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Francis Invites Contrite Catholics in “Irregular” Unions  
to Receive Holy Communion
By Gregory Baum
Centre justice et foi, Montréal

Pope Francis has decided, in line with the Orthodox 
pastoral tradition, to admit to Holy Communion 

divorced and remarried Catholics who are reconciled to 
God in their conscience. How has this happened?

On June 28, 2013, speaking to journalists on the plane 
returning from Brazil, Pope Francis said that the Church 
must take a new look at the condition of divorced and re-
married Catholics. At the present time, which he called 
“a kairos of mercy,” it seems excessively strict to impose 
upon people a lifelong punishment for their mistakes 
and their sins. Francis mentioned that the Orthodox 
Churches, following a principle they call oikonomia, 
permit remarriage after a divorce, especially for the in-
nocent party. 

The Orthodox Tradition 
While the Orthodox Churches affirm the indissolubil-
ity of the marriage bond, they interpret ecclesiastical 
law in the light of two contrasting principles: akrihia, 
which calls for a strict application, and oikonomia, 
which grants flexibility and compassion, taking into ac-
count life’s circumstances.1 Each case demands special 
attention. Yet since they uphold the indissolubility of 
marriage, they do not recognize the second marriage as 
sacramental. Church historians tell us that the Catholic 
Church has never condemned the Orthodox pastoral 
policy on divorce and remarriage. The reconciliation 
between the two ecclesiastical traditions at the Council 
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of Florence in 1445 did not even mention the issue, and 
when the Council of Trent, in the sixteenth century, re-
affirmed the indissolubility of marriage against certain 
Protestant practices, the text deliberately avoided dis-
crediting the Orthodox practice.2 

Because of this age-old Orthodox policy, some 
Eastern Catholic bishops are unhappy with the Vatican’s 
strict and inflexible application of canon law. At Vatican 
Council II, Archbishop Elias Zoghby, the Melkite 
Greek Catholic patriarchal vicar for Egypt and the 
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Sudan, delivered two speeches (on September 29 and 
October 9, 1965) urging the Vatican to learn from the 
Orthodox practice, become more merciful, and allow di-
vorced Catholics to remarry.3 Soon after the Council, in 
November 1966, Patriarch Maximos IV of the Melkite 
Greek Catholic Church published a memorandum in 
support of a more compassionate pastoral approach to 
divorced and remarried Catholics.4 This demand was 
repeated by Greek Catholic bishops in 1980 at the 
Synod on the Family. We read in #14 of the Synod’s 
Final Propositions, “The Synod declared its wish that a 
new and deeper study be initiated into the pastoral care 
of divorced and remarried faithful, taking account of 
the practices of the Eastern Churches so that pastoral 
kindness can be brought more clearly to the fore.”5 All 
told, 179 bishops voted in favour of this proposal, while 
20 opposed it and seven abstained. Still, John Paul II’s 
apostolic exhortation Familiaris consortium of 1981 
did not mention the wish expressed by the majority of 
bishops. 

In 1993, three German bishops—Karl Lehmann, 
Oskar Saier, and Walter Kasper—encouraged by the 
Orthodox pastoral tradition, published a pastoral let-
ter asking for dialogue in the Catholic Church on 
admitting divorced and remarried Catholics to Holy 
Communion. After several conversations with Cardinal 
Ratzinger, at the time the prefect of the Congregation 
of the Doctrine of the Faith, the Cardinal published “A 
Letter to the Bishops of the Catholic Church Concerning 
the Reception of Holy Communion by Divorced and 
Remarried Members of the Faithful” (Sept. 14, 1994), 
which reaffirmed the traditional Catholic prohibition. 

The Synods of 2014 and 2015
Pope Francis convoked these two Synods on the family 
to listen to the pastoral experiences of the bishops, to 
understand the cultural forces that presently threaten 
the institution of marriage, and to develop new pastoral 
policies aimed at helping Catholics to live in happy and 
holy marriages. In this context, the ecclesial status of 
divorced and remarried Catholics was a minor issue, but 
it could not be avoided.

At the beginning of Synod 2014, the voices in sup-
port of innovation were strong. The Preliminary Report, 
published on October 18, 2014, offers a new theologi-
cal approach to the inclusion of Catholics in irregular 
unions. I published a short article on this proposal in 
The Ecumenist.6 The innovative approach of the Report 
is already expressed in the subtitles assigned to three se-

ries of paragraphs: “The discernment of positive values 
in wounded families and those in irregular conditions,” 
“Announcing the gospel of the family in the different 
context of today,” and “Positive aspects of civil unions 
and cohabitation.” 

To justify these proposals, the Preliminary Report 
recalls the paradoxical teaching of Vatican Council II 
that, on the one hand, the Catholic Church is the one, 
true Church of Christ, and on the other hand, other 
Christian churches, though less complete, proclaim 
the Gospel, practise baptism, and mediate salvation to 
their members, thus participating in the mystery of the 
Church (Lumen gentium, #15). A similar paradox, the 
Preliminary Report argues, marks the Catholic under-
standing of marriage. On the one hand, the Catholic 
sacramental marriage is the divinely instituted spousal 
union; yet, on the other, couples in other unions often 
manifest great love, practise selfless service, and take 
loving care of their children—all signs that God is pres-
ent in their lives and that the Church owes them respect. 
Instead of judging these unions by invoking their ir-
regular status, the Preliminary Report looks at the good 
and holy things that happen in these unions, respecting 
the couple’s virtues, their sacrifices, and their generous 
parenting. 

This innovative theological proposal represents a leap 
from a deductive to an inductive theology. Scholastic 
theology provided clearly defined concepts of the 
truth—the true Church, the true marriage—and then 
argued that institutions that do not correspond to this 
truth are false, thus dispensing theologians from exam-
ining what actually goes on in them. Today, the Report 
claims, the love of truth urges bishops and theologians to 
examine empirically what happens in these institutions 
and then formulate their spiritual judgment by induction. 
This approach reminds me of the ancient antiphon sung 
during Holy Week, Ubi caritas et amor, Deus ibi est 
(Where there is charity and love, there God is present). If 
Catholic couples in irregular unions practise charity and 
love, they find themselves sustained by divine grace, a 
reason for admitting them to Holy Communion.

In the second half of Synod 2014, the conservative 
voices began to dominate. The Final Report of October 
31, 2014, no longer mentions the paragraphs of the 
Preliminary Report that offered the bold pastoral pro-
posal. When I worked on my article for The Ecumenist, 
I discovered that the Preliminary Report, a copy of 
which I kept in my computer, is no longer available on 
the Vatican website: the present version of the Report 
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has deleted the sections expressing respect for irregular 
unions under certain conditions. Still, the Final Reports 
of the two Synods show that a majority of bishops sup-
ported a pastoral approach that favoured the integration 
of irregular Catholics in the Catholic parish, even invit-
ing them to render various services, short of admitting 
them to Holy Communion. 

The exhortation Amoris laetitia 
Pope Francis’ apostolic exhortation Amoris laetitia (The 
Joy of Love) is a pastoral document of great depth and 
beauty. Presenting the document at the press conference 
at the Vatican on April 8, 2016, Cardinal Schönborn, 
Archbishop of Vienna, called it “a linguistic event.”7 For 
in it Pope Francis, reflecting on the two Synods on the 
family, speaks to Catholic believers and their pastors in 
a language they understand—not in abstract terms, but 
attentive to the concrete experiences of love in married 
life and respectful of its failures and disappointments. 
Throughout this long document shines the light of the 
Gospel, offering wisdom and communicating hope. 
Francis asks the faithful to read his exhortation not all at 
once, but stretched over several days, taking the time to 
reflect on what it means to them personally. 

In this article I attend only to the sections dealing 
with the inclusion in the Church of divorced and remar-
ried Catholics—more precisely the section “Casting 
light on difficulties, anguish and crises” (#231–252) and 
chapter 8, “Accompanying, discerning and integrating 
fragility” (#221–312).

Recalling that a majority of bishops favoured the 
inclusion of irregular Catholics in the parish, Francis 
writes, 

It is important that the divorced who have entered 
a new union should be made to feel part of the 
Church. “They are not excommunicated,” and they 
should not be treated as such, since they remain 
part of the ecclesial community. These situations 
“require careful discernment and respectful ac-
companiment. Language or conduct that might 
lead them to feel discriminated against should be 
avoided, and they should be encouraged to par-
ticipate in the life of the community. The Christian 
community’s care of such persons is not to be con-
sidered a weakening of its faith and testimony to 
the indissolubility of marriage; rather, such care is 
a particular expression of its charity.” (#243)

Integrating irregular Catholics into the parish will 
not be seen as a scandal, Francis argues, but rather as a 
witness to the mercy of Jesus practised by the Church. 
He writes, “The choice of a civil marriage or, in many 
cases, of simple cohabitation, is often not motivated by 
prejudice or resistance to a sacramental union, but by 
cultural or contingent situations” (#294), by pressures 
often related to poverty, unemployment, and social 
exclusion. As a priest and bishop in Argentina, Francis 
became familiar with the fragility of people’s lives in 
the slums of Buenos Aires. In today’s largely urban-
ized world, the Church must adopt a pastoral policy of 
“gradualness,” a term used by John Paul II in his 1981 
exhortation, Familiaris consortio. Because entry into 
holiness is gradual, advancing over many obstacles, the 
Church does not denounce without reflection the failures 
and infidelities of persons as sins; it sees them instead as 
stepping stones for gradual improvement and spiritual 
growth. Needed today, Francis argues, is a pastoral prac-
tice of accompaniment. 

The Synods did not reply to the question of whether 
irregular couples integrated into the parish should be 
allowed to receive Holy Communion. An authoritative 
reply is given by Francis in Amoris laetitia, an echo 
of the paradoxical practice of the Orthodox Churches. 
Francis proclaims the indissolubility of the Catholic sac-
ramental marriage, and concedes, in the name of God’s 
mercy, that contrite divorced and remarried Catholics 
may receive the Eucharist. He writes,

If we consider the immense variety of concrete 
situations … it is understandable that neither the 
synod nor this exhortation could be expected to 
provide a new set of general rules, canonical in 
nature and applicable to all cases. What is possible 
is simply a renewed encouragement to undertake 
a responsible personal and pastoral discernment of 
particular cases. (#300)

The key word here is discernment. Some questions 
in the Church cannot be resolved by law; required 
is spiritual discernment taking into account the real 
circumstances of people’s lives. Francis writes, “This 
discernment is dynamic; it must remain ever open to 
new stages of growth and to new decisions that will al-
low the ideal to be more fully realized” (#303).

What does discernment mean in the cases under 
discussion? Catholics living in irregular unions must 
ask themselves, possibly in conversation with a priest 
or a reflective lay person, whether they are reconciled 
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with God in their heart. Have they repented of their 
contribution to the failure of their first marriage? Have 
they forgiven their first spouse or do they still harbour 
resentment? Would it be rational for them to return to 
their original spouse? Are they reconciled with mem-
bers of their family who disapproved of their irregular 
union? Francis writes, “Conversation with a priest, in 
the internal forum, contributes to the formation of a cor-
rect judgment on what hinders the possibility of a fuller 
participation in the life of the Church and on what steps 
can foster it and make it grow” (#300). 

I have highlighted the words internal forum to 
emphasize that the judgment that admits Catholics in 
irregular unions to the Eucharist is not made in the ex-
ternal forum by the local bishop, an ecclesiastical court, 
or a Roman Congregation. This judgment is the fruit of 
the spiritual discernment of the Catholics concerned, 
assisted by a priest or a wise lay person. Francis writes, 

I encourage the faithful who find themselves in 
complicated situations to speak confidently with 
their pastors or with other lay people whose lives 
are committed to the Lord. They may not always 
encounter in them a confirmation of their own 
ideas or desires, but they will surely receive some 
light to help them better understand their situation 
and discover a path to personal growth. (#312)

The decision regarding the invitation to receive Holy 
Communion is made by the Catholics themselves, an-
swering the question whether they are reconciled to God 
in their hearts. Francis writes, “the Church must form 
people’s conscience, not replace it.” 

In his exhortation Amoris laetitia, Francis adopts a 
version of the Orthodox practice to which he has referred 
in June 2013 in his conversation with the journalists on 
the plane returning from Brazil. He writes many pages 
to justify his decision in theological terms, showing that 
it is neither a surrender to relativism, nor a concession 
to subjectivism, nor a watering down of the evangelical 
demands, nor a betrayal of the Church’s dogmatic teach-
ing. He writes, “I understand those who prefer a more 
rigorous pastoral care which leaves no room for confu-
sion. But I sincerely believe that Jesus wants a Church 
attentive to the goodness which the Holy Spirit sows in 
the midst of human weakness (#308). Francis reminds 
his critics that he made his decision in the wake of the 
Jubilee Year of Mercy, when the Church deepened the 
understanding of its mission of forgiveness and compas-
sion. To impose a lifelong punishment upon people for 
the wrongs they have done is “at odds with the logic of 

the Gospel.” (#297) If well explained, Francis insists, the 
admission of “irregular” Catholics to Holy Communion 
will not be seen in the parish as a scandal, but rather as 
a concrete symbol of Christ’s mercy communicated by 
the Church. 

The Pope’s bold decision reminds me of remarks he 
made during a long interview with a group of Jesuit edi-
tors, published in the magazine America and other Jesuit 
publications worldwide.

If a Catholic is a legalist or restorationist, if he 
wants everything clear and safe, then he will find 
nothing.… Tradition and memory of the past must 
help us to have the courage to open up new areas to 
God. Those who today always look for disciplinar-
ian solutions, those who long for an exaggerated 
doctrinal ‘security,’ those who stubbornly try to re-
cover a past that no longer exists—these Catholics 
have a static and inward-directed view of things. 
In this way, faith becomes an ideology among 
other ideologies.… Exegetes and theologians help 
the Church to mature in her own judgment.... The 
view of the Church’s teaching as a monolith to 
defend without nuance or different understandings 
is wrong.8

The response of the bishops
To admit to Holy Communion contrite Catholics living 
in irregular unions—the Orthodox pastoral practice—is 
new in the Catholic Church. Francis has asked these 
“irregular” Catholics to approach a priest or a spiritual 
lay person to help them clarify their conscience, and if 
they are at peace with God in their heart, to receive Holy 
Communion in their parish. It is my impression, though 
I cannot document it, that in Quebec this has been prac-
tised for years in many parishes. To spread this liberating 
message to Catholics worldwide, the national bishops’ 
conferences will have to produce a pastoral program to 
be sent to their priests, asking them to explain the new 
pastoral practice to their parishioners. 

Since this teaching is so new, it is not surprising that 
the reaction of the bishops across the world has been 
very slow. The vast number of national episcopal confer-
ences are divided on this issue, and have so far chosen to 
be silent. Only the episcopal conferences of Argentina, 
Malta, and Germany have responded positively to the 
Pope’s proposal and have produced pastoral statements 
to guide the faithful and their priests. Space does not al-
low me to address in any detail their pastoral documents, 
but they can be easily found on the internet. The internet 
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also offers the letters of Pope Francis congratulating 
these episcopal conferences for their work.

In various parts of the world, individual bishops have 
responded positively to the teaching of Amoris laetitia 
and have produced pastoral statements explaining its lib-
erating message to their Church. I conclude this article 
with a paragraph from the pastoral statement sent by 
Bishop Robert McElroy of San Diego, California, to the 
priests and the people of his diocese: 

Pope Francis widens the focus for the internal 
reflection of conscience for a Catholic who is 
divorced and remarried by underscoring that the 
central question for conscience is “What is my sit-
uation before God?” In conversation with a priest, 
the believer with humility, discretion, and love for 
the Church and its teachings seeks to reflect upon 
their level of responsibility for the failure of the 
first marriage, their care and love for the children 
of that marriage, the moral obligations which have 
arisen in their new marriage, and possible harm 
which their returning to the sacraments might have 
by undermining the indissolubility of marriage. It 
is important to underscore that the role of the priest 
is one of accompaniment, meant to inform the con-
science of the discerner on principles of Catholic 

faith. The priest is not to make decisions for the 
believer, for as Pope Francis emphasizes in Amoris 
laetitia, the Church is “called to form consciences, 
not to replace them.”9 

Gregory Baum is the founder and first editor of The Ecumenist. He cur-
rently works out of the Centre justice et foi in Montréal, Québec.
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Justification by Grace and Its Meaning for Cultural  
and Religious Pluralism
By Donald Schweitzer
St. Andrew’s College, Saskatoon

Over the past 40 years, international migration 
has increased cultural and religious pluralism in 

democracies around the world. Canada has been char-
acterized by cultural and a relative religious pluralism 
since its inception. This entered a new phase during the 
Quiet Revolution in the 1960s, when French Canadians 
in Quebec began to act collectively to ensure the survival 
of their culture and language. At roughly the same time, 
many Indigenous peoples intensified their struggles for 
self-determination and the preservation of their cultures 
and languages. The increase in cultural and religious 
pluralism in Canada due to immigration has taken place 
in the midst of these struggles and has been accom-
panied by the growth of racial prejudice against black 
Canadians in some parts of Canada.1 In addition to the 
national minorities of francophone and Indigenous peo-
ples, a multitude of cultural and religious groups now 
form significant minorities that are also determined to 
contribute their values, practices, and visions of reality 
to the larger Canadian identity.

The increase of cultural and religious pluralism in 
democratic societies can give rise to social tensions. 
Differences in values and practices between cultural and 
religious groups living in close proximity can generate 
cultural clashes and raise far-reaching questions about 
justice, toleration, and individual and collective rights. 
Increased cultural and religious pluralism has made 
cross-cultural dialogue unavoidable in North Atlantic 
societies2 and has triggered wide-ranging discussions 
about the values and procedures by which clashes 
between different cultural and religious values can be 
adjudicated and the parameters of tolerance established. 
A second tension arises from the nature of democratic 
government itself. 

As a democracy presents itself as a government rep-
resentative of all its people, it implicitly welcomes all 
into its public life. But as democratic populations are 
self-governing, they must have a common cultural iden-
tity and high degree of cohesion.3 This can create a drive 
within democracies to exclude or dominate cultural 
minorities. In practice, cultural majorities in Western 

liberal democracies have frequently restricted liberal 
rights and freedoms to themselves,4 yielding these to 
others only after protracted struggle by the excluded and 
their allies. When increasing cultural and religious plu-
ralism leads to more minority cultures seeking to ensure 
their own survival and contribute to the national identity 
within a democratic polity, it can create a tension be-
tween a democracy’s ideology of inclusion and its need 
for social cohesion and a shared common identity.5 The 
struggles of cultural/religious groups for survival and 
self-determination sometimes lead to the creation of new 
national boundaries, but historically this has generally 
led to the creation of new cultural minorities, and so 
the underlying problem remains.6 A different and more 
hopeful solution to the social tensions arising from in-
creased cultural and religious pluralism is that of shared 
identity space.7 Here, different cultural groups live 
together, and through dialogue, compromise, and some-
times free, creative self-withdrawal for the sake of the 
other, create a shared identity to which each contributes. 

The increased cultural and religious pluralism in 
North Atlantic countries challenges their inhabitants 
to make room for other cultures and religions within 
their borders and to find in “the universalist bases” of 
their own traditions8 warrants for recognizing others 
and respecting their human rights. Religious traditions 
frequently have several ways of doing this. What fol-
lows will explore how justification by grace can be a 
resource in this regard and provide a basis for shared 
identity space within the church and broader society. 
Justification by grace is a multifaceted doctrine that 
has often been central to Protestant understandings of 
a Christian’s relationship to God. Its roots lie in Paul’s 
letters to the Galatians and Romans. Here it provided 
a basis for cultural pluralism within the church. It can 
also provide a basis for a discriminating recognition of 
others, and a warrant for relativizing a Christian’s own 
cultural and religious tradition to make room for others 
in a context of cultural/religious pluralism. 
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Justification by grace in Paul’s letters to the 
Galatians and Romans
The church began as a sect within Judaism. Issues of 
cultural pluralism soon arose within it as Gentiles con-
verted to faith in Christ without becoming Jews. The 
pre-Christian Paul seems to have seen such conversions 
as part of a threat that the early church posed to Israel’s 
identity as God’s chosen people.9 Paul’s letter to the 
Galatians suggests that some early church leaders partly 
agreed with this. They proposed a bipartite church that 
would have preserved a separation between Gentile and 
Jewish members. This arrangement subordinated the 
salvation in Christ that these early Christians shared to 
the differences in their ethnic identities and understand-
ings of how this faith should be lived that separated 
them.10 Their proposal undermined the early Christian 
ideal of the unity of the church. 

In his letter to the Galatians, Paul opposed this 
separation as an attack on the truth of the gospel. He 
interpreted the gospel in relation to questions raised by 
cultural pluralism here in terms of what has come to be 
known as the doctrine of justification by grace, which 
he summarized in Galatians 2:15-16.11 Here Paul stated 
an axiom he shared with his opponents: salvation rests 
upon what God has done for humanity in Jesus Christ. 
However, Paul interpreted this axiom in a more radical 
way than his opponents. For Paul, Gentile and Jewish 
believers were equal in that both had been justified 
before God through Christ’s death and resurrection.12 
Paul saw this to be the basis of the primary identity 
of all Christians. The religious legalism he opposed in 
Galatians can be described in hindsight as a form of 
cultural hegemony. Paul’s opponents sought to impose 
practices which were marks of Jewish religious identity 
upon Gentile Christians. Paul argued that as Gentile 
Christians were justified by grace, they did not have to 
adopt these practices and become Jewish Christians. For 
Paul, justification by grace created a distinction between 
the religious and cultural identities of Christians to 
make room within the church for cultural differences. 
In Galatians, Paul presented justification by grace as 
“first and foremost a defense of the rights of Gentiles 
to enter the Church on the basis of their faith in Jesus 
Christ without adopting the cultural practices of Jewish 
Christians.”13

In Paul’s view, the religious identity that Christians 
share through justification by grace outweighed their 
other ethnic, racial, or cultural identities14 and must not 

be subordinated to them. As Christians are justified be-
fore God through grace, it does not matter whether they 
are Gentile or Jew, male or female, slave or free; they are 
all one in Christ (Gal. 3:28). Justification by grace thus 
rules out any “presumption of privileged status before 
God by virtue of race, culture or nationality.”15 In doing 
so, it provides a basis for shared identity space within the 
church. Gentiles were not bound by the law that defined 
Jewish religious/cultural distinctiveness. They were 
free to contribute their understanding of Jesus Christ 
and what it means to follow him to the church’s overall 
self-understanding. Jewish Christians were free to con-
tinue following the law and to contribute their vision of 
law-abiding discipleship to Christ to the church’s self-
understanding, too, so long as this was not presented as 
a defining characteristic of Christian identity binding 
on all. 

Though Paul believed his Galatian opponents’ views 
and actions were wrong and damaging, still he continued 
to accept them as members of the church. Justification 
by grace enabled Paul “to say yes or no in a differenti-
ated way”16 to these people who were “other” to him, 
and to endure the “internal antagonism”17 he felt towards 
them as a result of their differences. There were limits 
to this. On one occasion he called for someone to be 
expelled from a church community (1 Cor. 5:2-5). Yet in 
both Galatians and Romans, though Paul was convinced 
of the correctness of his own opinion, he acknowledged 
that those who thought otherwise had the right to make 
up their own minds on these matters. On both occasions, 
the issues were important to Paul, and his opponents’ 
views were in fundamental conflict with his own. Yet 
though he believed his opponents were wrong, he ac-
knowledged that nonetheless, they had a place in the 
church.18 Justification by grace functioned here as a 
basis for toleration of differences of opinion on essential 
matters. Finally, justification by grace enabled Paul to be 
tolerant towards himself.19 Paul was able to live with the 
differences between his own standards and expectations 
and his limitations and imperfections because he knew 
he was justified by grace. 

In Galatians, Paul argued that the Jewish prohibition 
on eating with Gentiles had to be abandoned by Jewish 
Christians when it came to table fellowship with Gentile 
Christians—but otherwise Jewish Christians could 
maintain their cultural/religious identity and should 
be accepted by Gentile Christians as members of the 
church. Paul also called for a reciprocal relativization 
of cultural/religious identities in Romans 14:1–15:13, 
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where he addressed tensions in the church at Rome 
between the contrasting groups of the strong and the 
weak. Paul argued that justification by grace meant that 
Christians should have a tolerance based on respect for 
others who had a different understanding of Jesus’ sav-
ing significance.20 Those who were strong in the faith 
were to welcome those who were weak, and abstain 
from passing judgment on them (Rom. 14:1-4). The 
strong, with whom Paul identified, were even to practice 
a form of free, creative self-withdrawal for the sake of 
the other, refraining from eating meat or drinking wine 
so as not to cause the weak to stumble (Rom. 14:21). 
Conversely, the weak were not to force their views and 
practices upon the strong. Both were to respect each 
other despite their differences. In Paul’s view, justifica-
tion by grace creates an overarching religious identity 
that enables Christians to live with significant degrees 
of cultural and religious difference in their worshipping 
communities. Within the shared identity space that justi-
fication by grace creates, a shared ecclesial culture was 
to develop that both groups could participate in and that 
preserved yet relativized the cultural identities of both.

While justification by grace creates a place of free-
dom in which different cultural identities can co-exist, 
it does not lead to ethical relativism. Paul argued that it 
should issue in “faith working through love” (Gal. 5:6). 
This imperative includes two different ethical orienta-
tions. The first provides a basis for toleration and respect 
for others. The second prevents this from lapsing into 
ethical indifference. 

First, justification by grace leads to toleration and 
respect for others by becoming an ethical norm within 
the church. As one has been accepted by Christ, so one 
should accept others. In this way, justification by grace 
points towards universal salvation and an inclusive 
community. But Paul presents justification by grace as 
a transitional stage oriented towards the coming of a 
God’s new creation. As such, it should lead to sancti-
fication, the manifestation of greater righteousness in 
an individual’s life. These two orientations—one point-
ing towards inclusion, toleration, and respect, and the 
other towards transformation and the coming of God’s 
new creation—are frequently in tension. The orienta-
tion towards the coming of God’s new creation can be 
characterized as the moral demand for righteousness. 
The orientation towards inclusion and toleration can be 
characterized as a transmoral demand for the acceptance 
of the unrighteous. The first corresponds to the demand 
for justice. The second calls for “the will to embrace the 

unjust.”21 It is transmoral in that it calls one to go beyond 
what morality requires: to give to the undeserving, to 
accept the unacceptable. These two demands, both aris-
ing from the gospel, exist in a dialectical relationship. 
The moral demand requires that the morally different be 
judged and transformed in order to be made acceptable. 
The transmoral demand requires that the morally differ-
ent be accepted even as they are, in light of their prior 
justification by God. 

Both orientations are included in the ethical impera-
tive of “faith working through love” (Gal. 5:6) that arises 
from justification by grace. The cross of Christ provides 
a concrete pattern for this love.22 But the cross can be 
interpreted in terms of both orientations. As Jesus died 
as a martyr for the coming of God’s reign, his cross is 
a sign of uncompromising dedication and self-sacrifice 
for justice. As he died for the justification of sinners, 
it is the paradigm of their transmoral acceptance and a 
warrant for toleration and respect for those who are dif-
ferent. “Faith working through love” thus embraces both 
orientations and requires that they be held in tension. 

Justification by grace can thus provide a basis for self-
relativization that does not lapse into ethical relativism.23 
It provides a basis for tolerance and mutual respect that 
serves an overarching social good, the coming reign of 
God. It is the basis for a unity that encompasses cultural 
differences that should find expression in the church’s 
life. But it is also part of God’s renewal of all things 
that is oriented towards justice. This prevents the first 
orientation from lapsing into ethical relativism. But the 
combination of the two can create a significant tension 
in a Christian’s ethical orientation. This tension between 
judging and accepting the unacceptable also lies at the 
heart of the notion of toleration. Can justification by 
grace provide a basis for toleration and respect that ex-
tends to those outside the community of faith?

Bounded openness in relation to the world
The church is bounded by faith in Jesus Christ and the 
moral impetus of the gospel. This sets it apart from the 
world. Yet interpreting the gospel in terms of justifica-
tion by grace creates an openness in the church to the 
world, for justification by grace interprets the gospel as 
directed towards all people.24 It means that the church 
is open to the world in all its diversity: to people of all 
cultures, races, ethnicities, and abilities, to the sinner 
and the saint. If Christians are justified by grace, then the 
church is a hospital for the sick and not just a gathering 
of the spiritually elite. All who seek healing may enter 
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and participate, and the church must be open to accept-
ing a variety of cultural expressions within itself. 

Justification by grace also entails that the church 
must see itself as in need of some healing, as a pilgrim 
community still on its way. A presupposition of justifi-
cation by grace is the doctrine of the universality of sin, 
the recognition that all need grace.25 This means that 
justification by grace is polemically directed against 
all forms of self-righteousness and self-assuredness.26 
The church must therefore recognize the fallibility of 
its teachings, moral codes, and practices, be critically 
open to movements of the Spirit that seek to transform it, 
and be willing to engage in self-critique. Thus, ideally, 
justification by grace creates within the church an ethos 
that can be described as “bounded openness.”27 The 
church is bounded by the gospel. It must remain faithful 
to Christ. Its proclamation and actions must be rooted 
in the biblical witness. It has an orientation to the world 
that it pursues amid the cultural and religious pluralism 
of the present. It must have ethical boundaries. Yet it 
must also be open to revising its teachings, and to the 
possibility that those of other cultures and religions may 
have glimpsed aspects of divine truth that it is unaware 
of. Therefore it should be open to cultural diversity 
within itself, to some pluralism within itself in regards to 
the understanding of the gospel,28 to religious diversity 
in surrounding society and interreligious dialogue. Its 
orientation to the world must have some fluidity and be 
open to new, emergent values.29 Faith in Christ thus sets 
the church in a tension field between faithfulness to its 
received understanding of the gospel and openness to 
revising this in light of the witness of the Spirit in the 
present. 

Justification by grace thus introduces two tensions 
into the Christian moral life. The first is between the 
moral and the transmoral ethical orientations that it gives 
rise to. The second is between fidelity to one’s received 
understanding of the gospel and openness to revising 
this and its moral injunctions in response to the working 
of the Spirit. These two tensions mean that Christian 
faith cannot be “decanted into a fixed moral code.”30 
Instead, the church must embrace the contrasting ori-
entations of pursuing moral righteousness on the one 
hand and openness to accepting the sinner on the other. 
Simultaneously, it must adopt a self-reflexive stance 
towards its received understanding of gospel. As it seeks 
to live out this understanding, it must also recognize 
that this may itself need revision. This is a difficult path 
to follow. History is full of examples where the church 

should have revised its teachings and refused, or where 
it should have remained faithful and gave way; where 
sinners were forgiven and should have been disciplined, 
or were punished when they should have been forgiven. 
Justification by grace can enable the church to accept the 
difficulty of this path and the tensions that lie within it. 
For justification states that the church’s hope lies not in 
its own performance, but in what God has done in Christ 
and in the Holy Spirit. Its salvation is by grace, not by 
works. From this can arise the courage to accept the ten-
sions, difficulties, uncertainties, and failures that come 
with an ethos of bounded openness. 

Justification can also be a source of respect within 
the church for those who belong to other religions or no 
religion. Its presupposition, the universality of sin, can 
lead to the recognition of a solidarity with others based 
on a universal need for grace, “which goes beyond all 
boundaries” and so includes all.31 In turn, justification 
by grace is based on what God has done in Jesus Christ. 
This divine action has created an objective reality that 
has meaning even when it is not appropriated in faith. 
The world has been reconciled to God in Jesus Christ.32 
As Jesus Christ is “the concrete event”33 of this reconcil-
iation, in which every person can recognize themselves 
and all others as justified by God, justification by grace 
has a field of meaning that extends beyond the church. 
For Christians it provides an overarching perspective 
reaching beyond cultural and religious differences that 
creates a unity between themselves and non-Christians. 
As every person has already been justified before God 
through what God has done in Christ, they deserve re-
spect and have the right to life.34 Justification by grace 
thus provides a basis for universal human rights.35 As 
respect for the integrity of a person entails respect for the 
cultural traditions and experiences in which they have 
been socialized and which have formed their identity,36 
the respect that justification by grace engenders for oth-
ers must include respect for their cultures and religious 
traditions as well. 

When this respect for the cultural and religious tradi-
tions of others is combined with a recognition of the 
church’s fallible nature, a space is opened for accepting 
religious pluralism in surrounding society. In this way 
the openness to cultural pluralism within the church can 
be extended to become an openness to cultural and reli-
gious pluralism in surrounding society. Justification by 
grace can thus provide a basis for toleration for cultural 
and religious differences that is based on respect. 
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Justification by grace as a transitional 
moment
Justification by grace creates a framework for accepting 
cultural and religious pluralism that is grounded within 
Christian faith. It can provide for Christians a social 
bond linking them with members of other religions as 
“members of one and the same secular society.”37 Within 
this framework, dialogue, dissent, and disagreement can 
occur without this social bond being ruptured. Yet justi-
fication by grace does not mean that a pluralistic society 
should simply be accepted as it is. Toleration is a neces-
sary virtue in contexts of cultural and religious pluralism 
where conflicts between different perspectives and 
practices are inevitable. But toleration is only a virtue 
when it serves a greater good that is not yet realized.38 
Toleration that simply accepts the status quo with all its 
injustices and alienations is not virtuous, but a form of 
repression. Toleration needs an orientation towards jus-
tice and peace in order that one may discriminate when 
to accept suffering and evil as a way of moving towards 
this, and when to denounce and oppose it as intolerable. 
Justification by grace creates an openness to the diver-
sity of the world, yet it remains bounded by its goal of 
the coming reign of God. It engenders respect for others 
and for their cultures and religions. But the toleration it 
gives rise to is oriented towards this utopian goal.

Justification by grace both grants one peace and 
empowers one to act. As it enables one to accept one’s 
self as justified in relation to God, it brings an inner 
peace. One’s identity and ultimate destiny have been 
secured once and for all by what God has done in Jesus 
Christ. But this inner peace is an anticipation or pledge 
of the hoped-for renewal of all things promised in Jesus’ 
resurrection.39 As justifying faith has this hope and 
orientation, it should inspire one to protest and work 
to overcome injustice, suffering, and alienation. The 
all-encompassing hope that springs from it legitimates 
struggles for liberation from economic, political, and 
cultural oppression.40 Running through Scripture is the 
theme of God’s preferential option for the poor, the 
marginalized, and the powerless. This theme provides 
a transcendent principle to guide Christian participation 
in these struggles. But cultural and religious pluralism 
complexify this. A person’s understanding of what is 
just in a particular situation is invariably coloured by 
their culture and sense of belonging to a particular 
people.41 In Canada, what seems just to an anglophone 
may seem oppressive to a francophone. A concrete 

conception of justice or a feasible solution to injustice 
to which all sides can agree is rarely achievable. Also, 
after a successful struggle for liberation, as in the over-
coming of apartheid in South Africa, there is still a need 
for reconciliation. In such situations, justification by 
grace can have a crucial role to play in the pursuit of its 
utopian goal.

Struggles for justice involve pursuing a claim or a 
right. If a fair settlement to which all parties can agree 
cannot be reached, then either the claim will remain 
unsettled, or its settlement will involve the triumph of 
one party over others. Either way, the outcome may be 
a source of lingering resentment and possibly of future 
violence and further injustice. Also, the complexity 
of human life means that a plurality of goods is often 
at issue. Pursuing justice in relation to one good may 
jeopardize others. The way one life tends to be inter-
woven with many others means that pursuing justice 
may adversely affect the lives of third parties who are 
innocent or only tangentially involved in the injustice 
being opposed. As a result, in some situations, pursuing 
justice may settle outstanding issues in the present at the 
price of undermining the future of those concerned.42 
Justification by grace can at times legitimate pursuing 
a different approach. It can warrant relinquishing one’s 
claim to justice instead of pursuing it, embracing the 
unjust, forgiving those who have done wrong, or with-
drawing one’s claim to justice for the sake of someone 
else or a common future together. This kind of trans-
moral move can put the parties involved into a renewed 
relationship, where their common life can begin again,43 
not on the basis of a just settlement, but on the basis of 
their acceptance of each other despite the history of in-
justice that lies between them. 

For Christians, this kind of move can be warranted 
by God having already embraced both victims and op-
pressors in Jesus Christ. This establishes a relationship 
between people that is grounded not in their moral per-
formance44 but in their unity in Christ. On the basis of 
this relationship and pragmatic considerations, people 
may choose to forgo pursing a justice claim and instead 
be reconciled to each other. Struggles for justice and 
resistance to oppression must be pursued in contexts of 
cultural and religious pluralism. Yet there are situations 
where forgiveness of the unjust may promise a greater 
good and perhaps even a better future for the victims 
than rigorously pressing their claims against those who 
have wronged them. 
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Conversely, though, this kind of transmoral action 
risks devaluing the suffering of victims, or leaving 
their oppression ongoing and their trauma unhealed. 
Toleration cannot be indiscriminate.45 Recognizing 
both the necessity of pursuing justice and the role that 
forgiveness and embracing the unjust can play in heal-
ing the wounds of human communities means that a 
capacity for judgment and moral leadership must be 
cultivated among a community’s members and lead-
ers.46 The decision whether to pursue justice or forgive 
wrongdoers or when and how to combine both always 
involves a judgment that risks failure. Leaders like 
Nelson Mandela who demonstrate the capacity to make 
and execute judgments of these kinds combine great 
powers of discernment, the ability to bring people along 
with them,47 and the courage to accept the risks involved 
in attempting this. Justification by grace can be a source 
of this kind of courage. Its message of unconditional ac-
ceptance by God can empower one to risk the guilt that 
responsible action may incur. 

Justification by grace and the dialogical  
nature of cultural pluralism 
The increase of cultural and religious pluralism brought 
about by international immigration can have an unin-
tended effect upon a country’s inhabitants. The arrival of 
immigrants, particularly of refugees, may lead a coun-
try’s inhabitants to a “recognition of … [their] own 
privileged situation”48 in relation to the new arrivals. 
This is an example of how encounters with cultural or 
religious others, or with strangers who are in need, can 
dialogize one’s guiding concepts and sense of self, put-
ting them into question or leading them to take on new 
and sometimes contradictory meanings.49 This does not 
end when immigrants settle into their new home. As 
they maintain their cultural/religious identities in their 
new country, the juxtaposition of their culture and/or 
religion in relation to those of others in the society they 
now share can continue this process of dialogization in 
unforeseeable ways. 

Cultural and religious pluralism can thus create a 
dialogical dynamic that is open-ended. The result can 
be enrichment, a deeper knowledge of one’s self, one’s 
own beliefs and traditions, and those of others. But this 
process of mutual interlocution can also reveal a shadow 
side to one’s identity and lead to a sense of normless-
ness and despair. In Canada, anglophones may discover 
through dialogue with francophones how the latter ex-
perience anglophone culture as burdensome, because its 
influence requires francophones to struggle to keep their 

own language and culture alive.50 The encounter with 
the cultural or religious other can lead to a recognition 
of guilt and the knowledge that one’s culture is oppres-
sive to others.

Justification by grace does not provide “an 
Archimedian point” from beyond all cultural or reli-
gious traditions51 that can give one a sure orientation by 
which to engage cultural and religious pluralism. But it 
can provide a transcendent perspective that strengthens 
and stabilizes one while enabling one to be self-critical 
and open to disturbing truths that may emerge through 
encounter and dialogue with other cultures and reli-
gions. Justification by grace does not take one out of the 
uncertainties and ambiguities that arise from cultural 
and religious pluralism. But it can provide a sense of 
peace within this that enables one to engage in the on-
going dialogue, interpretation, and practical tasks that 
the pursuit of peace and justice in a pluralistic context 
require. 

Conclusion
The potential of justification by grace to sustain respon-
sible action in ambiguous circumstances makes it an 
important moral resource for the pursuit of justice and 
peace within cultural and religious pluralism. It can pro-
vide a framework for toleration of cultural and religious 
differences based on respect without falling into ethical 
relativism. It can engender a desire for justice guided 
by God`s preferential option for the poor that works 
against the exclusionary tendencies of democracies. It 
can enable the church to pursue its ethical vision and still 
remain open to the world. For churches in the Canadian 
context, it can be an important spiritual resource as they 
seek reconciliation with Indigenous peoples and at-
tempt to combine seeking justice with openness to those 
who are culturally and religious different. The influx 
of cultures and religions into Canada resulting from 
international immigration and the legitimate demands 
of francophone and Indigenous peoples for recogni-
tion within Canada means that Canadian society must 
embrace a “second-level or ‘deep’ diversity, in which a 
plurality of ways of belonging … [are] acknowledged 
and accepted.”52 Justification by grace establishes a tran-
scendent relationship for Christians between themselves 
and others that can provide a basis for this, for sharing 
identity space with those who are culturally and reli-
giously different from themselves. 

Donald Schweitzer is McDougald Professor of Theology, St. Andrew’s 
College, Saskatoon, Saskatchewan.
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A Crowning Highlight of Canadian Ecumenism – Abandoned
By Joe Gunn
Citizens for Public Justice, Ottawa, Ontario

For the first time in a generation, the ecumenical 
architecture that allowed social justice initiatives to 

flourish among the major Canadian Christian traditions 
has been broken. Although the implications for ecumen-
ism are profound, the response to this historical setback 
has been quiet, meek, and mild.

Almost one year ago, Canada’s Catholic bishops 
voted at their plenary meeting to end their participation 
in KAIROS, Canada’s largest faith-based social justice 
organization. Judging by the lack of public response, 
few Christians seem to have noticed, or care.

KAIROS: Canadian Ecumenical Justice Initiatives 
is a coalition of 11 churches (including the Anglican 
Church of Canada, Presbyterian Church in Canada, the 
United Church of Canada, Evangelical Lutheran Church 
in Canada) and church agencies (usually those that 
work in international development).1 Catholic presence 
on the KAIROS board was impressive: not only did the 
bishops have a voting member, but so did Development 
and Peace – Caritas Canada. Catholic religious con-
gregations have two representatives as well. KAIROS’ 
work has focused on Indigenous rights, human rights 
and development in the global South, and ecological and 
economic justice in Canada—all a heritage of the dozen 
social justice coalitions that were created by the bishops 
and the Protestant churches since the mid-1970s.

The bishops’ decision to abandon KAIROS is a de-
feat for social justice in Canada. When the Christian 
churches deign to speak out on social issues now, po-
litical players will know that the leadership of Canada’s 
largest Christian denomination no longer shares the 
ecumenical consensus. The ability of Christian faith 
groups to share work and develop common positions, 
and then eventually speak together publicly, has been 
dealt a massive blow. 

Historically, we can say there were two strains 
of ecumenical activity among Christian denomina-
tions: Pastoral Ecumenism and Public Ecumenism.2 
According to Rev. Dr. David Pfrimmer, the former 
principal dean at Waterloo Lutheran Seminary, pastoral 
ecumenism involves theological dialogues, conversa-
tions, meetings, conferences, and capturing agreement 
in published joint statements, convergence reports, and 

theological declarations. In short, “pastoral ecumenism 
is about how denominations accompany one another to 
expand the unity of the ecumenical family.”

A more compelling ecumenical model is what 
Pfrimmer calls public ecumenism. He argues that public 
ecumenism has been hugely important to the develop-
ment of Canada, to the well-being of people and in the 
building of communities. It has involved denominations 
as well as agencies, theologians as well as activists, and 
religious leaders as well as laity. Examples of public 
ecumenism’s work for peace and justice in Canada can 
be evidenced, for example, in the disarmament work of 
Project Ploughshares, activities of the Canadian Council 
of Churches’ Commission on Justice and Peace, and 
interfaith work and statements on poverty and climate 
change organized by groups like Citizens for Public 
Justice. But the emergence of several effective ecu-
menical social justice coalitions, which after 2001 were 
consolidated by the churches into KAIROS, have been 
internationally recognized as Canada’s ecumenical 
gems.

Why did the bishops’ conference take this drastic and 
historic step to break from such an important legacy of 
40 years of Canadian public ecumenism?

Few reasons for this ugly divorce were communicated 
in the scanty three-paragraph announcement released by 
the Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops (CCCB) 
on October 12, 2016.3 Although a letter from the CCCB 
President, Hamilton bishop Douglas Crosby, OMI, was 
sent to KAIROS board partner groups, it was not re-
leased publicly. Nonetheless, the longer explanations in 
this letter can be read on the website of a Montreal-based 
religious news organization, Présence.4

Apparently, the bishops had “concerns” with “vari-
ous aspects of KAIROS structures, policies, strategies 
and functioning.” Crosby’s letter also noted three main 
difficulties for the bishops: that KAIROS emphasizes 
advocacy and “immediate action,” that the KAIROS 
board operates by consensus (and then the decision 
of the majority), and that the organization lacks a 
mechanism by which the CCCB could opt out of certain 
KAIROS projects.
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These concerns are not new. But when I served as di-
rector of social affairs at the CCCB in 2001, the bishops 
had seen the creation of KAIROS in a very positive light, 
and became founding members and financial backers of 
the organization. The CCCB Executive and Permanent 
Council discussed and approved the Memorandum of 
Agreement that was negotiated to create KAIROS. As 
a CCCB employee, I was mandated to serve as vice-
president of the new organization.

But by 2016, the bishops had developed difficulties 
with the Memorandum of Agreement. Now they felt the 
CCCB was made to be a participant “in what corporately 
and legally has become a project of just one particular 
church.” This is a veiled reference to the fact that one 
church had to step up and take KAIROS under its wing 
so that charitable tax receipts could be issued to donors. 
The bishops may have forgotten that until 2001, the 
CCCB had done this for some ecumenical work, like 
the Aboriginal Rights Coalition, but were unwilling to 
take on this role when all the coalitions were merged 
into KAIROS. Fortunately, and despite the extra work 
involved, the United Church of Canada graciously took 
on this role. Given this history, and recognizing the fact 
that Catholic entities enjoyed the largest block of (4) 
voters on KAIROS board matters, I find it disingenuous 
to suggest that KAIROS is merely a project of the United 
Church.

What is the real issue? The CCCB president con-
cluded, “KAIROS’ approaches and ours often differ 
significantly.” That could not have been welcome news 
to the other 10 church partners, nor to Catholic social 
justice practitioners. In my experience, it has been true 
that ecumenical work often includes wider horizons of 
concern and can push the institutions to move to action 
on pressing concerns. Although oftentimes managerially 
disruptive, this was once seen by some bishops as a gift 
to their overinstitutionalized organizations.

While Bishop Crosby’s letter confirms that KAIROS’ 
practice is “a valid way of operating,” it is also “incongru-
ent with the type of oversight and consultation required 
by Catholic bishops engaged in a given ecumenical ven-
ture.” This assertion leaves open the question of how the 
type of oversight and consultation required by Catholic 
bishops (which was once adequate) has come to change. 
While the suggestion is that KAIROS structures are 
inadequate, could it also be true that the ability of the 
CCCB to engage ecumenically has not been maintained 
and prioritized? 

CCCB structures often include tedious approval 
mechanisms, making it very difficult for the bishops 
to act on time-sensitive matters. The CCCB goes to 
great lengths to operate as a fully bilingual operation 
(something KAIROS and Protestant organizations also 
have difficulty achieving), which can become an aspect 
that slows action. The financial constraints of recent 
years have not enhanced the efficiency and transparency 
of CCCB operations. With several dioceses straining 
to contribute their CCCB financial quotas, fewer staff 
resources are available, including the ability to support 
the work of the Commission on Justice and Peace. The 
CCCB was often absent early on when ecumenical proj-
ects were planned, and many observers mentioned that 
in recent years, the CCCB did not send representatives 
to various KAIROS meetings, even of the board. Thus, 
the CCCB’s ability to influence projects (and eventually 
get approval from the bishops) was reduced. (In previous 
years, the CCCB had often appointed trusted lay repre-
sentatives to participate in sessions outside of Ottawa 
that paid staff could not attend.)

My friend Don Bolen, Archbishop of Regina and 
Chair of the Commission on Justice and Peace, force-
fully responded to two articles I wrote in Fall 2016 that 
were critical of the CCCB decision to withdraw from 
KAIROS.5 Bolen argued, correctly in my view, that “it 
is unhelpful to say that the problems were all on one 
side.” I know from long experience working in my own 
diocesan office of social justice, then with religious 
congregations of both men and women, and now in 
a decidedly ecumenical forum, how complex it is to 
gather faith-based groups and focus effective efforts in 
mutually acceptable ways. Although I commend and 
defend the ecumenical space that Canadian Christians 
have created through KAIROS, I do not maintain that 
everything we have done is perfect. KAIROS’ position-
ing on issues has often been avant-garde, and all the 
faith communities have been challenged to step out 
beyond their traditional comfort zones. Specific perhaps 
to the Catholic community, KAIROS’ ability to offer its 
programs and educational resources in French-speaking 
Canada (where almost 40 percent of nominal Canadian 
Catholics reside) has always been weak. Often, plans 
made in Ontario do not work as well in other parts of the 
country, especially Québec. This has long been a point 
of contention with francophone bishops and Québec 
colleagues. Frankly, however, this is the reality of all 
organizational structures that attempt to work nationally. 
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If the Canadian project is worthwhile, so is the work 
necessary to make complicated structures work.

The CCCB letter states, “Our decision does not 
affect our Church’s and our Conference’s ongoing com-
mitment to ecumenism, social justice, and Interchurch 
collaboration ….” More details have not been forthcom-
ing about how the bishops intend to operationalize this 
stated commitment, but an examination of the CCCB 
Commission for Justice and Peace website shows 
only one document posted—a pastoral letter on refu-
gees—since the announcement to leave KAIROS 10 
months earlier. However, in November 2016, the CCCB 
President invited other religious leaders, and KAIROS’ 
Executive Director, to sign a letter to the Canadian 
delegation to COP 22, the international climate change 
conference. The short, three-paragraph note, signed by 
18 leaders, offered no policy prescriptions, nor did it 
encourage any specific Canadian position on the press-
ing issues to be debated in Marrakesh. Rather, the note 
offered prayers for the success of the meeting and af-
firmed, “We strongly believe that religions can truly 
contribute to building up a safer, healthier and more just 
society.”6

Also in October 2016, the CCCB released a resource 
on Evangelical Christianity. It is instructive that the 
Evangelical Fellowship of Canada has not joined in 
KAIROS’ work, nor did it agree to sign the above-
mentioned letter on climate change. It does work closely 
with the CCCB on a range of “life” issues. The resource 
notes: “… the informal dialogue of the Christian life 
between believers … who pursue justice together in 
our communities outside abortion clinics and inside 
soup kitchens ... these dialogues … can prepare the soil 
in which the results of the more official dialogues can 
grow.”7 Perhaps Evangelical Christians, and their issues, 
will provide renewed dialogue partners for the bishops 
now that the traditional tie to social justice work among 
the historic Protestant churches has been severed.

The future of public ecumenism does not rest solely 
in the efforts of KAIROS, of course. But thankfully, 
many Canadian Catholics will continue to participate 
in KAIROS activities and contribute to the organiza-
tion. Development and Peace – Caritas Canada and the 
Canadian Religious Conference both quietly decided 
to continue their participation in KAIROS, despite the 
bishops’ exit. While KAIROS will miss the financial 
support of the CCCB (which, in recent years, amounted 
to a donation from Development and Peace that was 
simply passed through the CCCB’s books), the or-

ganization is financially stable. Its $2 million annual 
budget is backed up by over $5 million in a reserve fund, 
provided mostly by socially active Catholic religious 
congregations.

Nonetheless, ecumenists should use this moment to 
take stock of the state of Canadian ecumenism. Will the 
ecumenical gains of a generation of hard work be con-
tinued in new structures? How can the flame of public 
ecumenism be kept burning?

Theologians Simon Appolloni and Heather Eaton 
have argued, “Religions, although fraught with ambi-
guities, carry great potential for fostering social change, 
living within limits, promoting justice, awakening 
awareness, and developing an ecologically sane and 
just way of life.”8 They note, however, that to carry out 
this work of what some may call public ecumenism, 
“religions are challenged to reinterpret themselves.” Not 
all structures of current religious traditions will lend 
themselves to the task of societal transformation for the 
common good. Some will fail to transition, preferring 
to retrench and focus education and advocacy efforts 
internally on religious doctrine, sexual behaviour, and 
“religious freedom” concerns—what have been de-
scribed as “the culture wars.”9

It is instructive that KAIROS has not been the only 
focal point of CCCB managerial frustration. One year 
earlier, the same CCCB president also sent a five-page 
letter to the Canadian Council of Churches (CCC) to ex-
press concern about the way that organization operates. 
While it is rare for bishops’ conferences to be members 
of councils of churches, Canada has been different, due 
to the history of involvement among the churches. The 
CCCB had been an associate member for some time, 
and then became a full member of the CCC by the late 
1990s. But now, according to Bishop Crosby’s letter, 
the CCC’s Commission for Justice and Peace “endeav-
ours to carry out too many projects.” And the CCCB 
disagreed with the CCC governing board’s invitation to 
(what they judged were) too many “affiliate members”10 
for participation in the Council’s ecumenical ministries. 

With the example of Pope Francis before the world 
today, and especially in the context of the church’s open-
ness to the various celebrations of the 500th anniversary 
of the Reformation in 2017, one can only surmise that 
the CCCB decision to quit KAIROS was more political 
and managerial than theological. Whereas the decision 
might relieve the administrators of the bishops’ confer-
ence from the now apparently onerous responsibilities of 
participation in ecumenical social justice, the decision is 
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not good news for Catholics, for public ecumenists, or 
for advocates of just social change. 

The same month in which the Canadian bishops made 
their decision to abandon KAIROS, their Episcopal 
Commission for Doctrine released a document that 
seemed to reiterate episcopal belief in the role of 
ecumenical social action. In the first paragraph of “The 
Co-Responsibility of the Lay Faithful in the Church and 
the World,” they stated, “our response to God’s call is 
always lived out in harmony with the other parts of the 
body of Christ.” They echoed the call of Pope Francis 
to “go out into the peripheries” by writing, “The risk of 
not doing so is that we end up with an inward-looking 
church, perhaps running efficiently but not keenly-at-
tuned to the needs of others ….” Francis warns strongly 
against this: “I do not want a church concerned with be-
ing at the centre and which then ends by being caught up 
in a web of obsessions and procedures.”11

It is the right of the Catholic bishops to decide what 
their own organization needs to do for the integrity of its 
own operations. This does not mean, by extension, that 
the decision is also in the best interests of Catholic faith-
ful, (former) ecumenical partners, and those working 
for beneficial social change. There has not been much 
debate about the CCCB decision to leave KAIROS in the 
Catholic press, or in any ecumenical or academic jour-
nals. The Lund Principle of 1952 stated that Christians 
should do all things together except where deep dif-
ferences require separate action. A healthy public 
ecumenism could promote a vibrant discussion of next 
steps in various fora, perhaps opening new doors for 
unheard of, next-generation varieties of Christian and 
interfaith action for justice. 

This CCCB decision to abandon KAIROS is a 
manifestation of the lack of ecumenical grace in to-
day’s Catholic Church leadership. An open discussion 
is urgently needed among Canada’s Christian churches 
today to outline the path of new journeys in public ecu-
menism. 

Joe Gunn is the Ottawa-based executive director of Citizens for Public 
Justice. He served as founding vice-chair of KAIROS from 2001 to 2005, 
and as director of the CCCB’s Office of Social Affairs from 1994 to 2005.

1 https://www.kairoscanada.org. 
2 Pfrimmer’s essay, “Public Multifaithism in Canada @150?” will be 

published in a forthcoming book I am editing (Novalis, 2018).
3 http://www.cccb.ca/site/eng/media-room/4591-cccb-discontinues-

its-participation-in-kairos (accessed August 8, 2017).
4 http://presence-info.ca/article/cccb-s-letter-on-why-the-bishops-are-

leaving-kairos (accessed August 8, 2017).
5 http://www.prairiemessenger.ca/16_11_16/Bolen_16_11_16.html. 

My two articles can be found at http://www.prairiemessenger.ca/16_10_26/
Gunn_16_10_26.html and http://www.prairiemessenger.ca/16_11_02/
Gunn_16_11_02.html (both accessed August 8, 2017).

6 http://www.cccb.ca/site/images/stories/pdf/COP22_Marrakech_-_
November_2016_-_EN.pdf (accessed August 8, 2017).

7 http://www.cccb.ca/site/eng/media-room/4596-our-evangelical-
neighbours-a-catholic-reflection-on-evangelical-christianity (accessed 
August 8, 2017).

8 Simon Appolloni and Heather Eaton, “The Ecology of Religion,” 
July 2016, http://www.alternativesjournal.ca/people-and-profiles/ecology-
religion (accessed August 8, 2017).

9 Rod Dreher, The Benedict Option: A Strategy for Christians in a Post-
Christian Nation (New York: Penguin Random House, 2017).

10 Citizens for Public Justice is an affiliate member of the CCC. During 
the session of the governing board where CPJ membership was approved 
by vote of the member churches, the representative of the bishops was in-
structed to express opposition to allowing more “affiliate members” to join 
the Council.

11 ht tp: / /www.cccb.ca/si te/ images/stories/pdf/CCCB_Co-
responsibility_EN-web.pdf (accessed August 9, 2017).
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Project Ploughshares Update
By Cesar Jaramillo
Project Ploughshares, Waterloo, Ontario

Project Ploughshares is an operating division of The 
Canadian Council of Churches that works with 

churches, governments, and civil society in Canada and 
abroad to advance policies and actions to prevent war 
and armed violence and to build peace. An important 
part of Ploughshares’ work is to provide expertise and 
analysis to the Council and its members on peace and 
security issues and to assist them in shaping an ecu-
menical response to those issues. Project Ploughshares 
also provides government officials and politicians in 
Canada and abroad with high-quality and accurate 
research, as well as forthright presentations of concrete 
policy options. 

Project Ploughshares has a broad and engaged 
constituency in Canada, which includes its nine spon-
soring church denominations and a donor constituency 
of more than 8,000 individuals. Among the wider NGO 
community, it helps shape debates on issues such as 
nuclear disarmament, ballistic missile defence, the arms 
trade, space security, Canada’s role in Afghanistan, and 
Canadian security spending.

Rooted in the Christian peace tradition, Project 
Ploughshares grounds its research in careful analyses of 
facts and presents its findings in reasoned public policy 
language. Policy work and program implementation are 
often carried out in collaboration with other NGOs, in 
Canada and internationally. Project Ploughshares is 
a member of the Canadian Council for International 
Co-operation, Peacebuild, the Canadian Network to 
Abolish Nuclear Weapons, the Steering Board of the 
Control Arms Coalition, and the International Action 
Network on Small Arms. Ploughshares has recently 
been in the news regarding a military equipment deal 
with Saudi Arabia, the Arms Trade Treaty (ATT), the 
weaponization of space, and nuclear weapons and non-
proliferation.

Co-founded by Murray Thomson and Ernie Regehr, 
Project Ploughshares recently celebrated its 40th an-
niversary. To introduce readers to Ploughshares, The 
Ecumenist is publishing the following texts by Cesar 
Jaramillo, executive director of Project Ploughshares 
(adapted from www.ploughshares.ca).

Saudi military deal tests Canada’s character
For the past two and a half years, Project Ploughshares, 
a division of the Canadian Council of Churches tasked 
with advancing policies and actions that prevent war 
and armed violence, has monitored and analyzed 
Canada’s decision to authorize the sale of $15 billion 
in military equipment to Saudi Arabia, one of the worst 
human rights offenders in the world. First announced on 
February 14, 2014, the deal is set to proceed in spite of 
well-documented red flags and numerous unanswered 
questions about the process by which the deal cleared 
Canada’s military export controls.

Major concerns remain, not only about the compat-
ibility of this deal with arms-control regulations but, just 
as critically, about Canada’s commitment to the protec-
tion of human rights internationally.

Two consecutive governments have repeatedly indi-
cated their determination to proceed with this dubious 
deal, nearly “no matter what.” But we have yet to hear 
a single compelling argument that reconciles the autho-
rization of the deal with the human-rights safeguards of 
our export controls system, which should prohibit such 
exports when there is a “reasonable risk” that they might 
be used against civilians.

Canada’s military-export controls, which the govern-
ment routinely calls “some of the strongest in the world,” 
require a determination that “no reasonable risk” exists 
that Canadian-made goods will be used against civilians 
in order for an export permit to be authorized. And it is 
entirely within reason to expect our government to tell 
us why and how this determination was reached.

While the latest reports of the Saudi regime using 
violence—and Canadian equipment—to repress the ci-
vilian population in the Eastern Province have prompted 
urgent concerns about this deal, they are only one more 
example of an ongoing and worsening pattern of utter 
disregard for the most basic tenets of human rights.

In Saudi Arabia, political rights are restricted. Civil 
liberties fare no better. Public speech is rigorously cen-
sored. Freedom of association, freedom of the press, and 
academic freedom are limited. Women are subjected 
to systemic discrimination; for example, they are not 
allowed to drive. The state imposes harsh penalties on 
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anyone who deviates from its version of religious truth. 
Even non-violent crimes can warrant beheading.

What assurances did Ottawa seek and receive that 
Canadian arms exports would not be used to further pun-
ish and imperil Saudi civilians? Were such assurances 
even sought? So far, we don’t know.

If the government’s primary line of argument is that 
it needs to “stick to its word,” the Canadian public needs 
to know if there are any limits to Ottawa’s contractual 
obligations. Would anything prompt the government to 
reconsider the authorization of this deal?

National polling has consistently shown that most 
Canadians disapprove of arms deals with known 
human-rights violators in general, and Saudi Arabia in 
particular. A poll conducted by Nanos Research for The 
Globe and Mail last year left little doubt about where 
Canadians stand on this deal, with more than seven in 10 
indicating some degree of opposition to sales of military 
equipment to Saudi Arabia. 

Canadians have spoken. Reasonable risk has been 
established. Evidence has been presented. All possible 
red flags have been raised. At this point, proceeding 
with this deal will utterly and predictably undermine the 
integrity of Canada’s export control system.

A state simply cannot claim to protect human rights 
while providing arms to one of the most repressive re-
gimes on Earth. The implications of this complicated 
stand will become even more apparent when Canada 
joins the Arms Trade Treaty later this year, and could 
also play a role in Canada’s bid for a UN Security 
Council seat. 

Further, it is far from clear that respecting domestic 
export control regulations would hurt Canada’s ability 
to conduct international business. What is certain is that 
Canada’s international credibility on human rights mat-
ters will take a significant hit if the deal goes forward.

Governments must constantly evaluate not only their 
commitment to the protection of human rights, but also 
the way in which they balance this priority with national 
economic and strategic interests. There is a need for 
vigorous civil society debate in Canada to discover the 
bedrock beliefs on which citizens will base their support 
for, or rejection of, government policies.

The fact remains that the largest military exports 
contract in Canadian history will see Canadian-made 
arms shipped to a country with an unacceptable human-
rights record. And it is disconcerting that there are still 
no answers to entirely legitimate questions about the 

compatibility of the Saudi arms deal with domestic ex-
port controls.

*

The Nuclear-Weapons-Ban Thing is Not Going 
Away, Prime Minister – An Open Letter

Dear Mr. Trudeau,

You recently dismissed this year’s multilateral pro-
cess to negotiate a legal prohibition of nuclear weapons 
as “useless.” I’m afraid you were misinformed: it was 
anything but.

Since no one from your government attended these 
historic negotiations, I’d like to share a few reflections 
related to the proceedings. You see, despite the absence 
of an official government delegation, several Canadians 
did participate—myself included. Let me fill you in.

Did you know that the unprecedented diplomatic 
undertaking you consider useless involved not just a 
majority of the world’s nations?

For innumerable civil society organizations; current 
and former diplomats; humanitarian agencies, including 
the International Committee of the Red Cross; academ-
ics and scientists from all continents; and survivors of 
the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki—all 
deeply invested in this process—the July 7 adoption of a 
nuclear weapons ban treaty was the most consequential 
nuclear disarmament development in decades.

As with the land mines treaty effort, in which Canada 
was a global leader two decades ago, the growing global 
movement to ban and eliminate nuclear weapons is 
deeply rooted in an unequivocal recognition of the in-
discriminate, catastrophic humanitarian consequences 
of their use.

While land mines still exist, their explicit prohibition 
has become an integral and necessary element of the 
framework for their elimination, and the normative bar 
against their mere possession has been forever raised. 
Despite your boycott of the nuclear ban treaty negotia-
tions, Canada, too, stands to benefit from a strengthened 
global norm in rejection of nuclear weapons.

Prime minister, the nuclear disarmament landscape 
was dramatically altered a few days ago in New York, 
as newly-emboldened voices from all corners of the 
planet established a ban of the most dangerous weap-
ons on Earth. Please know that those voices will not 
be quelled, whatever the position of outliers. They will 
be heard at conferences of states parties to the nuclear 
non-proliferation treaty, at sessions of the Conference 
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on Disarmament, at the UN General Assembly First 
Committee on Disarmament and International Security.

Canada’s absence was noted and questioned, just as 
our selling Canadian military goods to human-rights 
pariah Saudi Arabia has been noted and questioned. 
The weight and credibility of Canada’s hard-earned 
disarmament and arms control credentials have taken a 
substantial hit, abroad and at home.

Were you aware that many of the most knowledge-
able Canadians on nuclear disarmament have profound 
concerns about your government’s handling of this file? 
This is not an overstatement; you can ask around.

Apprehension about Canada’s stand, and the argu-
ments used to justify it, is shared by Canadian civil 
society experts, academics, former ranking diplomats, 
and a host of prominent citizens. Nearly a thousand 
recipients of the Order of Canada continue to call for 
urgent Canadian leadership on nuclear disarmament.

Instead Canada, like most other NATO member 
states, boycotted the conference—just as the U.S. had 
asked. And even though Canada presents itself as a 
responsible non-nuclear weapons state, it continues to 
embrace NATO’s overt nuclear deterrence doctrine as a 
valid security policy, effectively legitimizing the weap-
ons held by its nuclear-armed allies.

Now those allies are engaged in a multibillion-dollar 
modernization of their nuclear arsenals. How can this 
not be seen as contrary to the goal of nuclear abolition? 
How can the placement of U.S. nuclear weapons on the 
territories of NATO members in Europe be compatible 
with the transfer prohibitions of the nuclear non-prolif-
eration treaty? Do you really believe that proliferation 
concerns will ever be fully allayed while nuclear states 
and alliances obstinately cling to their arsenals?

NATO’s nuclear deterrence policy is clearly out of 
sync with the views and expectations of most states. Why 
can’t Canada work with its allies, and engage would-be 
adversaries, to formulate security arrangements that do 
not pose an existential threat to human civilization? As 
a NATO member state, it is surely Canada’s prerogative 
to raise such issues within the alliance—and to expect 
to be heard.

Ban advocates are fully aware that a legal prohibition 
is not tantamount to abolition. The need for comple-
mentary efforts is undisputed. Canada’s continued work 

on a fissile materials treaty, for instance, is undoubtedly 
important. But it is not sufficient. Quite simply, it falls 
short of current multilateral expectations. Without a 
cohesive link to a broader, credible move toward com-
plete nuclear disarmament, this effort reflects neither the 
gravity of the nuclear threat nor the urgency of abolition.

Although Canada has repeatedly claimed that the 
process that resulted in the ban treaty did not take into 
account the current international security environment, 
a growing global majority sees this line of argument as 
a deliberate delay tactic. If the security environment is 
not ripe for nuclear disarmament now, when will it be?

This much is certain: the value of the process that 
resulted in the adoption of the nuclear ban treaty at the 
United Nations earlier this month goes far beyond the 
legal prohibition itself. It is ultimately an ongoing politi-
cal struggle of the highest order.

States with nuclear weapons will only disarm—if 
they ever do—when they so choose. That odious reality 
is well understood. But no longer will they control the 
prevailing narrative of nuclear weapons. For a vast ma-
jority of nations, these already-illegitimate instruments 
of mass destruction are now and forever unambiguously 
illegal.

The door has been left open for outliers to join the 
treaty, which opens for signatures on September 20.

Please, prime minister, think very carefully about 
Canada’s position on nuclear disarmament. Reflect on 
the groundbreaking, audacious political statement is-
sued at the United Nations this month by most nations, 
in an open challenge to the express desires of the most 
powerful states on Earth.

More than 30 years ago, your father led our country 
in renouncing the placement of U.S. nuclear weapons on 
Canadian soil. It was a bold move. We need that bold-
ness now.

So read the signs of your time and take up the nuclear 
disarmament torch. This is your moment, Mr. Trudeau.

But will you seize it?

Cesar Jaramillo is executive director at Project Ploughshares, an operating 
division of The Canadian Council of Churches. This letter was originally 
published in The Hill Times on July 19, 2017.1 

1  https://www.hilltimes.com/2017/07/19/nuclear-weapons-ban-thing-
not-going-away-prime-minister/114220 (accessed August 15, 2017).
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Book Notes

Gregory Baum: Bearing Prophetic Witness to the Gospel
Gregory Baum, The Oil Has Not Run Dry: The Story of My Theological Pathway.
Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2017. 259 pp.

In between earning a BA in mathematics and 
physics at McMaster University, and an MA in math-
ematics at Ohio State University, Baum was baptized 
a Roman Catholic and entered the Augustinian order, 
which he largely credited to his reading of Augustine’s 
Confessions (20), despite the darker sides of Augustine’s 
sexual ethics and ecclesiology (21–22, 97–98). After be-
ing ordained a priest and studying for a PhD in theology 
with a Thomistic-centred education at the University 
of Fribourg, he taught theology for over 25 years at the 
University of St. Michael’s College at the University 
of Toronto. Due to his doctoral dissertation on the then 
controversial topic of Christian ecumenical dialogue 
and theology, he was appointed as a peritus (scholar) 
by Pope John XXIII at the Secretariat for Promoting 
Christian Unity, and participated in the Second Vatican 
Council (1962–1965), with particular impact on the 
Council’s ground-breaking theological statements on 
religious liberty, ecumenism, and interreligious relations 
(40–45). In 1986, Baum joined the faculty of religious 
studies at McGill University, from which he retired in 
1999. Even though he has retired from his academic 
post, he continues to work out of an office at the Jesuit-
sponsored Centre justice et foi in Montréal. 

Baum’s post-conciliar work reflected the paradigm 
shift in Catholic theology inaugurated by Vatican II 
(46–47): to rethink the “church’s mission to proclaim 
the gospel … [which] is now accompanied by another 
mission—the social mission to extend solidarity to 
humanity, especially to the poor, the oppressed, and the 
afflicted, and to cooperate with people of goodwill in the 
struggle for justice and peace” (45). Baum’s theological 
anthropology of human self-making through dialogue 
and communion was deeply impacted by his study of 
sociology (53–58), through which he came to publish 
profound theological insights into the mutually constitu-
tive and transformative interactions—for good and for 
ill: that is, for social solidarity or social sin—between 
persons and their social, cultural (including religious), 

In this theological autobiography, Gregory Baum re-
flects on key episodes in his life story that profoundly 

shaped his work in Catholic theology (bibliography on 
239–40), especially God-talk, anthropology, ecclesiol-
ogy, as well as ecumenical and interreligious relations. 
Against the backdrop of these pivotal events and en-
counters, Baum’s rich recollections of his theological 
pathway parallel the evolution of European and North 
American Catholic theology in the 20th and 21st cen-
turies, given his work with Yves Congar, Karl Rahner, 
Edward Schillebeeckx, Hans Küng, Gustavo Gutierrez, 
David Tracy, Rosemary Radford Ruether, and many on 
the board of directors of the international theological 
journal Concilium for 20 years. 

Born and raised in a Protestant humanistic culture 
in Berlin, Germany, but with Jewish roots, Baum fled 
Hitler’s Germany as a refugee on a children’s transport, 
only to face internment in German refugee camps in 
Great Britain and then Canada. He experienced an intel-
lectual but not contextual awakening in the camps (14, 
15–16). Years after his doctoral studies, he came to grips 
not only with his father’s collaboration with German 
scientists to invent the cyanide-based gas later used to 
exterminate Jews and others in Hitler’s death camps, but 
also with Christian anti-Judaism by engaging the works 
of French historian Jules Isaac and Catholic theologian 
Rosemary Ruether (32–36), which also influenced his 
input into the Second Vatican Council on the Catholic 
Church’s changing self-understanding of and teaching 
about its relations with the Jews and other world reli-
gions (37–38). Baum continued to revisit and rethink a 
Catholic theology of relationship with Jews, especially 
in a critical way after the Israeli state’s military and set-
tler occupation of Palestine during the Second Intifada 
in 2000 (ch. 20), and also with Muslims in solidarity 
against anti-Muslim prejudice and other xenophobic 
laws instituted after the Al-Qaeda terrorist attack on 
New York in 2001 (ch. 21). 
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economic, or political locations as well as institutions 
(68–76). In this same vein, his theological method of 
mutual critique and retrieval of religious and social 
resources to construct a more just world was influenced 
much later by his study of political economy and critical 
theory (ch. 17–18), with which Baum sees striking simi-
larities in the writings of Pope Francis (ch. 24). Further 
interactions with Ruether, as well as conferences on the 
Holocaust, on liberation, black, and feminist theologies, 
and on political theology (ch. 11–12) helped to consci-
entize Baum and framed some of the salient features of 
his own post-conciliar works and worldview in what 
he called critical theology (92), or an emancipatory, 
Gospel-based response to “the inequality-producing 
impact of capitalism while also taking into account the 
political domination exercised by the American Empire, 
the structured racism inherited from the institution of 
slavery, the conquest and humiliation of Aboriginal 
peoples, the inferior status imposed upon women, the 
devastation of the natural environment, and several other 
forms of injustice” (86; see also 144–45). 

Whether addressing solidarity in Latin America 
or theology in Québec (ch. 15, 23), providing politi-

cal theological commentaries on Canadian socialism, 
nationalism (ch. 16), and other matters of social and 
economic ethics (95–100), or disagreeing with official 
church teaching on sexual ethics (ch. 13–14), which 
prompted him to leave the priesthood, Baum insisted 
on a critically prophetic, socially and culturally located 
(in social movements and inculturated Catholic com-
munities), and humanistic theology that aims both for 
the Church’s renewal and for greater justice (envisioned 
and enacted by the United Nations) in light of Catholic 
social teaching (139–40, 146–48) and in a pluralistic 
world in which intercultural and interreligious encounter 
and dialogue (179) are so needed to face many intersect-
ing imperial, globalized, and ecological crises. Baum’s 
unwavering and trailblazing theological work in this 
regard, especially with respect to his characterization of 
Catholic identity (borrowed from Fernand Dumont) as 
shared memory and hope (171–73), charts and inspires 
new future pathways for Catholic theologians to follow 
for some time to come. 

Rosemary P. Carbine, Whittier College, Whittier, California

My Reflection on a Culture in Crisis
J.D. Vance, Hillbilly Elegy: A Memoir of a Family and Culture in Crisis.
New York: HarperCollins, 2016. 264 pp.

Normally, New York Times bestselling books on 
American politics and religion don’t appeal to me 

because they tend to provide saccharine, mealy-mouthed 
analyses that play to a slightly right or slightly left of 
centre audience, and then proclaim to reveal revolution-
ary insights and solutions to immensely complicated 
social, political, economic, and cultural problems. So 
when some friends of mine urged me to read J.D. 
Vance’s Hillbilly Elegy last summer, amid the 2016 US 
presidential race, I politely deflected and said, “Sounds 
interesting—I’ll look into it.” Well, I didn’t look into it 
until early February 2017, just after Donald J. Trump 
had been inaugurated the 45th President of the United 
States and the “hillbillies” were rejoicing that they had 
their man in the White House. 

Vance has a litany of reasons for writing this book, 
including to tell a story that doesn’t often happen to kids 

who grew up poor and in the Appalachian Rust Belt, 
to let people know what it feels like when you nearly 
give up on yourself and what that means for the poor 
of Appalachia, and to let people know what upward 
mobility looks like and how tenuous that mobility is for 
the rural working-class poor. But perhaps the primary 
reason he wrote the book, and one he doesn’t mention 
explicitly, is that he wants to help groups of people 
who don’t normally interact with one another begin to 
understand each other a bit better. The hope is that his 
story will become part of a larger national conversation 
that will bring mutual understanding. I can only imagine 
that naming such pie-in-the-sky ambitions in the book 
were even too much for publishers inclined towards the 
saccharine. But let’s be honest: we need some mutual 
understanding!
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Vance wants us to know who he is: “Americans 
call them hillbillies, rednecks, or white trash. I call 
them neighbours, friends, and family.” He expresses 
frustration that in race-conscious society, the colour of 
someone’s skin —“black people,” “Asians,” and “white 
privilege”—has become the dominant vocabulary for 
sociological analysis in the public discourse. He la-
ments, “I may be white, but I do not identify with the 
WASPs of the Northeast. Instead, I identify with the 
millions of working-class white Americans of Scots-
Irish descent who have no college degree. To these folks, 
poverty is their family tradition ….”

I must confess that I found myself in this book. I 
am from rural Missouri—a place called Chillicothe, in 
the northwest corner of the state, at least an hour from 
anyplace close to being called a city. It’s a place where 
Vance’s hillbilly virtues are evident: “intense sense of 
loyalty, a fierce dedication to family and country.” In 
my hometown, the churches and high school sports 
are institutions that bring the community together. The 
church and the sports field are among the few places 
where the disparities between the rich and the poor are 
less prominent and less important. Chillicothe is also the 
place where hillbilly vices have taken root: suspicion of 
outsiders or people who are different from us, whether 
the difference lies in how they look, how they act, or 
how they talk. The “city” is usually the place where 
folks from rural Missouri see black people and Asians, 
homosexuals, and Muslims and Jews. Rarely do these 
rural folk have a reason to engage these people in any 
relationship beyond a transactional one at the mall. 

Rural isolation, whether in the Rust Belt or in north-
west Missouri, is not just a geographical reality but 
also a symbolic reality that has shaped the worldview 
of rural working-class folk. Ohio, Indiana, Michigan, 
rural Illinois, rural Pennsylvania, Kentucky, Missouri, 
Kansas—this is flyover territory for coastal elitists 
who run the country, including the media, and make 
decisions that directly affect rural working-class life. 
When manufacturing, coal mining, iron production, 
and farming mattered to elites, there was at least some 
recognition that rural working-class America had value. 
But that’s no longer the case—or at least that’s certainly 
not the perception of people I know. The terms “hill-
billy,” “white trash,” and “trailer trash” no longer refer 
just to some demographic sub-section of Appalachia or 
the Ozarks, but now define large groups of people and 
signify, for these coastal elites, a set of undesirable char-
acteristics: uneducated, unrefined (Red Lobster is fine 

dining and shopping at Target is high-class compared to 
Walmart and Dollar General), violent (you will find no 
greater defenders of the Second Amendment), and usu-
ally racist and homophobic. The message from coastal 
elites is clear: these people are “write-offs.” The fact that 
Hillary Clinton spent virtually no time in these areas in 
the run-up to the 2016 election, and broadly painted their 
ilk as “deplorables,” only confirmed that message. 

It’s no coincidence that in these places, opioid ad-
diction is the highest in the country. It’s not that rural 
working-class folk give a rip about what elites think, 
it’s that they’re caught up in a socio-economic structure 
that no longer values them. It is not a stretch to correlate 
the decades-long decline in good-paying manufacturing 
jobs and the increase in low-paying agricultural jobs 
being filled with imported labour from Mexico with 
Missouri becoming the “meth capital of the United 
States,” with Brookfield, Missouri, which is just a few 
minutes down the road from where I grew up, some-
times being called the “meth capital of the world.” Rural 
working-class poverty is a structural reality that has real 
psychological and physiological consequences for indi-
viduals. Remarkably, one of the most sought-after jobs 
for rural working-class people is working as a guard in 
the prisons that dot the landscape. Generational poverty 
breeds hopelessness and despair.

Vance grew up in a typically dysfunctional family in 
Kentucky and Ohio. His father was absent by the time 
Vance could toddle, his mother was an addict who mar-
ried five times, and his grandparents raised him. His 
grandmother, his “mamaw,” was a clever, hard-working, 
Bible-thumping, chain-smoking, and foul-mouthed 
contradiction—Vance called her a “violent nondrunk”—
who loved her family deeply. He credits her with 
instilling in him a different message to push beyond the 
“environmental pressures” of his neighbourhood and 
community. He concludes, “And that just might have 
saved me.” A good, though not spectacular, student, 
Vance ended up in the Marines, where he found his 
niche as a communications officer. From there, he got 
into Ohio State University and finished his undergradu-
ate degree ahead of schedule. Faculty mentors there 
encouraged him to think the unthinkable—apply to 
Yale Law School. While at Yale, he was taken under the 
tutelage of Amy Chua, who eventually urged Vance to 
tell his story. 

As an insight into a segment of society not visible to 
or well understood by urbanites and others in so-called 
blue counties, that is, those relatively small number of 
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counties with large populations who voted for Hillary 
Clinton, Hillbilly Elegy is an important introduction. But 
as a prescriptive argument, it fails. Even though Vance 
acknowledges there is a sociological component to the 
culture he’s describing, the ongoing crisis is largely due 
to individual decisions and behaviours. To make this 
case, he appeals to a story of a tile manufacturer who 
offered jobs to a 19-year-old boy and his girlfriend, 
who after a few days on the job refused to work, call-
ing in sick, taking long breaks, and just not showing up. 
When the manager fired the boy, he angrily confronted 
the manager, saying, “Don’t you know I have a preg-
nant girlfriend?” To Vance, this sense of entitlement is 
destructive because it disempowers the individual. He’s 
not wrong. But lost in this is the understanding that his-
torical conditions and socio-economic structures must 
be included in any prescriptive response. As a matter of 
policy and actually addressing a cultural crisis, merely 
focusing on the individual too often devolves into blam-
ing and shaming people for their circumstances. Calling 
someone “lazy” or a “drug addict” won’t transform 
anyone. Vance, a self-professed conservative with liber-
tarian tendencies, implies that he knows this, and even 
says that liberals won’t share his conclusions. 

In my home county of Livingston County, Missouri, 
76 percent of voters checked the box for Donald J. 
Trump in the 2016 presidential election. In this regard, 

my county, which is predominantly evangelical, is con-
sistent with the 81 percent of evangelicals who voted 
for a man that Andy Crouch, the executive editor of 
Christianity Today, called the biblical definition of an 
idolater. Writing just before the election, Crouch called 
on his evangelical brothers and sisters to consider what 
a vote for Trump would mean: “Enthusiasm for a can-
didate like Trump gives our neighbours ample reason to 
doubt that we believe Jesus is Lord. They see that some 
of us are so self-interested, and so self-protective, that 
we will ally ourselves with someone who violates all 
that is sacred to us—in hope, almost certainly a vain 
hope given his mendacity and record of betrayal, that his 
rule will save us” (Oct. 10, 2016). But Crouch slightly 
missed the point: evangelical supporters of Trump don’t 
really believe he’s some apocalyptic saviour. Rather, 
they believe Trump was the only candidate willing to 
defend religious liberty, protect traditional moral values, 
and listen to their stories of fighting against a system 
they believe is rigged in favour of liberal elites. In my 
view, Vance’s memoir is an opportunity to understand 
the rural working-class (“hillbilly”) worldview: where 
it comes from, its complexities, its fears and pains, and 
how it doesn’t fall neatly into categories such as “white 
privilege,” “white supremacy,” or “the alt-right.” 

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