
ciety observed and attempted to communicate with what 
transcended it. As such, religion determined a society’s 
orientation to the world and provided a transcendent 
reference point for it.39 Morality provides a binary code 
by which people orient themselves to each other in terms 
of respect or disrespect. Religion and morality are not 
necessarily linked. Luhmann argues that moralized reli-
gion, which proclaims God to be good and the source of 
a moral code, was a “momentous innovation” essential 
to the development of all advanced civilizations.40 The 
development of writing enabled this innovation, but the 
development of the printing press and a large reading 
public in North Atlantic societies had a secularizing 
effect that weakened the link between religion and 
morality. Religion came to be seen as an optional per-
spective on reality and ceased to legitimate a society’s 
morality. Religion and morality became themselves sub-
ject to moral criticism. The functional differentiation of 
society has since led to a withering of religion. It can no 
longer override the moral codes of various symbolically 
generalized communication media. 

Morality remains a feature of societies, but has be-
come fragmented and lacks a transcendent justification. 
It now functions as an alarm that is sounded whenever 
urgent social problems emerge that no functional system 
can fix on its own.41 At the same time, the symbolically 
generalized communication media of each social system 
generates its own moral code prioritizing the system’s 
self-reproduction. Moral outcries over social problems 
are undermined when the values they invoke conflict 
with the moral codes of symbolically generalized com-
munication media. For example, the economic system is 
geared to making money, not solving the environmental 
crisis or feeding the hungry. It perceives moral concern 
about such matters that impinges upon its operations as 
an irritation rather than a binding obligation. As a result, 
the constraining forces of the moral codes of various 
social systems often resist and curb the effectiveness 
of more transcendent moral norms. One consequence 
of this is that though justice and compassion for all are 
routinely invoked as moral norms in the civil discourse 
of North Atlantic societies,42 adhering to these norms is 
frequently not considered seriously imaginable if doing 
so would clash with the moral codes of society’s major 
systems, and so societies, organizations and individuals 
often fail to act on them. 

Luhmann’s analysis of the effects of the functional 
differentiation of society provides an insightful account 
of how an aspect of original sin classically defined by 
Martin Luther manifests itself in contemporary North 
Atlantic societies. Luther argued that 

due to original sin, our nature is so curved in upon 
itself at its deepest levels that it not only bends 
the best gifts of God towards itself in order to 
enjoy them …,  nay rather, ‘uses’ God in order to 
obtain them, but it does not even know that, in this 
wicked, twisted crooked way, it seeks everything, 
including God, only for itself.43  

As social systems become functionally differenti-
ated, they tend to become self-enclosed, curved in upon 
themselves, observing reality and acting only in terms 
of their own perceived self-interests. People involved in 
these systems are affected by this. They may be virtuous 
in their work habits and personal relationships and per-
ceive themselves to be productive members of society, 
yet their notions of truth and goodness tend to become 
unintentionally geared to the limited good of the well-
being and maintenance of the social system they are 
involved with, not the more extensive good of the well-
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being of society or creation as a whole. Busy pursuing a 
limited notion of the good, they may be oblivious to the 
suffering of those pushed to society’s margins and un-
aware of how constricted their moral framework is. As a 
result, while they may acknowledge justice and compas-
sion for all as moral norms in principle, they often live 
these out only in very restricted ways. 

Luhmann’s Theory: Part 3 – Evolution
Part 3 of Theory of Society, Volume 1, presents 
Luhmann’s understanding of how society evolves. 
Luhmann defines evolution as “the enablement of 
higher complexity.”44 He argues that evolution happens 
partially by chance, through a three-step process of 
variation, selection, and restabilization that occurs as 
systems reproduce themselves. Evolution is made pos-
sible by changes in a system’s environment that create 
opportunities for structural developments in the system. 
From the system’s perspective, such changes happen by 
chance. In the course of a system’s self-reproduction, 
variations or new elements are produced that deviate 
from its usual operations. These variations require a 
selection adopting or rejecting them. Changes in a sys-
tem’s environment may present opportunities in which 
adopting a variation leading to structural change or evo-
lution in the system appears more advantageous for the 
system’s fundamental goals than maintaining its status 
quo. Luhmann illustrates evolution through the example 
of the development of a road network. This new element 
in transportation “reduces possibilities for movement to 
enable easier and faster movement and hence increase[s] 
the options for movement concretely available.”45 The 
selection of such innovation “imposes cascades of adap-
tation or demarcation movements in the system.”46 This 
triggers the third step, restabilization, through which 
evolutionary advances are incorporated into a system’s 
regular self-reproduction. 

Using the example of a road network, Luhmann 
argues that “evolutionary advances choose reductions 
that are compatible with greater complexity.”47 The se-
lection of a variation is always influenced by aspects of 
a system’s present state.48 Personal factors like a desire 
for status on the part of those doing the selecting can 
also be involved in making a selection.49 According to 
Luhmann, originally religion supplied the criteria by 
which variations were accepted or rejected. But sym-
bolically generalized communication media like money 
now provide criteria like profit for their respective social 
systems, in this case the economy, that rival or supplant 

those of religion and morality. This has broadened the 
scope of selection by increasing the criteria by which se-
lections are made. It has also narrowed this scope, as the 
criteria of symbolically generalized communication me-
dia have a more limited range of concern than religion. 

The rise of symbolically generalized communication 
media and the functional differentiation of society have 
greatly impacted the third step in evolution, restabi-
lization. This now happens in specific social systems 
without regard for society as a whole. Social systems 
have become “geared to variation in order to stabilize,” 
thus accelerating “societal evolution to an unprecedented 
extent.”50 This hastened pace of evolution in individual 
social systems has led to society as a whole becoming 
impossible to manage. Luhmann argues that society 
and its subsystems continue to evolve, but evolution is 
no longer expected to improve society’s adaptation to 
its environment or provide better living conditions. At 
present, functionally differentiated societies are unable 
to respond to the environmental crisis with a concerted 
effort and produce “increasingly intractable, alienated 
individuals.”51 What will come next is unforeseeable. 

Luhmann describes the development of technology 
as a particularly important evolutionary advance. It has 
enabled the development of a world society, but this 
advance requires a level of energy consumption that is 
likely unsustainable. Lastly, he discusses how memory 
enables a system to observe evolutionary advances and 
evaluate them in relation to its remembrance of the past. 
With this concept of memory, Luhmann introduces the 
possibility of reason extending beyond maintaining and 
describing a system’s reproduction, to evaluating its va-
lidity. For where people live with a sense of history that 
has helped shape their identity and face a future in which 
this identity must be appropriated or altered, questions 
of truth and freedom can arise.52 This implicit acknowl-
edgement that reason plays a role in the selection of 
variations suggests that society continues to be a social 
project, to some extent. Luhmann argues that there are 
no longer any “binding ‘primary distinctions’,”53 such 
as religion once provided, that can provide transcen-
dent reference points for guiding this project. Basic 
distinctions remain, but one can only observe who uses 
which ones and for what purposes. This overlooks how 
people from widely different backgrounds can come to 
agreement upon basic distinctions like human rights, by 
which the functioning of societies and social systems 
can be evaluated. What Luhmann calls primary distinc-
tions continue to be provided by people’s individual and 
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communal identities. These identities are open to inves-
tigation and alteration through discoveries that represent 
gains in truth.54 They continue to play important roles in 
shaping social life in functionally differentiated societ-
ies. They provide criteria influencing the selection of 
new elements and the shaping of social systems that can 
be at variance with those of symbolically generalized 
communication media and, on occasion, overrule them. 
Through investigating identities and primary distinc-
tions, discussing basic distinctions and their application 
to the selection of new elements, reason continues to 
play a critical and constructive role in the shaping of 
society. A key forum for this is the public sphere.

The Public Sphere: An omission  
in Luhmann’s Theory 
Luhmann’s insightful account of the functional differ-
entiation of society does not mention the public sphere. 
This developed early in the eighteenth century. The 
public sphere consists of an ongoing discussion, poten-
tially open to everyone, often transnational in scope, that 
happens through various forms of media and in various 
kinds of gathering places.55 Here a communal conscious-
ness is formed that, while diffuse, is able to critically 
reflect upon society as a whole and the functioning of 
its social systems in light of transcendent notions of 
the good.56 The power of the public sphere to influence 
social norms and structures rests on the assumption that 
views emerging from it should guide the government 
and direct the resolution of social issues, because so-
ciety is a project shaped by people’s collective actions 
and should be guided by their collective decisions. This 
assumption is now so widely held that the public sphere 
has become a fixture of functionally differentiated 
societies.57 Luhmann’s pessimism that human reason 
and agency are no longer able to help shape and direct 
society fails to acknowledge the public sphere’s place 
and function, and how debates within it have played key 
roles in struggles over issues like civil rights or feminist 
concerns that have transformed modern societies. 

The public sphere can generate an overarching 
critical consciousness that Luhmann claims is lacking 
in functionally differentiated societies. This sphere may 
be colonized by market forces or distorted by prejudice 
or national pride. But it is able to provide normative 
viewpoints that help form the environment of social 
systems and so influence how they function. Religions 
can play a role in this. For instance, the memory of Jesus 
Christ, crucified and risen, can help shape criteria for the 

selection of variations in social systems. The memory 
of Jesus’ death as a victim of society can give rise to 
concern for how social systems serve the poor and op-
pressed. Remembering Jesus’ proclamation of the reign 
of God and his resurrection can lead to looking for ways 
in which anticipations of the new, fully human ways of 
life these promise can take shape in history.58 In this way, 
Christian faith can bring “a new moral imagination into 
political life, a new vision of others’ suffering which 
should mature into a generous, uncalculating partisan-
ship on behalf of the weak and unrepresented.”59 By 
doing this it can help to sustain concern in the public 
sphere about “violations of solidarity throughout the 
world,”60 and hope for overcoming them that leads to 
constructive action. 

Luhmann’s Theory and Critical Theology
Luhmann’s ingenious analysis of society is reductionist 
in failing to recognize the reality of the public sphere 
and the role that religious faith and symbols can play 
in it. But Luhmann’s theory can inform critical theolo-
gies in several ways. First, it is insightful regarding how 
the particular logics of social systems constrain the 
views and actions of people involved in them. Second, 
by attending to how social systems function and have 
become globalized, Luhmann’s theory helps uncover 
possibilities for collective solidarity. Pressure applied to 
social systems through the public sphere can contribute 
to greater justice for the oppressed, even for those liv-
ing on the other side of the world. An example of this 
was the work of Canadian churches against apartheid 
in South Africa during the 1970s and ’80s. The advo-
cacy of the Taskforce on the Churches and Corporate 
Responsibility in the public sphere and at bank and cor-
porate shareholder meetings brought pressure to bear on 
Canadian governments, banks, and corporations doing 
business in South Africa.61 Their business was important 
to South Africa’s financial stability and international 
status. The guiding logic of the capitalist economic sys-
tem effectively screened out concern for the victims of 
apartheid as a criterion for actions by Canadian banks 
and corporations. But as the advocacy of the Taskforce 
and others created an environment that affected their 
business and prestige, a number of Canadian banks and 
corporations began to curb or cease doing business in 
and with South Africa. This helped create pressure in the 
South African business community and openness among 
some white South African politicians for the transition 
to democracy that eventually occurred there. This kind 
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of advocacy has become an ongoing feature of the public 
sphere and a force to be reckoned with by governments 
and multinational corporations. Though Luhmann 
never suggested his work could be useful in this way, 
his functional analysis helps explain the conceptual and 
communicative roadblocks that such advocacy faces, 
and lays out the structures of social systems that such 
advocacy can at times use for effective expressions of 
solidarity with the victims of society. 

By Don Schweitzer
St. Andrew’s College, Saskatoon
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The Changed Face of Racism 
Augie Fleras, Racisms in a Multicultural Canada. 
Waterloo, ON: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2014, xv + 326 pp.

In 1971, multiculturalism became official Canadian 
policy, affirming the dignity of all Canadians. Overt 

racism has now been criminalized. Yet as Augie Fleras, 
adjunct professor in the Department of Sociology at the 
University of Waterloo, argues, racism remains power-
fully present in Canada, now usually in more subtle 
forms. 

Today, racism references culture rather than biology, 
and is present as ideas that function to systemically 
promote inequality and exclude the culturally differ-
ent. Canadian society is described as colour blind, yet 
continues to privilege whiteness as neutral and norma-
tive and racializes others. Fleras describes racism as a 
social construct expressing the interests of social groups 
having power and authority. Racism is comprised of 
prejudice, discrimination, and institutional power. 
Discrimination in Canada now tends to be covert, even 
outwardly polite, yet remains effective. It is expressed 
through institutional power that manifests itself in media 
representation, racial profiling, and hiring and promo-
tion practices. 

Fleras singles out neo-liberal ideologies claim-
ing to be colour blind as working to preserve white 
privilege and denying continuing forms of institutional 
discrimination. Canadian citizens enjoy a formal equal-
ity before the law, but traces of Canada’s colonial past 
remain in underlying social assumptions, giving rise, 
for instance, to indifference to the disappearance of over 
1,000 Aboriginal women over the past several decades. 
Designating Canada a multicultural society without 
critically examining and turning from lingering discrim-
inatory practices has led to a denial of their presence and 
the continuing of deep-seated racial bias. 

Canadian universities are not immune to this. Anti-
racist and inclusionary practices at many schools are 
a step forward, but Fleras charges that universities 
continue to be pervaded by a culture of Eurocentric 
whiteness that shapes curriculum, grading, and hiring 
and promotion practices. Fleras calls for policies that 
address racism on the levels of individuals, institutions, 
and ideologies, and that recognize how issues of race, 
class, and gender intertwine in complex webs of dis-
crimination and exclusion. Canadian multiculturalism 

is anti-racist in theory, but in practice has functioned 
as a way of managing cultural differences within a 
white Eurocentric status quo. Fleras calls for a critical 
multiculturalism that privileges no one culture or race, 
and that seeks an inclusive society in which people live 
together with their differences. He advocates anti-racist 
schooling that teaches the value of differences and the 
politics of power sharing, along with public discussions 
focusing on racism as a matter of power and inequality 
rather than cultural difference or personal prejudice. But 
he does not name moral sources that can empower such 
measures, show where these are present in Canadian so-
ciety, or discuss how they can be linked to this struggle.  

Various biblical traditions and Christian doctrines can 
function as moral sources in this regard. The account of 
the tower of Babel in Genesis 11:1-9, when read in terms 
of its larger narrative context, teaches that the sin of the 
builders of Babel was the kind of drive for human unity 
frequently reflected in struggles for cultural hegemony. 
God’s will for creation is cultural diversity rather than 
homogeneity. Ethnic pluralism is “a divine blessing.”1 
This theme surfaces again in the account of Pentecost in 
Acts 2. Here, an ethnically, linguistically, and culturally 
differentiated world begins to grow together, without 
these differences being removed.2 The diversity cre-
ated in response to the tower of Babel is affirmed, even 
celebrated, yet now it enters into a unity created by the 
Spirit of the crucified and risen Christ. There is an es-
chatological telos to this movement. It works towards 
“an ultimate unity-in-pluralism,” depicted as the goal of 
salvation history in Revelation 7:9-12.3 Crucial impetus 
and sustenance for entering into and remaining in this 
movement can come from the doctrine of justification by 
grace through faith, which mediates an identity charac-
terized by bounded openness.4 This can provide a basis 
for human rights and give rise to a will to embrace others 
who are culturally, ethnically, or linguistically different. 

While Fleras focuses on racism, his book can be 
read as a contribution to a global conversation about 
multiculturalism.5 In theory, multiculturalism creates an 
openness to cultural diversity and some level of accep-
tance of ethnic and cultural differences. Yet in practice, 
different ethnic and cultural groups in many parts of 
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Canada and other countries continue to experience 
observable differences in living standards, incarcera-
tion rates, and social acceptance. As Fleras points out, 
multiculturalism can become an ideology masking the 
continuing realities of prejudice and ethnocentrism. 

Unfortunately, there are few references to Quebec 
in this book. Quebec has a distinctive cultural iden-
tity within Canada: that of a small francophone society 
located within a predominantly English-speaking conti-
nent.6 Quebec’s cultural identity is constantly threatened 
by the cultural force of the English majority surround-
ing it and must be protected if it is to survive. For this 
reason, Quebec governments have rejected the policy of 
multiculturalism. The kind of racism Fleras describes 
does exist in Quebec, but here there is a complicating 
factor: the tension between the right of francophones 
to promote their culture and the rights of individuals 
to freedom of expression, religion, and so on. This 
tension has generated an ongoing discussion about cul-
tural pluralism in Quebec in which Quebec bishops and 
various Christian groups have become involved. Fleras 
has tried to understand racism in multicultural Canada 

without adequately acknowledging this distinctiveness 
of Quebec or mentioning this debate. 

Racism remains a cruel reality in Canada. This is a 
significant book on an important topic. It will be useful 
for undergraduate university courses, academics work-
ing on racism, and general readers. But for an adequate 
understanding of racism in Canada, it will need to be 
supplemented by studies attentive to regional particu-
larities within Canada, especially that of Quebec. 

By Don Schweitzer

St. Andrew’s College, Saskatoon
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The Unquiet Monk
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Born in 1915, Thomas Merton went through a lifelong journey of 
exploration, discovery and insight. The influences on his thought were 
numerous—from Eastern spirituality to Jonathan Swift and Albert 
Camus—and the influence of his writings on Catholic spirituality is 
profound and unalterable.

The Unquiet Monk is a thoughtful look at Merton and what shaped 
his thinking. Opening with a biography of his life, the book goes on to 
explore Merton’s poetry, his journeys around the world, and the major 
figures in his life.

Absorbing and reflective, Higgins’ book travels through the solitary, 
passionate and brilliant mind of one of the 20th century’s greatest 
Catholic thinkers.
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