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I’m very much convinced of this. It is interesting that 
Naomi Klein, too, talks about this being interrelated, and 
a French author, philosopher, and social scientist whom 
I greatly admire, Edgar Morin, sees it the same way: 
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The Last Interview: Gregory Baum on Theology, Society,  
and Spirituality
By Scott Kline and David Seljak
St. Jerome’s University, Waterloo, Ontario

Inspired by the publication of The Oil Has Not Run 
Dry, The Ecumenist editors Scott Kline and David 

Seljak travelled to Montreal on August 30, 2017, to 
interview Gregory Baum in the apartment that he and 
his wife, Shirley, moved into in 1986 (Shirley died in 
2007). A month after the interview, Gregory moved to 
an assisted-living centre, but soon afterwards he fell 
and was admitted to hospital. He never left. He died of 
kidney failure on October 18. Below is the transcript of 
the interview, annotated and lightly edited for the sake 
of clarity and style. However, we have tried to preserve 
the colloquial style of Gregory’s answers. While there 
are some lapses in flow, Gregory—even in his 94th 
year—spoke lucidly and eloquently about the significant 
developments in theology, society, and spirituality that 
marked his life. 

What would you see as the spiritual crisis of modern 
society? What are the challenges, the things that worry 
you the most about the future, the things that you are the 
most grateful for in the past? Let’s break it down into 
smaller questions. Why don’t we start with this: What 
worries you the most about society today as you look 
forward?

Of course I’m very much impressed by Pope Francis’ 
encyclical on the environment, in which he shows that 
there are several crises that have come upon us, and 
that they are all interrelated. They’re interrelated, and 
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there are crises, but they are all interrelated. And so I do 
think that this is something very painful, and the suffer-
ing is enormous; people suffering—and everywhere. It 
is interesting that Edgar Morin is not a believer, but, in 
the sense of the spiritual, he writes, “I’m not despairing, 
because the unexpected happens.” And so he thinks that 
there may be a new creativity. 

I am very careful that I don’t deliver myself simply 
to the critique of society and living with these cri-
ses—economic, ecological, humanistic, the growing 
inequalities, and so on—but that I pay attention to the 
good things that happen, the good things that happen on 
the ground. And so I’m interested in projects, the social 
economy, community development. There are all kinds 
of alternative practices and alternative perspectives, and 
I pay attention to them. And I greatly admire Francis. 
He had three meetings with representatives of popular 
movements, two in Rome and one in Bolivia, in which 
he offers an analysis of society, which I think is very 
close to Karl Polanyi’s thought (I wrote about this), and 
which recognizes the place of these counter-movements. 
These counter-movements may develop patterns and 
institutions that, in the long run, could become more uni-
versal and replace the present ones. So I look at the good 
things. I’m at the hospital to receive dialysis for kidney 
failure, and I see the nurses, and I’m touched by this—I 
mean, they are friendly, they’re helpful, you know, to the 
handsome and to the ugly—to everyone. If they wanted 
to, they could put religious meaning and social meaning 
to this, because this is, you know, society wounds, and 
the nurses heal. So we all must have to be encouraged by 
the good things that take place. 

Is your prognosis for the future optimistic or pessi-
mistic? Are things getting worse?

While the world is getting worse in many ways, there 
are things that are improving. For example, the results of 
the Truth and Reconciliation Commission on the treat-
ment of Indigenous peoples. The gradual recognition 
by Canada that this colonial treatment of Indigenous 
peoples was not only wrong but was terrible and de-
structive, and the attempts by Indigenous people to find 
themselves, to develop their own self-confidence, and 
so on—so I focus on the good things. I find the danger 
is simply to look into the future focusing on the kind 
of self-destructive things that we do to one another. 
So I read about renewal in Africa—I mean the African 
women who do great things—and African development, 
and these positive things. And will they suffice? Nobody 

knows. But I think that this is what I put my energy and 
my thinking into and support. I guess I have the same 
attitude to the churches: I’ve never really focused on the 
dark side, but I support all the good things. 

Would you say that you read strategically? In other 
words, do you read to look for the good?

Yes. Well, I have done this—you know, my interest 
in the social economy, in Karl Polanyi, this work now 
dates back 30 years. And Polanyi says that “I don’t want 
to call people oppressed, because this disguises their 
creativity.” I mean, these people, under terrible condi-
tions, so often find ways to help themselves, to think 
anew, to create something that wasn’t before. And so 
he thinks the renewal has to come from the bottom up. 
There are all kinds of authors who argue this—and, yes, 
I’m on this side. I’m grateful, obviously, for political 
events that support justice and that reduce inequality, 
but the state is still caught in the laws of capital and has 
very limited powers.

You mentioned gratitude. When you look at the 
longue durée of your life, what would you highlight as 
the major developments that are touchstones of hope?

I do want to say, not exactly in answer to your 
question, but what has moved me all along was an enor-
mous gratitude for my own life. I mean, I escaped the 
Holocaust. It was because the wealthy or middle-class/
upper middle-class, integrated Jews had no political 
analysis. They thought that Nazism was a children’s 
disease, that this would disappear. And therefore they 
made no effort to emigrate. And after 1938, the ninth 
of November [Kristallnacht], it was clear that this was 
necessary. Of course at that time very few countries ac-
cepted refugees, and it was very difficult. I had a phone 
call from a friend of my own age who said the British 
have just again organized a children’s transport, and you 
could put your name on this. So I telephoned and put 
my name on it, and I went to England. Without educa-
tion, working on a farm, I was interned, and I was in an 
internment camp with German intellectuals who created 
a school, and I began to study and discovered that I was 
reasonably intelligent. And we were released in Canada, 
and a very generous Protestant lady—I was Protestant 
at the time—paid for my university education, and then 
I met God….

Much later, of course, I’m troubled: why me and 
why not others? The terrible suffering of people remains 
a puzzlement in faith. Within faith there is this unan-
swered question that again and again disturbs us. You 
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don’t want to be delivered from it; you want to remain 
disturbed by this. So this, I think, is very much important 
for me. 

I became a man of the left only at the end of the six-
ties, when I met Rosemary Ruether, and when I studied 
liberation theology. That really was a real change, 
because I was, without knowing it, a liberal—that is, 
I was for openness and dialogue and goodwill without 
analyzing the forces of destruction. I remember this 
well—this was a real kind of conversion to the left that 
happened then. (I write about this.) And, from that time 
on, my perspective is a critical one. And I found im-
mediate contact therefore with a number of German and 
other writers to whom I didn’t pay attention because of 
this left-wing perspective. So this is a critical orientation 
which determines the way I look at all issues.

When I talk about your work in class, I often say that 
you have to keep both eyes open—that you see the good 
and the evil of the world at the same time, that there’s 
always this kind of balance. There’s always good, but 
the next step is “Where’s the evil?”, and the next step 
is “Where’s the good?”—so that you’re never stuck in 
a kind of liberal optimism, saying the world is getting 
better in every way, every day.

Yes. Take the example of social democracy. I mean, 
social democracy is a wonderful thing. I don’t think it 
can solve the present problems, but I would support it. 
There are some radicals who are against social democ-
racy because they view this as a compromise; this is not 
rejection of capitalism. I don’t do this. I think that social 
democratic policies help many people, and therefore 
I am in favour of them—even though I agree with the 
radicals that, ultimately, the problems posed by contem-
porary capitalism can’t be solved by social democracy. 
So you’re quite right: I’m not a radical in the sense that 
I reject reform. 

So, to pick up on that, where do you think the critical 
orientation came from for you? Is it primarily theologi-
cal, sociological—how would you describe that?

Yes. In my book [The Oil Has Not Run Dry], I say 
that very important was my study of the anti-Jewish 
rhetoric of Christian preaching. This was a shock 
event—I write about this. I was asked to give lectures 
on the Church and Judaism. I had never thought about 
this. I looked at the literature, and I repeated all the 
things the Church Fathers said, or people rejected, and 
so on. And then I read the book by Jules Isaac [Jésus 
et Israël (1948); English translation, Jesus and Israel 

(1971)], and I was just shattered by this, and I wrestled 
with this, and I wrote a book about this. I said that I 
didn’t learn what ideology is from Marx. I learned this 
from my study of the anti-Jewish rhetoric, the distortion 
of truth for the sake of the interest of an organization. So, 
this is one point. Then I went to New York and studied 
sociology, and I had a close relationship—a very close 
friendship—with Rosemary Ruether. And she was very 
strict; she thought I was all wrong... and very strict, all 
wrong... and I resisted this and argued, and she thought 
I was all wrong. But then I also read liberation theology, 
and I became convinced by her of this turn to the left. 

And then your encounter with the Frankfurt School—
was this a part of that further development?

The Frankfurt School I came to after that, yes. And 
I came to it through books about the Frankfurt School. 
These authors are too abstract for me; I can’t read them. 
But I can read books about them, and now I read end-
less books about them. They are published—I just read 
a book called Weimar on the Pacific because there were 
Frankfurt School scholars and other German critics—
refugees—in California during the war. And so this is a 
book about them. I have many books about them, and to 
me this is very helpful. 

Is there something about either your theological or 
spiritual orientation that supports or inspires or leads 
you to this kind of critical perspective?

Yes, absolutely. I think an extraordinary transforma-
tion has taken place within the Catholic Church: that in 
the past we distinguished between the natural and the 
supernatural, and the supernatural was faithful maturity, 
while the social issues, the issues of justice, were the 
natural order. And therefore, if you were in the line of 
spirituality and the supernatural, you didn’t think about 
unemployment—I mean, our spiritual education didn’t 
mention unemployment, didn’t mention racism, didn’t 
mention war, didn’t mention exploitation. Well, this has 
really changed. That is, faithful maturity today includes 
the world. And this can be documented—papal docu-
ments and so on. I just have here a new Preface, and, in 
it, it says that we give thanks to God, and it says every 
effort, every act of effort towards peace, is the work of 
the Holy Spirit. Now, this is totally new theology; it’s 
not in the liturgy. This is really new, and this is not com-
municated necessarily to people, but it’s in the religious 
orders—especially in the women’s orders. This is really 
a development of Catholicism, that faith or love has a 
social, political, cultural dimension. 
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It’s interesting: the Our Father doesn’t really deal 
with many personal things: “His kingdom come, His 
will be done on earth as it is in heaven,” that we eat, 
and then we forgive one another—the basis of peace. 
So it’s really a very worldly prayer. And so—I’ve writ-
ten of course about this—this is really an evolution 
that has taken place in Catholic spirituality. Mysticism 
has changed. Thomas Merton was a mystic who was 
concerned about human rights—civil rights—and 
ecumenism. I don’t think there’s a real transformational 
spirituality very strong in Francis, and this has worked 
in me. What is special, perhaps in me: I know a good 
number of Catholics—priests, sisters, and laity—deeply 
involved socially, who are unable to articulate the spiri-
tual dimension. They forget about it; they are unable to 
talk about it. Here in Montreal, I’ve wrestled with this. 
There was a wonderful missionary organization, highly 
politicized, following Catholic teaching—but unable 
to articulate anything spiritual. And I’ve never had this 
problem. As an Augustinian, I’ve always said it begins 
in God. So the spiritual dimension, I’ve always rescued 
this in my writing.

What has been the function or influence of Augustine 
over the decades?

Well, my great experience was the Confessions. And 
I have remained faithful to this, I think. Augustine was 
a great doctor of grace: it begins in God, and not in our 
effort but in the divine initiative. And I’ve always de-
fended this. And I’ve defended that social work, social 
dedication, is possible because we feel summoned: we 
are summoned to do this, and this summons is not pro-
duced by us, but it’s a gift. So, to be socially involved is 
based on a gift—it’s a summons, it’s a desire that carries 
us. I’ve always defended this against Catholic activists 
who find it difficult to articulate the spiritual dimension. 

And what about Augustine on sin?

I don’t hold his interpretation of sin. But I have some 
theological friends who now want to abolish Original 
Sin. They say this was the invention of Augustine: 
it isn’t in the Bible, they say, and he invented this to 
justify infant baptism. Now, I don’t follow this. I think 
that Augustine had a tremendous sense of the sinful-
ness of the world. In his book on The City of God, he 
distinguishes between the city of man and the city of 
God, between the proud city and the humble city, and 
the proud city is produced by the love of wealth and the 
love of power. And so, his understanding of the secular 
world was very much a sinful world. And I fully agree 

with this, that the world we are born into has, from the 
very beginning, distributed wealth and power unequally 
in an obscenely great degree. And from the very begin-
ning we could never build—we have never been able 
to build—a society without making us feel that we are 
superior to others, and without wanting to either despise 
them or even conquer them. So I think that there is re-
ally something wrong with us, that sin is here. And by 
“sin” I don’t mean, you know—this focus on sexuality 
doesn’t interest me, but it’s…—you can imagine that 
after the Second World War, in Germany, the churches, 
the theologians, wrestled to see: What have we done? 
Who is guilty? What is our sin? And so I think that 
there is emerging, and I think Pope John Paul II has a 
wonderful text about structural sin; he wants to show 
that structural sin is always related to personal sin… I 
mean, Catholics don’t like to speak about the ambiguity 
of existence—Protestants do; Catholics don’t very of-
ten—but John Paul in this context really draws a picture 
of the enormous ambiguity of human existence. That is, 
despite the good things we do and our holiness, there is 
a participation in evil…. 

What do you think the future of theology is, in general?

In Canada and in Quebec, in particular, theology is 
threatened. In Quebec there were several theological 
faculties, but today most of them have been closed be-
cause there are very few candidates for the priesthood. 
And in the past in Quebec, with an MA in theology, 
you could be a high school teacher. Because they were 
Catholic schools, they taught religion or theology and 
therefore, with a specialization in theology, you had 
a special place. Today, this has been changed. Today 
the schools don’t teach this anymore—and therefore 
you can’t really survive with a degree in theology. 
And so I think this is endangered. In English Canada, 
I can’t judge this, but I wouldn’t be surprised if this is 
similar. However, what is described in a 2017 article by 
Christine Jamieson in The Ecumenist on what they do at 
Concordia University in Montreal, I find very exciting. 
And if theologians would say, well we do this—it’s the 
only place at the university where students can say, “I 
want to deal intellectually, academically, scientifically 
with issues that really concern me very deeply.” And 
they allow this, and a teacher comes and says, “I am 
teaching, but I want to reflect critically on teaching—is 
there something important going on?” Yes, you can do 
this, and so on. So I think that this would be quite excit-
ing, to do theology in dialogue with political science and 
other disciplines. 
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So, what would you say to theologians in the early 
stages of their careers?

I love the speech that Pope Francis gave to the theo-
logical meeting at Buenos Aires. He did this by Skype, 
and this is very good. First of all, he recognizes that 
Catholicism and theology are different in different parts 
of the world; it’s contextual, and it deals with the power 
of the gospel to transform. And so it is action oriented; 
there is a very clear sense that doctrine by itself doesn’t 
save. Doctrine doesn’t save. So there is a wrestling to 
find a theology that is scriptural, that is relevant to the 
context, and that is action oriented. And I think this 
would be very much what I would recommend. 

Thinking about what Pope Francis has said about 
action-oriented theology and also what Pope Francis 
has been saying about clericalism in the church, can you 
talk about some of the connections between his criticism 
of non–action-oriented theory and clericalism?

I wrote an article for The Ecumenist on the pope and 
clericalism, and I didn’t put one citation in it—because 
I couldn’t find it anymore—but I’ve found it now, and 
in it the pope says that to present the gospel as a set 
of doctrines to believe and a set of laws to be obeyed 
is clericalism. It’s a bureaucratic understanding of the 
church; it doesn’t really communicate the gospel as the 
voice of God or the redemptive event, and so on. I think 
that what he says about clericalism is really quite ex-
traordinary, and many people must be mad at him. What 
he said to the Curia at Christmas—I mean, it’s unbeliev-
able. But I’d rather let him criticize clericalism and not 
me; I’d rather deal more with the positive dimension….

Focusing on those positive dimensions, what do you 
see as the future of the Church?

The Church in the West will be minority, and as mi-
nority, it really may become a very creative community. 
As minority, it doesn’t have to bless the public order; 
it can really reflect critically in the light of the gospel 
on what is happening in society, and articulate this. So 
I think this will be quite an exciting future in the West; 
now, what happens on other continents could be quite 
different. But I think the Church is minority. Rahner 
already developed this; he has a little book on, I think, 
the future, where he deals with this. In fact, I wrote a 
letter once to Cardinal Müller, this conservative—he 
probably didn’t get it, because he continued to think 
of the Catholic Church, of Catholics, as waiting for the 
last word from the Magisterium and defining their life 

through this, and I say that there are several reasons 
today why Catholics follow their conscience. First of 
all, there’s no longer any wall-to-wall religion, and 
therefore you are a Christian or a Catholic because this 
is what you want—this is what you choose—and you 
remain in the Church because this is what you choose. 
And therefore you rely on your judgment—you rely on 
your conscience. And even in the Church, you continue 
to rely on your conscience. You’re in dialogue with the 
Magisterium, with other Catholics, with other thinkers; 
you constantly reflect, but ultimately it’s your judgment 
that you rely on. And therefore, dissent has become a 
kind of reality in the Church, and I think that this will 
be in the future. 

Dissent is a kind of permanent feature?

Yes. I mean, I think that following one’s conscience 
will take place. In fact, what the pope [Francis] writes 
about divorce and remarried Catholics going to com-
munion is a matter of conscience. This is … internal; 
in other words, it isn’t the priest who allows it, but it 
is the couple, in conversation with the priest and with 
other Catholics and with God, who decide that they are 
ready for this. And so this is a quite extraordinary thing. 
Very few bishops have reacted positively to this: the 
Argentinian bishop, the bishop of Malta, the German 
bishops, and then individual bishops. But there’s a great 
deal of opposition to this. It’s really quite exciting, 
what’s taking place in the Church. 

Are you saying that the emergence of the exercise of 
conscience by individuals means that pluralism, and 
therefore dissent, will be a permanent feature of the 
Church moving forward?

There is already this sentence in Vatican II on 
conscience. In the Thomistic, Scholastic tradition, con-
science was a much more rational thing. It was applying 
a universal principle to a particular case—and this was a 
highly rational thing; it was not a religious thing. While 
there existed a tradition in the Church that conscience 
is the place where God speaks to us, and Protestants 
developed this very strongly—we didn’t, but Cardinal 
Newman introduced this; this was essential for him. 
And from Newman this passed into Catholic theology 
and into Vatican II. Conscience is something religious; 
it’s rational, obviously, but it’s also where we hear the 
summons. 

A number of popular commentators will say that what 
we have in Pope Francis is a continuation of the Second 
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Vatican Council, and that the period between 1967 and 
2013 was a period of conservative retrenchment. What 
would be your assessment of that kind of approach? 

No, no, no. I would be much more concrete in my 
analysis. Paul VI published this wonderful encyclical 
on the Third World, Populorum progressio; so, in all of 
these popes I would find very, very interesting things. 
No, I would regard this as exaggerated, thank goodness, 
as the dark period. In fact, I was asked to give a paper—
here in Quebec, at the Société theologique canadienne 
[Canadian Theological Society]—to give a paper on 
Benedict XVI, but they asked me, “Don’t give a totally 
negative paper; we want you to write something that ap-
preciates him.” And I did this—and published it. What 
runs through all of his theology, even when he was a 
young man and a progressive, is that the Christian reli-
gion can only be talked about in paradoxical terms; that 
there is always a balance between two. And he accused 
modern theology—post–Vatican II theology—of forget-
ting about this, and therefore they develop a theology 
of the kingdom without at the same time thinking about 
the Church. And so, he argues that they have lost this 
doubleness, this dialectical thinking. I don’t think he’s 
right, but the way he talks about this is very good, and 
so I developed this very positive theme. 

There is never a “last word” in theology; there always 
has to be something added, because what is said is in-
adequate. He [Benedict] had a sense of this. I heard him 
(I write about this in my autobiography) after a session 
at the Second Vatican Council. The German theologians 
formed a circle in the basilica underneath the cupola. 
Normally I went to the American press conference, but 
this time I went with them. And Ratzinger was there 
with maybe ten others, and he pointed to Tu es Petrus 
on the stone, and he said this is really theologically inad-
equate, because it should be added: Retro Satana—Get 
behind me, Satan. So, I mean, this was paradoxical. 

Right, an appreciation of the value of Peter, but also 
a warning against Peter.

Yeah, that’s right. The pope is essential, but he’s also 
an obstacle. I mean this—he [Benedict] kept this. And, 
of course, that he resigned was a great step—I mean, this 
never happened before. 

When we returned to Waterloo, we decided to send 
Gregory a follow-up question: What are you reading? 
What should young theologians be reading? Below is his 
email reply of September 18. [Note that in September, 
Gregory had a fall that resulted in a concussion.]

Let me try to reply to your question. That I move my 
work into new fields is not the product of intellectual 
curiosity; it is rather an expression of concern. I said 
this quite clearly when I started to study Islamic thought. 
What troubled me were the prejudice against and the 
high unemployment rate of Muslims/Arabs in Montreal. 

What am I into today, an old man suffering from a 
concussion? My interest in the Frankfurt School has 
spread to include the innovative thinking in the Weimar 
Republic. The collapse of Protestant monarchy al-
lowed Catholics and Jews to become citizens in the full 
sense, accept public office, and teach at universities. 
This opened the doors for great creativity. I regret that 
I never wrote a book on the innovative Catholic think-
ing and acting in Weimar. In Germany this has been 
studied, but very little of it is available in English. I am 
also interested in German-speaking Jewish intellectuals 
(from Germany, Austria, Hungary, and Bohemia), their 
radicalism, and their Messianism, even as unbelievers. I 
am into the writings of Michael Löwy. 

What continues to preoccupy me is the Quebec de-
bate about nation, pluralism, and social justice. I always 
find authors that I like, in other words, that I agree with. 
Reading Le Devoir has become a necessary source of 
my ongoing interest. Here, too, I am moved by concern. 
A national project can end badly. A few remarks! 

My best regards, 
Gregory

1 See Gregory Baum, “Tracing the Affinity between the Social Thought 
of Karl Polanyi and Pope Francis,” Paper presented at the 13th International 
Karl Polanyi Conference, “The Enduring Legacy of Karl Polanyi,” 
Concordia University, 6-8 November 2014. https://www.concordia.ca/con-
tent/dam/artsci/research/polanyi/docs/conference-2014-papers/Baum%20
Gregory%20Montreal%202014.pdf

2 Ehrhard Bahr, Weimar on the Pacific: German Exile Culture in Los 
Angeles and the Crisis of Modernism (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2007).
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More Life with Gregory
By David Seljak
Department of Religious Studies, St. Jerome’s University, Waterloo, Ontario

In the Winter 2017 issue of The Ecumenist, we pub-
lished reflections by eleven of Gregory Baum’s 

colleagues, students, and friends (and for Gregory there 
was a consistent overlap among these categories) on 
the theme of “My Life with Gregory.” The collection 
was inspired by the publication of Gregory’s theologi-
cal memoir, The Oil Has Not Run Dry: The Story of My 
Theological Pathway (McGill-Queen’s University 
Press). We noted that, while The Oil Has Not Run Dry 
outlines Gregory’s extraordinary intellectual develop-
ment and contribution to his church and to society, it 
does not address the impact these had on those around 
him. The Ecumenist asked various people to submit a 
brief reflection of 700 to 1500 words around the topic 
“My Life with Gregory.” Of course, Gregory died on 
October 18, 2017, before we could publish these reflec-
tions. In this issue of The Ecumenist, we continue our 
tribute to Gregory’s influence on the lives of so many 
scholars, activists, and friends.

We begin these reflections with that of Normand 
Breault, whom Gregory identifies as a great friend and 
former lover. It is presented in its original French, fol-
lowed by a translation by David Seljak of The Ecumenist.

Gregory Baum, Un Priant
Par Normand Breault

En 1986, j’ai rencontré Normand, un ancien prêtre 
dont je suis tombé passionnément amoureux. 
Engagés l’un et l’autre dans la théologie de la 
libération, nous partageons la même orientation 
religieuse et politique … [Normand] ne m’aimait 
pas comme moi, je l’aimais; il voit en moi un 
grand ami à qui il fait une place dans sa vie. Ce 
que j’acceptais sans réserve. Je me retiens pour 
ne pas lui exprimer tout ce que je ressens … La 
constance de l’amour de Normand a donné une 
grande stabilité à ma vie de théologien; pour moi, 
c’est un don de Dieu.1

En plus d’avoir été le préféré de Gregory, je suis très 
heureux de voir ce très cher ami m’attribuer, en bonne 
partie, la stabilité dont il a eu besoin pour réaliser sa co-
lossale œuvre théologique. Quelle satisfaction de savoir 

que, loin de le distraire, j’ai pu avoir une influence posi-
tive chez ce grand penseur toujours très près des gens, 
surtout des plus pauvres, appartenant aux multiples 
horizons religieux ou séculiers.

Sans aucunement vouloir minimiser l’influence 
positive que j’ai pu exercer sur Gregory, puisque 
c’est lui qui l’affirme, je rappellerai toutefois une des  
caractéristiques de la personnalité de mon grand ami, 
caractéristique qui a grandement favorisé, elle aussi 
et probablement d’abord, sa stabilité dans sa vie de  
réflexion et d’écriture : Gregory était un priant.

J’ai en main son petit livre de prières intitulé Louons 
le Seigneur (Collection les Classiques africains), 
sorte de prière des heures marquant les temps d’arrêt 
l’avant-midi, l’après-midi et en soirée. C’est dans ce 
cœur à cœur avec son Seigneur que Gregory allait cher-
cher sa proximité attentive au monde d’aujourd’hui dans 
lequel les injustices structurelles condamnent des mil-
lions de personnes à vivre en sous-humains. Cette même 
situation, ses collègues théologiens sud-américains la 
dénonçaient dans les années 60 et 70. On en trouve écho 
dans la première phrase du texte conciliaire l’Église 
dans le monde de ce temps: 

Les joies et les espoirs, les tristesses et les an-
goisses des hommes de ce temps, des pauvres 
surtout et de tous ceux qui souffrent, sont aussi les 
joies et les espoirs, les tristesses et les angoisses 
des disciples du Christ, et il n’est rien de vraiment 
humain qui ne trouve écho dans leur cœur. 
Les prières quotidiennes de Gregory rejoignaient 

principalement, selon ce qu’il m’a très souvent confié, 
trois catégories de personnes : les gens qui comme 
lui réfléchissaient de façon critique sur les réalités so-
ciales—dont les membres du Centre justice et foi—, les 
nombreux amies et amis avec qui il entretenait des liens 
étroits, ici et à travers le monde. Gregory avait, surtout et 
toujours, une pensée de solidarité devant Dieu pour ces 
millions de personnes qui à travers le monde souffrent 
de froid, de faim, d’humiliation et dont les souffrances 
ne font jamais l’objet de l’attention médiatique.

Gregory ne cachait ni son crédo ni ses habitudes 
de prière. Sans jamais les imposer à qui que ce soit. 
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Il révélait ainsi l’homme qu’il était : un homme vrai, 
transparent, fidèle à lui-même et très respectueux des 
positions religieuses ou non religieuses des personnes 
avec qui il entrait en contact quotidiennement ou de 
façon plus épisodique.

Par ailleurs, je n’oublie pas sa pratique dominicale 
à l’église Saint-Pierre-Apôtre où ont été célébrées 
ses funérailles. Gregory a fréquenté assidument 
cette paroisse jusqu’à ce que ses forces diminuées le 
retiennent à la maison. Cette paroisse de Montréal 
s’est toujours voulue inclusive, particulièrement 
(mais non exclusivement) ouvertes aux personnes 
homosexuelles—longtemps marginalisées dans notre 
Église—qui la fréquentent et l’animent. 

Son ouverture aux autres, Gregory l’exprimait égale-
ment en participant souvent à des prières célébrées en 
commun avec d’autres chrétiennes et chrétiens de même 
qu’avec les membres de religions non-chrétiennes.

Ses amitiés multiples et multiformes ont constitué 
chez Gregory une autre importante cause de stabilité 
dans la poursuite de sa réflexion théologique. Ses ren-
contres hebdomadaires avec Andrée, ses visites chez son 
ami Charles, hospitalisé dans un Centres d’hébergement 
et de soins de longue durée (CHSLD), rendues pos-
sibles grâce à un autre grand ami, André, ses soupers 
du dimanche soir chez Colleen et Philip font partie des 
multiples rencontres amicales qui lui ont constamment 
permis d’approfondir les divers aspects des réalités 
qui le touchaient, que celles-ci soient à proximité ou à 
travers le monde. Et je n’oublie pas Grant et Marion, 
Philip et Sharon, parmi ces nombreuses personnes qui, 
à Toronto, ont bénéficié des attentions amicales de 
Gregory. Ce dernier tirait de ces multiples contacts une 
source d’inspiration qui enrichissait son propre regard et 
le renvoyait à son Seigneur dans des moments de prière 
et de méditation.

Je remercie Scott et David, actuels responsables [avec 
Don Schweitzer] de The Ecumenist, anciens étudiants de 
Gregory et grands amis, de consacrer quelques pages à 
la mémoire de celui qui, après avoir fondé cette revue 
et l’avoir nourrie de ses nombreux articles, y maintenait 
le lien entre personnes de différentes confessions chré-
tiennes et non-chrétiennes. Gregory poursuivait ainsi 
le rôle fondamental qu’il a joué dans la rédaction du 
document conciliaire Nostra aetate, déclaration sur les 
relations de l’Église avec les religions non-chrétiennes. 

À Dieu, très cher ami Gregory.

Gregory Baum: A Man of Prayer

… in 1986, I met Normand, a former priest, with 
whom I fell in love. Committed to liberation the-
ology, we share the same religious and political 
orientation. … [Normand] did not love me as I 
did him: he simply regards me as a great friend 
for whom he makes room in his life. I fully accept 
this. I discipline myself not to tell him my feelings. 
… The unwavering love of Normand, which has 
given stability to my life as a theologian, has been 
a gift of God.2

As well as having been loved by Gregory, I am very 
happy to see my very dear friend attribute to me a good 
deal of the stability he needed to accomplish his colossal 
theological work. There is great satisfaction in knowing 
that, far from distracting him, I could have a positive in-
fluence on this great thinker who was always very close 
to people—especially the poorest—from many walks of 
life, religious or secular.

Without at all wanting to minimize the positive influ-
ence that I might have had on Gregory—since it was 
he who expressed it—I will recall, however, one of the 
personality traits of my great friend, a characteristic that 
also (and probably more than anything else) supported 
stability in his life of reflection and writing: Gregory 
was a man of prayer.

I have in my possession his little book of prayers, 
Louons le Seigneur (Éditions Classiques africains), a 
kind of Liturgy of the Hours, marking morning, after-
noon, and night prayers. It is in this heart-to-heart with 
his God that Gregory would seek his close connection 
to today’s world in which structural injustices condemn 
millions of person to subhuman living conditions. His 
fellow theologians from Latin America condemned this 
same situation in the 1960s and 70s. One finds an echo 
of it in the opening line of the Conciliar text The Church 
in the Modern World (Gaudium et spes):

The joys and the hopes, the griefs and the anxiet-
ies of the men of this age, especially those who are 
poor or in any way afflicted, these are the joys and 
hopes, the griefs and anxieties of the followers of 
Christ. Indeed, nothing genuinely human fails to 
raise an echo in their hearts. 
As he confided in me very often, Gregory’s daily 

prayers included three categories of people: people 
like himself who looked upon social reality in a critical 



The Ecumenist, Vol. 55, No. 2  Spring 2018 / 9

fashion (such as members of Montreal’s Centre justice 
et foi); the many friends with whom he maintained close 
relationships here and around the world; and finally, 
above all, Gregory had a commitment before God of sol-
idarity with the millions around the world who suffered 
from cold, hunger, and humiliation and whose suffering 
was never the object of media attention. 

Gregory hid neither his faith nor his habit of prayer, 
without imposing either on anyone. He showed us the 
type of man he was: a genuine person, transparent, faith-
ful to himself, and yet very respectful of the religious 
and non-religious beliefs of people he met daily or oc-
casionally.

Moreover, I recall his Sunday attendance at Saint-
Pierre-Apôtre, the church where his funeral was 
celebrated. Gregory faithfully attended this parish until 
his failing strength kept him housebound. This Montreal 
parish is inclusive, particularly (although not exclusive-
ly) to homosexuals, long marginalized in our Church, 
who attend and animate it. Gregory also expressed 
his openness to others by frequently participating in 
common prayer with other Christians and even with 
members of other religions.

For Gregory, his many and varied friendships were 
another important form of stability in his career of theo-
logical reflection. His weekly meetings with Andrée, 

his visits to his friend Charles who was living in a long-
term care facility, and his Sunday dinners at the home 
of Colleen and Philip made up part of the numerous 
encounters with friends that continually allowed him to 
deepen the realities either at home or around the world 
that touched him. And I cannot forget Grant and Marion, 
Philip and Sharon, and many others in Toronto who ben-
efited from Gregory’s friendship. Gregory found in these 
many encounters a source of inspiration that enriched 
his outlook and turned his attention to the Lord in mo-
ments of prayer and meditation.

I would like to thank Scott and David, former stu-
dents of Gregory’s who [along with Don Schweitzer] 
are currently responsible for the Ecumenist, for dedi-
cating these pages to Gregory’s memory—a man who, 
after having founded this journal and enriched it with 
his many articles, used it to maintain ties to people of 
various Christian denominations and non-Christian re-
ligions. In this manner Gregory continued the essential 
role that he played in the creation of the conciliar docu-
ment Nostra aetate, The Declaration on the Relation of 
the Church to Non-Christian Religions. 

À Dieu, très cher ami Gregory.

1 Gregory Baum, Et jamais l’huile ne tarit : Histoire de mon parcours 
théologique (Anjou, Québec : Fides 2017), 238.

2 Gregory Baum, The Oil Has Not Run Dry (Montreal: McGill-
Queen’s University Press, 2017), 210.
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“Gregory Baum: Who Are You?”
By Christine Jamieson
Department of Theological Studies, Concordia University, Montreal

Gregory Baum, who are you?” I asked Gregory this 
question once because I was so struck by the mul-

tiple identities and languages comprising his life and 
the person he was. I wanted to understand how these 
differing dimensions influenced who he was then and 
what he cared about. Characteristically, Gregory de-
flected my very direct question away from himself and 
said, “I am not a citizen of the world indifferent to what 
takes place … I participate in several cultures.” He went 
on to explain his self-understanding as rooted in “the 
eternal conversation that keeps going on all the time.” 
Gregory’s intense curiosity, his remarkable mind, and 
the questions that continually shaped his writing and 
his life enabled him to encounter multiple cultures, lan-
guages, and religions. Gregory met the ‘other’ through 
genuine encounter, asking, “Who are you? What are 
you going through?” The answers always impacted him 
at a very deep level. It continually shaped his life as he 
moved forward. 

I start my reflection on Gregory’s work and his life 
with this story because of an elusiveness I experienced 
with Gregory. He was genuinely present and generous in 
his friendship. He was truly giving, truly attentive, truly 
caring about people who entered his life. Still, this elu-
siveness! I believe this elusive quality had something to 
do with his deep experience and understanding of God. 
He once wrote: 

Since God is not extrinsic to human life, since 
God is not an object of the mind, since the divine 
is present in man as presupposition, as orientation, 
as vitality, as call, as horizon it makes sense again 
to stress the unknowability of this divine mystery. 
… What we know about God, thanks to the divine 
self-revelation in Jesus, is God’s redemptive pres-
ence in human life.
Gregory’s words remind me of Emmanuel Levinas’ 

reference to the “trace” of God found in the face of the 
other. The trace reminds us of what has “passed by.” 
We are overwhelmed by the face of the other, coming 
to us “from the heights,” teaching us something about 
who the other is and who God is. For Levinas, God is 
only ‘accessible’ through the face of the other. This was 

something Gregory profoundly grasped. He experienced 
his responsibility for the other in a radical manner, and, 
at the same time, he understood his own limits, which 
opened him to “God’s redemptive presence in human 
life.” Perhaps it was Gregory’s experience of his own 
limitations that struck me as elusive. He was profoundly 
present and responsible, and yet oriented towards the 
infinite, something beyond grasp.

Thinking about Gregory’s life, I recall a poem written 
by an anonymous prisoner at Auschwitz, found on a wall 
there (only part of it was recoverable). It read:

There is grace, though,
and wonder, on the way.
Only they are hard to see,
hard to embrace, for
those compelled to
wander in darkness.2

This poem points to something I recognized in 
Gregory from the beginning of our friendship: Gregory’s 
profound hope in the midst of courageous wandering “in 
the darkness” of human existence. In his generosity, he 
would often come to speak to students in my courses 
at Concordia University. I remember him expressing 
to a room full of mostly young undergraduate students 
that one must have the courage to look at or to face 
the shadow side of our world and of ourselves. If we 
sought to overcome human decline, we must be willing 
to understand it even if it is hard to bear. Gregory lived 
that courage. He did not flinch at facing evil in its stark 
reality, naming it for what it was and yet remaining pro-
foundly hopeful!

I came to know Gregory at a time when his wife, 
Shirley, was losing her cognitive abilities and he was 
concerned about leaving her to fend for herself in 
preparing an evening meal. He was concerned about 
whether she would even eat without his presence. A few 
friends would help by coming by to prepare a meal and 
eat dinner with Shirley when Gregory was away. As 
Shirley’s condition worsened, Gregory became more 
and more solicitous to her needs—even to the point of 
continuing to care for her in their apartment despite the 
advice of health care officials. He was keenly aware of 

“
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the distress Shirley would experience if she had to move 
to a nursing home, especially one where she would not 
be allowed to smoke. 

Gregory’s care for Shirley brought to my mind his 
deep compassion for the suffering other. What I always 
experienced in Gregory was his deep compassion and 
commitment to justice in his encounters with those who 
suffered. In various contexts—speaking at different 
events—he would often quote the opening words of 
Gaudium et spes (Pastoral Constitution of the Church 
in the Modern World, proclaimed at the Second Vatican 
Council): “The joys and the hopes, the griefs and the 
anxieties of the people of this age, especially those who 
are poor or in any way afflicted, these too are the joys 
and hopes, the griefs and anxieties of the followers of 
Christ.”3 These words represent not simply a theological 
stance; they express the person Gregory was. 

Recently, Gregory reflected on the challenges facing 
his good friend Charles Kannengiesser, whom he had 
first met at the Second Vatican Council, and who now 
has Parkinson’s disease and is living in a nursing home. 
Every Saturday, Gregory would visit Charles. He and 
Charles would often sit together reading their books in 
quiet solidarity. At one point, Gregory had to give up his 
car, so he had to rely on public transit to visit Charles. 
Then this became too difficult. So a good friend began 

to drive Gregory to visit Charles. As time passed, this 
also became impossible: just getting around became in-
creasingly difficult. So, Gregory sent Charles colourful 
postcards with simple messages of solidarity to brighten 
up his sometimes bleak life. Charles received the last 
postcard a few days before Gregory’s death. These cards 
now sit on Charles’s desk, brightening his room. When 
I last saw Gregory—he was conscious but in much pain 
and discomfort—he spoke about Charles and reflected 
upon the difficulties Charles was experiencing! 

The title of one of Gregory’s books is Amazing 
Church. I cannot help but think: “Gregory Baum: amaz-
ing human being!” Gregory’s tremendous sense of hope 
reminds us that we must never give up.

1 Gregory Baum, “Personal Experience and Styles of Thought,” in 
Journeys: The Impact of Personal Experience on Religious Thought, ed. 
Gregory Baum (New York: Paulist, 1975), 26. Writing in the 1970s, Gregory 
had not yet adopted inclusivist language and still used the term “man.” Later 
in life, he regretted being so slow to adopt a less exclusive vocabulary. 

2 Joseph Czarnecki, Last Traces: The Lost Art of Auschwitz (New York: 
Atheneum, 1989), 11.

3 “Preface,” Gaudium et spes: Pastoral Constitution on the Church in 
the Modern World, Second Vatican Council, as quoted in Gregory Baum, 
Amazing Church: A Catholic Theologian Remembers a Half-century of 
Change (Toronto: Novalis, 2005), 44.
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A Witness to Grace: The Gifts of Gregory Baum
By Stephen Bede Scharper
Associate Professor of Religion, Anthropology and Environment, University of Toronto

As a Ph.D. student, I recall phoning my supervisor, 
Professor Gregory Baum, on his birthday at home. 

I was surprised when his wife, Shirley, answered and 
said that Gregory was at his office, working. Undeterred 
in my relentless effort to score brownie points, I called 
him at his McGill office. He answered cheerfully and 
explained that he had asked Shirley, “Can I do what I 
want on my birthday?” She said, “Of course.” Gregory 
then replied, “I want to work.”

For me, Gregory’s love of his work was one of the 
most endearing and important lessons he shared with 
me. He seemed to embody the ancient Benedictine 
dictum laborare est orare (to work is to pray). And for 
Gregory, working, speaking, writing, and sharing his 
remarkable breadth of evolving erudition was a type of 
living prayer—not drudgery, but a witness to energized 
joy. New books, ideas, and projects were not burdens, 
but invitations to intellectual and spiritual adventures. 
Deeply immersed in a spiritual and theological sense of 
grace, emanating from his great love of St. Augustine, 
his life was a remarkable seamless weave of profession 
and lifeway. Like the ancient Hebrews guided by a wisp 
of cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night, Gregory 
followed the signs of the Spirit in his professional life, 
leading him from a self-identified parochial mindset to 
the broad uplands of wide ecumenism, experienced-
based faith, religious tolerance, and social compassion.

He would often comment that he was not a pro-
grammatic systematic theologian. He had no grand 
overarching project or theological tome that he wanted 
to construct. Rather, he saw himself I think as a critical 
reflector on the times, and the signs of the times, hoping 
to “lean against the evil storm” of structural violence to 
nudge us closer to a world of justice, peace, and struc-
tured empathy.

It is a privilege for me to be asked to provide a re-
flection on Gregory for The Ecumenist, a journal that 
has personal resonance for me. As an undergraduate 
student in Gregory’s sociology of religion course at 
St. Michael’s College, University of Toronto, I wrote a 
paper on the church and national security, building on 
the work of the ground-breaking liberation theologian 
Jose Comblin (1923–2011). I was surprised not only 

that Gregory Baum liked the paper (my previous as-
signments had not seemed to wow him), but that he also 
invited me to revise it for publication in The Ecumenist. 
This article was my first academic publication, and 
represents for me the kind and tangible support of a 
generous mentor. 

Years later, as I arrived in Montreal for my Ph.D. 
thesis defense, I met with Gregory in his office shortly 
before the final two hours of my doctoral journey. After 
mentioning that there would be a certain ordering of 
questioning for my defense, he then looked at me and 
said, “Now what I really want to talk about is the future 
of The Ecumenist.” I had just been hired as editorial 
director at Novalis Publishing, and he wanted to know if 
we could take over the journal. I took this as a positive 
sign; he did not seem overly worried about my thesis 
defense! 

One of Gregory’s great gifts was his ability to clearly 
and fairly summarize a thinker’s point of view—often 
before providing an insightful and sometimes searing 
critique. Over the years, whenever I was interested in ex-
ploring a certain thinker, I would first see if Gregory had 
written on that person. If so, I felt relieved, for I had the 
benefit of his masterful and encyclopedic mind having 
distilled the essence of that person’s thought into clear 
and engaging language. Whether it was Johann Baptist 
Metz, Dorothee Soelle, Karl Polanyi, or John Millbank, 
Gregory’s insightful summaries of these thinkers pro-
vided a roadmap. He taught me the importance of being 
fair-minded and lucid when articulating someone else’s 
point of view, even when disagreeing with it.

Moreover, Gregory exemplified the importance of 
a steady, disciplined approach to scholarship. When 
reading drafts of my dissertation, for example, Gregory 
was encountering literature on ecological theology, with 
which he was unfamiliar. The care, openness, and cre-
ativity with which he handled these newer ideas were 
deeply impressive. He would bring his vast knowledge 
of sociology, theology, and history, as well as his intel-
lectual zeal and razor-sharp critical apparatus, to bear 
on this emerging literature. It was a window on how a 
prodigious mind and scholar encounters an uncharted 
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intellectual field, and it prompted me to dig more deeply 
and think more clearly about ideas.

An additional gift that Gregory bequeathed to me 
was that it’s not always important to record, recall, and 
calculate what one has done—a noisome practice of the 
neoliberal culture of business-like “accountability” and 
“deliverables” that has unfortunately tinctured the acad-
emy. I recall reading an article on social sin that Gregory 
had written for a religious encyclopedia. During a meet-
ing in his office, I mentioned this article and how helpful 
it had been for me (gotta love those brownie points). 
Gregory responded, “I did not write this.” Surprised, 
I came in the next day with a copy of the article and 
handed it to him. He read the article and replied, “Yes, 
I did write this.” In an era when academics are encour-
aged to record almost every publication and public 
utterance that they make, Gregory’s insouciance about 
his own writing and work remains both countercultural 
and refreshing. 

Gregory’s final gift to me, and perhaps his greatest, 
occurred less than a week before his passing. I joined 
fellow former students Mary Jo Leddy and Jack Costello 

SJ on a road trip to Montreal, where we visited Gregory 
in his hospital room. He graciously received us and, 
though weakened, asked us how we were and said how 
glad he was that we were able to visit him. When Father 
Jack asked if Gregory would like the Eucharist or holy 
oil, Gregory paused and said, “Why don’t we just pray?” 
We then all held hands and each of us said a brief prayer, 
with Gregory providing the final prayer. He thanked 
God for being a merciful God, for forgiving us our sins 
and bringing friends together to say goodbye as we leave 
this life. Gregory was the same man in death as he was 
in life. There was no bewilderment, no fear, no angst. 
He was mentoring us in joy and grace even unto death. 
It remains for me a most moving spiritual experience. 
A day later, Gregory slipped out of consciousness; he 
passed away within the week.

Openness to grace, a disciplined dedication to truth, 
a biding compassion for the oppressed and marginal-
ized—along with a loving embrace of both life and 
death: these are but a few of the gifts that Gregory 
shared, gifts that continue to touch and tether my life.
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Gregory Baum, Work, and Community
By Joe Mancini
Director, The Working Centre, Kitchener, Ontario

Gregory Baum’s theological journey included 
concern for the plight of workers who faced the 

dictates of the unregulated market economy. In the 
early 1980s, Baum was a leading intellectual who gave 
credibility to the faith and justice movement. Over 
time, the connections between Baum and The Working 
Centre, a self-help community development agency in 
Kitchener, Ontario, grew through exploring the potential 
of re-embedding labour into the community through the 
social economy. In the early 1980s, mainstream urban 
Canadians favoured those who were the winners in the 
game of the market economy. This bias had slowly in-
filtrated society. 

While the post–Second World War economy had 
been expanding at unprecedented rates, in synch with 
this expansion was the adoption of an individualistic 
mindset that minimally relied on communal supports. 
The market economy encouraged individuals to pursue 
their self-interest. This was the main fuel in the race to 
out-earn and out-spend one’s neighbour. It was a wide-
spread attitude that was preached at schools, churches, 
businesses, and in politics. The economy was dependent 
on its people to buy into the competition of consumer 
culture. 

When The Working Centre was founded in 1982, the 
post-war boom had long ended and major cracks were 
appearing. In order to tame inflation, interest rates were 
pushed up to 19%, while the official unemployment 
rate grew to 12 percent. The system was now spewing 
out “losers”; people could not hold on to their jobs or 
their homes. Yet the dominant values remained. Society 
marched on. The unemployed were viewed as lazy and 
not skilled enough, or as unwilling to find a place in the 
evolving economy. 

Ethical Reflections on the Economic Crisis, pub-
lished by the Social Affairs Commission of the Canadian 
Conference of Catholic Bishops in January 1983, was a 
stinging critique of the new economy. It was a power-
ful document coming from within the Roman Catholic 
Church, calling for society to give priority to the poor 
and to workers over the needs of capital. The disman-
tling of the Social Affairs Commission by the bishops 
after the subsequent political backlash demonstrated the 

actual priority of dominant values rather than a concern 
for those left out. 

More than any other theologian, it was Gregory 
Baum who extended the critique of an economy that 
was creating alienated workers. Three of his books in the 
1980s—The Priority of Labour, Ethics and Economics, 
and his popular CBC Massey Lecture Compassion and 
Solidarity: The Church for Others—focused on realign-
ing the economy towards social justice goals. In The 
Priority of Labour especially, Baum caught the spirit 
of grassroots social justice work: “Still cooperatism re-
mains a spiritual source in society. In our own day, many 
new cooperative ventures spring up in society carried by 
a philosophy critical of capitalism and giving expression 
to a more social understanding of human life.” Baum’s 
voice was energized by an optimistic view that people 
of good will can struggle together to transform society. 
To Baum, capitalism was responsible for the combined 
alienation of both the worker and the owners. This was a 
situation that was intolerable to a just society. In Baum’s 
view, a cooperative society could deliver people from 
the structures of wage labour and beyond the egotism 
of competition towards a world of work where concerns 
for others and joint responsibility initiate people into an 
altruistic consciousness. 

Baum’s move to Montreal reinforced and strength-
ened his understanding of the potential for the social 
economy. He read Karl Polanyi as he learned about the 
significance of Quebec’s le mouvement communautaire 
and l’économie solidaire. The priority of the poor in 
the modern context could now be understood more as 
a rescue mission than a priority. The social structure 
of poverty is a direct result of separating work from 
community. The priority of the poor would have little 
meaning in communities where labour, land, and capital 
were shared equally to accomplish the work of the com-
munity. Poverty is what happens when cultural cohesion 
is broken. In cultures of organic solidarity, the poor were 
looked after in their communities. 

Polanyi was a social historian who demonstrated 
that the forced implementation of labour and property 
laws in the 1830s had broken the connection of workers 
to their communities. When workers are disembedded 
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from their culture, they are then left as isolated indi-
viduals, no longer tied to their community. They become 
motivated by the struggle to survive as opposed to soli-
darity with their kin and neighbours. 

Baum’s discovery of Polanyi coincided with 
The Working Centre’s adoption of a philosophy of 
Community Tools. After a decade of pushing against 
immoveable bureaucratic culture, The Working Centre 
started designing projects that turned the structure of 
work upside down, with the goal of re-establishing 
communal supports. The ideas grew through an 
amalgamation of theorists including Ivan Illich, E.F. 
Schumacher, Ken Westhues, Jane Jacobs, Wendell 
Berry, and Karl Polanyi. Baum’s book on Karl Polanyi 
added new insights and language by uniquely describing 
Polanyi’s economic ethics.

In 1995, through a dialogue developed with Ken 
Westhues, Baum contributed the foreword to The 
Working Centre: Experiment in Social Change, us-
ing Polanyi’s lens to interpret the present economic 
situation. He wrote, “The omnipresence of the market 
separates people from their community, weakens their 
sense of solidarity, undermines their traditional values 
and destroys their regional culture.” Even so, Baum 
ended optimistically, noting The Working Centre’s 
commitment to create an economy of solidarity. “The 
social involvement of The Working Centre,” he wrote, 
“strengthens my faith in God’s presence in human life. 
For according to the theology I have inherited and con-
tinue to explore, God is redemptively present in people’s 
(ever faltering) efforts, transcending many obstacles, to 
build communities of love and justice.”

The dialogue continued over the years, and in 2009 
we were excited when Baum accepted our invitation 
to give a public lecture at St. John’s Kitchen on Karl 
Polanyi. His talk focused on Polanyi’s theory of disem-
bedded work. Baum described how people’s work for 
millennia had affirmed their place in society through 
contributions to the community they lived in. Work 
reinforced the social bond by shaping character and 
culture. Baum lamented that workers now have little 
connection to their community. The resulting poverty is 
the breakdown in cultural solidarity. As a way forward, 
Baum proposed the re-embedding of labour into society 
as the theoretical foundation for the social economy. 

This is where Baum’s theory met The Working Centre’s 
practice. Our access-to-tools projects operate out of 
revitalized old buildings that combine public, common 
spaces.

These projects create meaningful work by enabling 
workers to see their labour as a form of freedom directed 
by what is needed in the community. This work is guided 
by our “virtues,” specifically serving others, rejecting 
status, living simply, and offering work as gift. The 
virtues of building community and creating community 
tools support the social effort of putting productive tools 
into the hands of people through new structures that fa-
cilitate sharing. The governance of these projects takes 
place “on the ground,” that is, as close as possible to 
where the work is accomplished, while being integrated 
into the wider Working Centre culture. 

Every day, at projects like St. John’s Kitchen, Worth A 
Second Look Thrift Store, Recycle Cycles Community 
Bike Shop, the market garden, the greenhouse, the cafés, 
and the employment resource centre, 120 workers and 
500 volunteers demonstrate how the social economy 
can combine friendship with purpose-filled activity, re-
embedding labour in useful ways to serve community. 

Gregory Baum constantly revised his philosophy of 
labour, understanding that the alienation of workers is 
at the root of the unemployment crisis. The Working 
Centre drew from his analysis and, importantly, his 
friendship. The day after his lecture, Baum toured The 
Working Centre and hosted a seminar with staff and 
volunteers. It was a chance for us to learn about his long 
journey supporting social justice movements. For 36 
years, The Working Centre has been fortunate to weave 
into its projects the thinking of Canada’s most important 
theologian.

1 Gregory Baum, Priority of Labour: A Commentary on Laborem 
Exercens, Encyclical Letter of Pope John Paul II (New York: Paulist Press, 
1982), 43.

2 Ibid., 43.
3 Gregory Baum, The Oil Has Not Run Dry: The Story of My 

Theological Pathway (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2017), 
130.

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

5 Kenneth Westhues, The Working Centre: Experiment in Social 
Change (Kitchener, ON: Working Centre Publications, 1995), vi.

6 Ibid.
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The Most Optimistic Augustinian I Ever Met
by Donald Stoesz
Site Prison Chaplain, Bowden Annex, Innisfail, Alberta

Charming, inspiring, gregarious, humorous, self-
effacing, self-deprecating, analytical, bright, 

empathetic, devout, and faithful are all words and 
images that come to mind when I think of Gregory 
Baum. Before moving to Alberta, I worked for him as a 
teaching assistant and lecturer in his classes at McGill 
University from 1988 to 1998. I remember racing him 
every morning to the Religious Studies Department in 
downtown Montreal. I arrived early only once, at 7:30 
in the morning. He was at his desk by then. 

I remember being part of the “Baum Squad” of 
ten teaching assistants to manage the 600-plus stu-
dents who took his introductory sociology of religion 
classes. Canadian journalist and media personality Evan 
Solomon was part of that TA group, while finishing his 
master’s thesis on watching the cult classic The Rocky 
Horror Picture Show as a religious ritual.

Gregory delivered his inaugural lectures on almost 
any subject in these classes. Explaining a complex sub-
ject in a simple way was Gregory’s litmus test of seeing 
whether he could do it. He only failed once in this area, 
when he tried to explain the benefits of socialism on the 
basis of a neighbour lending his lawn mower to other 
tenants (there is not much grass in front of tenement 
houses in Montreal). After hearing a guest lecture at a 
local socialist association, Gregory told the speaker: 
“I, together with the other eight members in this room, 
agree with everything you have said. The problem is 
that no one outside of this room believes you. Your job, 
should you choose to take it, is to convince others of the 
validity of your position.” 

Gregory was an apologete in the best sense of that 
word. He made use of Sigmund Freud and Émile 
Durkheim to point out the merits of the religious life. In 
spite of Freud and Durkheim being atheists, they spent 
a lot of time writing about the phenomenon of religion. 
Gregory’s best lectures had to do with his use of the 
social sciences to show both the benefits and ideological 
effects of religion. My personal bias towards apologet-
ics is the result of growing up in an evangelical tradition 
(Mennonitism) that used fideism, relativism, and subjec-
tive pietism to undergird pacifism, adult baptism, and 
faith in the face of the logical positivism and secular 

social science of its day. The resulting dualism between 
faith and secularity proved hard to overcome. Gregory’s 
defence of the essential reason of the Enlightenment, 
along with his insight into its dialectical relation to evil, 
is the reason I credit Gregory with changing the above-
named dualism into a duality. I came to respect, admire, 
and share Gregory’s devout faith in response to his 
broad-ranging analysis of social thinkers. 

His genius rested in his ability to use theoreticians to 
explain complex problems. David Martin and secular-
ization were used to explain Quebec nationalism. Alain 
Touraine’s understanding of social movements was 
used to explain the persistence of the Protestant church 
within communist East Germany. Karl Polanyi’s organic 
understanding of change was used to explain the British 
reform of industrialization. Émile Durkheim was used 
to explain why Vatican II ground to halt after its liberal 
reforms within the Catholic Church.

Gregory was at his best as a Durkheimian, looking 
at structural issues from both an insider and outsider 
perspective. On the one hand, Gregory believed in find-
ing the fatal flaw within the system of one’s own beliefs. 
He was, after all, an Augustinian, and so did not have 
to look far to find this Achilles heel. He told me, “You 
have to wrap the knife in as much cotton batting as pos-
sible to make your point.” His reflections on the papal 
encyclicals of John Paul II and Benedict XVI represent 
examples of this insider approach. After praising them 
to high heaven for pages on end, the knife would appear, 
gently, on the last page in regard to some contradictions 
within their thought. John Paul II was given more lati-
tude in this area because of his critique of capitalism.

Gregory’s use of external resources was in evidence 
in regard to his analysis of Vatican II. Freud’s and 
Durkheim’s insights into the deeply personal and social 
reasons for resistance to change helped Gregory under-
stand why the heady days of the reforming 1960s ground 
to a halt with the 1980 elections of Ronald Reagan and 
Margaret Thatcher. He often poked fun at the idealistic 
Vatican II committees of priests and bishops, of which 
he had been a part, who would recommend sweeping 
changes to long-standing traditions of piety, worship, 
belief, and practice. This critique was made in hind-
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sight. The force of the collective conscience resulted in 
Gregory’s compassionate appeal, in the first chapter of 
his CBC Massey Lectures, to the conservative majority 
of Catholic believers to show solidarity and compassion 
for those less fortunate than themselves. 

Gregory based his critique of post-modernism on 
the same principle. He showed how Samuel, in the Old 
Testament, had appealed to natural law to convince 
the Israelites not to adopt kingship as a form of politi-
cal authority. “Every society, left to itself, will form a 
hierarchy” was a favourite saying of Gregory’s. The 
prophetic critique of kingship came when the abuse of 
arbitrary power resulted.

I believe that his dialectical understanding of political 
power was one reason that Gregory remained a devout 
Catholic. With all of its deep-seated flaws, the Catholic 
Church represented a human, religious, and political 
agency that could respond in some measure and in some 
manner to the fallen nature of human society. Only em-
pire can fight empire.

I found out the hard way how Gregory’s knife could 
be twisted to reveal fatal flaws. I wrote my doctoral thesis 
on the relativistic and apologetic aspects of Mennonite 
theologian Gordon Kaufman’s thought. In the process, I 
defended Joseph Runzo’s theory of conceptual relativ-
ism as a solution to the problem of truth. As a member 
of my thesis committee, Gregory helped me to see that 
this appeal was theoretical nonsense. Evangelical faith 
groups could not hide behind post-modernity to avoid 
the harder questions of truth and justice. Behind his 
genteel manners and not-so-innocent remarks were 
words that seared the soul. One does not easily forget 
his incisive comments.

Some last images and recollections come to mind. 
I have an image of Gregory standing at the front of a 
line of sightseers, papal flag in hand, waiting to wave 
it reverently for his fearless leader. I am amazed at the 
sharp critique his fellow Catholics have levelled at him. 
He was one of the most devout, religious men I have 
ever met. 

His self-deprecating humour, deep Augustinianism, 
and love of life were borne out many times. There 
was a time at “Doctor Klub,” a meeting of Religious 

Studies faculty and doctoral students at McGill, when 
professors were asked to share about the work they had 
done that summer. Each teacher outdid the last person 
by telling us how many articles they had written, how 
many conferences they had attended, etc. When it was 
Gregory’s turn, he told the group that he had spent the 
whole summer writing a new book on peace. He had just 
gotten a new laptop computer and was having fun testing 
it out. Unfortunately, after spending several months on 
the project, he accidently hit the wrong key, he reported 
cheerfully, and deleted the whole book. 

Two statements from Gregory’s last book bear out 
this sense of wonderment. In commenting on Maurice 
Blondel’s (and Karl Rahner’s) view of human beings 
as fundamentally religious, Baum writes that he has 
worked with many people who “do not have a religious 
bone in their bodies.” Later on, he suggests that he 
may not inherit eternal life because he is more like the 
rich man who had everything handed to him than like 
Lazarus who had to beg to be given crumbs from the 
table. 

Gregory Baum was featured in the CBC series Music 
in My Life in the 1990s. During the hour-long program, 
Gregory revealed that he had been interned in Canada 
during the Second World War as a result of Britain’s fear 
of Germans as a “fifth column.” He recalled Marlene 
Dietrich coming to sing to the troops. He remembered 
some songs that she had sung and asked CBC to play 
one of them. It was Berthold Brecht’s “Mack the Knife.” 
How can you not love a man like that?

Gregory’s optimistic Augustinianism can be placed 
somewhere between Reinhold Niebuhr’s profound un-
derstanding of divine grace and forgiveness and Jurgen 
Moltmann’s theology of hope. While Niebuhr’s redemp-
tive theology of human nature and destiny faded into 
Cold War realism and rhetoric after 1950, Moltmann’s 
optimism has always reminded me of the idealistic ten-
dencies of German theologians. It is ironic, perhaps, that 
Gregory and I, along with Niebuhr and Moltmann, are 
and were of German origin. Gregory stands out because 
he was able to place Moltmann’s utopia in sociological 
perspective while showing how divine mystery is at 
work in many countervailing social movements.
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Book Notes
Chavez as a Prophet of the Borderlands
Luis D. León, The Political Spirituality of Cesar Chavez: Crossing Religious Borders.  
Oakland, CA: University of California Press, 2015. xv + 220 pp. 

A few years before his death 25 years ago, about 15 
classmates and I had the honour of meeting Cesar 

Chavez (1929–1993), hearing him privately explain his 
work, and sharing a macrobiotic meal with him when he 
visited our alma mater to promote what would eventu-
ally be the longest of the United Farm Workers’ (UFW) 
three national boycotts against California table grapes. 
The UFW co-founder had been a legend since the 
1960s for having co-led nonviolent national campaigns 
with Dolores Huerta against exploitive and dangerous 
agricultural working conditions. Chavez’s clear logic, 
his articulation of scientific facts and theories, his per-
suasive arguments linking diverse societal ills, and his 
seemingly unflappable demeanour consolidated my im-
age of him as a charismatic sage. Nonetheless, I knew 
others were so influenced by popular stories of his per-
sonal suffering, self-sacrifice, religious inspiration, luck, 
and either Gandhian morals or Christian virtues, if not a 
purportedly mystical pedigree as a curandero or healer, 
that they regarded him as a folksy holy man—an almost 
messianic figure leading not just Chicanos or Latinos, 
and not just farm workers, but all Americans towards 
justice and prosperity.

Arguing that Chavez cultivated that latter image of 
himself as a prophetic saviour, and building off the prem-
ise that the leadership of “the founder” may have been as 
spiritual as political, Luis D. León’s study of Chavez’s 
homespun religion of revolution is long overdue. 

León paints an eloquently complex picture of Chavez. 
Counterbalancing prior studies that have discussed him 
as a progressive labour activist, a Chicano rights leader, 
or a pacifist organizer, León argues that Chavez restyled 
himself as the religio-political prophet of his decades-
long social movement, known as La Causa, or “the 
Cause.” The book’s central argument is that he did so by 
promoting a “political spirituality” and “spiritual mes-
tizaje” (10–12) that offered converts to his movement a 
“kaleidoscope of faith traditions” (12). León emphasizes 
that his book is neither a biography nor a history, but 
rather an analysis of spiritual narratives of Chavez’ life 
and work (18). Implicitly, the book also presents Chavez 
as a model for activists today. 

For León, Chavez’s “religious politics” made him 
into an ambiguous and trickster-like border-crosser 
between religions, ethnicities, and genders (30, 173). 
A “religious bricoleur” (95), Chavez also combined 
symbols and philosophies to portray La Causa as a mul-
ticulturally inclusive version of American civil religion. 
To make this argument, León builds on the “Borderland” 
theories of Gloria Anzaldúa, characterizing Chavez as 
someone epitomizing the fragmented, fluid, and multi-
faceted “mestiza consciousness” (27) she celebrated. 
Borrowing from Anzaldúa’s version of Aztec philoso-
phy, León characterizes Chavez’s border crossing as 
fluid and nepantla, or “in between” (30–31), emphasiz-
ing the unorthodoxy of Chavez’s spirituality with the 
latter Nahuatl term. Indeed, León considers “ambiguous 
religiosity” the “genius” of Chavez’s movement that 
enabled him to organize across spiritual lines (30). The 
UFW co-founder’s philosophy borrowed generously 
from biblical discussions of Jesus, as well as the writings 
of Gandhi, Thoreau, and Martin Luther King, Jr., yet he 
also drew on peasant folk knowledge and Indigenous 
traditions and symbols.

The book also highlights nuances of Chavez’s 
nepantlism. By seeking empowerment for all underpriv-
ileged peoples, he emerged as a consciously Chicano 
activist who was also race transcendent. Additionally, 
Chavez wanted the UFW to be religious without being 
Catholic, even though the Virgin of Guadalupe regu-
larly appeared on UFW banners and leaflets (122–124). 
Chavez had grown up Catholic, but he described himself 
as generically Christian and consciously appealed to 
Protestants by reading Scripture in private and in public 
(123) and by borrowing the Pentecostal practice of sing-
ing in reunions (130–131).

León divides his analysis into chapters on three 
broad themes—mythology, prophecy, and religion—and 
then concludes with what he labels the “lost gospel” 
of Chavez’s spirituality: humanism (15). Chapter 1, 
Mythology, debunks popular myths that Chavez was 
either a heroically self-sacrificing “saint” or a mega-
lomaniacal “sinner” (60–71). Chapter 2, Prophecy, 
explores how Chavez, rather than just lamenting the 
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world through a “Chicano Jeremiad” (96–99), studied 
King’s and Gandhi’s ideas to craft his life story as one 
of ceaseless peaceful work to help oppressed peoples’ 
long-term struggle to overcome suffering. It argues 
that Chavez believed people had been dehumanized by 
internal colonialism and needed “rehumanization” (89). 
Chapter 3, Religion, explores La Causa as a religious 
movement, especially after 1980, when its leader began 
to shift from labour to religious organizing (47). While 
León convincingly posits that Chavez’s work had the 
logic of a “religion of resistance” (156), he expresses 
ambivalence about its status as true religion when he 
qualifies it as quasi-religious (e.g., 12, 16, 156–157) and 
civil religious (e.g., 22–23, 96–97, 157–158).

The book’s concluding chapter, “The Lost Gospel,” 
summarizes achievements for which people should 
remember Chavez, ranging from how he helped some 
Chicanos escape farm colonialism, as recounted in 
Mexican-American folksongs or corridos (177–178), 
to the more metaphoric assertion that King and Chavez, 
by “preaching the importance of love,” were “prophets 
of American civil religion” who persuaded Americans 
to condemn racism (175). Most provocatively, Chavez’s 
relationship with the LGBT movement shows his spe-
cial ability to transcend difference. Without a record 
of statements by Chavez explicitly advocating LGBT 
rights, León offers tantalizing evidence that advocacy 
was implicit in his friendships, his lexicon, his sup-
port for the oppressed, and La Causa’s inclusivity (15, 
166). Crucially, León shows that LGBT advocacy fits 
naturally within Chavez’s humanist “gospel” and his 
long-standing opposition to machismo (162–172), both 
of which make him an icon for activists today. 

Three Issues
While León’s book is a valuable scholarly contribu-
tion, three concerns deserve mention. First, engagement 
with Chavez’s more secular self-marketing would have 
enhanced arguments about nepantlism. In presenting 
Chavez as an organic intellectual and political organizer 
who became a spiritual leader, León misses how Chavez 
deftly combined experiential knowledge with science. It 
was that mobilization of science, not spirituality, for ex-
ample, that had so appealed to certain classmates (whom 
I consulted for this review) and me before we dined with 
Chavez in 1989.

Second, León’s enthusiasm for Chavez may some-
times bias his data. The most egregious example is his 
skipping over how Chavez died. While the coroner may 

have reported “natural causes,” Chavez actually caused 
his own death unintentionally by fasting. His compan-
ions found him in bed, some hours after he had broken 
a multi-day fast by eating a light dinner at their urging, 
because they had feared he was dying. Omitting this 
potentially unflattering fact, León recasts the leader’s 
death as one of multiple metaphoric “crucifixions” of a 
“tragic hero” (160).

Third, and most profoundly, the book raises ques-
tions about the border between scholarly analysis and 
more religiocentric proselytization in favour of aspects 
of Chavez’s political spirituality that León admires. 
While some readers will find this book ecumenically 
inclusive for showing how Chavez linked diverse strains 
of Christianity and other traditions, secular readers 
may find it overly theistic because of myriad biblical 
tropes: the prophet, the martyr, the gospel, the saint vs. 
the sinner, the Jeremiad, gospels, resurrection, penance, 
pilgrimage, and more. Yet overall, while these largely 
Christian tropes remind readers of religious ideas that 
attracted Chavez’s followers, they may also conflate 
León’s spiritual advocacy with that of his subject.

Despite minor flaws, this book should engage readers 
interested in ethnic studies, social activism, religious 
culture, ecumenism, and social justice, especially in 
our current time of near-perpetual counter-hegemonic 
protests. Additionally, the final chapter’s analysis of how 
Chavez’s humanism favoured masculinities based in 
fraternal solidarity and self-sacrifice (rather than violent 
domination) should engage those interested in gender 
and sexuality.

Overall, this is a provocative book that succeeds 
in showing Chavez’s inspiringly fluid, multiple, and 
blended “political spirituality,” even if its analysis may 
be framed from within that same spirituality. 

By Dr. Erich Fox Tree, Wilfrid Laurier University, Waterloo, Ontario

1  Gloria Anzaldúa, Borderlands/ La Frontera: The New Mestiza (San 
Francisco: Spinsters/Aunt Lute Book Company, 1987).

2  On May 26, 2016, this review’s author received in-person confir-
mation of these facts, well known to biographers, from one of eight UFW 
members who had been in a house with Cesar Chavez when he died. Though 
more substantive, her recollections agree with published reports, including 
the UFW’s own web biography of Chavez and his Los Angeles Times obitu-
ary.  See United Farm Workers, “The Story of Cesar Chavez, http://ufw.org/
research/history/story-cesar-chavez, and Tony Perry, “Chavez Died Near 
Birthplace, Site of Property Lost in Depression,” Los Angeles Times (April 
24, 1993), http://articles.latimes.com/1993-04-24/news/mn-26700_1_cesar-
chavez.
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