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John Macmurray’s Approach to Ecumenism
By John Costello
Regis College, Toronto

It was in the trench warfare of the long and brutal 
Battle of the Somme in World War I that the Christian 

faith of the Scottish philosopher John Macmurray 
(1891–1976) underwent its own shelling—and profound 
transformation. In this passage away from adherence to 
the Protestant ‘faith of the fathers’ he was not alone; it 
was the common lot of many of his comrades. In his tiny 
book, Search for Reality in Religion (SSR), Macmurray, 
in later life, graphically portrays the immense changes 
he underwent. In the month-after-month endurance of 
darkness, howitzers, machine guns, razor wire, and poi-
son gas, death, which was an occasional experience to 
be dealt with at home in Britain,

became an incident in life, and in the result, it 
removed forever the fear of death. This is a tremen-
dous gain in reality; for until we reach it—however 
we do reach it—we cannot see our life as it really 
is, and so cannot live it as we should. Without this 
knowledge of death, I came to believe, there can be 
no real knowledge of life and so no discovery of 
the reality of religion. (SSR, 18)

Beyond this transformed attitude to death and fear 
there came, after months and months of futility in the 
trenches,

the ‘process of gradual disillusionment’ which I 
shared with so many of my comrades in arms. We 
went into war in a blaze of idealism, to save little 
Belgium, and to put an end to war. We discovered, 
stage by stage what childish nonsense all this ideal-
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ism was. We learned that war was simply stupidity, 
destruction, waste and futility. We became critical, 
sceptical and sometimes cynical. By the end of it 
we knew that war could never achieve what those 
who chose it expected to achieve… It could stop 
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things—like the plans of the Kaiser— but it could 
construct nothing.

And beyond coming to see the meaninglessness of 
war, they awakened to the rot in the whole social order 
that had made the war so acceptable to the leaders of the 
nation. He puts it plainly:

by the end of the war we soldiers had largely lost 
faith in the society we had been fighting for. We 
felt that we had been ‘led up the garden path’ by 
the powers that be; that our young enthusiasm and 
trust and ignorance had been played upon by men 
whose real interest was in their own wealth and 
power and prestige. We believed that our leaders 
were either rascals or blind leaders of the blind. 
Our eyes were open… So it came about that with 
hundreds of thousands of others I came out of the 
Great War saying, “Never again!” (SSR, 19)

His further awakening—now in relation to the people 
of Britain and not just to the leaders—came while he 
was on leave in Britain after 16 months in the trenches. 
Again, his own words to his friends in the Quaker 
Society in this 1965 Swarthmore Lecture say it best:

When I found myself, after this long time, again 
in civilian surroundings and amongst civilians, 
I was shocked by the change in their attitude of 
mind. I felt as though an evil spirit had entered into 
them, a spirit of malice and hatred. Before twenty-
four hours had passed I wanted to get back to the 
trenches, where for all the misery and destruction, 
the spiritual atmosphere was relatively clean. It 
was, I think the ignorant and superstitious hatred 
of the Germans, and the equally ignorant and un-
real glorification of us, in the trenches, as heroes 
that had this effect. In France we were not heroes, 
nor expected to be; and we did not hate Germans, 
at least not the Germans in the trenches opposite. 
We understood them, and they understood us. 
We were sharing the same spurious and obscene 
life, no doubt with the same feelings. They had 
been dumped into war, no doubt, as we had. I can 
remember feeling, as I returned from this short 
leave, … that now most of the pacifists were in the 
trenches. (SSR, 20-21).

The final nail in the coffin bearing and burying his il-
lusions about his society was driven just six weeks later, 
when Macmurray returned to London from the Somme, 
incapacitated by a badly sprained ankle. It served as 
the explicitly ‘religious’ factor that produced not just a 

transformation but a revolution in his lifelong devotion 
to the Church as the home of his childhood Calvinist 
roots and his later Evangelical practice.

During this period I was asked to preach, in uni-
form, in a church in North London. I took the 
opportunity to advise the church and the Christians 
in it, to guard against this war-mentality; and to 
keep themselves, as far as possible, aloof from the 
quarrel, so that they would be in a position—and 
of a temper—to undertake their proper task as 
Christians, when the war was over, of reconcilia-
tion. The congregation took it badly; I could feel 
a cold hostility menacing me and no one spoke 
to me when the service was over. It was after this 
service that I decided, on Christian grounds, that 
I should never, when the war was over, remain or 
become a member of any Christian church.

He ends this account of his religious transformation 
in perception and conviction calmly:

I was not, however, tempted to abandon religion. I 
justified my refusal to join a religious organization 
to myself—I had no desire to make a parade of it—
as a personal Christian protest against a spurious 
Christianity. I spoke and wrote thereafter in de-
fence of religion and of Christianity; but I thought 
of the churches as the various national religions of 
Europe. (SSR, 21)

When Macmurray concluded that the Christian 
churches in Europe had sold out on the gospel in favour 
of supporting respective national policy, his immedi-
ate context was Britain and the Protestant churches. In 
fact, he found ample grounds for his view in the silence 
of all the Christian churches of Europe with regard to 
violence and war, and in their total failure in energy and 
imagination on behalf of reconciliation. He saw them 
as essentially spiritualizing, self-protective, even com-
peting institutions—distanced at root from Jesus and 
his way of being. They all agreed to the classic Roman 
Empire’s formula in which the State was committed to 
caring for the material domain (economic and political) 
and the Church committed to the spiritual domain (the 
care for souls and the hereafter—along with their own 
power interests).

By 1919, when he took his degree from Oxford, 
Macmurray says about himself that he

was without any religious attachment, with a 
suspicion about the validity of theology, and as a 
confirmed realist. I had shed the idealism of my 
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prewar outlook. I had gained a purpose in life; for 
when I said ‘Never again” I meant it as a dedica-
tion to the elimination of war from human life. In 
whatever sphere of activity I might find myself 
involved—and my hope was that it might be on the 
staff of the new ‘League of Nations’—I intended 
to use it to this end. When it appeared that I was to 
spend my life in teaching philosophy, this became 
the underlying purpose of all my philosophizing. 
To this task I brought a mind that had become 
deeply sceptical of the principles underlying the 
European civilization in which I had been brought 
up and had issued in the savage destruction and 
stupid waste in which I had played my part.

So far as concerned religion I was still a convinced 
Christian with no doubt that the religious issue was 
the most central and most important of all issues. 
(SRR, 22)

The heart of his complaint and that of his contempo-
raries against the churches was foundational: it was the 
lack of good faith, the absence of basic integrity, in the 
life of the churches. The churches simply did not act on 
what they taught. In their regular relationship with the 
powers in society over generations, and then in a burst of 
nationalist fervour in wartime, they forfeited the Gospel 
to national policy. Integrity between Gospel preaching 
and Christian action became for Macmurray the touch-
stone for the rediscovery of Christian authenticity.

After the war, it had become clear to Macmurray that 
there was no way of separating his analysis of the sick-
ness in society and the sickness in the churches—though 
they were not identical.

During his years as a professor at Oxford (1923–
1928) and throughout the 1930s, he gave himself to an 
ecumenism of engaged discourse with both secular and 
religious progressives in hope of providing for a socially 
constructive and just society, and an equivalently dedi-
cated Christian church. While still not committed to any 
Christian denomination, Macmurray participated fre-
quently in conferences, conventions, public lectures, and 
major writing projects sponsored by various religious 
groups and associations, including Archbishop William 
Temple, Joseph Needham, Donald Grant, Charles 
Raven, Conrad Noel, and regularly with Karl Polanyi 
who, along with Macmurray, served as a philosophical 
guide for the intensely active, intelligent, and articulate 
group called The Christian Left. 

At the same time, in the mid- to late 1930s, 
Macmurray—having read Marx and been challenged 

by him to give his own philosophy a base in action—
deepened his participation in secular discussions aimed 
at creating a socialist, progressive society in Britain. 
That collaboration included active relationships with 
G.D.H. Cole, John Lewis, John Middleton-Murry, N.A. 
Holdoway, H. Levy, J.D. Bernal, Prof. Haldane, and 
again, his friend and colleague Karl Polanyi.

In all this ‘ecumenical’ outreach, Macmurray, in his 
own convictions, was guided by the need for a form of 
political action that aimed for a social order of full par-
ticipation and equality. It must support all its members 
while aiming beyond national interests to cooperating 
with the interests and needs of all nations. In all these 
efforts, Macmurray worked and spoke on behalf of the 
construction of an international order in which the good 
of all—nations, groups, and individuals—was the com-
mon goal in the steady move towards world unity. The 
goal of this cooperation he called ‘a life in common.’ 

Conflicts could not be prevented or healed without 
relationships based in democratic dynamics, systems of 
justice, and methods of reconciliation that heal in truth 
and trust the hurts that arise or are imposed. From this 
perspective of social care, healing, and growth, he insist-
ed that politics rests on values that are more foundational 
than the political. They are, he claimed, religious—in 
hope and in scope. The transformation of society (and 
societies) is, he claimed, a religious task.

Christianity, he believed, could only be true to itself 
if it directed its teaching, preaching, and action to the 
care for each person and for community values that 
freed persons for fuller life. Witnessing to the kingdom 
of God—as unfolded in the Christian/Jewish tradition—
must take as its measure and guide the love of God for 
all and the yearning of Christ that ‘all may be one.’ The 
conversions required are in and for this world—not 
some other. It requires the methods and choice of Jesus 
who practised an entirely transparent, non-violent, com-
passionate, and life-affirming mode of relating to all 
others—individuals, groups, and nations. Only religion 
that aims at life in common, is free, and is fully inclusive 
can be called ‘real’ religion. And only out of such free 
and inclusive human/religious values can a politics of 
and for freedom and justice be achieved.

Real religion aims at universal love and justice as 
its goal. It depends entirely on a desire and willingness 
to focus on the good of all humanity (and, we would 
now add, on the good of the earth as well). It accepts, 
Macmurray asserts, to be a witness in action, feeling, 
and thought to forming a kind of community that is—in 
the beginning, in the course of living, and always—the 
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work of the Spirit. It is never just the fruit of human 
achievement. We aim for ‘War never again’ not by be-
nevolent imposition but by becoming one community in 
freedom in which each matters, and all, even the most 
forgotten and ignored, are offered the terms for dignity, 
freedom, creativity, and relationships of justice and af-
fection. Christian ecumenism is the thrust in Christianity 
to remove as fully as possible all barriers that prevent 
the Church, and other societies, from becoming full 
community.

It comes as no surprise that Macmurray claims that 
the healing of the world and of society in its human 
foundations is a religious task. The cooperation required 
among the nations for peace, order, and good govern-
ment cannot be achieved without taking the value of 
and need for ‘life in common’ as its ground and goal. 
This project requires, he says, seeing that the thrust to-
ward positive political and economic cooperation arises 
from the deeper and more spontaneous and indefinably 
human thrust towards universal community. Such com-
munity is a ‘world home’ in which all are included and 
diverse cultures and individuals are able to thrive. 

The only energy capable of moving groups and 
nations to work towards a ‘life in common’ in wide 
diversity of manner is literally to appeal to the joyous 
fact that human beings, in the shared nature that sustains 
them, are fulfilled through the realization of commu-
nity—and never apart from it. So he concludes: Bringing 
about a genuine unity of humanity is a religious task, 
and it is so even if the ones giving themselves to the proj-
ect declare no religious affiliation or faith. Macmurray 
proposes that becoming such a community represents at 
once the very core of being human and being religious. 
Religion is about community (SSR, 32), he asserts, and 
this serves him as his pivot for all his ecumenical con-
cern and hope—religious and secular. To live positively 
and peacefully in the world requires that we strive for a 
universal thrust and hope in our concern and our action 
for community and for nothing less than community We 
are, at root, striving towards a ‘life in common.’ We are 
striving to “be like God” (as reflected in the Trinity). 

Ecumenism, for Macmurray, is based on the need 
of Christians first to “rediscover, under contemporary 
conditions, what sort of community we ought to be in 
the world, and to become that community.” (SSR, 54-
55). Here, I offer only some of the elements Macmurray 
found persuasive for grounding genuine ecumenism.

– It is not a movement first of all to preach doctrine 
but to proclaim an attitude of joy and a way of living, and 
that living provides the grounds for genuine doctrine.

– It espouses Christian action (including prayer, ritu-
al, celebration, teaching, works of justice, compassion, 
and healing), therefore, as the primary form of witness, 

– It does not confuse unity and uniformity. In unity 
of faith it allows for and encourages a variety in de-
nominations and groups to celebrate riches particular 
to cultures, languages, prayer forms, etc. This variety 
would trustingly grant freedom and space for the de-
velopment of faith formulas while still calling each and 
all in the Community to be embedded in the Crucified 
and Risen Christ, alive in His Spirit—beyond our own 
efforts and achievements. 

– In this choice for the spirit and manner of living of 
Jesus himself, and because of our acceptance of Christ 
in his Crucifixion and Resurrection and what these 
mysteries have to reveal about our ‘way’ of living in this 
place and time, we believe and accept that, in our hopes, 
intentions, and actions, we are a Community that is ‘not 
at one with the world.’ In this ‘otherness’ we remain 
faithful to the world and for its healing, and wish to give 
ourselves for the Kingdom, even as Jesus did. 

– Consciously, we accept the vocation given by Christ 
to go out to and for others, in mercy and compassion, 
truth, and hope, to share the promise and the life and 
work of Jesus in finding a way to live genuinely and 
foster relationships marked by freedom, equality, mu-
tuality, and the shared desire for these to penetrate all 
public as well as private actions.

In 1965, at the end of his Swarthmore Lecture, 
Macmurray wrote: 

One does not need to be a prophet to realize that 
mankind stands before a choice between self-de-
struction and some form of effective world-unity. 
If this unity is established, the situation which 
Jesus faced in the Roman Empire will be re-
established, but this time on a world scale; and the 
Christian Church will be faced with the task of its 
transformation from a worldly unity of organiza-
tion and administration backed by overwhelming 
force into the brotherhood of the Kingdom of 
Heaven.

He goes on: 

It can be said that the Church in all its sections, 
and in all its modes of activity, material and spiri-
tual alike, is clearly inadequate—or so it seems to 
me—to the task that lies ahead of us. There must 
be a reformation and a new beginning.

John Costello, S.J., professor of theology and president of Regis College 
in the Toronto School of Theology, is the author of John Macmurray: A 
Biography. 
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No Turning Back:  
The Testament of Margaret O’Gara (1947–2012)1

By Catherine E. Clifford
Saint Paul University, Ottawa

I am honoured to pay homage to Margaret O’Gara, 
a distinguished professor of Theology and tireless 

ecumenist who died on August 12, 2012, and to reflect 
on her contributions to Christian unity on the occasion 
of a collection of papers from the final decade of her 
scholarly life, aptly entitled No Turning Back.2 I first 
met Margaret over 20 years ago when I began teaching 
at St. Michael’s College in Toronto. As I was new to 
university teaching, the dean of the Faculty of Theology 
at the time, Michael Fahey, SJ, suggested that I meet 
with Professor O’Gara to discuss student assessment. 
I soon discovered why he considered Margaret to be 
the most conscientious teacher among the professors 
of the Faculty. It was later my privilege to work with 
her when she served as my thesis advisor, and in more 
recent years, to collaborate as a colleague on a number 
of research projects.

Margaret was born in 1947, the daughter of James 
and Joan O’Gara. Her parents had been shaped by the 
values of the Chicago Catholic Worker and Chicago 
Inter-Student Catholic Action (CISCA) movements. 
Her father, a deeply committed and well-educated lay-
man, moved the family to New York in 1949 to become 
the editor of Commonweal magazine, a post he would 
hold for 32 years. Her mother volunteered frequently 
in after-school programs for disadvantaged children. 
Margaret and her sister, Monica, imbibed the values of 
their parents, “growing up Commonweal,” as Monica 
wrote in 2004.3 As children, they listened attentively 
as an impressive array of Catholic intellectuals shared 
conversation in the family living room, and watched as 
their father travelled to Rome to report on the Second 
Vatican Council. “Well-reasoned and well-expressed 
thought was of great importance in our home,” wrote 
Monica. “We saw in our lifetime how ideas written in 
the pages of Commonweal and other publications—
about liturgical renewal, the role of the laity, ecumenical 
dialogue—could cause real change in the church at 
Vatican II. So our house was a house of conversations.” 
Peter Steinfels wrote of the “wisdom” and “good sense” 
that characterized the quiet demeanor of James O’Gara 

during his time at Commonweal, “the product of intelli-
gence alloyed with humility.”4 Anyone who ever worked 
with Margaret would recognize a similar admixture of 
penetrating intelligence, sound judgment, discretion, 
and humility. 

At a very young age, and inspired by her parents’ vi-
sion of lay responsibility, Margaret was inhabited by a 
desire to pursue the study of theology. After a Bachelor 
of Arts at Trinity College, Washington, DC (1969), she 
completed a Master’s degree in theology at Yale Divinity 
School (1971). She often recounted how the seeds of 
her ecumenical vocation were planted at Yale, when 
one of her professors invited her, during a discussion of 
the Reformation, to explain to Protestant classmates the 
Catholic doctrine of indulgences! Her doctoral disserta-
tion, completed in 1980, and later published as Triumph 
in Defeat: Infallibility, Vatican I, and the French 
Minority Bishops,5 served as an important initiation into 
a lifetime of reflection on the vexing theme of teaching 
authority in the Church. This work remains required 
reading for anyone studying the First Vatican Council. 
Colleagues continue to regard it as a model of scholar-
ship. Its title, Triumph in Defeat, is a clue to Margaret’s 
shrewd judgment. Even in conflict and apparent failure, 
she was able to discern the workings of God’s grace—in 
this case, the important insights and moderating influ-
ence of the bishops whose positions were not entirely 
received at Vatican I. Margaret joined the Faculty of 
Theology at Saint Michael’s College, Toronto, in 1976, 
and retired from that faculty due to illness in the spring 
of 2012.

Over time, Margaret honed her skills, building 
upon the O’Gara family’s commitment to the art 
of conversation to become a leading contributor to 
several ecumenical dialogues at local, national, and 
international levels. She was a member of the Anglican–
Roman Catholic Dialogue of Canada (1976–1993), of 
the Disciples of Christ–Roman Catholic International 
Commission for Dialogue (1983–2012), of the U.S. 
Lutheran–Roman Catholic Dialogue (1994–2012), and 
of the Lutheran–Roman Catholic Commission on Unity 
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(1995–2007). O’Gara was instrumental in establishing 
the Evangelical–Roman Catholic Dialogue of Canada 
(2008–2012), and was a participant in Bridgefolk, 
a North American organization fostering dialogue 
between sacramentally minded Mennonites and peace-
loving Catholics. While it is true that the ecumenically 
minded are often consummate multi-taskers, few could 
match the depth and breadth of O’Gara’s experience or 
the wisdom gained through her long-suffering commit-
ment. 

Bishop Richard Sklba, who served as co-Chair to 
the U.S. Lutheran–Roman Catholic dialogue during 
Margaret’s tenure, writes, “I learned a great deal from 
the way Margaret often tested an idea or a tentative sug-
gestion privately during coffee break before bringing it 
to the full body of delegates. It seemed as if her probing 
mind was constantly seeking the right phrase or the most 
understandable approach to the question. I always found 
her dialogic to the core, perhaps the modern epitome of 
how theological dialogue should be conducted respon-
sibly and fruitfully.”6 If Margaret was always looking 
ahead, working constructively, and building on the hope 
of Christian unity that flows from Christ’s prayer that “all 
may be one,” she also experienced disappointment and 
frustration in the face of opposition to the ecumenical 
advance. She writes of the “embarrassment and frustra-
tion” that ecumenists bear when confronted with “the 
sins” of their and their dialogue partners’ “own church 
communion.” She acknowledges the pain caused when 
“their efforts are frequently feared or suspected by mem-
bers of their own church.” Despite this incomprehension 
and the failure to receive our work, we must forge ahead, 
she would insist, because the gospel requires it. As 
David M. Thompson, who worked with Margaret over 
many years in the Disciples–Roman Catholic dialogue, 
writes in his Foreword to No Turning Back, the astute 
reader will detect a “controlled impatience” in many of 
these papers “with the churches’ unwillingness to rec-
ognize that things have changed, that convergences and 
agreements have been reached, but that readiness to act 
on those agreements is still hard to find.”7

In No Turning Back, Margaret O’Gara’s husband 
and colleague, Michael Vertin, gathers together a col-
lection of papers from her latter years, half of which 
were previously unpublished. Vertin provides a gracious 
introduction, where he acquaints the reader with the 
basic history and goals of ecumenism, with O’Gara’s 
work and ecumenical engagement, and with the aims 
of the book. The essays are organized in two parts: 

the first provides the general reader with an initiation 
in the basic principles of ecumenical commitment; the 
second invites the reader to a deeper appreciation of a 
number of topics that are the focus of scholarly atten-
tion by specialists, including the exercise of the pastoral 
teaching office, the infallible character of the Church’s 
belief, the nature of ordained ministry, and the future of 
ecumenism.

More than one reader has commented on how “per-
sonal” these essays are. This is especially true of the 
first part, where the essays are brief testimonies, often 
delivered in the first person. They provide a window 
onto Margaret’s personal commitments, and enable the 
reader to drink of a wisdom distilled from long years 
of experience. She comments on the opportunity for 
ecumenical growth provided by the experience of teach-
ing and learning together with Christians from across 
cultural, linguistic, and confessional horizons, which is 
characteristic of theological education in Canada. In ad-
dition, she invites the reader to consider the theological 
significance of friendship in ecumenical work; of com-
mon prayer—including the asceticism of “fasting” at 
the Lord’s table; and of the experience of dialogue as 
an experience of personal transformation. Entering into 
dialogue demands that we change our way of seeing 
things, that we allow our vision of the other and of our-
selves to be purified, so that we might learn and receive 
from the insights and experience of others.

The essays of the second part reflect O’Gara’s ex-
pertise and learned conversation with scholars of other 
church communions on the questions of papal primacy, 
teaching authority, infallibility, ordained ministry. She 
rightly notes that while much ink has flowed on the 
nature of infallibility and more recently on episcopal 
collegiality, scholars have not probed deeply into the 
nature of primacy and its limits. Echoing the work of 
other scholars, she invites a rethinking of the category 
of “apostolicity,” a theme underpinning the non-recogni-
tion of Anglican and Lutheran orders, to consider more 
broadly the intention of these communities to continue 
the mission and ministry of Christ in the world. 

The final essay and epilogue is a convocation address 
that Margaret wrote several months before her death, 
and that was delivered by Michael Vertin in November 
2012 when she was posthumously awarded a Doctor 
of Divinity honoris causa by Regis College, Toronto. 
Taking her cue from chapter 3 of Paul’s Letter to the 
Colossians, O’Gara reflects on how the journey of theo-
logical studies often implies allowing our knowledge to 
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be renewed and transformed “according to the image of 
its creator” (Col 3:9-10). The edifice of faith we have 
constructed for ourselves is often overturned by the 
maturation of our understanding. This is also true of our 
experience of seeking the truth of the gospel together in 
ecumenical dialogue. The transformation of our minds 
and hearts prepares us to give an account of our hope to 
the world. This slow transfiguration of our vision takes 
time. Indeed, a lifetime. She concludes, fittingly, “theol-
ogy is worth a life!”

This book will inspire the novice and the expert alike. 
It is a rich testament from one of the most important 
North American ecumenists of the past century. May 
her example of scholarly service and integrity inspire 
others to continue the transformative work of study and 
dialogue so that Christians might overcome the scandal 
of division and find a way to give a common witness to 
a world that is longing to hear the good news of the love 
and mercy of God.

Catherine E. Clifford, professor of theology at Saint Paul University in 
Ottawa, is the official Catholic representative at several interchurch dia-
logues and the co-author of Keys to the Council: Unlocking the Teaching 
of Vatican II with Richard Gaillardetz (Liturgical Press, 2012). 

1 This essay is an abbreviated version of a longer review essay that is 
forthcoming in One In Christ (2015).

2 Margaret O’Gara, No Turning Back. Michael Vertin, ed. (Collegeville, 
MN: Liturgical Press, 2014).

3 Monica O’Gara, “Growing Up Commonweal,” Commonweal 
(November 2, 2004). https://www.commonwealmagazine.org/print/32875. 

4 Peter Steinfels, “A Quiet Heroism: James O’Gara R.I.P,” 
Commonweal (November 21, 2003). https://www.commonwealmagazine.
org/quiet-heroism-0. 

5 Margaret O’Gara, Triumph in Defeat: Infallibility, Vatican I, and the 
French Minority Bishops (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America 
Press, 1988). 

6 Bishop Richard J. Sklba, “Foreword,” No Turning Back, ix.
7 David M. Thompson, “Foreword,” No Turning Back, xii.
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Pope Francis’s Censure of Neoliberal Capitalism
By Gregory Baum
Centre justice et foi, Montreal

Pope Francis has used strong words to denounce the 
unregulated capitalism supported today by most na-

tional governments. Though Francis has not yet written 
a social encyclical, it is possible to formulate his criti-
cal analysis of the present economic system by putting 
together what he has written and said on three different 
occasions: 1) his exhortation Evangelii gaudium of 
November 24, 2013; 2) his speech given to workers, 
many of whom were unemployed, at Cagliari (Sardinia) 
on September 22, 2014; and 3) his speech to the meeting 
of the popular movements in Rome of October 28, 2014. 
Francis—as we shall see—looks upon society from a 
perspective that is different from that adopted by previ-
ous popes. He follows the orientation taken by the Latin 
American bishops’ conferences since their meeting at 
Medellin in 1968. In his speech in Cagliari, he added 
a personal note: he knew what poverty does to people, 
he said, because his own family, Italian immigrants 
settled in Argentina, became destitute during the Great 
Depression; while he was not yet born at the time, he 
heard the story of their suffering as he grew up. 

Francis’s denunciation of present-day capitalism in 
the second chapter of Evangelii gaudium was reported 
in the press across the entire world. He wrote, “Just as 
‘Thou shalt not kill’ safeguards the value of human life, 
… so we now have to say ‘thou shalt not’ to an economy 
of exclusion and inequality, for such an economy kills.” 
(no. 53) This rebuke is followed by four texts with these 
provocative subtitles: “No to an economy of exclusion!” 
(no. 53), “No to the new idolatry of money!” (no. 55), 
“No to a financial system that rules rather than serves!” 
(no. 57) and “No to the inequality which spawns vio-
lence!” ( no. 59). The current financial crisis, Francis 
argues, is a moral failure disregarding the primacy of 
the human person. “We have created new idols. The 
worship of the ancient golden calf has returned in a new 
and ruthless guise in the idolatry of money and the dic-
tatorship of an impersonal economy lacking truly human 
purpose.” (no. 55) 

From ‘Exploitation’ to ‘Exclusion’ 
The principal category for analyzing the misery of the 
masses is here ‘exclusion.’ In the 19th century, when the 

masses in Europe’s industrial societies were workers, 
Karl Marx analyzed their misery in terms of economic 
‘exploitation.’ The owners of the industries increased 
their capita, he argued, by paying a minimum to the 
workers, just enough to allow them to survive. Yet in his 
early writings in Paris, the young Marx offered a human-
istic analysis of the misery inflicted upon the workers: he 
described the “alienating labour” imposed upon them.1 
Their labour harmed them physically and mentally, 
since its organization was dictated by the owners to in-
crease the production of goods. Over a century later, in 
the 1980s, in the Poland of John Paul II, the major part 
of the population was still made up of industrial work-
ers, struggling for independent labour unions. Like the 
young Marx, John Paul II made a humanistic analysis of 
their oppression.2 They were treated as robots: all the de-
cisions regarding their work were made by management, 
preventing the workers from maturing as human beings. 
John Paul II argued against capitalist and communist 
practice, saying that workers are entitled by their labour 
a) to be co-responsible for the organization of their work 
and b) to become co-owners of the goods they produce 
and the giant workbench on which they labour. 

Francis, the Argentinian Pope, belongs to a different 
social world. The masses of people in Latin America are 
not industrial workers, but the rural poor and the slum 
dwellers—men, women, and children living at the edge 
of society, deprived of its services and its benefits. In this 
situation, Francis’s principal category for analyzing the 
misery of the masses is not exploitation, but exclusion. 
Exclusion, he holds, is a death-dealing social sin. 

Francis recognizes that in recent decades, social 
exclusion has become a widespread phenomenon even 
in the industrial societies of Europe: chronic unemploy-
ment is assuming ever-greater proportions. In his speech 
in Cagliari, Francis drew attention to the high percentage 
of unemployment among young men, robbing them of 
their dignity, their training for a trade, and their hope 
of founding a family. In his speech at the meeting of 
social movements, he specified that more than 40% of 
young people in Italy are unemployed and “in another 
European country it is over 50% and up to 60% in its 
southern region.” The exclusion inflicted upon the young 
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has dramatic consequences: it damages an entire genera-
tion, producing in some of them passivity and despair, 
and in others rage and the impulse for violent action. 
Massive unemployment does more than damage the 
victims, Francis insists, it endangers society as a whole.

In his speeches, Francis mentions other groups that 
are increasingly excluded in the wealthy societies of the 
West: old people, invalids, refugees, Aboriginal peoples 
and men and women despised because of their race, their 
ethnic origin or their religion. We have created “a throw-
away culture,” Francis says. Not only do we throw away 
food, so as to raise its price and make more money; not 
only do we throw away manufactured goods, driven 
by consumer lust to replace them with newly bought 
products; we even throw away people, excluding them 
from the support and benefits of society. Neither the 
rich and powerful nor the people in the middle classes 
protest against these cruel conditions. Why this silence? 
the Pope asks. What has taken place, he writes, is “the 
globalization of indifference.”

The Mechanism of Exclusion 
In his speech at the meeting of popular movements, 
Francis explains in some detail the mechanisms of ex-
clusion. He shows that work, land, food, and housing 
have been turned into commodities, subject to the logic 
of the market, excluding the poor and powerless from 
access to them—an access that is “their sacred right.” 
This remarkable speech deserves careful analysis and 
commentary, yet I shall here mention only a few points 
made in it.

To reduce the expenses of production and increase 
their profit, industries pay workers as little as possible, 
try to prevent their unionization, and introduce ever 
more sophisticated technology to reduce the number of 
workers required. Automation reduces employment and 
increases revenue. The control of work by the market 
alone is unable to provide jobs for the unemployed.

If land is simply a commodity to be bought and sold, 
it will be offered to the highest bidder. Peasants and poor 
people living from the cultivation of their small plot will 
see their land taken over by corporations for mining or 
for industrial agriculture that produces fruits and flowers 
that sell for a high price in the cities of the North, while 
not providing the food required by the local population. 
Making land a commodity leads to speculation and en-
dangers entire regions: land then becomes the property 
of persons who do not live there and have no intention of 
serving the needs of the local communities.

If food is simply a commodity, Francis continues, 
vast numbers of people will starve. For to increase the 
profit from the production and sale of food, corporations 
will produce it for the comfortable classes at a high 
price, sometimes even destroying food to create scarcity, 
thus leaving the poor in the lurch, especially those who, 
deprived of their plot of land, are unable to grow their 
own food. 

If housing is subject to the laws of market alone, 
Francis continues, then a great many people will find 
themselves homeless. Construction companies make 
more money building houses for the middle classes and 
the rich, rather than houses for poor and low-income 
people.

The Pope’s idea that the mechanism of people’s ex-
clusion is the commodification of work, land, food, and 
housing is similar to ideas developed in Karl Polanyi’s 
The Great Transformation, published in 1944. This 
similarity, I believe, is the reason why a number of com-
mentators, including the theologian Leonardo Boff, have 
suggested that Francis has been influenced by Polanyi’s 
critical social analysis. Even Francis’s proposals of 
what we should do are, as we shall see, quite similar to 
Polanyi’s program of reconstruction. Still, none of these 
commentators provide evidence showing that Jorge 
Bergoglio has been acquainted with Polanyi’s work. 

In fact, Francis’s denunciation of neo-liberal capital-
ism is in perfect continuity with two ethical principles of 
traditional Catholic social teaching. The first principle: 
an economic system must be guided by ethical prin-
ciples. While markets are useful human inventions, they 
must be contained to promote and protect the well-being 
of society. Wages and prices, according to traditional 
Catholic social teaching, may not be determined by 
market mechanisms alone: what is demanded are “just 
wages” and “just prices.” According to Francis, the lib-
eral idea that markets constitute a self-regulating system 
serving the common good is a total illusion. The unregu-
lated market system leads to the concentration of capital 
in ever fewer hands, creating powerful elites capable of 
influencing national governments in their favour. 

The second principle: government is responsible 
for the redistribution of wealth. Francis applies this 
principle, demanding that local, regional, or national 
authorities intervene to assist people excluded by the 
market to find work, keep their land, obtain food, and 
have access to housing.
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What Is to Be Done?
That the gospel summons believers to become socially 
engaged is a theme greatly emphasized in Francis’s 
exhortation Evangelii gaudium (nos. 177–183). He 
writes, “Each individual Christian and every Christian 
community is called to be an instrument of God for the 
liberation and promotion of the poor, and for enabling 
them to be fully a part of society.” (no. 187) He con-
tinues, “The Church, guided by the Gospel … hears 
the cry [of the poor] for justice and responds to it with 
all her might … This implies working to eliminate the 
structural causes of poverty and to promote the integral 
development of the poor, as well as small daily acts of 
solidarity in meeting the real needs which we encoun-
ter.” (no. 188)

In their social engagement, Francis adds, Catholics 
are to cooperate with other Christians, with the followers 
of the world religions, and with secular citizens and their 
organizations. (no. 238–254) In doing so, Catholics will 
not disguise that their motivation is their faith in Jesus 
Christ. Their social action is a Christian witness. 

What can we do in the neo-liberal world society de-
fended by the powerful economic and political actors? 
Eventually, Francis holds, the entire economic system 
will have to be reconstructed. We are in need of “an 
economy that puts the human person at the centre”; then 
he adds, “When the person is not at the centre [of the 
economy], another thing will be at the centre, and then 
the person will be at the service of this other thing.”3 

Francis is a radical and a reformer at the same time. 
While urging a radical transformation of the economic 
system, he calls upon Catholics to act in solidarity with 
reformist movements that try to create more just condi-
tions on different levels of society. Francis is convinced 
that there is always a service we can render or a social 

struggle we can support, even if the structural improve-
ment is a minor one. He has great confidence in the 
efforts of civil society and grassroots movements to 
create alternative models of economic development—
models that respect workers and employees, allow them 
to participate in decision making, and serve the needs of 
the local community. 

In July 2014, a workshop at the Vatican initiated by 
Pope Francis dealt with the topic of how to create “a 
more inclusive economy.” The final report of the work-
shop shows that the participants put great emphasis on 
collective initiatives such as cooperatives, non-profit or-
ganizations, micro‐credit banks, social enterprises, and 
jointly owned businesses. People overcome exclusion, it 
said, by participating in the economy. “The experience 
of the social economy demonstrates that people can be 
active in creating their own work and enterprises and so 
make a future for themselves.” In his speech at the meet-
ing of the popular movements, Francis expressed his 
joy and admiration that in many parts of the world, the 
poor and excluded create their own organizations and 
struggle in them to improve the conditions of their lives. 
He favours reconstructing society from the bottom up. 

Francis wants all Catholics to listen to the gospel and 
foster a critical culture in their society, a culture that is 
aware of the plight of the excluded and generates social 
solidarity and the courage to innovate.

Dr. Gregory Baum, professor emeritus of McGill University’s faculty of 
religious studies, is the founder of The Ecumenist and was its editor for 30 
years, until the task was taken up by David Seljak.

1 Karl Marx, Early Writings (New York: Penguin, 1992).
2 John Paul II, Laboren exercens (1981).
3 Francis, Talk at the workshop “Towards a More Inclusive Economy,” 

held in Rome in July 2014.
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Context: The Hazards of a Good Idea
By Douglas John Hall
Emeritus professor, McGill University, Montreal

There is no such thing as Christian theology without 
risks. Every good theological idea has its attendant 

hazards. It is the mark of theological maturity to realize 
this about one’s own theological work, and to cultivate 
foresight about the ways in which one’s convictions may 
be misused.

1
First, let me reaffirm why I think that contextuality in 
Christian theology is indeed a ‘good idea’—in fact, an 
essential one. Permit me to speak about this autobio-
graphically.1 In the 1960s, when I began to think and 
write with a deliberate view to the importance of our 
North American context, the terms ‘context’ and ‘con-
textuality’ were rarely used in theological work. More 
importantly, apart from Reinhold Niebuhr, the specific-
ity of our own Canadian and American contexts didn’t 
seem to matter much in what theologians wrote and 
talked about. One could take the latest theologies from 
elsewhere—mostly Europe—and, with a slight twist of 
the wrist, apply them to us.

My friend the late George P. Grant, Canada’s most 
insightful philosophic analyst of our ‘New World’, 
stated the matter succinctly: “In a field as un-american 
as theology, the continually changing ripples of thought, 
by which the professionals hope to revive a dying faith, 
originate from some stone dropped by a European 
thinker.”2

The late sixties provided a stunning example of 
precisely this North American habit of borrowing our 
theologies ready-made from the sufferings of others. 
Juergen Moltmann’s brilliant Theology of Hope was 
published in an English translation during Canada’s cen-
tennial year.3 This book had been received in Moltmann’s 
Germany as a beacon of light after decades of crushing 
defeat, social despondency, and the repressive rhetoric 
(Dorothee Soelle called it “lying”) of postwar politics. 
The book’s 39-year-old author was himself, as a German 
soldier and prisoner of war, just emerging from the per-
sonal humiliations of the war. Like some of my other 
German friends, Moltmann was able, despite his former 
indifference to the Christian religion, to find in the gos-

pel of The Crucified God4 hope for a people that had 
experienced great failure and shame.

Knowing something of the rather vast difference be-
tween the German and the North American situations, I 
watched carefully to see what was made of Moltmann’s 
Theology of Hope in Canada and the US. Alas, it was 
predictable. We like ‘hope.’ Hope is uplifting. Hopeful 
people are nice. So this latest “ripple of thought” com-
ing from Germany, the homeland of Great Theology, 
made a huge impact here. Everywhere there were con-
ferences and symposia and lectures on the ‘theology of 
hope.’ I seriously doubt that very many North American 
Christians (including professionals!) actually read 
Moltmann’s difficult book. The slogan was enough! 

The contextual difference between defeated Germany 
and triumphant America was immense: for Germans, the 
theology of hope was gospel because they had known 
hope’s antithesis, despair; for North Americans, this 
theology just postponed any real confrontation with 
our deeply repressed despair. What was Good News 
for many Germans was in North America just another 
phase of the old religion—the religion of progress and 
optimism. Contexts matter!

Observing the strange fate of Moltmann’s Theologie 
der Hoffnung in our context drove me to publish my first 
serious essay, which I called “The Theology of Hope in 
an Officially Optimistic Society.”5 I have been guided in 
all my subsequent work by the realization that dialogue 
with our socio-cultural context is the condition without 
which Christian theology, in the authentic sense of the 
term, cannot be done.6

2
However, to repeat: There is no non-risky theology. And 
in our “officially optimistic society,” whose rhetorical 
optimism is driven by capitalist economic logic as well 
as recurring versions of the much-battered ‘American 
Dream’ and its pale Canadian counterpart, the hazards 
of contextual theology become conspicuous. For the 
past three or four decades, ‘context’ and ‘contextuality’ 
have become buzzwords, almost clichés. That in itself is 
enough to kill a good idea, but there are two especially 
hazardous uses of contextuality that I want to name here.
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First, there is a tendency to define context too narrow-
ly and parochially. Too many Christians seem to think in 
decades, when we should be thinking about epochs or 
long, deep-seated historical trends. Authentically con-
textual thinking assumes historical knowledge. Others 
believe they are thinking contextually when they iden-
tify the cultural context that Christian theology needs 
to engage with some particular issue (sexual issues are 
especially popular), some moral or political cause, some 
quest for identity. Such matters are of course aspects of 
the context in which Christians find themselves today. 
But they are, for the most part, consequences—effects—
of deeper problems. Authentic contextuality looks for 
causes. 

There are, of course, contexts within contexts. There 
are indeed particular socio-economic, racial, ethnic, and 
gender ‘issues’ that all serious Christians must try to 
comprehend and address. Every area in Canada, every 
province (I live in Quebec!), every age group, every 
community has its own specific challenges and possi-
bilities. When it comes to that, every individual lives in a 
context that is unique. Good preachers and pastors have 
always known this. 

But with all our specific contexts, great or small, we 
are all living in a globalized context that tends to erase 
ancient cultures; we are all part of a technologically 
driven society that discourages thought; we are all con-
ditioned by an economic system that creates poverty for 
the majority of earth’s peoples. Most importantly, we 
are all living on a planet, perhaps unique in the universe, 
whose future is profoundly threatened. If we identity our 
context too narrowly with its parts, or some of them, our 
Christian witness becomes so diffuse and discordant that 
Christianity will appear more like Babel than Pentecost! 
Some would say that this has already happened.

The hazard of contextual narrowness, however, goes 
beyond the habit of identifying our context with specific 
social and moral and other aspects of the context. Of 
course Christians are called to address particular ques-
tions of human and creaturely well-being, but we are 
required to listen for the questions beneath the ques-
tions, the anxieties beneath the anxieties, the ontological 
plate-shifting beneath the surface of society. In a word, 
the context that theology has to try to understand is 
the moving spirit—Geist—of the culture we want to 
engage. What is the spiritual condition of this time and 
place—its Zeitgeist? That is what Jesus was talking 
about when he said to the most ‘religious’ leaders of his 
context, “You know how to interpret the appearance of 

the sky, but you cannot interpret the signs of the times.” 
(Matt. 16:3) The Spirit of God drives faith to become 
acquainted with this other spirit, the spirit of the times. 
When these two spirits meet (and only then), something 
worthy of the term theology may happen. 

The second (and more important) concern that I have 
about our present ‘contextual-ism’ is that for too many 
of our contemporaries, the context seems to constitute 
the whole of the matter. Many appear to believe that if, 
as a Christian, you have spoken interestingly (perhaps 
in stained-glass accents) about ‘the context,’ you have 
done your job. But context is only one side of the dialec-
tic in which Christians are called to live and work. The 
other side of the dialectic can be variously called ‘the 
Christian message’ (Tillich), ‘the tradition,’ ‘the gospel,’ 
etc. In other words, it refers to what Christians bring to 
their context.

Both components are essential. It is not theology if 
there is no contextual agonizing, and it is not theology if 
there is no (or only superficial) wrestling with what has 
been ‘handed over’ (tradere—tradition). Karl Barth’s 
well-known bon mot is instructive: “The Bible in one 
hand and the newspaper in the other.” But Barth didn’t 
mean just the Bible (though he did give the scriptures 
priority), and he certainly didn’t mean just The Globe 
and Mail or the New York Times! 

Christians who have not struggled to understand their 
own context end by either perpetuating the truisms of 
past contexts or by mouthing religious or ethical gen-
eralizations that could be articulated by any thinking 
person. But Christians who have not subjected their 
minds to the long traditions of theological thought, 
including the Christian and Hebrew Scriptures, end by 
having nothing much to bring to their contexts by way 
of another perspective, another possibility—maybe even 
something ‘new’: Good News!

So Christian theology is never easy. From the experi-
ence of six decades attempting it, I can say, with feeling, 
that theology is often agonizing. One does it on the 
verge of failure always—and especially today, when the 
social nets that made theology, ministry, and even faith 
itself seem ‘natural’ have all been removed. Trying to 
live between honest intellectual and spiritual exposure 
to our times (such times!) and vigorous, continuous, 
and deep probing of the Judeo-Christian tradition is 
very hard work. Many who put their hand to the plough 
give up after a few years; others find more comfortable 
ways of being ‘Christian,’ ‘ministers,’ ‘theologians.’ One 
shouldn’t be too hard on them. They’ve discovered that 
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one could be crucified living between the Zeitgeist and 
the holy Geist! Many (like Dietrich Bonhoeffer) have 
been. But that’s where theology is called to live. It is 
never without risk, and never without something like … 
suffering. 

But that’s not all it is.

Douglas John Hall, professor emeritus of McGill University’s fac-
ulty of religious studies, is one of the most widely read North American 
theologians. His long list of books includes the three-volume systematic 
theology Professing the Faith, Thinking the Faith and Confessing the Faith 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1991–1998). 

1 My understanding of the importance of contextual thinking in 
Christian theology has been developed in many places, but especially in the 

first volume of my 3-volume systematic work entitled Thinking the Faith: 
Christian Theology in a North American Context [Minneapolis: Fortress 
Press, 1991] and in The Cross in Our Context: Jesus and the Suffering World 
[Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2003].

2 “In Defence of North America,” Technology and Empire (Toronto: 
House of Anansi, 1969), 16.

3 Translated from the German by James W. Leitch (London: SCM 
Press, 1967).

4 The title of his second (and perhaps more important) book [German 
1973, English trans. by R.A. Wilson, 1974].

5 Religion in Life, vol. XL, no. 3, 1971.
6 This essay, which someone sent to Moltmann, brought about our 

long-standing friendship. When we first met in 1972, Juergen was working 
on The Crucified God—because, he said, too many young German theologs 
have lauded my theology of hope without understanding its foundations in 
“Jesus Christ and him crucified.” 
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Karl Polanyi’s Unpublished Ideas on Today’s Society
By Gregory Baum
Centre justice et foi, Montreal

The International Karl Polanyi Conference held in 
Montreal in November 2014 dealt with Polanyi’s 

intellectual legacy in the present. His foundational work, 
The Great Transformation,1 published in 1944, offered 
a) an economic and cultural critique of the unregulated 
market economy and then showed b) that certain forces 
at work in society foster social solidarity, generating 
counter-movements oriented towards social democ-
racy. Polanyi’s critique of liberal capitalism, attentive to 
ethical and cultural values, generated a progressive intel-
lectual tradition, an international body of literature, in 
support of a humane economy, that is, an economy that 
would respect its workers and produce the goods people 
need, excluding no one. Polanyi provided a theoretical 
foundation for the cooperative movement and the social 
economy, interpreting them as the breeding ground for 
social solidarity and the vision of a humane society. 

Polanyi has attracted the attention of theologians con-
cerned with social justice. In Canada, the influence of 
Polanyi is apparent in Rumours of a Moral Economy2 by 
the Anglican theologian Christopher Lind. In my book 
Karl Polanyi: On Ethics and Economics,3 I showed that 
the social thought of this secular thinker has an affinity 
with recent Catholic social teaching. Because several 
commentators in the press suggested that Pope Francis’s 
radical critique of neoliberal capitalism was an echo of 
Karl Polanyi’s critical theory, I presented a paper at the 
above-mentioned conference of November 2014, trac-
ing in some detail the affinity between Pope Francis’s 
social analysis and that of Karl Polanyi.4

In this article I wish to comment on something 
unexpected that took place at the conference. At a ban-
quet in the evening, Abraham Rotstein, professor of 
economics at the University of Toronto, was honoured 
for his academic achievement and in particular for his 
encouragement and support of the Karl Polanyi Institute 
of Montreal from its beginning in 1988. Sadly, a few 
months later, in May 2015, Abe Rotstein, a friend of so 
many of us, passed away. At the banquet he gave a talk 
that amazed many of the Karl Polanyi experts sitting 
around the tables. That the young Rotstein had been a 
student and friend of Karl Polanyi was well known. New 
for many was that Polanyi had worked for many years 

on a new book, a sequel of The Great Transformation, 
and had discussed his ideas with his young friend and 
actually asked for his help. Between 1956 and 1959, Abe 
Rotstein had visited Polanyi in his house near Pickering, 
Ontario, 28 times, each time listening to the older man 
for hours and taking careful notes. These notes, 800 
pages of them, carefully kept in an archive, will soon 
be available on the website of the Karl Polanyi Institute. 

In his talk at the banquet, Rotstein gave an overview 
of the ideas Polanyi wanted to develop in his new work. 
Rotstein realized, of course, that his summary of this 
rich material would inevitably be a simplification. Of 
central importance was the meaning Polanyi assigned 
to the word ‘society.’ In The Great Transformation, he 
saw society as the source of resistance to the corroding 
impact of the unregulated market system on people’s 
communal existence. In that book, he showed that from 
the 19th century on, the invasion of the market, driven 
by the desire for greater profit, had turned land, housing, 
and food into marketable commodities, offering them to 
the highest bidder, thus depriving poor and low-income 
people of their basic needs. His book, published in 1944, 
predicted that the free market economy, by making land 
into an object to be bought and sold, would become a 
threat to the natural environment and lead to an ecologi-
cal crisis. At the same time, The Great Transformation 
demonstrated that from the 19th century on, there exist-
ed counter-movements, organized resistance, and civic 
struggles to contain the market, supported by people 
ready to protect their community, their culture, and their 
environment—“their habitat,” in Polanyi’s terminology. 
Society has the potential, Polanyi argued, to foster social 
solidarity, set limits to the market system, and produce 
a humane socialism or social democracy. He called this 
the Great Transformation.

The Complex Society
Looking at society after World War II, Polanyi recog-
nized that society had changed. In first part of the 20th 
century, society still had a certain transparency: people 
knew the baker who supplied their bread, the butcher 
and the greengrocer who provided their food, and the 
builders who put up their houses. People still belonged 
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to a community and recognized their dependence upon 
it. This is why society was for them a source of resis-
tance to market forces indifferent to human well-being, 
More recently, Polanyi now argued, society has become 
more complex: for the satisfaction of their daily needs, 
people depend upon persons and institutions unknown to 
them, distributed across the entire globe, Here people’s 
daily experiences no longer make them members of a 
community nor root them in a habitat. Complex society 
no longer generates solidarity nor constitutes a source of 
resistance to the impersonal market forces.

Karl Polanyi situates this change in a world historical 
context. This is not a new concern of his: he has always 
related his analysis of social phenomena to the histori-
cal evolution that have produced them over the centuries 
and millennia. Polanyi did his thinking as an economist, 
an anthropologist, and a historian; he was an original 
thinker on the edge of the university, not restricted by the 
division of the disciplines. With many social scientists 
he believed that civilizations are sustained by a common 
ethos, shared beliefs, and a collective consciousness, 
and, furthermore, that at certain moments, in response to 
dramatic historical events, the beliefs and the collective 
awareness evolve, making the civilization enter upon a 
new phase. According to Polanyi, as we shall see, the 
arrival of the complex society is such a turning point.

Polanyi distinguished three types of cultural con-
sciousness in the tradition of the West. The first type was 
the tribal consciousness of antiquity, produced by the in-
ternalization of the norms of society. Here people had no 
inner distance from which to take a critical look at their 
social existence. The great truth that preoccupied them 
was their mortality, their inevitable death, a condition 
that prompted them to develop myths and legends about 
the hereafter, stories that comforted them in the hardship 
of their daily lives. Responding to this great truth, kings 
and other powerful persons built enormous temples and 
pyramids as their dwelling place after they died. The 
consciousness of death and the will to survive, Polanyi 
argued, remain part of the culture of the West. Massive 
castles and great churches, wars of conquest, and the 
invention of ever more effective weapons are all, in one 
way or another, efforts to extend life beyond death. 

The second type of cultural consciousness was pro-
duced by the teachings of Jesus and the letters of St. 
Paul, insisting that men and women have a personal 
conscience independent from their tribe that demanded 
total fidelity, even if this risked punishment, expulsion, 
or even execution. Jesus announced that people had a 

soul destined for happiness in God, yet a soul that could 
be lost if they turned a deaf ear to the divine call and 
moved into unending darkness. Thanks to the impact 
of Christianity, Polanyi argued, freedom of conscience 
and obedience to its voice gradually became the cultural 
ideal of Western civilization, a cultural current that con-
tributed to the creation of modern society.

Already in his early writings, Polanyi made obedi-
ence to one’s conscience the great ethical imperative. He 
insisted that in doing their research and reflection, social 
scientists may not put their conscience in parentheses. 
The social sciences are not value-free; they are always 
guided by a perspective, a perspective usually derived 
from the dominant culture, though it ought to be affected 
by personal conscience. The study of economics, for 
instance, should be guided by an ethical commitment 
to foster a more fair distribution of wealth and greater 
justice for the underprivileged classes. Polanyi’s insis-
tence on conscience was similar to the position of the 
Frankfurt School demanding that scientific research and 
reflection be guided by an emancipatory commitment. 

That an essentially secular thinker like Karl Polanyi 
refers to the teaching of Jesus and assigns a pivotal role 
to his mission is unusual. Yet readers of Polanyi’s early 
writings will not be surprised. Already as a young schol-
ar, Polanyi presented freedom and fidelity to personal 
conscience as ideals preached and acted upon by Jesus 
of Nazareth. In the 1930s, he showed that fascism, sub-
ordinating personal conscience to the commands of the 
great leader, contradicted the teaching of Jesus. Fascism, 
Polanyi argued, was anti-Christian. The contemporary 
reader of the Bible is more aware that the ethical teach-
ing of Jesus was not altogether new: it was in perfect 
continuity with preaching of the Hebrew prophets in the 
Old Testament.

Polanyi now argues that a third type of cultural con-
sciousness is presently emerging as society is becoming 
increasingly complex and opaque, no longer permitting 
individuals to know on whom and on what institutions 
they depend for their daily needs. We have become so 
dependent on the technological systems that sustain our 
social well-being that the breakdown of the systems that 
provide water supply, electricity, communication, and 
transportation would shatter our existence. Realizing 
that we must protect these systems at any price, we are 
ready to hand unlimited power to the government to do 
whatever it deems necessary for our society. Polanyi 
argued that we now belong to an opaque world, living 
in moral darkness, unable to evaluate our institutional 
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connections. Equally opaque are the now globalized 
agricultural, industrial, commercial, and financial con-
nections that sustain our daily lives and promise us 
security in the future. Personal conscience has ceased to 
be a guide: our lives are inevitably compromised in ways 
that are not transparent to us. 

We now recognize that the good conscience, which 
we passionately sought in the past, was an illusion: it was 
based on our conscious relationship to other people and 
to society, yet overlooked our unconscious relationship 
to the dark powers that sustain our lives. The illustration 
that I often give is that the cup of coffee in the morning 
relates us to the coffee pickers in the South, making 
us benefit from the exploitative conditions imposed on 
them. The third type of cultural consciousness, Polanyi 
argues, reveals the ambiguity of human existence: our 
will to do good and live with a good conscience is un-
able to stop our participation in institutions that oppress 
people and cause human suffering.

In The Great Transformation, Polanyi demonstrated 
the existence of a counter-movement that would bring 
about social democratic societies in the West. Ten 
years later, he abandoned this hopeful interpreta-
tion of Western history. Yet Rotstein does not suggest 
that Polanyi was now in despair and sought consola-
tion in poetry or religion. His analysis in The Great 
Transformation of the countervailing movements still 
stands, even if it no longer predicts the imminent emer-
gence of social democracy. His work still holds that 
the countervailing activities—such as the cooperative 
movement, the social economy, collective ecological 
resistance, the exercise of civic responsibility, and the 
promotion of peace—have a humanizing impact on the 
people involved in them and on society as a whole.

Since I studied Polanyi’s early writings, I realize that 
he was aware of the complexity of society in his essay 
“Über die Freiheit,” written in Vienna in the 1930s, ten 
years prior to The Great Transformation. In this essay 
he reflected on the freedom of conscience introduced by 

Jesus that has become the civic conscience (das bürgerli-
che Gewissen) associated with democratic society. This 
is how I summarized Polanyi’s ideas expressed in this 
essay. 

Because of ever-increasing complexity, modern 
industrial society has become largely “opaque.” 
We realize that our action has an impact on other 
people, but most of the time we do not know what 
this impact is. … In this situation, the civic con-
science is deeply anguished. People desire to be 
ethical and assume responsibility for the conse-
quences of what they do, but in an opaque society 
they cannot know what these consequences are…. 
Complex society leaves us largely ignorant. The 
ethical longing of the bourgeois, Polanyi argues, 
cannot be satisfied within bourgeois society.5

Polanyi’s observation that a change has taken place 
from “the good conscience” to the “anguished con-
sciousness” is confirmed in the writings of theologians. 
I have often drawn attention to this.6 The post–World 
War II recognition of social sin made Christians aware 
that despite their good conscience, they participate in the 
injustices perpetrated by their society, and because they 
don’t do enough to resist the forces of oppression, they 
no longer think of themselves as totally innocent.

Dr. Gregory Baum, professor emeritus of McGill University’s faculty 
of religious studies, is the founder of The Ecumenist and was its editor 
for 30 years.

1 Karl Polanyi, The Great Transformation (New York: Farrar & 
Rinehart, 1944).

2 Christopher Lind, Rumours of a Moral Economy (Black Point, NS: 
Fernwood Publishing, 2011).

3 Gregory Baum, Karl Polanyi: On Ethics and Economics (Montreal: 
McGill Queen’s University Press, 1996).

4 The paper is available on the website of Montreal’s Karl Polanyi 
Institute of Political Economy: http://www.concordia.ca/research/polanyi.
html.  

5 Gregory Baum, Karl Polanyi, 26.
6 Gregory Baum, Amazing Church (Ottawa: Novalis, 2005), 77.
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Grateful Remembrance of Vatican Council II
By Gregory Baum
Centre justice et foi, Montreal

Participating at Vatican Council II as a peritus of the 
Secretariat of Christian Unity was the most exciting 

and liberating experience of my life. I witnessed how 
the Church’s magisterium, eager to make the gospel 
relevant for today’s world, became willing to update 
its official teaching. On several issues the magisterium 
now affirmed what it had previously rejected. It now 
recognized “dissident” Christians as living members of 
Christ’s mystical body; it praised the ecumenical move-
ment as the work of the Holy Spirit; it acknowledged 
the ongoing validity of God’s covenant with the house 
of Israel; and it expressed respect for the world religions, 
recognizing in them an echo of the Word that was fully 
revealed in Jesus Christ. The council acknowledged the 
creativity of the regional churches, the priesthood of the 
baptized, and the collegiality of the bishops with and 
under the pope. Reappropriating an ancient patristic 
theme, the council recognized the presence of the Word 
and the action of the Spirit in the whole of human his-
tory, summoning forth faith, hope, and love in people’s 
hearts and making them yearn for freedom, justice, and 
universal solidarity. 

My Activity at the Council
After my studies at the University of Fribourg in 
Switzerland, I returned to Canada in 1959. A year later 
I received a letter signed by Pope John XXIII appoint-
ing me as peritus at the Secretariat for Christian Unity. 
I was totally amazed; I was also happy and grateful. My 
dissertation on an ecumenical topic, later published as a 
book, had attracted the attention of Cardinal Augustin 
Bea, the chair of the Secretariat, and his assistant, 
Monsignor Johannes Willebrands. They chose me to 
work with them, because in those days Catholic theolo-
gians familiar with the ecumenical movement were few 
in number. 

My work at the Secretariat before and during the 
Vatican Council was an exciting activity, a spiritual 
experience, a theological adventure, an unmerited privi-
lege, and an unforgettable time of intense living. The 
Secretariat was responsible for composing three draft 
documents to be submitted to the council: on ecumen-
ism, on religious liberty, and on the Church’s relation to 

the Jews and to the world religions. These were among 
the most controversial topics at the council. 

As I am writing these lines, I remember the first meet-
ing of the Secretariat in November 1960, at which Bea 
impressed upon us the importance of convincing the 
bishops of the Church’s new openness. In order to reach 
them, he urged the members of the Secretariat, upon 
returning to their own countries, to publish articles, give 
lectures, write to newspapers, and speak on radio and 
television about the new Catholic approach to religious 
pluralism. If we have an impact on public opinion in the 
Church, the cardinal said, the bishops will listen. He 
himself would give public lectures and publish them in 
the review La documentation catholique. We could use 
these speeches, he said, as an umbrella when attacked as 
unorthodox by conservative Catholics.

At the end of this first meeting, Bea announced that 
he just had a conversation with John XXIII, at which the 
pope asked the Secretariat to prepare a draft document 
on the Church’s relation to Jews and Judaism. Many 
years later I found out that John XXIII had been vis-
ited by Jules Isaac, a well-known French scholar, a Jew 
whose wife and daughter had been deported to the death 
camps, who was the author of several books on the 
anti-Jewish rhetoric that was part of the Church’s proc-
lamation. Isaac was sad but not bitter. With his Christian 
and Jewish friends, he founded the centre l’amitié judéo-
chrétiene to promote dialogue and mutual respect among 
Christians and Jews. When Isaac visited John XXIII in 
1960, the pope promised him that the council would re-
define the Church’s relationship to Judaism. Bea did not 
give us this background information. He only asked us 
to give him the names of Catholic theologians familiar 
with this issue whom he might appoint as periti. After 
the meeting I told the cardinal that I had just written The 
Jews and the Gospel, a book that dealt with the Church’s 
anti-Jewish rhetoric and its tragic cultural consequences. 
I also mentioned the great work of John Oesterreicher, 
who would soon be appointed as a peritus.

My presence at the council was an ecstatic experi-
ence. Living at the monastery at the Irish Augustinian 
parish San Patricio, I would get up very early in the 
morning, pray the hours, meditate, and say mass with 
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the small community. Then I would go to the meeting 
of the council at St. Peter’s, take notes, and talk with 
colleagues and bishops; at noon I would attend the 
American press conference that explained to the jour-
nalists what was discussed in the session that morning; 
in the afternoon I would work at the Secretariat, taking 
part in committees, reviewing documents, meeting with 
the Protestant and Orthodox Observers, or writing a 
report for Commonweal; in the evening I would have 
supper with theologians and bishops, passionately dis-
cussing the imperatives of the gospel in today’s world. 
Often, I returned to the rectory after midnight. I was 
young at the time and did not need much sleep. We were 
totally immersed in the issues of the council and grate-
ful that God’s Word continued to address the believing 
community. We felt that the Church and all of us were 
visited by the Holy Spirit, initiating a turning point in the 
Church’s history, and summoning forth the renewal of 
Catholicism that would have a healing and reconciling 
impact on the world. 

Dialogue in the Church
I will make a few remarks on two theological themes 
that emerged at Vatican II. The first is the creative power 
of dialogue. The bishops were open to one another, ex-
pressed what the gospel meant to them in their situations, 
listened to others who lived in different circumstances, 
and paid attention to the ideas of theologians and the 
voice of the Catholic people. This intra-ecclesial dia-
logue produced new insights, a deepening of faith, and 
innovative pastoral policies. Dialogue was for the bish-
ops the experiential verification of the conciliar teaching 
that the Holy Spirit guides the Church through all its 
members, not only through ordained ministers. At the 
council, the bishops and Paul VI himself were impressed 
by the spiritual fecundity produced by trustful conversa-
tion within the believing community.

Since Paul VI recognized dialogue among the bish-
ops and the believing community as the source of the 
Church’s conciliar renewal, he decided to write the en-
cyclical Ecclesiam suam, published during the council in 
1964, on the pastoral importance of dialogue—dialogue 
with the world, dialogue with the separated churches, 
and dialogue within the Catholic community. The pope 
himself wanted to be in dialogue with the Church. This 
is what he wrote:

How greatly we desire that this dialogue with Our 
own children may be conducted with the fullness 
of faith, with charity, and with dynamic holiness. 

May it be of frequent occurrence and on an inti-
mate level. May it be open and responsive to all 
truth, every virtue, every spiritual value that goes 
to make us the heritage of Christian teaching. We 
want it to be sincere. We want it to be an inspira-
tion to genuine holiness. We want it to show itself 
ready to listen to the variety of views which are 
expressed in the world today. We want it to be the 
sort of dialogue that will make Catholics virtuous, 
wise, unfettered, fair-minded and strong. (no. 113)

Paul VI promised that dialogue would become the 
Church’s policy ad intra and ad extra. Popes and bish-
ops would keep their authority, and the Catholic people 
would obey them, Paul VI wrote, but their authority 
would be practised in the spirit of dialogue. 

Paul’s enthusiasm for dialogue did not last. In 1968 
he published the encyclical Humanae vitae on sexual 
ethics without consulting the bishops and without at-
tending to the insights of Catholics based on their sexual 
experience. In the May 1989 motu proprio, Ad tuendam 
fidem, John Paul II demanded strict obedience to papal 
teaching, and on June 29, 1989, the Congregation for the 
Doctrine of the Faith obliged the bishops and all eccle-
siastical ministers to take a solemn oath promising to 
agree with papal teaching, thus outlawing dialogue even 
on the highest level. Pope Francis, elected on March 
13, 2013, returning to the spirit of Vatican Council II, 
has renewed the emphasis on dialogue in a remarkable 
way: dialogue within the Church and the Church’s dia-
logue with the world. To prepare for the World Synod of 
Bishops in October 2014, Francis has asked the bishops 
to consult the faithful as widely as possible, a first in the 
history of Catholicism.

God’s Redemptive Presence in History
The second theme is that some people have criticized the 
council because it dealt with issues of Church and world 
and said nothing about God at the time when believers 
were challenged by the secular culture. I have already 
hinted that a careful reading of the conciliar docu-
ments offers an image of God that is more wonderful, 
more loving, and more compassionate than any image 
of God found in traditional piety. Passages in various 
conciliar documents profess that, in Jesus Christ, God 
has embraced all humanity, that God’s Word resounds in 
the whole of history, and that the Spirit is at work in all 
people’s lives, summoning forth love of neighbour and 
holy action so that “God’s will be done on earth.” In the 
past, the Church was for us the community of salvation 
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in the darkness of the unredeemed world, the Ark of 
Noah floating on the waters of perdition. We used to say, 
“Extra ecclesiam nulla salus.” Traditional piety drew a 
line between believers and nonbelievers, preventing us 
from seeing God’s gifts of grace among outsiders and 
from hearing Christ’s summons of universal solidarity. 
The world is indeed steeped in sin, a place of wars, geno-
cides, oppression, and exploitation, where the powerful 
triumph over the weak, yet people continue to be ad-
dressed by God, enabling them to trust, hope, and love, 

and to become servants of God’s reign. The image of 
God that emerged at the council has greatly transformed 
our perception of the world in faith. We live in a society 
of encounter, writes Pope Francis, convinced that every 
person has a truth that deserves to be listened to.

Dr. Gregory Baum, professor emeritus of McGill University’s faculty of 
religious studies, wrote this article for the Journal of Ecumenical Studies, 
49.1 (Winter 2014). It is published here with permission. 
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The Synod 2014: A Radically New Theological Proposal
By Gregory Baum
Centre justice et foi, Montreal

The preliminary report (relatio) of the Roman Synod 
on the family, published on October 18, 2014, con-

tained a series of paragraphs (17–34) that introduced 
a radically new theological approach to marriage and 
family life. The new approach corresponded to Pope 
Francis’s call for an inclusive Church.

In the report, the subtitle of paragraphs 17 to 20 is 
“The discernment of positive values in wounded families 
and those in irregular situations.” To find a new theologi-
cal approach to these marriages, the bishops reflect (par. 
17, 18) on the paradoxical affirmation of the Second 
Vatican Council: that, on the one hand, the Catholic 
Church is the one true Church and that, on the other 
hand, the other Christian churches, though less perfect, 
proclaim the gospel and celebrate baptism, making them 
part of the mystery of the Church. Encouraged by this 
paradox, the bishops make the paradoxical affirmation 
(par. 20) that, on the one hand, the Catholic marriage, 
sacramental and indissoluble, is the perfect divine insti-
tution and that, on the other hand, other unions between 
two partners often manifest dedication to virtues such as 
fidelity, mutual support, selfless love, and tender care for 
the children—all signs of God’s presence to them and 
reasons for meriting the respect of the Catholic Church. 

The subtitles for paragraphs 24 to 34 are “Announcing 
the Gospel of the family today in the different contexts”; 
for paragraphs 36 to 39, “Positive aspects of civil unions 
and cohabitation”; for paragraphs 40 to 49, “Taking care 
of wounded families (separated, divorced, not married, 
divorced and remarried).” 

“Welcoming homosexual persons” is the subtitle of 
paragraphs 50 to 53, which apply the paradoxical theo-
logical approach to the union of homosexual couples: 
they are at odds with the divine norm, yet “there are 
cases where mutual support, even involving sacrifice, is 
a precious aide for the life of the partners.” 

This innovative theological proposal represents a leap 
from a deductive to an inductive theology. Scholastic 
theology provided a clearly defined concept of the 
truth—the true Church, the true marriage—and then 
deduced that institutions that did not correspond to this 
truth were false, dispensing theologians from examin-

ing what actually goes on them. The bishops at the 
Synod think that honesty demands that they examine 
empirically what goes on in the other churches and in 
non-canonical marriages and then formulate their theo-
logical judgment by induction. 

This innovative theology reminds me of the ancient 
antiphon sung in the old liturgy of Holy Week, ubi cari-
tas et amor, Deus ibi est: where there is charity and love, 
there is God present. 

This inductive theological approach would enable 
the Catholic Church to recognize ordained ministry in 
other Christian churches. Apostolic succession medi-
ates the divinely instituted ministry, yet looking closely 
at the ministers in Protestant churches reveals that they 
proclaim the gospel and provide pastoral care, signs of 
God’s presence and reasons for being respected by the 
Catholic Church.

The paragraphs (17–34 and 50–53) that present the 
new theological approach were left out in the final report 
(relatio) that was published after the Synod on October 
31, 2014, an omission that reveals the conflict in the 
Catholic Church at this time. Moreover, I no longer find 
on the Internet the intermediary report of October 18, 
2014, which I discovered in French translation soon 
after October 18, analyzed in a column for the franco-
phone review Relations (February 2015), and used in 
writing the present note for The Ecumenist. The prelimi-
nary report of Oct. 18, provided by the Vatican and now 
available at other Catholic centres, is quite different: in 
it, paragraphs 17 to 49 and 50 to 53, which offered the 
innovative theology, have been replaced by paragraphs 
17 to 49 and 50 to 53, which summarize the Church’s 
teaching on marriage throughout the ages. I find this 
puzzling. The original version saved in my computer 
looks like the official translation of a Vatican document. 
That I can no longer find it on the Internet may also be 
a sign that the conflict in today’s Catholic Church is 
considerable. 

Dr. Gregory Baum, professor emeritus of McGill University’s faculty of 
religious studies, is the founder of The Ecumenist and was its editor for 30 
years, until the task was taken up by David Seljak.
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A Searing Witness
Robert Lassalle-Klein. Blood and Ink: Ignacio Ellacuría, Jon Sobrino, and the Jesuit Martyrs of 
the University of Central America. 
Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2014. xxiii + 376 pp.

On March 24, 1980, Oscar Romero, Archbishop of 
San Salvador, was shot while celebrating mass in 

San Salvador. On November 16, 1989, Ignacio Ellacuría 
and five other Jesuits, plus their housekeeper and her 
sixteen-year-old daughter, were murdered by US-trained 
El Salvadoran soldiers. Jon Sobrino, a member of this 
Jesuit community, survived because he was abroad at 
the time. Romero and the Jesuits were killed because of 
their public denunciations of American-sponsored right-
wing violence against the poor of El Salvador.

Through careful documentation and analysis, this 
book tells how Ellacuría and the other Jesuits came 
to embrace the preferential option for the poor as the 
determining factor for their work as academics and 
followers of Jesus in Latin America. This led them to 
steer the University of Central America (UCA) towards 
academic work that served and advocated for the poor 
of El Salvador. This move created controversy within 
their order and the Church. Bishop Oscar Romero at 
first opposed and publicly criticized them, saying that 
these Jesuits were infected by Marxism. Romero was 
always a compassionate person concerned for the suffer-
ings of others, but he believed that the Roman Catholic 
Church should help unify society and avoid public 
stands in support of any one group. This belief led him 
to denounce the Jesuits’ prophetic activity. However, he 
changed his mind in March 1977, when members of the 
Salvadoran national police murdered Fr. Rutilio Grande, 
S.J., because of his work with oppressed campesinos in 
his parish of Aguilares. Having recently been appointed 
Archbishop, Romero arrived in Aguilares to celebrate a 
funeral mass for Fr. Grande. Unexpectedly, he asked the 
Jesuits gathered there to help him carry out his pastoral 
responsibilities in response to this crime and the conflict 
between the government and the poor. 

This was a turning point for Romero. Henceforth he 
began publicly to denounce violations of human rights 
and the systematic repression of the poor of El Salvador. 
His weekly Sunday morning radio broadcast gained a 

large audience. While he was aided by the Jesuits, it was 
he who now led the way in living out the preferential 
option for the poor in the face of violent opposition. For 
this he was assassinated. 

Lassalle-Klein describes how Romero’s example 
inspired Ellacuría and the other Jesuits at the UCA to 
further their efforts to be academics and religious in ser-
vice of the poor amidst the ongoing conflict. Ellacuría’s 
strategy was to seek to renew Salvadoran civil society as 
a public space in which a negotiated solution could be 
sought to El Salvador’s civil war. To stop these Jesuits, 
the leaders of El Salvador’s military ordered that they 
be killed. Their murder and the growing strength of 
the opposition led to a loss of American support for the 
counterinsurgency campaign in El Salvador, which in 
turn led to peace negotiations organized by the United 
Nations.

Lassalle-Klein then analyzes the thought of Ellacuría, 
looking at how he was influenced by the Spanish philoso-
pher Xavier Zubiri, the example of Archbishop Romero, 
and the theology of Karl Rahner. He then examines Jon 
Sobrino’s Christology. As Romero had come to see the 
crucified Jesus in the poor of El Salvador, Ellacuría and 
Sobrino came to see that it was the task of the Church 
and others to help take this crucified people down from 
the cross. Through their conversion to the presence of 
Christ in the oppressed and suffering poor, Romero, 
Ellacuría, and Sobrino came to see divine transcendence 
as present in the struggle for their liberation and became 
themselves transformative witnesses to this presence. 

This excellent, painstaking account of an important 
Christian witness in the twentieth century leaves an 
indelible impression. Its examination of the actions and 
ideas of Sobrino and these martyrs shows how and why 
Christians must take responsibility for history out of 
faithfulness to Christ. 

By Don Schweitzer

St. Andrew’s College, University of Saskatchewan
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Contested Memories
Jo Roberts. Contested Land, Contested Memory: Israel’s Jews and Arabs  
and the Ghost of Catastrophe.
Toronto: Dundurn, 2013. 304 pp.

This remarkable book is, to my knowledge, the first 
detailed analysis of the oppression inflicted upon 

the Palestinians by the Israeli government—the military 
occupation of the West Bank, the illegal settlements 
on Palestinian lands, the inferior status of Palestinians 
living in Israel (20% of the population), and the en-
closure of Gaza—that has been welcomed by Jewish 
organizations and prominent Jewish scholars. The 
book was a finalist for the US National Jewish Book 
Awards and was favourably reviewed in The Times of 
Israel and Jewish Renaissance: Magazine of Jewish 
Culture (UK). Advance praise of the book on the back 
cover has been written by Michael Rothberg, director 
of Holocaust, Genocide and Memory Studies at the 
University of Illinois; Hillel Cohen, Israeli historian and 
journalist; and Ian Lustick, chair of Political Science at 
the University of Pennsylvania. Laura Levitt, author of 
American Jewish Loss after the Holocaust refers to Jo 
Roberts’ volume as “perhaps the best book I can think of 
for thoughtful people to read about Israel and Palestine.”

What is the book’s secret? The author has a great 
sensitivity to human suffering. Giving up her work as a 
lawyer in Great Britain, she decided to join the Catholic 
Worker community in New York City and live the life 
of the poor. For several years she was the editor of the 
Catholic Worker newspaper. Then she decided to live in 
Israel/Palestine to gain an understanding of what was 
happening there. At present she lives in Toronto.

Her method of social analysis is formed by her con-
viction that the politics of nations and their shared values 
are, to a large extent, determined by their historical 
memories of past humiliations. In Israel/Palestine, she 
studied not only what happened, but also how people 
remember what happened. She looks at their historical 
writings, the speeches of their political leaders, their 
songs, their novels, and the school books they prepare 
for their children. She also interviews individuals of a 
great variety of backgrounds.

What she finds is that the memories of the Palestinians 
dwell on the arrival of Zionists in their religion, their 
growing presence with international support, the 
creation of the State of Israel, and the expulsion of 

hundreds of thousands of their own from their land, 
their villages, and their towns—the nakba, the great 
catastrophe, which is yearly commemorated on May 15, 
the day on which Jewish Israelis celebrate the founda-
tion of the Jewish State. What I have called the secret of 
Jo Roberts’ book is that she takes with equal attention 
and seriousness the historical memory of the Jews: their 
persecution throughout the ages, their homelessness, 
their utter powerlessness, the experience of being chased 
from one country to another, a history of suffering that 
culminated in the Holocaust. Because she records this 
memory, Jewish readers have regarded her book as fair 
and just. The collective memory of Jewish Israelis, Jo 
Roberts shows, continues to nourish their fears, despite 
their military defenses, their powerful army, and their 
atomic bomb.

The two memories, Roberts shows, are contested. 
The Palestinians find it impossible to think of the Jews—
under whose military power they suffer—as victims. In 
their speeches, writings, and school books, the Israelis 
are simply their oppressors. The Jewish Israelis, for their 
part, find it impossible to acknowledge the Palestinian 
memory of nakba. Their school books do not mention 
it and their newspapers are forbidden by law to use the 
word and commemorate what it means. These contested 
memories, the author argues, make communication and 
negotiation between the two nations almost impossible. 
The one ray of hope is that, among Palestinian and 
Israeli dissident minorities, there are critically think-
ing men and women, border-crossers, respecting one 
another: Palestinians and Jews in small organizations, 
cooperating on the ground to the limited extent pos-
sible. What they hope for is international pressure on the 
Israeli government.

Contesting memories would also be a useful key for 
studying the relation between Canadians and Quebecers 
and, more dramatically and more sadly, between 
Canadians and Quebecers on one side and Aboriginal 
peoples on the other. 

Gregory Baum

Centre justice et foi, Montreal
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This enlightening book is addressed to Muslims 
and non-Muslims in Canada. The author, Imam 

Dr. Zijad Delic, a Canadian of Bosnian origin, shows 
Muslims that their faith is in keeping with responsible 
citizenship and permits them to feel at home in Canada’s 
pluralistic society. He introduces the non-Muslim reader 
to the place of humanistic values in classical Islam, so 
different from fundamentalist currents. Imam Delic 
clearly belongs to the Islamic renewal movement al-
nahda that, since its beginning at the end of the 19th 
century, has been promoted by Muslim religious think-
ers and actors in all parts of the world. This movement 
was characterized by its openness to the sciences and its 
emphasis on education and by its return to the Qur’an, 
the rereading of the sacred scripture, not in literalist 
fashion, but in search of inspiration and ethical guid-
ance. An outstanding contemporary representative of 
this renewal movement is Tariq Ramadan, whose entire 
theological work deals with the meaning and message 
of Islam in modern Western society. Imam Delic cites 
Ramadan throughout his book.

In the West, the Qur’an is read by Muslims who 
constitute a minority in their society, so different from 
their situation in the East, where they represent the great 
majority. We remember from the past that the style of 
Catholicism in Catholic countries was significantly dif-
ferent from its style in countries where Catholics were a 
small minority. In the old days, Catholicism in Quebec 
was significantly different from Catholicism in English-
speaking Canada, where Catholics were few and often 
suffered discrimination. Imam Delic reminds the reader 
that towards the end of the 19th century, his country of 
origin, Bosnia, became part of the Austrian-Hungarian 
Empire, which meant that Bosnian Muslims experi-
enced themselves as a minority. They were European 
Muslims, committed to their faith without comprise, yet 
open to dialogue with the dominant culture. Because of 
his Bosnian theological inheritance, this learned imam 
feels a special responsibility for interpreting Islam to the 
Muslim community in Canada.

In France, the author argues, Muslims are urged 
to assimilate and forget about their cultural heritage, 
while in some other countries, including at certain times 
in Bosnia, Muslims are marginalized as second-class 
citizens. What is possible in multicultural Canada, the 

Muslim Identities in Canada
Zijad Delic, Canadian Islam: Belonging and Loyalty.
Ottawa: Kirtas Publishing, 2014, 171 pp.

author proposes, is something new: the “constructive 
integration” of Muslims, which allows them to be citi-
zens on an equal footing and at the same time celebrate 
their religious and cultural inheritance. To bring about 
constructive integration there has to be a willingness to 
change one’s outlook and behaviour to a certain extent, 
not only on the part of Muslims, but also by the majority 
population. Imam Delic thinks that because of its multi-
cultural policy, Canada is a very special country, a model 
to be followed by other societies. 

The book offers profound reflections on personal 
identity. Our identity is produced by our identification 
with a particular culture or tradition and by our personal 
commitment to a set of truth and values. Our identity 
provides the horizon in which we see the world, discover 
what is right and wrong, and decide what to do. Identities 
are dynamic realities; they can redefine themselves in 
changing circumstances. People, moreover, have several 
identities—their citizenship, their language, their reli-
gion, their profession, and so on. Imam Delic insists that 
the two identities of Canadian Muslims, as citizen and 
as believers, are not in conflict. To avoid having these 
produce an unresolved tension, he sagely recommends 
that the two identities engage in dialogue, affecting one 
another and seeking reconciliation. It is wrong and mis-
leading to ask a person which identity comes first, being 
Canadian or being Muslim. 

Of great importance is the theological dimension of 
the present book. Pointing to passages of the Qur’an that 
recognize the dignity of all humans and respect cultural 
and religious pluralism, the author argues that Islam 
interpreted in Western society is fully orthodox—that 
is, faithful to the divine message and in continuity with 
the Islamic tradition. The qur’anic emphasis on honour-
ing contracts gives an ethical meaning to the ceremony 
of becoming a naturalized Canadian: a commitment 
to responsible citizenship. Imam Dalic emphasizes 
throughout the book that Islam is a living tradition that 
has responded creatively to various historical conditions.

This excellent book on Islam is not addressed to spe-
cialists; it deserves to be widely read.

Gregory Baum

Centre justice et foi, Montreal
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The Reluctant Disciple 
Daring to Believe
David Wells

David Wells, a teacher and a father of three kids from the UK, shares with us his own 
path to discipleship in The Reluctant Disciple. He is a fantastic storyteller: wry, funny, self-
deprecating and down to earth. From watching a dragonfly land on the back of his son’s 
hand to heading off after work for five-a-side football and a pint at the local bar, every 
moment in his work has something to offer. Each chapter includes commentary and ques-
tions for reflection, making The Reluctant Disciple ideal for study groups and people on 
retreat. But it’s just as easy to pick up the book off the shelf and enjoy it straight through. 

David Wells lives in Devon, UK, with his wife and three children. He spends his work-
ing hours at Buckfast Abbey, leading a team of volunteers in adult faith formation.
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Pope Francis on Capitalism and Social Justice
Andrea Tornielli and Giacomo Galeazzi 

This Economy Kills explores Pope Francis’ reflections on capitalism and how harmful he 
believes it is to people who are working class, disabled, female or members of large fami-
lies. While some accuse the pope of being a Marxist, the two authors—widely respected 
Vatican journalists—argue otherwise. They delve deep into Francis’ views, talking about 
his commitment to equality and belief in the sanctity of life. Probing and eminently 
readable, this book provides readers with a deeper understanding of the economy of 
Western culture and how it creates a society of inequality. It also includes the full text 
of a chapter-long interview the authors did with Francis. While some excerpts of that 
interview have been published, this will be its first appearance in full in English.

Andrea Tornielli writes for the Italian daily newspaper La Stampa and edits the website 
Vatican Insider. He has authored several books, including Francis: Pope of a New World.

Giacomo Galeazzi also writes for La Stampa, covering Vatican news, and the Vatican 
Insider website.
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