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Towards the Reconciliation of the World Religions:  
A Muslim Perspective
By Zijad Delic, Canadian Islamic Congress, Ottawa, Ontario

Introduction

Now, in the second decade of the 21st century, when 
we are technologically so close that we can con-

nect with one another in a matter of seconds, it seems 
that, on social levels, we have distanced ourselves and 
created even larger gaps in our relationships—in our 
homes, communities, societies, and the global village. 
The paradox of our time in history is that we have been 
all the way to the moon and back, but have trouble cross-
ing the street to meet our new neighbour.This is also the 
time when we started realizing and digesting the power 
of pluralism in the modern world—the Western context. 
In my opinion, the greatest challenge of the next several 
decades will be the task of learning how to fully engage 
diversity, plurality, and pluralism in our religious lives, 
including those like us (intrafaith) and those different 
from us (interfaith). Pluralism is essential to the integ-
rity of our spiritual growth and journey… or maybe to 
unlearn some of the habits we have picked up over the 
last few decades.

When I mention religious pluralism here, I mean dif-
ference or otherness in whatever religious form it may 
be. Thus, the central question of religion today—in the 
time of pluralism—as suggested by Raimon Pannikar is 
What to do with the barbarian? We all have some no-
tion of “barbarian” in our minds: a person, culture, race, 
tradition, faith/religion, etc. In practising religious plu-
ralism, we need to ask how we can make a relationship 
with that which is the other or different from ourselves.
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Pluralism, in my view, means a respect for the dif-
ferences and otherness in variety of religious traditions, 
without integrating those differences into a single path. 
Pluralism is willingness to rest in the ambiguity of reli-
gious difference. And from this point of view, religious 
pluralism is a courageous practice, and people who 
engage in this type of pluralism are very brave people.

Why I have chosen this topic to discuss?

Assumptions/Reasons
For all we do, we have our own reasons and our own as-
sumptions. Here are a few of mine:

1. My upbringing/environment/mother in Bosnia
2. My choice to come to Canada and its welcoming ap-

proach
3. My educational background that stretches across 

several contexts: Bosnia, Kosovo, Pakistan, the U.S. 
and Canada

4. My research interest in the area of new expressions 
of Islam and how Islam should respond to the current 
realities of Western Muslims

5. My like-minded brothers and sisters from my and 
other faith intellectual traditions

6. My faith, which is the catalyst of my thoughts, feel-
ings, words, behaviour (the source of ethics), and 
actions

Background
The concept of harmony among human beings is dis-
cussed in the Qur’an, the primary source of Muslim 
intellectual tradition, on four levels: the harmony of 
family on a micro-level; the harmony of Muslims—
brothers and sisters in faith; the harmony of the People 
of the Book; and the harmony of humanity (the human 
family on a macro level, brothers and sisters in human-
ity).

Of course, the first type of harmony that the Qur’an 
speaks of is the harmony of the Muslim family: “Among 
the signs of greatness of Allah … and behave with them 
[wives] in the honourable manner … they are like your 
garments and you are their garments … children are a 
trust given to us … parents are the path to paradise … 
seniors are important segments of the family … women 
to be treated equally … with respect ….” Second, the 
Qur’an addresses the harmony of Muslim community/
communities: “And hold fast, all of you together, to the 
rope of God, and be not divided among yourselves.” (Ali 
‘Imran 3:103)

Within the harmony of humanity, that is, the last 
aspect of harmony to be discussed after this one, the 
harmony of the People of the Book (or the monothe-
istic religions), is referred to in the Qur’an: “Say (O 
Muhammad): O People of the Book! Come to a word 
that is common between us and you (commonalities), 
that we worship none but Allah, and that we associate no 
partners with Him, and that none of us will take others 
as lords besides God. Then if they turn away, say: Bear 
witness that we are Muslims.” (Ali ‘Imran 3:64)

The essential monotheistic unity of the People of 
the Book exists, but it should not be taken to mean that 
there are no differences between their different rules and 
laws. While the original way (din) is one throughout all 
monotheistic religions, the practical implementation—
i.e., the law—is different: “To each among you We have 
prescribed a law, and a clear way. If God willed, He 
would have made you one nation but that He may test 
you in what He has given you.” (Al Ma’idah 5:48)

The last type of harmony is the harmony of humanity. 
The aim of this harmony is to direct all the geographical, 
racial, tribal, and religious differences into a construc-
tive direction. Thus the emphasis on “knowing one 
another” (li ta’arafu), stressing that people find mutual 
understanding rather than conflict so that no one denies 
another’s rights for life and prosperity. 

God Almighty explains: “O mankind! We have cre-
ated you from a male and a female, and made you into 
nations and tribes that you may know one another. 
Verily, the most honourable of you with God is the one 
who has piety.” (Al Hujurat 49:13)

In all four aspects (types of harmony), the essential 
meaning of harmony is a preservation of the welfare of 
the people’s faith, honour, and worldly life. 

Loving God and Loving Your Neighbor
Loving your God and loving your neighbor: these basic 
and enduring principles are at the heart of the world’s 
great religious faiths. As we are into the middle of the 
second decade of the new century, I am struck by the 
realization that at no other time in history have we been 
more deeply and urgently challenged to live these two 
principles fully—not only within our distinctive faith 
communities, but just as importantly, in relation to those 
with whom we differ: the others.

The Common Good:  
The Focus of All Religions
Spiritual and intellectual leaders of the Muslim world 
are not alone these days in urging that sincere and re-
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newed efforts be made to achieve mutual understanding 
and openness among all faiths, for the benefit of the en-
tire human family. As members of that global family, all 
Canadians share an obligation to work for the common 
good, to do justice, act in solidarity, and—sometimes 
hardest of all—to forgive one another’s failings. 

In fact, all of the foundational scriptures of world 
religion stress those four obligations as essential to our 
collective well-being. Today, we are especially chal-
lenged by the obligation of forgiveness which, as Pope 
John Paul II suggested, is a vital component of our pres-
ent and future relationships. But rather than asking us 
merely to forget the sins and tragedies of the past, the 
late Pontiff developed and interwove the core themes of 
peace, justice, and forgiveness in his memorable 2002 
message for the World Day of Peace. His theme was pro-
phetic in its scope: No peace without justice, no justice 
without forgiveness. 

In the spirit of John Paul II and other enlightened 
peace messengers of our era, I fully believe that our 
respective religious traditions do have the necessary 
resources and collective will to overcome past and pres-
ent misunderstandings and foster true mutual friendship 
and understanding among all peoples. In fact, our chal-
lenge goes far beyond the cliché of “forgive and forget”; 
we are doubly challenged to forgive and remember, so 
we will not repeat our past failures and injustices. Our 
religious traditions—their prophets, scriptures, and 
teachers—are all clear on this. The prophets of God 
stirred human memories to guide our sense of ethics, 
not our revenge. But are we clear as we stand here? It is 
up to us now to translate these traditions into substance.

This new opportunity of forgiving, overcoming, and 
collaborating does not imply giving up, suppressing, 
or diluting our distinct religious identities; far from 
it. Rather, we should embrace our future as a shared 
journey toward new discoveries, growth, and common 
respect.

Through collaboration we can learn a deeper under-
standing and respect for one another as members of the 
global human family and appreciate the values that bind 
us together in spite of our differences. As God Almighty 
declared in the Qur’an: “O [human]kind! We created you 
from a single (pair) … male and female, and made you 
into nations and tribes that you may know each other 
(not that you may despise each other). Truly, the most 
honored of you in the sight of Allah is the most righteous 
[among] you ... God has full knowledge and is well ac-
quainted – with all things.” (Al Hujurat 49:13)

Openness: The Way Forward
To engage with the “other” requires deliberate efforts, 
resources, and time. Knowledge is an important ingredi-
ent of this activity, but openness is essential. 

I believe that through knowledge about other reli-
gions, we will become more open to other religions. If 
we don’t have knowledge of the unknown, we cannot 
know if it is valuable. If we do not know, we will as-
sume, suspect, and so on.

Openness to other religions does not mean we should 
change our own religion—of course not. But it may 
sometimes lead to an appreciation of certain aspects 
of other religions, and it may lead to critical thinking 
about certain aspects in own religion. In other words, 
through studies of our own religion and studies of other 
religions, our religious belief and spirituality is likely to 
become stronger. 

We will also discover the many similarities in the var-
ious religions. We will learn that many religious people 
have often gone astray in their practices, not because 
the religions had faults, but because they themselves, as 
custodians of the religions, did. 

So, what are the principles that guide me in relating 
to my brothers and sisters from other religious tradi-
tions? In a talk long ago in Cairo, Bishop Kenneth Cragg 
stressed the importance of openness with others: an open 
door, an open hand, an open heart, an open mind, and, 
yes, an open creed. I could not agree more fully with his 
insight. Let me elaborate on them. 

1. The open door, for me, represents hospitality—
something I have experienced from the very first 
day I set foot in Canada amid the mosaic of all our 
differences. An open door suggests that meaningful 
interfaith dialogue can happen when each partner 
feels secure and trusted enough in their own home 
to freely extend, and receive, the other’s hospitality 
and generosity. That spirit of security and trust comes 
from the experience of self-knowledge, strong iden-
tity, and confidence in one’s own faith and principles. 
On the other hand, when one’s sense of security and 
identity is lost, the doors to genuine dialogue close. 

 So I am convinced that the more at home and con-
fident I am in the principles of my own faith—that 
is, the more deeply I understand and am rooted in 
my formative Islamic beliefs—the more open and 
hospitable I can be to my brothers and sisters of other 
religious traditions. 
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 Conversely, the less securely I am rooted in my for-
mative Islamic principles (or the less I know and can 
act upon them), the less open and hospitable I will be 
to others. The same logic applies to your faith. 

2. When hands are open in greeting, others are 
immediately put at ease. For me, open hands sym-
bolize honest intentions, a gesture to show you that I 
have no hidden agendas: no desire to trick you, harm 
you, or hurt you. My open hands also show that I am 
not afraid to be vulnerable, to give myself over to you 
in a moment of trust. What greater test of faith can 
there be? 

3. And what about the open heart? When I attend 
interfaith meetings or talk to Canadians of other faith 
traditions, even to those who do not adhere to any 
faith, I work hard on building trust by being as honest 
and transparent as I can. I become very uncomfort-
able with those who say one thing in our meetings as 
colleagues, but another in different company, among 
different friends. Such duplicity, or fragmented iden-
tity, generates only suspicion; it can only impede 
the progress of our dialogue and intentions toward 
the betterment of this great country, Canada. Just 
as in Islam, in other religions there is opposition to 
the new openness. Believers with an open heart will 
have to promote respect for the plurality of religion in 
their own religious tradition. Dialogue does not mean 
that we try to convert each other. On the contrary, it 
means that we appreciate each other’s traditions and 
understand each other more.

4. Then there is the continual struggle to maintain 
an open mind. In life, we must learn not only what 
to think, but how to think. And for this to happen, 
we need more than mere knowledge or data about 
our faith and beliefs; we need true wisdom. We 
need leaders who are dedicated to walking the talk, 
according to the core teachings of their respective 
scriptural texts. In Bosnia, we used to say: “Before 
cutting, measure three times!” Similarly, I would 
earnestly suggest to our leaders, “Before saying any-
thing, think three times!”

5. Finally, a few words about having an open creed. 
The broader and deeper our understanding of faith 
becomes, the better and more open human beings we 
can be. Faith opens our eyes and clears our vision; we 

see others through a more empathic lens, from a more 
attuned spiritual perspective—which is in complete 
accord with what the will of God Almighty desires 
for us. 

Conclusion
Ignorance and misunderstanding about our respective 
faiths closes the doors of dialogue, co-operation, and 
ethics. The Prophet Muhammad taught something very 
similar to the Christian “golden rule” when he said, 
“Love for others what you love for yourselves and you 
would attain the status of the best believer; be good to 
your neighbor, and you will be the best Muslim.”

In our present era of rapid globalization and the ever-
expanding information highway, one powerful tradition 
of Prophet Muhammad guides my daily thoughts and 
actions: “The best among God’s people are those who 
are the most useful to others; and the worst are those 
who bring harm to their fellow humans.” 

In Canada, we have a far greater opportunity and 
potential for achieving genuine openness and of doing 
good to others than in perhaps any other place on earth 
today. What could be more challenging and hopeful as 
we stand in the second decade of the new century? 

As Canadian Muslims, we chose to live in Canada 
because… 

We want to live in a society where faithful people af-
firm God’s love for all humanity. 

We want to live in a society where religion is an agent 
of healing, reconciliation, and peace. 

We want to live in a society where religious people 
and institutions encourage understanding, cooperation, 
and respect. We want to live in a society where no one 
uses religion as an instrument or weapon to gain advan-
tage over others. We want to live in a society where each 
person is free and encouraged to live his or her faith 
unhindered and unashamed. We want to live in a society 
where religion promotes the safety, dignity, freedom, 
and potential of every person as a whole human being. 

We, as Muslims, want to live in Canada with others 
who may be different from us; however, we want to live 
with them by accepting them and respecting them as 
they are!

Dr. Zijad Delic, an imam and an Islamic religious thinker, is the author 
of Canadian Islam: Belonging and Loyalty (Ottawa: Kirtas Publishing, 
2014).
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Karl Stern’s Letters to Dorothy Day
By Gregory Baum
Centre justice et foi, Montreal

Copies of the correspondence between Karl Stern 
and Dorothy Day were sent to me by Daniel 

Burston, a professor of psychology who was working on 
a biography of Stern and wanted to understand Stern’s 
perception of Catholicism. Burston had written biogra-
phies of Erich Fromm, R.D. Laing, and Erik Eriksson 
that paid special attention to the spiritual concerns of 
these secular psychologists. He then became interested 
in Stern (1906–1975), a German psychoanalytically 
oriented psychiatrist, brought up as a Jew, who found 
refuge in Montreal in the 1930s, and in 1943, after years 
of spiritual wrestling, became a Catholic without giving 
up his commitment to critical thinking. In the 1940s, it 
deserves to be remembered, the Catholic Church still 
frowned upon psychoanalysis. In his book The Third 
Revolution, published in 1954, Stern moved beyond 
Freud’s materialism and beyond Catholic prejudices 
to reconcile psychoanalytic practice with the Catholic 
faith. 

Burston’s A Forgotten Freudian: The Passion of Karl 
Stern will be published by Karnac Books (UK) early in 
2016 .

Stern published his spiritual autobiography, Pillar of 
Fire, in 1951. The story of his conversion to the Catholic 
Church, it attracted wide public attention and made him 
famous among North American Catholics. He became 
a public intellectual in dialogue with philosophers and 
theologians. His radical commitment to the Gospel 
made him ill at ease with the conformism and absence of 
critical thinking characteristic of the Catholic parishes in 
Montreal. He admired the radicalism of Dorothy Day, so 
he wrote to her. Thus began a correspondence that would 
last for decades. 

Karl Stern’s letters
I found Karl Stern’s letters to Dorothy Day to be a source 
of insights into the spiritual struggle of this passionately 
believing psychoanalyst. Catholic faith was, for him, 
not an addition to his daily preoccupations, nor was it 
a wisdom to turn to in moments of leisure; Catholic 
faith had become the determining factor of his life’s 
orientation, guiding his self-understanding, his percep-
tion of the world, and his work as a healer. Reading his 

letters to Dorothy Day allowed me to gain a sympathetic 
understanding of a ‘conservative’ Catholic who was 
uncomfortable with the renewal introduced by Vatican 
Council II. 

Pillar of Fire had been a great success: as men-
tioned above, Stern became a well-known thinker in the 
Catholic community and exchanged letters with promi-
nent Catholic philosophers and theologians. Still, in 
Montreal, where he lived and worked as a psychiatrist, 
he was very much alone, surrounded by friends and col-
leagues unable to understand him. His mind had been 
shaped by his German humanistic education and by his 
conversion to the Catholic faith under the influence of 
European Catholic thinkers. No wonder he felt like a 
stranger in Montreal. He was an adaptable person: he 
adjusted to his new environment, made English his prin-
cipal language, and spoke excellent French. But he was 
so different from his milieu that he found no one with 
whom to talk about his spiritual problems. 

So he turned to Dorothy Day. His letters to her show 
that he fully trusted this independent Catholic radi-
cal, revealed himself to her, and made her his informal 
spiritual director. The friendship he developed with this 
extraordinary woman was asymmetrical: he was in need 
of her, while she was glad to offer him support and guid-
ance. Despite the difference between their educational 
backgrounds and the conditions of their daily lives, I 
think that they held something in common. Stern’s let-
ters allow me to clarify this common conviction. 

Faith as Resistance 
Karl Stern had embraced the humanism of his German 
education, and his conversion to Catholicism had taken 
place in dialogue with European thinkers, in particular 
Jacques Maritain. With a good many intellectuals, Stern 
feared that an increasingly aggressive techno-scientific 
rationality was undermining the humanistic truths 
and values inherited from the past. In his professional 
life, he wrestled personally against a purely scientific 
understanding of psychiatry and psychoanalysis. His 
conversion to the Catholic faith was for him an act of 
resistance, turning his back on the dominant culture and 
joining a critical minority. Catholics, he believed, were 
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called upon to express their difference from the world, 
engage in alternative practices of love and sacrifice, and 
lead redemptive lives that symbolize ‘the otherness’ of 
the Gospel. 

Stern was not alone in his turn to Catholicism. In 
the years after the First World War, a good number of 
German intellectuals, well-known thinkers among them, 
decided to become Catholics. They regretted the reac-
tionary political role played by the Catholic Church in 
several European countries. If they were Jewish or part-
Jewish, they were conscious of the anti-Jewish prejudice 
mediated by Catholic cultures that were unwilling to 
accept the pluralism of modern society. Still, what at-
tracted these persons to Catholicism was its fidelity to 
classical European humanism, based on the Scriptures 
and ancient Greek philosophy. They had less sympathy 
for Protestantism, which invoked the Bible alone, sola 
scriptura, and tried to purify the Christian tradition of its 
Greek philosophical heritage. Sympathy for Catholicism 
was produced by Edmund Husserl’s phenomenology, a 
philosophy critical of the domination of scientific ratio-
nality that took with utmost seriousness people’s artistic 
and spiritual experiences. The well-known phenom-
enologist Max Scheler became a Catholic, and after him 
philosophers Dietrich von Hildebrand and Aurel Kolnai 
did the same, followed by the sociologist Werner Stark. 
At the end of his life, Husserl himself became attracted 
by Catholicism, but he chose to remain identified with 
his Jewish tradition. 

This conservative critique of technological modernity 
of the phenomenologist was similar to the radical cri-
tique offered at the same time by Max Horkheimer and 
Theodor Adorno, the founders of the Frankfurt School. 
For them, the cultural domination of instrumental ra-
tionality was produced by the spread of the capitalist 
economy and the market mentality and corresponding 
culture generated by it. This turn to the left the converts 
to Catholicism did not take. Yet it is interesting that 
two generations later, in 2007, Benedict XVI quotes 
Horkheimer and Adorno in his encyclical Spe salvi, 
thus seemingly linking the materialist and anti-humanist 
technological mentality to the unchallenged globaliza-
tion of the unregulated market economy. 

Karl Stern was impressed by Dorothy Day because 
her Catholicism was resistance to the dominant culture 
and engagement in alternative practices. She was an 
outstanding witness to ‘the otherness’ of the Gospel. She 
not only sided with the poor and the excluded, she actu-
ally lived with them and shared their vulnerability. What 

defined the unity of the Catholic Worker movement that 
she founded was not a constitution—her anarchist sym-
pathies prevented her from writing a constitution—but 
the fact that in each Catholic Worker house, the helpers 
lived with the people in need of help. The conviction 
she shared with Karl Stern was that Catholic faith is a 
way of resistance, a summons to be different from the 
world and engage in counter-cultural practices of love 
and compassion. 

Ill at ease with Vatican Council II
What I learned from the correspondence between Karl 
Stern and Dorothy Day was a respectful appreciation 
of conservative Catholics who were ill at ease with the 
Catholic renewal of Vatican Council II. Stern’s letters 
reveal that he was suspicious of the Church’s open-
ness to the world and the new theology that sought 
to justify it. He feared that this would encourage the 
conformity of Catholics to bourgeois culture and make 
them indistinguishable from other citizens. Faith was 
here no longer resistance. In his letters, he expressed 
his ideas in large strokes without the appropriate nu-
ances, something he would not have done in an article 
written for publication. Thus he wrote to Dorothy Day 
without qualifications that Protestants had opposed the 
institution of slavery, while the Catholic reaction was 
that of St. Peter Claver, who ministered to the slaves 
and lived with them. Protestants continue to wrestle for 
the reform of society, while Catholics respond to unjust 
structures by alternative practices of charity, sharing the 
condition of the oppressed. He wrote that if persons of 
Jewish background came to believe in Jesus Christ, they 
would no longer find in Catholicism what he, Karl Stern, 
found in it. With the Council, Catholics have become 
like Protestants, dedicated to reform, not to resistance. 
While Stern confessed his sympathy for the radicalism 
of Dom Helder Camera, in doctrinal matters he de-
fended the conservatism of Cardinal Ottaviani. The new 
theologians, Stern thought, tried to make Catholic doc-
trine more comprehensible and more relevant to modern 
consciousness, while Stern wanted Catholic doctrine to 
symbolize ‘the otherness’ of the Gospel, divine truth at 
odds with secular rationality. Hence his sympathy for 
Ottaviani. The new theologians, he wrote to Dorothy 
Day, were unsound and unreliable.

I met Karl Stern in the 1960s. I was involved at the 
time with several Catholics in a Toronto-based psycho-
therapeutic movement. Reflecting on our experience, 
I interpreted the healing and personal renewal brought 
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about by psychotherapy as gracious events, as divine 
gifts. Karl Stern disapproved of this interpretation. 
Even though he had reconciled psychoanalysis and 
Catholicism in his ground-breaking book The Third 
Revolution, he still followed the scholastic distinction 
between the natural and supernatural orders, assigning 
healing to the natural order, not to the order of grace. 
Contemporary Catholic theologians, on the other hand, 
confirmed by the Vatican Council II, discerned the work 
of God’s grace beyond the Church in the whole of hu-
man history. 

Dorothy Day herself wondered if the Church’s new 
openness would allow Catholics to assimilate in bour-
geois society and become indifferent to alternative ways 
of life based on love and compassion. I remember the 
reserves she expressed in regard to Catholic theolo-
gians who were widely listened to in the years after the 
Council. They are now prominent professors, she said; 
they have their own library, they own a car, they eat in 
nice restaurants and enjoy public recognition. Will they 
do anything for the poor, the damaged, the humiliated? 

Dorothy Day believed with Karl Stern that Catholic life 
should symbolize ‘the otherness’ of the Gospel.

There is no doubt that the new openness of the 
Church brought about by Vatican Council II was not 
free of ambiguity. It could indeed lead to conformity to 
modern society and surrender to the dominant culture. 
This ambiguity was recognized and overcome by libera-
tion theology, the Latin American Bishops conferences, 
Pope Francis’s exhortation Evangelii gaudium, and a 
worldwide current of critical theology. What they did 
was to look at contemporary society and its dominant 
culture from the perspective of the poor, the excluded 
and humiliated, the victims of oppression. In this 
light, the Church’s turn to the world does not lead to 
conformity and worldliness; instead, it proclaims ‘the 
otherness’ of the Gospel and sends the Church on its 
prophetic mission.

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.

Oscar Romero: Love Must Win Out
Kevin Clarke

This biography of a people’s saint traces the events leading up to the 
assassination of Archbishop Oscar Romero at a chapel altar in San 
Salvador and the reverberations of that day in El Salvador and beyond. 
This book gives special attention to how the heroic example of Romero, 
who was recently beatified, provides a model for our time. 

This in-depth look at Archbishop Romero, the pastor-defender of the 
poor and great witness of the faith, offers a prism through which to view a 
Catholic understanding of liberation and how to be a church of the poor, 
for the poor, as Pope Francis calls us to be. 

Kevin Clarke is the senior editor and chief correspondent for America 
Magazine and its website, americamagazine.org. He was previously a 
senior editor for U.S. Catholic and Salt of the Earth.

120pp PB  978-2-89688-140-6  $14.95 

 Available at your local bookstore or call 1- 800 -387-7164 to order
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The Canadian Churches and Canada’s Military Mission  
in Iraq and Syria
By The Canadian Council of Churches

On Easter Monday, April 6, 2015, the Canadian 
Council of Churches sent a letter to Prime Minister 

Harper that questions, in the name of the Christian gos-
pel, Canada’s military involvement in the fight against 
the so-called Islamic State. Convinced that violence 
will not solve this urgent problem, the Churches pro-
pose an alternative policy to the government. The letter 
was signed by representatives of all the Churches in 
Canada. Their names can be found on the website of The 
Canadian Council of Churches. Because the Canadian 
mass media have paid no attention to this Christian text, 
The Ecumenist has decided to publish it. 

Dear Prime Minister Harper,

Greetings in the name of Jesus Christ.

With you and all Canadians we are deeply troubled by 
the rise of what has been called by several names: the 
Islamic State (IS), the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria 
(ISIS), or the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL). 
This group has been responsible for brutal killings and
kidnappings, and other deliberate and massive viola-
tions of basic human rights including the displacement 
and murder of historic Christian communities and the 
targeting of other religious minorities. These atrocities 
amount to war crimes and crimes against humanity. We 
commend the Government of Canada for recognizing 
the gravity of this situation.

We also have serious questions about how Canada is 
responding. Military intervention will not bring an end 
to the conflict without a broader internationally sanc-
tioned strategy for achieving sustainable peace in Iraq 
and Syria. Our partners in the region have expressed 
concerns about acts of violence that will foster new or 
renewed grievances, further fracturing the social fabric 
of Middle Eastern society and making the restoration of 
peace a more difficult task. We are convinced that mili-
tary efforts to end or limit the present atrocities must be 
accompanied by other steps.

We have consulted widely with Churches and our 
other partners and agencies in the Middle East since 
the summer of 2014 to hear their concerns and receive 

advice on how we as Canadian Churches, and Canada 
as a country, can make the most constructive contribu-
tion to building peace in Iraq, Syria and in the wider 
Middle East region. Members of The Canadian Council 
of Churches continue to reflect on the implications of 
extending Canada’s military mission to Syria.

Our views are informed by deeply rooted beliefs in 
the sanctity of human life and dignity, the need to protect 
vulnerable people from atrocities, and cautions about the 
past effectiveness of international military interventions 
in the region. Our partners in the region have expressed 
gratitude for the short-term relief and protection which 
many feel that some recent military missions in Northern 
Iraq have provided. At the same time with our partners 
in the region we recognize that military involvement in 
Iraq has had far-reaching effects and has led to tragic 
consequences.

As a result, we urge the Government of Canada to 
strengthen its diplomatic efforts, increase humanitarian 
assistance and support for refugees, support civil society 
organizations, control arms, and focus on the protection 
of the rule of law and respect for human rights espe-
cially through inclusive government structures in Iraq 
and Syria.

Diplomatic efforts
Broader diplomatic work is needed in order to stop the 
flow of resources and weapons to ISIS and to build a 
comprehensive international political framework that is 
supported by countries in the region and by the United 
Nations and international law.

We encourage the Government of Canada to make 
its diplomatic efforts for peace in the Middle East bet-
ter known, so that we and other Canadians are more 
informed and can, in turn, share and discuss these efforts 
with our Church communities and partner agencies in 
the Middle East.

Humanitarian assistance and support  
for refugees
We commend the Government of Canada for providing 
a substantial amount of humanitarian assistance to dis-
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placed Iraqis, Syrians and others in the region. Sadly, the 
needs continue to be enormous. We believe Canada can 
and should do more. Members of our churches continue 
to give generous financial support for humanitarian ef-
forts throughout the Middle East.

We commend the Government of Canada for its assis-
tance to date for those who are internally displaced and 
refugees in Iraq, Syria and surrounding countries. More 
needs to be done. Canada’s current policy of receiving 
refugees from the region is unclear and so we seek reas-
surance that the commitment to sponsor Syrian refugees 
is not at the expense of resettlement and support for 
refugees from other countries. Members of our parishes 
and congregations across Canada, as well as other orga-
nizations and volunteers, are eagerly waiting to receive 
Iraqi and Syrian refugees. Accordingly, we urge you 
to consult with the Sponsorship Agreement Holders 
Association to discuss how to coordinate a response in 
Canada to the refugee crisis. If there is a way we can 
do more to assist in this matter, we would be pleased to 
meet with the appropriate officials.

Civil society organizations
A robust civil society is vital for the establishment of 
peace and the longer term social development of society. 
Canada can do more to build the capacity of civil society 
organizations (CSOs) in Iraq and Syria through support 
to Canadian and other international CSOs with partners 
in the region.

Arms control
Iraq, Syria and the Middle East region in general are 
awash in arms. We lament but are aware that Canada has 
been adding to the stores of lethal and non-lethal mili-
tary equipment, therefore Canada must ensure that these 
supplies are not diverted to other parties in the conflict.

The rule of law and respect for human rights 
with a special focus on promoting inclusive 
government structures in Iraq
The police, the judiciary, and other arms of government 
can be educated and equipped so as to respect human 
rights, to follow fair practices, and to strengthen com-
mitment to the rule of law, thereby giving people a 
security they have lacked far too long.

Freedom of conscience and religion and respect 
for human rights more generally are essential to the 
emergence in Iraq of an open, peaceful, and democratic 
society. These principles represent a basis for building 
security for countries, for citizens, and for communities. 
Canada should take leadership in the protection of hu-
man rights by working with established and emerging 
community leaders giving special attention to the rights 
of minorities, women, and children.

A belief in God’s mercy is shared by Christians, Jews 
and Muslims. We have come together in one another’s 
presence to raise our voices in prayer for peace for Iraq 
and Syria. We are committed to dialogue with Muslim 
communities in Canada, recognizing that violent dis-
tortions of Islam are causing misunderstanding and 
suffering in the world and in Canada for peace-loving 
Muslims, as well as in non-Muslim communities. We 
condemn any attempts to demonize Islam and peaceful, 
law-abiding Muslims.

We pray for all the victims of this conflict, for those 
who will aid in their relief and resettlement, as well as 
our enemies, for we desire their good as well as our own. 
As you and the Government of Canada, along with all 
Members of Parliament, participate in ongoing decision-
making on Canada’s role in Iraq and Syria please be 
assured of our prayers for you and all who bear this 
important responsibility.
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A Psychologist’s Reflections on Social Responsibility
Marie Joyce OAM 
Australian Catholic University, Sydney, Australia

In the course of my many years as a psychologist, I have 
witnessed the gradually shifting vision of psychology 

from a discipline that was inward looking, focused on 
the individual or small group, to an outward-looking 
discipline that recognizes the enormous problems facing 
humanity and opens up to examining ways in which psy-
chology can contribute to meeting these problems. In my 
more than 50 years as a psychologist, I have seen many 
shifts, changes, and developments. Probably the narrow-
band approach was needed to establish the discipline in 
the first place, but it is healthy to see the maturing that 
has taken place over that time. In this paper I explore 
approaches to the ethical precept of social responsibility 
as relevant to psychologists. I begin with recent analyses 
focused on codes of ethics, but then extend my range 
to some new approaches to our responsibilities to our 
world and its challenges in this global and troubled era. 

Social Responsibility in Psychology
In reading the literature on social responsibility, I have 
found diverse approaches to this precept. I propose to 
draw on three of them:

•	 Consideration	 of	 social	 responsibility	 within the 
framework of codes of professional ethics that exam-
ine what is to be formally expected of us ethically as 
psychologists;

•	 Arguments	by	other	writers	whose	vision	is	situated	
in a global perspective that extends our thinking into 
new realms. They write outside the context of profes-
sional codes of ethics and explore in a developmental 
context in what ways psychology and psychologists 
can contribute beyond an individualistic framework 
or value system. They question the ways in which we 
sometimes operate uncritically within systems, such 
as those defined by governments; 

•	 The	 work	 of	 writers	 bringing	 a	 critical economic 
stance to the discipline and its practice that challeng-
es us to rethink this question of social responsibility.

Social Responsibility and Codes of Ethics
In developing the current Australian Psychological 
Society (APS) Code of Ethics,1 the committee entrusted 

with this task, led by Graham Davidson, gave much 
consideration to the importance of social responsibility 
and its place in the code. In the book that the commit-
tee group published, Ethical Practice in Psychology,2 
Davidson has given a detailed examination of this pre-
cept and how it has been expressed in our Code, although 
it is never named as such. Implicit in the not naming is 
recognition of the complexity of issues involved in this 
precept. How to define it, how to weigh up its meaning 
for psychologists, and how to enforce any prescription 
are not only complex issues, but very contentious ones.

Definitions of social responsibility range from a 
broad statement of “professional and scientific respon-
sibilities to society”3 to more nuanced content in the 
Canadian code,4 which identifies the responsibility of 
psychologists to act to change unjust social policies, 
structures, and systems. This approach covers

•	 ethical	engagement	in	social	issues
•	 social	and	public	policy	issues
•	 public	interest	issues
•	 social	advocacy	and	social	action

Davidson has reviewed these related codes of 
overseas associations of psychologists and found 
increasingly broad understandings of “social responsi-
bility,” from the narrow definition “accountability for 
knowledge generation and application for individual and 
social benefit” through “active sharing of knowledge for 
that purpose” and one that includes more proactive con-
tent: “professional intercession on behalf of people and 
peoples with whom one works professionally.”5

It is noteworthy that the term “peoples” appears 
for the first time in this newest APS code, e.g., in the 
Preamble, which specifies the rights of people and 
peoples, including the rights to autonomy and justice. 
The term “peoples” is defined as “distinct human groups 
with their own social structures who are linked by a 
common identity, common customs, and collective in-
terests.”6 

So there is a new emphasis in the code on the claim 
that society and peoples have on us. The Code does 
not, however, endorse advocacy on behalf of our indi-
vidual clients. It is perhaps more ambiguous where a 
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community is our client, and I think this reflects the in-
creasing awareness arising from the field of community 
psychology. The evolution of community psychology 
highlights the development of interest in, and knowledge 
and application of, psychological theory to pressing 
social problems. Although it has been around since the 
1960s, growing out of social psychology, more recent 
approaches such as critical psychology7 and liberation 
psychology8 have lent an added impetus. 

The wider psychological literature raises different 
questions and warrants examination not only for its in-
herent interest, but also because it is from such as these 
that the press for change may come when professional 
codes are reviewed. 

Perspectives from Developmental Psychology
In a book edited by Mustakova-Possardt, Lyubansky, 
Basseches, and Oxenberg9 titled Toward a Socially 
Responsible Psychology for a Global Era, the authors 
emphasize the importance of psychologists fostering 
in themselves a global identity and growing an aware-
ness of human needs across the globe. In resistance to 
this, they identify in the profession a pull to withdraw 
to a narrow field. They name also processes of social 
fragmentation that lead people to narrowly constructed 
social identities, and argue that psychologists can help 
to “cultivate a ‘big picture’ world view and to seek co-
operative solutions to our shared global problems.”10 

The reality of our increasing interdependence as 
global citizens underpins their views, and they cite the 
United Nations Declaration of Human Rights (UNDHR) 
and the more recent Earth Charter (2000) as important 
bases for their arguments. The Earth Charter was initi-
ated by the UN and then completed by a global civil 
society group and published in 2000. It expresses fun-
damental ethical principles for building a just, peaceful, 
and sustainable world in the global era. 

Based on these documents, Mustakova-Possardt et al. 
propose that psychologists do the following:

•	 Examine	our	values	and	underlying	assumptions:	for	
example, about the inevitability of social inequality 
and war.

•	 Conduct	 a	 critique	 of	 corporate	 globalization	 and	
its effects on individual lives. They propose that, at 
least in part, the distress and alienation experienced 
by those we see in our professional and clinical work 
is influenced by the values and lifestyles this form of 
globalization engenders. 

At present, many of our techniques focus on the in-
dividual and employ intra-psychic methods of change. 
These writers want to promote a critical moral con-
sciousness in us—which they see as part of the process 
of normal developmental growth, taking us beyond our 
acceptance of what is the local social “norm.” They urge 
us to take on board the global problems of violence, in-
cluding violence against women, racial injustice, wealth 
inequality and poverty, and the need for sustainability. 
The role of spiritual communities in healing is empha-
sized by them. 

They argue that psychology can begin to address 
these problems through new psychological theories, 
widened research agendas, and changed clinical prac-
tice. Mustakova-Possardt provides examples from her 
clinical practice of immigrant women who come into 
her clinic after suffering extreme abuse and violence as 
they made their way to the United States. Mustakova-
Possardt writes of one that “she came to speak to me 
about the unspeakable.”11 The woman’s problems were 
inextricably interwoven with the systems of injus-
tice, poverty, and violence, and healing has to take all 
these into account. In response to such experiences, 
Mustakova-Possardt and her university students began 
a grassroots community base for the women they were 
seeing, including a pro bono psychotherapy clinic, 
which changed the lives of the students as much as it did 
the women who came for healing.

The psychologist’s personal commitment  
to social justice 
In their North American context, Walsh and Gokani12 
have tackled these questions about social responsi-
bility of psychologists from a somewhat different 
perspective—an anti-capitalist point of view bringing 
an economic critique. Their focus is especially on aca-
demic psychology and two long-standing organizations 
that were formed out of a commitment to social justice: 
the Society of the Psychological Study of Social Issues 
(SPSSI) and Behaviourists for Social Responsibility 
(BSR). The conflicts that have emerged in these groups 
reflect, they argue, the bind that psychology finds itself 
in: psychology in the U.S. historically gained its cred-
ibility by providing service to governments in the fields 
of education, health, medicine, law, and business. They 
state, “The discipline’s history, then, is one of legitimi-
zation as a powerful courtier of the state.”13 

This historical bind has been exemplified most recent-
ly in the Hoffman Report14 on the involvement of leaders 
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of the American Psychological Association (APA) 
who are accused of colluding with the Department 
of Defence to produce permissive ethical guidelines, 
enabling the continued participation of psychologists 
committed to this department in the interrogation of 
prisoners at Guantanamo Bay. It is hard to see at this 
time, close to the publication of the report, how the cred-
ibility of the APA and, by association, the profession of 
psychology can be restored.

The other major factor that Walsh and Gokani argue 
that limits psychologists’ ability to participate in reform 
is our relative blindness to social privilege and its re-
lationship with psychological functioning. Too often, 
they argue, psychologists have studied the experience 
of poverty and social class without an analysis of the 
structural conditions that create and support them. They 
quote Fine and Burns: 

Without a detailed fine grained look at the inter-
sections of economic, social, and psychological 
conditions across class positions, we may skew 
our understanding of class to the psychological 
alone, misrepresenting class as if it were largely 
carried around in ... [individuals’] heads ..., and 
therefore transformed simply by a change of at-
titude.15 

The take-home message from Walsh and Gokani is 
that psychologists had best join with others as citizens 
in solidarity with others’ efforts to bring about social 
change, and within psychology work to critique the 
institutions in which we work. They are skeptical about 
whether psychologists can contribute to social justice 
in their own work. They acknowledge their own overtly 
political and ideological stance and urge us to political 
action, immersed in community practice. They appear 
to have much in common with Mustakova-Possardt and 
colleagues, but are much more radical and politicized. 

To give hope, they suggest two steps we might take: 
first, examine our complicity in maintaining the system 
which supports socioeconomic privilege; and second, 
“take responsibility for engaging in political solidarity 
with other citizens to overcome oppression, because we 
share a common humanity with them, and everyone, 
including psychologists is affected by injustice.”16 

The author has experienced such action in solidarity 
with others as citizens in bringing online higher educa-
tion to camp-based refugees. A brief story of this project 
can be found online in the December 2014 Australian 
Psychological Society journal InPsych,17 and a more de-
tailed account in Costello, Joyce, Smith, Maclaren, and 
Thein Naing, “Bringing Higher Education to Displaced 
Ethnic Minorities on the Thai-Burma Border.”18

Dr. Marie Joyce OAM is an Honorary Fellow and associate professor 
at the School of Psychology in the Australian Catholic University and a 
Fellow of the Australian Psychological Society.
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Seventy Years after Hiroshima, It’s High Time to Ban the Bomb
Cesar Jaramillo
Project Ploughshares, Waterloo, ON

On the morning of Thursday, August 6, I was among 
tens of thousands of people gathered at Hiroshima 

Peace Memorial Park to commemorate the 70th an-
niversary of the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki.

Despite the multitude, which included officials from 
more than 100 countries, there was a brief moment of 
complete silence at precisely 8:15 a.m.—the exact time 
when the euphemistically named “Little Boy” bomb was 
dropped over Hiroshima.

A couple of schoolchildren then solemnly rang a bell 
in the middle of the park. This gave way to speeches 
from, among others, the Mayor of Hiroshima, Kazumi 
Matsui, and the prime minister of Japan, Shinzo Abe. 

Some Hibakusha (bomb survivors), most of whom 
are now over 80 years old, were also in attendance. A 
peculiar combination of sorrow and hope filled the air.

Sorrow because we stood there to remember that 
dreadful month of August 1945 when death, destruc-
tion, and incalculable human suffering befell the men, 
women, and children of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 

Up to a quarter of a million people died: many in-
stantly, others in the weeks and months that followed. 
Farmers and teachers, singers and poets, old and young. 
The commemoration offered a grim reminder that 
humankind had devised the means to destroy itself—ef-
ficiently. 

But it was also a day of hope. The push for nuclear 
abolition is growing steadily in intensity, sophistication, 
effectiveness, and numbers. People in and out of govern-
ments are working tirelessly to make sure that humanity 
never again witnesses a tragedy like the bombings of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

How can the international community go about pre-
venting such a tragedy? There must be a global legal 
ban on nuclear weapons, with specific provisions for the 
elimination of existing arsenals and a timeline for veri-
fied implementation. 

Regrettably, more than 45 years after the Nuclear 
Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) came into force, over 
a quarter-century after the end of the Cold War, and 
seven decades after the devastation of Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki, some states still consider serious work toward 
nuclear abolition premature.

The global nuclear disarmament regime is in a state 
of disrepair. The seminal 2015 Review Conference of 
the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty did not produce 
a consensus outcome document, as the final draft 
was openly blocked by the United States, the United 
Kingdom, and—ostensibly at the behest of Israel, a non-
party to the treaty—Canada.

In this struggle, Canada stands not with the grow-
ing number of nations, organizations, and individuals 
who believe that a comprehensive process for complete 
nuclear disarmament is long overdue, but with the few 
who question the merits, feasibility, and timeliness of 
a global ban on nuclear weapons. This might explain 
the minority positions the country has taken at some of 
the most important multilateral governance forums that 
tackle nuclear disarmament. 

During the 2014 UN General Assembly First 
Committee on Disarmament and International Security, 
155 nations endorsed a joint statement focused on the 
humanitarian impact of nuclear weapons that said that 
these weapons should not be used “under any circum-
stances.” Canada did not.

During this year’s NPT Review Conference, 159 na-
tions endorsed a similarly worded statement. Again, not 
Canada.

At the same time, more than 15,000 nuclear warheads 
remain in existence, many of which are tens of times 
more powerful than the ones that devastated Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki. Nearly 2,000 are on high-alert status, 
ready to be launched within minutes, thereby exacerbat-
ing the risk of their deliberate or accidental use. 

The lopsided logic by which the very nations that rely 
on nuclear weapons deem themselves fit to chastise oth-
ers on the risks of proliferation is built on an extremely 
weak and inherently unjust foundation. This includes 
not only states that actually possess nuclear weapons, 
but also those that perpetuate nuclear deterrence as 
a legitimate part of their collective security arrange-
ments—such as members of NATO, itself a nuclear 
weapons alliance. 
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While every other category of weapons of mass 
destruction has been specifically prohibited under in-
ternational law, nuclear weapons—the most destructive 
of them all—remarkably still have not. A process to es-
tablish a legal ban on nuclear weapons would therefore 
constitute a welcome step forward on the urgent path to 
nuclear abolition. It would be rooted in the widespread 
rejection of their continued existence and a full recogni-
tion of the catastrophic humanitarian consequences of 
their use. 

In this context, the words of the late author Gabriel 
Garcia Marquez from a 1986 speech entitled “The 
Cataclysm of Damocles” still ring true: 

Since the appearance of visible life on Earth, 380 
million years had to elapse in order for a butterfly 
to learn how to fly, 180 million years to create a 
rose with no other commitment than to be beauti-
ful, and four geological eras in order for us human 

beings to be able to sing better than birds, and to 
be able to die from love. It is not honorable for the 
human talent, in the golden age of science, to have 
conceived the way for such an ancient and colossal 
process to return to the nothingness from which it 
came through the simple act of pushing a button.

Demands for nuclear abolition are mounting. Calls 
come from a growing number of scientists, legal schol-
ars, mayors and parliamentarians, active and retired 
diplomats, statesmen and regular citizens—from both 
nuclear and non–nuclear weapons states. The message 
is clear: the threat posed by nuclear weapons is real, 
their use is unacceptable, and the goal of their complete 
elimination is not negotiable. 

The cost of inaction could be another Hiroshima. Or 
worse. 

Cesar Jaramillo is executive director of Project Ploughshares. This ar-
ticle was originally published in Embassy News.
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Denying and Narrowing Religious Freedom:  
Ktunaxa Nation v. British Columbia, 2015
Nicholas D. Shrubsole
University of Central Florida, Orlando, FL

Last year in The Ecumenist 51(4), I provided com-
mentary on the April 2014 British Columbia 

Supreme Court (BCSC) decision in the case of the 
Ktunaxa Nation, who went before the courts seeking 
protection of Qat’muk, the home of the Grizzly Bear 
spirit. The area, as articulated by the Ktunaxa Nation, 
is an integral component of Ktunaxa religion, identity 
and existence.1 The claim was denied by the courts. The 
primary reasoning offered by the BCSC was that loss 
of meaning was not protected under section 2(a) of the 
Charter. This decision carried with it implicit, culturally 
specific understandings of what constituted “religion.” 
Since that decision, the Ktunaxa Nation brought their 
claim before the B.C. Court of Appeals (BCCA). The 
decision, offered in August 2015, is a far more troubling 
affirmation and explanation of the earlier court decision. 

For indigenous religions specifically, the court’s 
failure to acknowledge Canada’s colonial heritage is 
particularly problematic. In its reasoning, the BCCA 
contended that by seeking a halt to the development of 
a ski resort on public lands, the Ktunaxa Nation were 
imposing undue restrictions on the public based on their 
religious beliefs.2 The BCCA used a recent Supreme 
Court decision involving a Catholic high school and its 
curriculum as its supporting case, as if a constructed 
building and a mountain can so easily be compared. In 
Loyola High School v. Quebec (Attorney General), the 
Supreme Court determined that the teaching of Catholic 
values and ethics in a Catholic high school did not 
impose upon those outside the institution. The Court 
determined that, as long as the curriculum met provin-
cial guidelines, Loyala’s freedom of religion ought to be 
upheld.3 In the BCCA case, the Ktunaxa Nation were pe-
nalized because the space in question is public space, a 
fact of the historical project of colonialism. If the courts 
continue to compare private religious schools with off-
reserve indigenous sacred areas, the future of indigenous 
religious freedom in Canada is bleak.

Potentially damaging for all Canadians is the scope 
of section 2(a) of the Charter as defined by the BCCA. 
The court explained that the role of section 2(a) is not 
“to engage in a purely conceptual and academic in-

quiry regarding the hypothetical scope of the freedom 
of religion.” Rather, the courts must focus on a “more 
narrow and practical inquiry.” The court’s task is to 
focus “on the effects of state interference on religious 
practices or beliefs.”4 The court did not understand “loss 
of meaning” as a significant interference. By the court’s 
own admission, the scope of section 2(a) has been nar-
rowed, but not in terms of breadth. The real narrowing 
of religious freedom takes place in depth. The court has 
effectively reduced religious freedom to the most su-
perficial and overt aspects of religion, without concern 
for the significance of particular facets of a religion as 
articulated by adherents themselves. For example, if 
ceremonial practice was interrupted at particular loca-
tions, the court was inclined to protect those spaces. The 
problem is that Qat’muk is a critical feature of Ktunaxa 
identity and worldview, with limited tangible elements, 
such as the physical use of space. If this reading were to 
stand, religious freedom may be significantly limited.

The BCCA decision in Ktunaxa Nation, like the low-
er court decision before it, indicates a potentially serious 
problem in the developing jurisprudence on religious 
freedom in general and indigenous religious freedom 
more specifically. For indigenous religions, the BCCA 
decision is an affirmation of prior decisions in Cameron 
v. British Columbia (1998) and Jack and Charlie v. the 
Queen (1985). However, the assertion that the Ktunaxa 
Nation were imposing their religious values on the pub-
lic is a new standard of ignorance unmatched in previous 
decisions. At the same time, the limitations based on the 
depth of section 2(a) indicate a broader issue that may 
affect all Canadians. Ultimately, the BCCA is not the 
highest court in the land, but if these trends continue, 
indigenous practitioners may have no other option than 
to seek redress internationally. 

Dr. Nicholas Shrubsole is a lecturer at the University of Central Florida.

1 Ktunaxa Nation Executive Council, Qat’muk Declaration (15 Nov 
2010): http://www.ktunaxa.org/who-we-are/qatmuk-declaration.

2 Ktunaxa Nation v. British Columbia (Forests, Lands, and Natural 
Resource Operations) [2015] B.C.C.A. 568, par. 73.

3 Loyola High School v. Quebec (Attorney General) [2015] SCC 12.
4 Ktunaxa Nation v. British Columbia, par. 61.
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“I’m a Catholic, not a Communist!”1

By Scott Kline
St. Jerome’s University, Waterloo, ON

Is the pope Catholic?” asked Newsweek in a front-
cover story just prior to his visit to the U.S.2 Aboard a 

chartered Alitalia jet, Pope Francis used one of his noto-
riously unscripted and provocative press conferences to 
address the question. As he himself acknowledged, the 
once-obvious answer seems to be increasingly in doubt, 
especially among political conservatives.  

The timing was right to address the question. Francis 
had just left Cuba, where he had met with Fidel Castro. 
To some observers, the decision to visit Cuba prior to 
the U.S. was a deliberate attempt to send mixed signals 
to the U.S. about the moral foundations of commu-
nism and capitalism. This apparently wasn’t the case. 
The reason was that Francis had played a key role in 
the recent diplomatic thaw between Washington and 
Havana. Otherwise, he said, he would have entered the 
U.S. from Mexico to highlight the plight of immigrants 
and refugees—a topic that has grabbed the attention of 
people around the world.

Indirectly referring to those who question his po-
litical and spiritual foundations, he told reporters that 
everything he has said is consistent with Church teach-
ing, eventually laughing at repeated accusations that he 
is a communist or radical left-winger. “I am certain I 
have never said anything more than what is in the so-
cial doctrine of the church,” Francis said, according to 
Catholic News Service. “I follow the church and in this I 
do not think I am wrong. Maybe I have given an impres-
sion of being a bit of a lefty,” the pope conceded. “But if 
they want me to recite the creed, I can!”

The pontiff jokingly told reporters about a cardi-
nal friend who recently informed him that a “good 
Catholic lady … a little bit rigid, but a good Catholic” 
had expressed concern that Francis might even be an 
“anti-pope,” because he doesn’t wear the traditional 
papal red shoes. Francis conceded that perhaps the way 
his positions have been cast has given an impression of 
leaning to the left, but called it nothing more than “an 
error of explanation.” He reiterated, “My teaching on 
all these things, on Laudato Si’, on economic imperial-
ism, is that of the social doctrine of the Church.” And 
referring to his July trip to Latin America, where he 
spoke at a meeting of popular movements in Bolivia, 
confirming for some his anti-capitalist stance, Francis 

said that someone asked him if “the Church will follow 
me.” He responded, “I told him it’s me who is following 
the Church!”3

For many Americans, the lens through which they see 
the pope is tainted by culture war rhetoric. After nearly 
half a century of culture war skirmishes, it has become 
difficult for many to fathom that the pope’s teaching 
on poverty, labour, finance, and the environment, for 
example, are historical social teachings rather than care-
fully crafted political missives operating under the guise 
of religion. This is one reason why many Americans, in-
cluding many Catholics, so often tend to think of certain 
teachings in the Church as “left wing” or “right wing.” 

Francis has been particularly difficult for conservative 
political leaders in the U.S. to embrace. Take reactions 
to his May 2015 encyclical Laudato Si’, for example. 
Asked by the conservative talk-show host Sean Hannity 
about this encyclical on climate change, the Republican 
presidential candidate Jeb Bush, a Catholic, responded, 
“I don’t get economic policy from my bishops or my 
cardinal or my pope—I think religion ought to be about 
making us better as people, less about things [that] end 
up getting into the political realm.”4 The irony here is 
that the Republican Party and the Bush family have 
long appealed to religion, and specifically the Catholic 
Church, to push a political agenda focused on, among 
other things, school prayer, family values, heterosexual 
marriage, and abortion.

The reality is that what Francis is saying isn’t new. 
Both John Paul II and Benedict, for instance, spoke out 
against unfettered capitalism, ecological destruction, 
and political violence. What has changed, however, is 
Francis’ pastoral approach. Instead of focusing on right 
doctrine, he’s focusing more on right practice. And this 
change is part of what’s causing heightened anxiety. 

Scott Kline is associate professor of religious studies at St. Jerome’s 
University in the University of Waterloo. 

1 David Gibson, “Pope Francis arrives, reassures US: ‘I’m a Catholic, 
not a communist!’” Religion News Services (September 22, 2015).

2 Alexander Nazaryan, “Is the pope Catholic? Yes, but you wouldn’t 
know it from his press clips,” Newsweek (September 18, 2015).

3 Gibson, “Pope Francis arrives.” 
4 Max Ehrenfreud, “Pope Francis’s views on climate change put GOP 

candidates in a bind,” The Washington Post (June 18, 2015).
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Theology in a Secular Society
Gregory Baum. Fernand Dumont: A Sociologist Turns to Theology. Preface by Jack Costello. 
Montreal/Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2015. xii + 138 pp. 

Fernand Dumont (1927–1997), sociologist, phi-
losopher, theologian, and poet, was an influential 

francophone academic and public intellectual who pub-
lished over 20 books and numerous articles. In 1992 he 
became an officer of the Ordre national du Québec. In 
this book, Gregory Baum gives a succinct, insightful, 
and beautifully written introduction to Dumont’s under-
standing of religion, theology, and Quebec society. Jack 
Costello’s helpful preface notes that Dumont can be read 
as either a social progressive or conservative thinker. 

Baum begins with an overview of Dumont’s upbring-
ing and ideas that establishes their context. Born into a 
devout Roman Catholic working-class family, Dumont 
lived through Quebec society’s transition from the cul-
tural dominance of Roman Catholicism, through the 
Quiet Revolution in the 1960s, to the emergence of a 
post-Catholic society in the 1990s. Baum devotes most 
of his book to chapters 2 to 6 of Dumont’s L’institution 
de la théologie, published in 1987. This originated as 
Dumont’s dissertation for his second doctorate, which 
he earned at Université Laval, where he had been a 
professor since 1955.1 Baum focuses on Dumont’s un-
derstanding of theology and its relation to culture. He 
fleshes out his argument with references to Dumont’s 
other works. 

Baum argues that central to Dumont’s thought is his 
idea that people are attracted by a transcendence that is 
the source of critical and creative thinking in human life 
and culture. This transcendence is perceived in faith, 
which informs reason. Reason in turn critically reflects 
upon the understanding of faith, even while always be-
ing informed by it. Reason is always borne and shaped 
by faith of some kind. Dumont argues that this is true 
for both secular and religious people. The chief differ-
ence between them is that religious people name this 
transcendence “God.” The presence of this relationship 
of faith to reason in all intellectual disciplines means 
for Dumont that there is no caesura between theology 
and the natural sciences. Though the content of much 
of religion may be opaque to secular reason, still there 
is a structural likeness between them. Secular reason is 
never fully secular.

As the transcendence perceived in faith can never be 
adequately conceptualized, there is always a dialectical 
tension between the understanding faith has of it and 
the critical and constructive work of reason. This ten-
sion imparts a dynamism to individual and social life. 
Dumont sees this same tension at work in the relation-
ship of culture and knowledge. All human knowledge, 
from that of the natural sciences to that of poetry, is 
informed by and always indebted to a first culture that 
one is born into. This gives one a set of values and a 
perspective on the world. This first culture can become 
ruptured or broken open by questions from within or 
events impinging on it. The rupture of this first culture 
can become the basis for a second culture that people 
construct in response to this. Yet continued fidelity to 
one’s first culture is necessary for this second culture to 
have vitality and transcendence to the present.

The transition from a first inherited culture to a sec-
ond culture constructed on the basis of the first occurs 
again and again in all societies, traditions, and organi-
zations. Both the recognition of rupture and fidelity to 
underlying witness of the first culture are necessary for 
the second culture to be healthy and adequate to reality. 
A dismissal of either becomes an ideology that is closed 
to either genuine transcendence or present realities. 
Religion, for Dumont, is thus a dynamic reality that 
must continually reform itself. Yet in doing so it must 
remain faithful to its originating events, experiences, 
and the traditions these have given rise to.

Dumont understands the role of theologians as me-
diators of the Church’s tradition in light of this dynamic. 
The experiences of salvation expressed in a first culture 
are never exhausted by its conceptualization of them. 
When this conceptualization is ruptured, theologians 
help the Church find reconceptualizations of these ex-
periences and the Church’s tradition that are appropriate 
to the context in which the Church finds itself. While 
Dumont acknowledged a role for academic theology that 
tests the truth claims of expressions of faith and Church 
teaching, equally important in his view is imaginative 
mediation, which produces guiding images or figures 
that exemplify the meaning of the faith. People belong 
to the Church because these figures that populate its 
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preaching and teaching resonate with their experience. 
These exemplify their hopes and fears and express the 
meaning of the gospel in relation to them. Dumont calls 
this sense of belonging “la référence.” Baum translates 
this as “symbolic identification” (52). While the truth of 
the Church’s faith and witness is multifaceted, its heart 
lies in the way it symbolically expresses these. This un-
derstanding of one’s relationship to a religious tradition 
enables one to take a critical stance towards its short-
comings and barbarisms while still identifying with it. 

Dumont’s notions of rupture and symbolic identifica-
tion help explain the popularity of the United Church’s 
New Creed, which it adopted in 1968, revising it twice 
since then. In the mid-1960s, a significant number of 
people in the United Church were no longer comfortable 
using the Apostles’ Creed in worship. The increasing 
secularization of Canadian society had created a rup-
ture between it and their experience of faith. Yet as the 
New Creed came to be framed, there was insistence 
on both attention to the lived experience of faith in the 
present and fidelity to central elements of the Church’s 
tradition. Also, those drafting the New Creed opted to 
express the faith in terms that are more imaginative than 
propositional. Dumont’s notion of symbolic identifica-
tion would suggest that it is partly due to this that the 
New Creed has become much beloved within the United 
Church and beyond. 

Baum notes a tension in Dumont’s assessment of 
Quebec society. In chapter five of L’institution de la 
théologie, Dumont argued that the state’s involvement in 
Quebec’s social life was creating a selfish individualism 
and undermining communal institutions like family, par-
ish, and local community that were needed to sustain an 
ethical social order. Dumont here took a negative view 
of modern industrial society. However, in other writings 
he approved of the Quebec government’s involvement in 
health care, education, and cultural development. Here 
he appeared as a progressive socialist thinker critically 
open to modern secular society. Baum acknowledges the 
reality of Dumont’s concern over the bureaucratization 
of Quebec society, but refuses to share his pessimism, 
likening it to that of Max Weber’s and refuting it by 
pointing to the existence of alternative social move-

ments, such as the Quebec student protest against tuition 
increases in 2012. Baum does not attempt to reconcile 
Dumont’s opposing assessments of Quebec society. He 
simply notes that the complexity of modern societies 
and shifting nature of power dynamics within them 
make it hard for a social critic to be fully consistent. 

Baum’s exposition shows that Dumont’s thought de-
serves to be put into dialogue with other philosophies of 
religion. For instance, according to Dumont, in order to 
have an influence on the surrounding culture, a religion 
must be institutionalized. Alfred North Whitehead fa-
mously argued that religion “is what an individual does 
with his solitariness.”4 But according to Dumont, reli-
gion is inevitably a communal affair. The individual’s 
faith comes to them through a tradition that informs 
their thought and world-view. As this is ruptured, the 
individual must think for themselves. Against Dumont, 
Baum argues that the vitality of a religious tradition 
derives not from the entire believing community, but 
from prophetic minorities with it, which may eventually 
renew the Church as a whole. If one’s religion is to be 
prophetic and creative, it must have a solitary or mysti-
cal dimension. But Dumont sees that every individual’s 
solitude is borne by the culture-forming influence of a 
religious community. Further, while Whitehead thought 
that rationalized religion was religion’s highest form, 
Dumont argues that the exemplary figures in a religious 
tradition embody its truth more profoundly than human 
reason can ever fully grasp.

This slim volume makes Dumont’s ideas readily ac-
cessible and shows their importance for the Church and 
theology today. It deserves a wide readership. 

Don Schweitzer

St. Andrew’s College, Saskatoon 

1 Dumont’s first doctorate was in sociology, received in 1967 from the 
Sorbonne, Paris.

2 Paul Ricoeur, Hermeneutics and the Human Sciences (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1981), 156–62.

3 HyeRan Kim-Cragg, Story and Song: A Postcolonial Interplay 
between Christian Education and Worship (New York: Peter Lang, 2012), 
13–22.

4 Alfred North Whitehead, Religion in the Making (New York: The 
Macmillan Company, 1926), 47.
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Mortality in an Age of Survival
Atul Gawande, Being Mortal: Medicine and What Matters in the End 
Toronto: Doubleday, 2014. 304 pp.

We don’t die the way we used to. At the turn of the 
20th century, the primary causes of death in the 

United States were pneumonia, influenza, and tuber-
culosis. Today, heart disease and cancer are by far the 
major causes of death. In 2010, pneumonia and influ-
enza combined accounted for a slightly higher number 
of deaths than suicide, but less than Alzheimer’s and 
diabetes. Tuberculosis was virtually eradicated in the 
United States by the 1950s.

Not only have our causes of death dramatically 
changed in the past century, but our places of death have 
changed as well. In 1900, only about 30 per cent of us 
died in medical institutions. According to the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, in 2010 roughly 70 per 
cent of Americans died in hospitals, long-term care fa-
cilities or nursing homes. We have medicalized our last 
days. We’re also living longer. In 1900, life expectancy 
was about 49 years, while a person born in 2015 is ex-
pected to live to be more than 80 years old. Advances in 
medicine, science, and technology have made it possible 
to keep people alive well beyond what was possible only 
a few generations ago. 

Amid celebrations over our abilities to extend life, we 
seem to have forgotten to ask what it means to actually 
live in our final days. As a result, we’re only now coming 
to terms with what it means to be mortal in an age where 
survival at all costs appears to be driving so many of our 
health care decisions.

In Being Mortal: Medicine and What Matters in the 
End, Atul Gawande, a surgeon at Brigham and Women’s 
Hospital in Boston and author of two widely read books 
on the state of contemporary medicine, wants to help us 
make sense of the struggles we face when our biological 
limits encounter medical science’s power to push against 
these limits in ways that were, even recently, unimagi-
nable. Instead of focusing on dying a good death, he 
wants us to consider what it means to live well while 
being mortal.

Gawande laments the current medical science of dy-
ing. Geriatric clinics have been renamed “centres for 
older adult health” because the term “geriatric” carries 
such negative connotations for society. Much more seri-
ously, medical schools are closing geriatric divisions 

because they are too costly. These closures are shocking 
because they are made in spite of strong evidence that 
elderly clients who are treated by geriatric teams are 25 
percent less likely to become disabled and 40 percent 
less likely to require home health services. Gawande’s 
point is sharp—medical science is more invested in 
keeping people alive than in ensuring a good life as we 
draw nearer to death.

The stories Gawande tells will remain with you: 
an elderly former physician and his ailing wife trying 
to remain independent as their health deteriorates, a 
middle-aged couple and their children trying to manage 
life with an elderly parent living under their roof, and 
a hospice nurse trying to overcome the real perception 
that hospice care is the end of the line and that all hope 
is gone. 

But it is the story of Gawande’s own father as he 
battles the medicalization of death that eventually over-
whelms the reader. His father wants no more pain, no 
more hospitals, but only to live well in his final days. 
His father’s death isn’t particularly heroic. He experi-
ences fear and anxiety, and at times he just wishes he 
could sleep through it all. But in spite of the physical and 
emotional challenges he is facing, he enjoys his food and 
he longs for his family to be nearby—in other words, 
the same things that had contributed to a life well lived. 

Much of Gawande’s book reminded me of a chal-
lenge put by a Catholic ethicist a number of years ago. 
“Imagine a 300-bed Catholic hospital with all beds sup-
porting persistent vegetative state patients maintained 
for months, even years, with gastrostomy tubes … An 
observer of the scenario would eventually be led to ask: 
‘Is it true that those who operate this facility actually 
believe in life after death?’”

Gawande offers us a welcome departure from overly 
politicized and usually far too shrill arguments about 
the right to life and the right to die. Being Mortal is, 
ultimately, a careful meditation on mortality that will ap-
peal to many readers, and especially those of us who will 
soon be faced with the declining health of our parents.

Scott Kline 
St. Jerome’s University 
This review was originally published in The Catholic Register, April 11, 
2015.
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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.

184pp PB  978-2-89688-161-1  $16.95 

This Economy Kills:  
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.

180pp PB  978-2-89688-240-3  $22.95 

Ecumenist_Ad_C4_Summer2015.indd   1 2015-06-16   8:56 AM

Ecumenist Fall 2015.indd   20 15-09-24   15:26


