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The Ecumenist Is Changing

As readers of the last two issues of The Ecumenist 
well know, Gregory Baum has died. Gregory 

founded this journal 55 years ago. In recent years he 
shared the role of editor with David Seljak, Scott Kline, 
and Don Schweitzer. In the wake of Gregory’s death, 
two new people have joined the editorial team: Christine 
Jamieson, Associate Professor in the Department of 
Theological Studies at Concordia University, Montreal; 
and Rosemary Carbine, Associate Professor of Religious 
Studies at Whittier College in Whittier, California. The 
Ecumenist will also be getting a new name that better re-
flects its focus and content. When Gregory founded it, its 

Contents
Gregory of Montreal   
By DaviD Seljak  ...................................................  1

Mission and Migration: Korean Canadians  
in The United Church of Canada 
By HyeRan kim-CRagg anD Don SCHweitzeR ..  4

Singing the Lord’s Song in a Strange Land:  
Identity and Mission of the Mar Thoma Church  
in the Diaspora   
By jeSuDaS m. atHyal  .........................................  11

The Church as Migrant: A New Model  
of the Church for a “Cross-ing” People 
By miCHael m. CanaRiS  ......................................  16

Book Notes  ............................................................  22

focus was ecumenism. With the rise of liberation theol-
ogy in the 1970s and Gregory’s immersion in sociology, 
the focus changed to what Gregory called “critical theol-
ogy,” which sought to unfold the emancipatory meaning 
of the gospel. The Fall 2018 issue will bear a new name 
that better reflects this current focus and will introduce 
the two new editors. The journal will also be getting a 
website so that archived issues can be accessed online. 
Amid these changes, the journal will continue to fea-
ture theological reflection and analysis that engages the 
Church, society, and culture with emancipatory intent. 

Gregory of Montreal
By David Seljak
St. Jerome’s University, Waterloo, Ontario

Can Satan be beautiful?” I was walking across the 
McGill University campus with Gregory Baum 

when he stopped to marvel at the sparkling city below 
us. “Can Satan be beautiful?” he asked. Clearly, the City 
of Montreal delighted him—even if he recognized that 
its grandeur and beauty were products of an unjust soci-
ety. In the 22nd-floor apartment he shared with his wife, 
Shirley, Gregory could survey the whole of Montreal’s 
southwest end and see across the St. Lawrence to the 
hills beyond the city. He adored Montreal: its people, 
its streets, its culture, and its lively intellectual life. 
His move to Montreal in 1986 and his integration into 
Quebec society marked the last third of Gregory’s life. 

“
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I had reconnected with Gregory when, in 1987, I 
came to McGill University to pursue my PhD in the 
Faculty of Religious Studies. Gregory had arrived in 
Montreal the previous year, moving from the University 
of St. Michael’s College at the University of Toronto, 
where he had been a fixture since 1959. I had first met 
Gregory in 1978, in fact, when as an undergraduate I 
took his Sociology of Religion course at the University 
of Toronto. At McGill, I enrolled in his graduate 
seminar and became his doctoral student. At Gregory’s 
suggestion, I adopted the Church’s reaction to the secu-
larization of French Québécois nationalism in the 1960s 
and 1970s as the topic for my dissertation. 

Unlike most professors at Montreal’s two English-
language universities, Gregory felt completely at home 
in Quebec. He spoke French well, and after his retire-
ment at the age of 70 he taught a course in theology 
at Université Laval, specifically so that he could learn 
to write in French at a high level of sophistication. 
When he had arrived in Quebec, he had been invited 
by the Jesuit journal Relations, housed in the Centre 
justice et foi, to join its editorial board. He immersed 
himself in Quebec society and its public debates. At 
Relations, Gregory could discuss immigration, social 
justice, the “social economy,” ecology, feminism, the 
future of Quebec Catholicism, human rights, and other 
issues important to his newly adopted society. Gregory 
introduced me to the Soirées Relations, the public panel 
discussions held at the Centre justice et foi on issues 
covered in the journal. 

Indeed, while maintaining his interests in global is-
sues, Gregory plunged into his study of Quebec society 
and Quebec Catholicism with his usual indefatigable 
curiosity. He published a number of articles and, in 
1991, collected some of these in a small but beautiful 
volume called The Church in Quebec, the first chapter 
of which served as the springboard of my own disserta-
tion.1 He began to read the work of a number of Quebec 
theologians, especially that of Jacques Grand’Maison, 
a priest, sociologist, social activist, and prolific author, 
and Fernand Dumont, Quebec’s most influential soci-
ologist, who had a lively interest in theology. In the last 
years of his life, Gregory devoted two books to Quebec 
theology: Truth and Relevance: Catholic Theology in 
French Quebec since the Quiet Revolution, and Fernand 
Dumont: A Sociologist Turns to Theology.2 Moreover, 
Gregory dealt with Grand’Maison’s unique ethics of 
nationalism in his 2001 book, Nationalism, Religion, 
and Ethics.3 

While immersed in Quebec society, Gregory was 
deeply attached to Canada. He was proud to receive 
the Order of Canada in 1990, claiming that its motto 
Desiderantes meliorem patriam (“They desire a better 
country”) was a fine socialist slogan. He admired the 
social-democratic tradition in Canadian politics, includ-
ing the progressive wing of the New Democratic Party, 
the Christian left in Toronto and on the prairies, the co-
operative movement in Antigonish, and the anglophone 
Christian socialists in Montreal (and, yes, he published 
articles on all of them). Given his sincere affection for 
both Canada and Quebec, Gregory was pained by the 
confrontation between French Quebec nationalism and 
Canadian federalism. 

Gregory had no trouble accepting that Quebecers 
formed a nation, a people united by a common heritage 
and shared destiny. He was moved by the attempts of 
French Quebecers in the 1960s and 1970s to address 
historical injustices and inequalities. (We should re-
member that, in the 1960s, French Canadians had, next 
to Indigenous peoples, the lowest socio-economic status 
among all groups in Canada.) He rejected the facile 
version of Canadian multiculturalism that saw Quebec 
as simply one province equal to the others and les 
Québécois as one ethnic group among many—as if they 
were equivalent to the Ukrainian Canadians or Italian 
Canadians. 

Gregory pointed to the World Synod of Bishops’ 
1971 document Justice in the World, which defended 
the rights of people to self-determination. He also 
cited Pope Paul VI’s Populorum progressio, which cel-
ebrated the rights of peoples to define their own society. 
Quebecers, he argued, were a people, and they had the 
right—and the responsibility—of defining a just and 
open society in the light of their historical experience 
and unique culture. He hoped that they could exercise 
this right inside a larger Canadian political framework, 
but he remained unconvinced by the dominant discourse 
of multiculturalism espoused especially by the govern-
ment of Pierre Elliott Trudeau.

While Gregory rejected an easy multiculturalism, he 
strongly defended pluralism. He wanted Quebec—like 
Canada—to be an open and welcoming society. He re-
jected any nationalism rooted in theories of “blood and 
soil.” The modern nation had to honour its roots while 
opening itself to immigrants of all lands. He praised the 
pastoral letters of the Assembly of Quebec Bishops on 
the occasion of the 1980 and 1995 referenda on sov-
ereignty. The bishops called on all Quebecers to take 



The Ecumenist, Vol. 55, No. 3  Summer 2018 / 3

the public debate seriously, to exercise their rights and 
duties as citizens responsibly, to avoid demonizing their 
enemies, and to refuse to identify either independence 
or federalism with the gospel message. Gregory admired 
the bishops’ letters, which outlined a fully developed 
Catholic ethics of nationalism—the first in the world, he 
claimed. According to the bishops, a nationalist project 
was a legitimate attempt of a people for self-determina-
tion provided that it did not promote chauvinism, was 
open to international solidarity and the claims of social 
justice, and promoted a more egalitarian and participato-
ry society. Gregory developed this ethics of nationalism 
in Nationalism, Religion, and Ethics.

That being said, Gregory was not afraid to criticize 
Quebec society and nationalism. He lamented the 
xenophobic and racist elements of Québécois national-
ism. Furthermore, he criticized Quebec society and its 
political parties for turning to neo-liberalism after the 
unsuccessful 1980 referendum on sovereignty. After 
2001, as Quebecers—especially French Quebecers—
became increasingly Islamophobic, Gregory defended 
the Muslim community and dedicated himself to the 
study of contemporary Islamic thinkers. He became 
interested in the work of Fethullah Gulen, leader of the 
Hizmet movement in Turkey. He also published a book 
on the theology of the important European Muslim 
thinker Tariq Ramadan.4

The last third of Gregory’s life involved a love affair 
with Quebec society. In an interview with The Catholic 
Register, he expressed his joy at living in Quebec 
and immersing himself in a network of progressive 
Catholics. He said, “I live in a dream world in Quebec.”5 

He was proud that, while he had adopted Quebec as his 
home, Quebec society had adopted him as a citizen and 
public intellectual. 

Gregory was, in the best sense of the word, a 
cosmopolitan. There was no issue that escaped his 
compassionate curiosity, and no suffering that did not 
provoke his moral outrage and condemnation. His 
cosmopolitanism mirrored the sentiments expressed in 
the opening line of Gaudium et spes, which he liked to 
quote:

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. 

Nothing genuinely human was alien to Gregory, and the 
poor and afflicted received his special attention.

That being said, Gregory was in no way a “root-
less” cosmopolitan. He eschewed every variety of easy 
universalism; he saw in such allegedly sophisticated citi-
zen-of-the-world positions a shallow celebration of one’s 
privilege and power—and a constant temptation towards 
imperialism. Gregory celebrated his particular identity 
and loyalties. While committed to humanity and global 
solidarity, he never forgot his roots. He was a German, 
Canadian, Québécois, Jew, Protestant, Catholic, liberal, 
conservative, radical, scholar, activist, priest, husband, 
homosexual, and friend. Gregory valued these poles 
of his particular identity as a means through which he 
could strive through dialogue towards universality. His 
sojourn in Quebec allowed him to be rooted in one place, 
among one people, but open to the world.

1 Gregory Baum, The Church in Quebec (Ottawa: Novalis, 1991).
2 Gregory Baum, Truth and Relevance: Catholic Theology in French 

Quebec since the Quiet Revolution (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University 
Press, 2014); Baum, Fernand Dumont: A Sociologist Turns to Theology 
(Montreal McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2015).

3 Gregory Baum, Nationalism, Religion, and Ethics (Montreal: 
McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2001).

4 The Theology of Tariq Ramadan: A Catholic Perspective (Ottawa: 
Novalis, 2009). Ramadan was later accused of sexual harassment and vio-
lence (and eventually charged in two counts of rape) after Gregory’s death.

5 Michael Swan, “Controversial Canadian theologian Gregory Baum 
dead at 94,” The Catholic Register, October 19, 2017. https://www.
catholicregister.org/item/26209-controversial-canadian-theologian-grego-
ry-baum-dead-at-94%20Accessed%20on%20December%2019.
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Mission and Migration: Korean Canadians  
in The United Church of Canada
By HyeRan Kim-Cragg and Don Schweitzer
St. Andrew’s College, Saskatoon

International migration has become a global phe-
nomenon. The number of people moving from one 

country to another, sometimes en masse, over the past 
several decades1 has created issues concerning care for 
the needy, their human rights, and ethnic diversity in 
countries around the world. The reasons why people 
migrate are often numerous, complex, and interactive. 
Globalization has increased communication and travel 
around the world. Economic disparities between coun-
tries, the need for workers in prosperous societies, and 
the chance of better life opportunities for their families 
create pull factors encouraging people to move. War and 
civil violence in countries like Syria and Myanmar are 
push factors causing people to flee their homes in search 
of safe haven in other countries. Because of such factors, 
international migration surged in the 1980s and ’90s up 
to the level reached immediately after the Second World 
War. It has remained there ever since, and will likely 
continue to be high in the foreseeable future.2 

International migration is a multifaceted phenom-
enon. The scale at which it is occurring brings a number 
of challenges to North Atlantic societies and churches. 
The plight of migrants seeking to enter the United States 
from Mexico and Central and South America, and that 
of Syrian refugees fleeing war in their home country, 
presents an ethical challenge that highlights a tension in 
Western democracies between human rights that extend 
to all and principles of national sovereignty.3 The high 
level of international migration in recent decades has in-
creased ethnic diversity in North Atlantic societies. This 
has provoked right-wing backlashes in Europe and the 
United States and has been linked by sociologist Robert 
Putnam to a decrease in the United States of social 
capital, the trust and civic engagement necessary for de-
mocracies to function well.4 The large number of people 
migrating has created diaspora communities throughout 
the world. In Western cities, these diaspora communities 
often host congregations and churches that are changing 
the face of Western Christianity. For instance, there has 
been a Church of South India congregation in Toronto 
since 1986. It currently has services in English on the 

first and third Sundays of each month and Malayalam on 
the second and fourth Sundays. International migration 
is also increasing ethnic diversity in the membership 
and leadership of western churches. Finally, migration 
is a “double-edged theologizing experience.”5 It creates 
needs that theology can address and perspectives in 
which theological doctrines take on new meanings. 

International migration has three typical features or 
stages. It involves being uprooted, moving from one’s 
home to a new land. Arrival at one’s destination requires 
transitioning to a new culture, learning to cope within it. 
This in turn leads to the formation of a new identity as 
one builds a life in one’s new home.6 Yet migrants are not 
all the same. The life situations of refugees fleeing with 
what little they can carry and by any means available 
are very different from those of high-tech workers who 
travel to a new country in air-conditioned comfort, enter 
it legally, and assume a well-paying job. The former 
are sometimes described as involuntary and the latter 
as voluntary migrants. What follows will focus on the 
experiences of a specific migrant group: the recent wave 
of South Korean Protestant clergy and their families who 
have come to Canada since 1990 and entered The United 
Church of Canada. 

The Migration Experience of Korean 
Canadians in the United Church
South Koreans immigrating to Canada since the 1990s 
settle mostly in English-speaking Canada and tend to 
be on the voluntary side of the immigrant spectrum. 
Coming to Canada is not an irrevocable decision for 
most of them. Many go back to Korea for extended vis-
its, and most could return permanently if they wished. 
Like most migrants, they come seeking something more 
for themselves and their families, a greater freedom of 
some kind. Many female clergy are attracted by greater 
career opportunities open to them in the United Church 
than are available to them in South Korean churches, 
which tend to have a patriarchal ethos restrictive of 
women’s leadership. Some are attracted by the United 
Church’s openness to issues around sexual orientation 
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and gender identity. Though many have completed the 
academic requirements for ordination in South Korea, 
most have to do a minimum of further course work or 
another degree to become acquainted with the history, 
practices, and ethos of the United Church and to over-
come the English-language barrier.

The number of South Koreans immigrating to 
Canada has created diaspora Korean communities ca-
pable of supporting Korean-speaking United Church 
congregations in larger Canadian cities from Montreal 
to Vancouver. These congregations focus on the com-
munities they serve. But these diasporas are producing 
second-generation members who are bilingual and 
bicultural, able to function in Korean or dominant 
Canadian cultures, and transnational in their outlook.7 
They remain connected to their homeland through fam-
ily, friends, and professional connections after becoming 
Canadian citizens. However, as the term “diaspora” 
suggests, many find it difficult to structurally assimilate 
to Canadian society. Furthermore, not all Korean clergy 
in the United Church serve Korean-speaking congrega-
tions.  At present, clergy from Africa, the Caribbean, and 
Asia are coming to Canada and serving predominantly 
white United Church congregations across the country, 
often in rural or remote areas. Many Korean clergy in the 
United Church are part of this trend. They perform most 
of their ministry in English and speak Korean at home. 

Robert Putnam defined “social capital” as the “social 
networks and the associated norms of reciprocity and 
trustworthiness” that help individuals lead productive 
lives and foster healthy communities and civic en-
gagement.8 He distinguished between “bonding” and 
“bridging” forms of this. Bonding forms of social 
capital, such as ethnic fraternal organizations, are “in-
ward looking and tend to reinforce exclusive identities 
and homogeneous groups.”9 Bridging forms of social 
capital such as ecumenical religious organizations are 
“outward looking and encompass people across diverse 
social cleavages.”10 The uprooting involved in migration 
means that migrants lose most of the social capital they 
had in their previous home and typically have little in 
their new country on arrival. Immigration is thus usually 
a stressful experience. Empirical data indicates that reli-
gious faith helps people cope with this stress: “in almost 
all contexts, immigrants who regularly participate in a 
religious organization are happier and less likely to be 
depressed or experience emotional distress.”11 For many 
Korean Christian immigrants coming to the United 
States and Canada, Korean-speaking congregations are 

a ready source of primarily bonding social capital in 
their new home. These churches offer them “fellowship; 
maintenance of ethnic identity and ethnic subculture; 
social services; and social status and social positions.”12 
In Canada, religious attendance also tends to be a source 
of bridging social capital.13 This is particularly true for 
Korean clergy serving white United Church congrega-
tions. Their ministerial role connects them to a network 
of ethnically different and sometimes well-established 
people. It provides them with access to social services 
and gives them social status. However, these clergy 
often develop the bonding social capital necessary for 
fellowship and maintenance of Korean identity through 
networks maintained by electronic social media. 

Migrants bring their religion and culture with them 
to their new home. But migration has detraditionalizing 
effects on these. In their new surroundings, traditions 
from a migrants’ country of origin can no longer “(1) 
be taken for granted, (2) function as reliable guides for 
action in new circumstances, or (3) provide stable social 
placements or identities.”14 This means that traditions 
from their homeland may lose some of their norma-
tive power, though they often remain effective to some 
extent in immigrants’ lives. At the same time, traditions 
from their culture of origin may take on new power as a 
way of expressing or asserting their identity in relation 
to the dominant majority. By following such traditions, 
immigrants and their offspring may challenge domi-
nant cultural assumptions and prejudices.15 Both these 
tendencies are present among Korean Canadians in the 
United Church. A loosening of the ties of tradition is 
evident in the patterns of worship attendance among 
Korean Canadians in Canada. In Korea, Christians often 
attend worship several times a week. But after moving 
to Canada, their attendance tends to drop over time un-
til it resembles the lower level of religious attendance 
typical for white Canadians.16 Conversely, some Korean 
Canadian clergy serving predominantly white congrega-
tions will at times, especially during special services, 
introduce aspects of their Korean culture into the wor-
ship they lead, using Korean liturgical materials such as 
gestures, songs, or prayers said in Korean, or, if they are 
women, through wearing traditional Korean dress. In 
this way they bring aspects of their Korean culture and 
an understanding of the gospel shaped by it into United 
Church worship. They also introduce religious practices 
that Christians in Korea have developed over time. For 
example, most white United Church congregations have 
ceased to observe the New Year’s Eve service in Canada. 
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In Korea, this tradition is still strong. The New Year’s 
Eve service in Korea is hybrid; it is Christian and also 
indigenous, rooted in a Taoist teaching. Ancient Koreans 
believed that it is important to stay awake until they greet 
the rising Sun of the New Year. It is called “protecting 
the Sun of the new year.” If they do not stay awake, peo-
ple are told, their eyebrows will turn white. That is why 
many young and old in Korea will play games and do fun 
things together in an effort to keep from falling asleep 
on New Year’s Eve.17 In a similar way, Korean Christians 
gather in the church around 11 p.m. The service starts at 
11:30 p.m. and greets the new year in the service. One of 
the rituals during this service that Koreans developed is 
to receive a card on which a scripture passage is written. 
This is a sign of the blessing from God. It is akin to a 
New Year’s resolution. The members of the congrega-
tion from children to seniors are meant to strive to keep, 
remember, and cherish this passage throughout the year. 
It serves as an anchor for their faith life. This ritual has 
migrated to Canada. Korean clergy serving the United 
Church and white Canadian clergy who have visited 
Korea and experienced this ritual have incorporated it 
into their last Sunday service of the year.18

Statistics indicate that over time, immigrants “adapt 
their religious practices to become more like the gen-
eral publics around them.”19 This is true of Korean 
Canadians and is an example of how they tend to 
become assimilated in many respects to the dominant 
Canadian culture. However, like Korean immigrants to 
the United States, Korean Canadians can achieve cul-
tural assimilation, becoming fluent in official Canadian 
languages and white dominant cultures, but structural 
assimilation, acceptance by the dominant majority, 
tends not to be forthcoming.20 Racism has proven to 
be an insurmountable barrier to Asians being fully ac-
cepted into white North American societies. As a result, 
Korean Canadians find themselves marginalized in 
Canada. They are no longer at home in Korea, but they 
are not fully accepted by the dominant white culture 
as belonging in Canada, either. They are confined to 
an in-between social space, neither fully Korean nor 
fully Canadian. As their immigrant identity does not fit 
with either of these social groups, they find themselves 
trapped by dominant cultural assumptions in a liminal 
space that does not fit with established social structures. 
Several Asian American theologians have identified 
this marginality, a condition of permanent and enforced 
liminality, as the primary alienation experienced by 
Asian Americans in the United States.21 This is true also 

for Korean Canadians. The racial prejudice and dis-
crimination that trap them there is often unconsciously 
and unintentionally expressed by white Canadians. But 
whether intended or not, its effects are real, often pos-
ing a barrier to their being hired and promoted.22 In the 
United Church, Korean Canadians, like other racialized 
immigrants, have had to contend with the obstacle of a 
hidden ethnicity of white privilege that has denied them 
the “creative freedom” they need to properly exercise 
their ministries.23 A further aspect of their marginaliza-
tion is their invisibility as an ethnic group. The situation 
of Korean Canadians is frequently overlooked amid the 
struggles for recognition and justice by francophones, 
Indigenous people, and black people in Canada and the 
United Church. As a small ethnic minority compared to 
these larger social groups, they tend to be unseen by oth-
ers. However, Korean Canadians are the largest ethnic 
minority group within the United Church.   

Biblical and Theological Resources  
for the Korean Canadian Experience
One of the primary theological resources for Korean 
Canadian Christians is the recognition that Jesus Christ 
experienced a marginality similar to theirs. Jesus was a 
Galilean, born and raised in a marginal place. He was a 
marginal person in relation to the religious, cultural, and 
political centres of Jerusalem and Rome. His marginal-
ity increased when he embarked on his public ministry 
as a layperson, by all accounts unmarried. It reached 
its nadir in his death on the cross.24 Recognizing this, 
Korean Canadian Christians can see that though Jesus 
lived in a different age and place, still he experienced 
a marginal condition like their own. Such identification 
with Jesus enables them to see that Jesus was also a 
migrant.25 Jesus left home and lived his life away from 
home. Jesus knew what it is like to be different. Jesus 
understood what it is like to live in a strange land. The 
identification of Jesus as migrant furthermore allows 
them to read the Bible in a new way. They discover that 
there are many significant figures in the Bible who ex-
perienced migration. This experience of migration often 
led them to encounter God and deepen their faith, and 
helped them overcome adversity. Korean Christians in 
Canada realize that it was God who called Abraham and 
Sarah to leave their familiar home. God can be the cause 
of voluntary migration and can work through involun-
tary migration. Hagar also met God in the wilderness. It 
was the migration journey that led Moses to encounter 
God revealed as a burning bush. Stories of Joseph, Ruth, 
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and Naomi are migration stories, full of struggle, cour-
age, and hope.26 They provide enriching resources for 
biblical and theological reflection. 

Second, through Jesus, God has assumed the mar-
ginality of Korean Canadians and is with them in it. In 
Jesus, God has experienced the humiliation, loneliness, 
sense of rejection, and frustration that it brings. They do 
not suffer it alone and it does not separate them from 
God. By entering into this, suffering it to the fullest on 
the cross and then rising to new life, Jesus revealed that 
God’s love is ultimately greater than the marginalizing 
forces in this world, including those afflicting Korean 
Canadian Christians.  Jesus’ resurrection thus is a source 
of hope for the overcoming of their marginality. 

Third, through faith in Christ, Korean Canadian 
Christians experience themselves as justified by God’s 
grace. Justification gives one a new status of being 
accepted by God even as one is. Though they are not 
accepted as Canadian, they are accepted by God. Their 
marginalization by others cannot take away their iden-
tity of belonging to God. In the marginal condition of 
Korean Canadian Christians, justification by grace takes 
on a new meaning. In addition to connoting forgiveness 
of sin, it also means “acceptance, belonging, recogni-
tion, and inclusion.”27 For Korean Canadian Christians, 
justification can become a source of dignity, empower-
ing them to follow Jesus and appropriate the knowledge 
and creative possibilities that the liminal aspects of their 
situation make available to them.  

The uprooting and transition that happens in migra-
tion entail a loss of social capital that can leave people 
vulnerable to others imposing denigrating and subjugat-
ing identities upon them. During this time, and as they 
build new lives in their new home, they need “an inner 
identity that fosters their own agency.”28 The biblical 
interpretations, symbols, and doctrines mentioned above 
can help provide this and can empower them to exercise 
their agency for the sake of a greater good. 

The Mission of Korean Canadians  
in The United Church of Canada
The identity the gospel bestows upon Korean Canadian 
Christians of being justified by God is not just one of 
being accepted despite being marginalized. As justifica-
tion has an intrinsic connection to sanctification, this 
new identity also includes a calling, a sense of mis-
sion particular to them. When the gospel addresses the 
marginality of Korean Canadians as outlined above, 

their situation remains the same empirically, but it 
takes on new meaning. A sense of mission particular 
to them emerges within it. Marginality is a condition 
of permanent and enforced liminality.29 Liminality is a 
transitional state of being out of structure. All migrants 
are in a liminal state between when their journey begins 
and when they become established in their new country. 
For Korean Canadians, because structural assimila-
tion is withheld from them, this liminal state of being 
between their old home and their new one doesn’t end. 
However, liminality can be a source of creative insights 
and freedom. A person in a liminal state is distanced 
from established social structures. As such distancing 
conditions interpretation,30 it can be a source of produc-
tive new insights into the surrounding social order that 
are not directly available to members of the dominant 
culture. From their liminal place, Korean Canadians can 
see limitations and exclusions in Canadian society that 
white Canadians often cannot. The liminality of Korean 
Canadians, interpreted in light of the gospel, thus gives 
rise to a prophetic vocation for them. 

Key to this prophetic vocation is that Korean 
Canadians identify Canada as their home,31 and that 
Korean Canadian clergy serving largely Caucasian con-
gregations identify with those they serve.32 If Korean 
Canadian clergy do not identify with the white con-
gregations they serve, they may lack the empathy and 
commitment that prophetic ministry requires. If Korean 
Canadian congregations see themselves solely as a 
refuge for their members from the forces of marginal-
ization, rather than accept Canada as their new home, 
they may remain content to be a pastoral presence in 
the Korean diaspora community. Rather than engage the 
surrounding Canadian society, they may focus instead 
on preserving the church practices they brought with 
them from Korea. The destruction suffered by many 
Korean small businesses in the 1992 Los Angeles riots 
led a number of Korean American theologians to see 
that Korean Christians cannot rest comfortably in their 
diaspora communities, but must become involved with 
issues of social justice in the country where they reside.33 
This is true for Korean immigrants to Canada as well. 
Korean Canadian Christians need to participate in build-
ing the society in which they live.

Conversely, Korean-speaking congregations do 
a great service as a pastoral presence to the Korean 
Canadian diaspora. But many of the church practices 
they carry over into Canada from Korea reflect a patri-
archal bias detrimental to the full flourishing of Korean 
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Canadian women in the church and beyond.34 The pro-
phetic calling of Korean Canadian Christians is not only 
to Canadian society and the churches they belong to in 
Canada, but also to Korean Canadian diaspora com-
munities and to churches in Korea. The distance that 
migration creates between migrants and the society they 
have left can help produce prophetic insights in regard 
to them also. 

Part of identifying with Canada as one’s new home 
and with the parishioners one serves is that one enters 
into the distinctive ethos of both. When immigrants 
are welcomed into a denomination and congregation, 
they are welcomed into a community that has its own 
understanding of the gospel and with this, correlative 
expectations and demands.35 Identifying with such 
communities requires cultural assimilation, learning 
the values and practices central to them and how to per-
form these. But because structural assimilation remains 
elusive for Korean Canadians, they will not replicate 
these values and practices exactly as they find them. As 
Korean Canadians become Canadian citizens or perma-
nent residents and function as clergy for largely white 
congregations, as they interpret the values and perform 
the practices of these communities, they will inevitably 
vary their meaning and produce new iterations of them.36 
They enact these as outsiders who are insiders, as those 
who are distinct from the majority of the congregation, 
yet part of it. The prophetic calling of Korean Canadians 
in the United Church is to iterate it, to carry it on, in 
their status as outsiders/insiders, in ways that bring the 
United Church closer to the reign of God.37 Central to 
this calling is “critique of, and resistance to, the racist 
culture and practices of the dominant group”38 in Canada 
and the United Church. This kind of critique led to the 
call in 2006 by the United Church’s Ethnic Ministries 
Council that the United Church commit to becoming 
an intercultural church, which would address the white 
privilege and paternalistic views that had often pained 
racialized ethnic minority groups and in which no one 
culture would dominate others. 39 The counterpart to this 
critique of racism on the part of Korean Canadians and 
other racialized minorities for many white Christians in 
the United Church is to exercise free, creative self-with-
drawal for the sake of the other, so as to make room for 
them in a denomination that still reflects white privilege 
and power. White Christians in the United Church need 
to acknowledge their white privilege and act to redress 
the imbalances of systematic and structural power that 

it creates within the United Church and Canadian soci-
ety.40 

Related to this is a hermeneutical vocation. Culture 
can prejudice interpretation in both beneficial and 
limiting ways. Once this role of culture in interpreta-
tion is recognized, a dialogue between various cultural 
readings of the gospel becomes a path to a greater un-
derstanding of it. The World Council of Churches has 
recognized this. 

We cannot capture the complexities of the scrip-
tures through one dominant cultural perspective. 
A plurality of cultures is a gift of the Spirit to 
deepen our understanding of our faith and one 
another. As such, intercultural communities of 
faith, where diverse cultural communities worship 
together, is one way in which cultures can engage 
one another authentically and where culture can 
enrich gospel.41 

The United Church of Canada has also affirmed this42 
and sees becoming an intercultural church as a means 
of pursuing it. In light of this, part of the vocation of 
Korean Canadians in the United Church is to bring their 
understandings of the gospel into the larger conversation 
of the denomination. This hermeneutical vocation de-
pends upon Korean Canadians maintaining a distinctive 
hybrid culture which blends that of their Korean home-
land with that of Canada, as illustrated in the New Year’s 
Eve service. It also includes creating a third culture that 
is beyond the host and guest migrant cultures.43 Two 
other aspects of their vocation also depend upon this. 

As noted above, an increase in ethnic diversity has 
been linked to a decrease in social capital in the short 
run. However, as Korean Canadian diaspora commu-
nities produce intercultural, transnational Canadian 
citizens with personal and professional ties to people 
in Korea, they, along with other diaspora communities, 
introduce a new kind of social capital into Canadian 
society. First, they represent a distinctive kind of bond-
ing social capital. Out of this can emerge perspectives 
on Canadian society and beyond that can broaden the 
shared identity space of Canadian public life and help 
make living with cultural difference an accepted norm in 
Canada. Second, they represent a unique kind of bridg-
ing social capital, providing a link to South Korea and 
churches there that can be important for both Canadian 
society and the United Church. When the United Church 
was formed in 1925, it and women’s groups affiliated 
with it supported over 600 missionaries in China, Korea, 
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India, Africa, and the Caribbean. It was recognized 
within the United Church that as it does not have organic 
ties to churches in other countries or on other continents, 
or congregations outside Canada aside from a few in the 
Caribbean, these overseas personnel provided a perspec-
tive on the world that helped keep the United Church 
from becoming insular. In addition to the work they 
were called to do, they functioned as “a redeeming agen-
cy from the curse of provincialism.”44 Today, when the 
United Church has only one overseas position in Korea, 
at present unfilled, this is a latent function performed by 
the many immigrant clergy and members within it. 

Finally, Korean Canadian clergy serving primarily 
white congregations have a providential role to play 
in the present. Ethnic diversity is here to stay. It will 
most likely increase as long as the level of international 
migration remains high. While Putnam’s thesis that im-
migration and ethnic diversity inhibit social capital is 
questionable in most of Canada,45 his prescription of 
what North Atlantic societies need in response to high 
levels of international immigration is not. Canada is 
plagued by social divisions along racial lines. For soci-
eties to benefit from immigration and ethnic diversity, 
there must be a “reconstruction of social identities, not 
merely of immigrants themselves (though assimilation 
is important), but also of the newly more nuanced un-
derstanding of the diverse society as a whole (including 
the native born).”46 “In the medium to long run, … suc-
cessful immigrant societies create new forms of social 
solidarity and dampen the negative effects of diver-
sity by constructing new, more encompassing identities. 
Thus, the central challenge for modern, diversifying 
societies is to create a new, broader sense of ‘we’.”47

To this end, Putnam argues that what is needed are 
“more opportunities for meaningful interaction across 
ethnic lines,” and he suggests that churches have a role 
to play in providing these.48 Korean Canadian clergy 
serving in predominantly white United Church congre-
gations are immersed in this kind of interaction. As they 
perform their ministerial role well and are accepted by 
these congregations as their ministers, their presence 
as outsiders/insiders helps to engender in these congre-
gations “a new, more capacious sense of ‘we’”49 that 
includes those of other ethnicities, without bleaching 
out their differences. In this way they, along with other 
immigrant clergy and church members in denomina-
tions across Canada, can play small but important roles 
in broadening the sense of social identity in dominant 
Canadian culture. In doing so, they participate in the 

work of the Holy Spirit, begun at the original Pentecost, 
by which a divided world grows together without be-
coming homogenized.50 In this way Korean Canadian 
clergy in the United Church can work to overcome their 
own marginalization. If their efforts are matched by free, 
creative self-withdrawal on the part of the white domi-
nant group in this church, this will help it as a whole to 
be a sign of hope for the surrounding society and will 
bring an increase to God’s glory. 
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Singing the Lord’s Song in a Strange Land: 
Identity and Mission of the Mar Thoma Church in the Diaspora 
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While human migration is as old as human his-
tory itself, during the last few decades concepts 

such as migration and locality have gained complex 
new meanings in social and religious studies. National 
boundaries, patriotism, and attachment to a homeland 
and its symbols have been redefined by the transnational 
cultures and symbols of communities that defy the bor-
ders of official territories.1 Consequently, notions such 
as global deterritorialization, the greater blurring of na-
tional boundaries, transnational migration, and cultural 
hybridity have emerged as ways to look at migration and 
diaspora in unprecedented ways. On the other hand, in 
certain contexts, newer forms of locality have emerged 
as useful concepts to understand the new situation. 
Immigrants, with their mere presence in their new loca-
tions, redefine the notion of state and introduce newer 
perspectives. As the diaspora consciousness transcends 
“the fundamental claims of nation-state where one’s 
identity is determined based on one’s own affiliation to 
a particular territory, land or culture,”2 the constructive 
potential of diasporas as mediating cultures becomes 
significant. 

One common factor related to most complex fea-
tures of migration today is the role of religion. Through 
migration, ethnic cultures penetrate nations and recon-
figure societies with their values, their religions, and 
their ways of life. The stranger, whether migrant or 
refugee, introduces serious spiritual and missiological 
questions in the host society. The arrival of the ‘outsider’ 
disturbs the familiar, because the familiar is uneasy 
with difference. From a Christian perspective, however, 
welcoming the stranger is at the core of discipleship. 
Christ, the stranger, is the one who dispossesses himself 
at home, with no cushion on which to lay his head. The 
call of the stranger is a summons to recall that we were 
once strangers.

Within this larger framework, this article will exam-
ine the concepts of identity and mission in the specific 
context of the Mar Thoma Church, a Reformed Eastern 
Church, as it moved out of its home base in the Kerala 
state of India into the wider world and especially North 

America. The article, at the outset, will look at the larger 
picture of the colouring of American Christianity, es-
pecially in the wake of the recent waves of migration. 
Secondly, the context of the Mar Thoma Church and 
how these questions play out at a very specific level is 
addressed. Lastly, some of the larger theoretical and 
theological issues are discussed, especially as they affect 
the younger generation, who understand their identity 
as hybrid Americans torn between multiple worlds and 
cultures. 

The Colouring of American Christianity
There have been a number of studies in recent years 
on how the migration of Christians from different 
parts of the world is affecting the demography of 
American Christianity. In an article titled “The End of 
Christian America,” published in Newsweek in 2009, 
Jon Meacham argued that the historic foundation of 
America’s Christian culture was cracking.3 Meacham’s 
thesis was that Christians now make up a declining 
percentage of the American population, and that this 
trend would eventually lead to the marginalization of 
Christianity in the United States. The decline in the 
Christian population was directly linked to an increase 
in the number of people who are unaffiliated to any 
religious institution. The article quoted the American 
Religious Identification Survey, which noted that the 
number of those in the United States declaring them-
selves religiously “unaffiliated” had nearly doubled 
in two decades: from 8 percent in 1990 to 15 percent 
in 2009. Many Christians—the mainstream religious 
group in the United States—are drifting away from 
organized religion into either new religious movements 
or to a secular humanist worldview. In particular, the 
author took note of the decline of Christianity in the 
northeast United States, the cradle of the faith in the 
New World. With the rise of a secular culture in the 
northeast—an area where Puritanism, Protestantism, 
Roman Catholicism, and Judaism have all historically 
had influence—the region has “emerged in 2008 as the 
new stronghold of the religiously unidentified.” 
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In a rejoinder to Meacham’s article, Soong-Chan Rah 
countered the thesis about the decline of Christianity 
in the United States by arguing that what is declining 
in the country is not so much the Christian faith as 
Europeanized Christianity. Soong-Chan went on to state 
that “American Christianity may actually be growing, 
but in unexpected and surprising ways.” His central 
argument was that immigrant Christian groups are rap-
idly replacing the space traditionally occupied by the 
Europeanized Christians. Coming back to Meacham’s 
point about the decline of Christianity, in particular in 
the northeast United States, Soong-Chan noted: 

Let’s take for example the Northeastern city of 
Boston in a region of the country that Mohler be-
lieves we have “lost.” In 1970, the city of Boston 
was home to about 200 churches. Thirty years 
later, there were 412 churches. The net gain in 
the number of churches was in the growth of the 
number of churches in the ethnic and immigrant 
communities. While only a handful of churches 
in 1970 held services in a language other than 
English, thirty years later, more than half of those 
churches held services in a language other than 
English.4 

Speaking on the “colouring of American Christianity,” 
Stephen Warner also noted that a large number of recent 
immigrants to the United States are Christians, from 
Central and Latin America and from Africa and Asia. 
While the immigrants from Central and Latin America 
are predominantly Catholic, the Asian Christian im-
migrants are mostly Protestant and evangelical. 
“This means that the new immigrants represent not 
the de-Christianization of American society but the 
de-Europeanization of American Christianity.”5 This 
phenomenon is not typical of the United States alone, 
but is true of most of the West as well. As the population 
of the traditional Europeanized Christians dwindles, 
they are rapidly being replaced by immigrant Christians 
from the South. 

In their migration to the West, Christians from other 
parts of the world are often called upon to strike a bal-
ance between the social and cultural realities of their 
new homes and the values they bring along with them. 
The resultant conflicts often give rise to cultural, social, 
and religious tensions, which become particularly pro-
nounced as the immigrant groups settle down in their 
new homes and second and subsequent generations 
are born and brought up in the diaspora. “Anecdotal 

evidence suggests that South Asians who do become 
Christian either as individuals or in family groups face 
considerable social ostracism by those who remain 
within their traditions.”6 A dominant response to such 
challenges is for immigrant Christians to create eccle-
siastical and cultural havens in an alien context, in the 
process evolving islands of familiarity. As the fledging 
immigrant groups take roots and become part of the 
local community, however, their religious institutions 
also undergo radical changes. Mega churches such as 
the Korean Lakewood church in Houston (Texas) and 
the African diaspora churches in London and Kiev can 
thus be considered as the next phase in the evolution of 
a migrant religious community. 

As the focal point of global Christianity is turning 
to the South and the distinctiveness of Asian-African-
Latin American forms of Christianity is increasingly 
recognized, the migration of faith communities, too, 
assumes special significance. While several sections 
of the traditionally Anglo-Saxon Western communities 
are shifting culturally to post-Christianity and under-
going varying degrees of secularization, intense and 
growing religiosity continues to define the identity of 
immigrant communities in the West. Like most other 
new religious groups, the immigrants are at the thresh-
old of rapid changes in culture, religiosity, and social 
values. Theologically, the Church is the community of 
the dispersed—the people of God scattered over the face 
of the earth to witness to the great deeds of God. “The 
whole church shares Christ’s ministry in the world and 
the effective exercise of this ministry must largely be by 
church members, when they are dispersed in the life of 
the world.”7

Mar Thoma Church in the Diaspora
The discussions of Soong-Chan Rah, Stephen Warner, 
and other scholars hold valuable lessons for the identity 
and mission of the Mar Thoma Church (MTC) in the 
diaspora. Over half a century after the first generation 
of MTC Christians left Kerala, a sizeable section of 
its members resides in the West. The last few decades 
have witnessed large-scale migration, for higher stud-
ies as well as employment, of the members of the 
Church. For Christian fellowship, though a few highly 
educated immigrant members align themselves with the 
local English-speaking Protestant congregations, a large 
number of them prefer the Reformed Eastern liturgical 
forms of the Mar Thoma Church that they are familiar 
with. Subsequently, the members of the Church began 
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organizing themselves outside Kerala. In the West today, 
a second, and in certain cases, a third generation of Mar 
Thoma Christians is growing up. What once might have 
been perceived as a homogeneous community is now 
a diverse group. While the first-generation immigrants 
zealously carried with them to their new homes the tra-
ditional liturgies and church forms, seldom did they or 
the church make an effort to meaningfully relate these 
to the idiom and culture of the next generation. This is 
a generation for which the society, culture, and church 
of their parents are the history of a different age. This is 
especially true in the urban centres of the United States.

This is the case not only with the Mar Thoma Church, 
but the other Indian churches in the diaspora as well. 
Philip Kuruvilla, who studied the identity and integra-
tion of the youth of the Indian Orthodox Church outside 
Kerala, points out that parents are often unable to answer 
the questions that pluralism in the diaspora pose. “This 
dichotomy was often quite traumatic for a youngster and 
nowhere was this twilight zone more evident than in the 
Orthodox Church on Sundays.”8 Kuruvilla is primarily 
addressing the identity crisis that the inter-religious con-
text of the outside Kerala situation poses for the youth, 
but the need to relate our identity and faith to the context 
where we are placed is important in all places and situa-
tions. The effort of the diaspora community to retain an 
organic link with the land of their origin and their deep 
concern to pass on these values to the younger genera-
tion needs to be appreciated, but their identity in relation 
to their new homes, too, is important. As Philipose Mar 
Chrysostom, Metropolitan Emeritus of the Mar Thoma 
Church, asks, “Will the Diaspora community ever be-
come the local community?” He further warned that the 
diaspora community should not reduce its identity to 
certain historical periods alone, when they moved from 
one geographical location to another. Rather, it should 
be remembered that we are the makers of history today. 
The Church is not a static institution; it is a pilgrim com-
munity. We have not yet arrived, and we should resist the 
temptation to stay put. This reality should be reflected in 
the diaspora church, too, especially when pertaining to 
the youth. Wherever they are, and whichever idiom they 
use to express their faith and culture, the youth need to 
be seen as adding to the heritage of the Church.9

The future of the immigrant Christians in the diaspora 
depends greatly on how the traditional structures of the 
Church are contextualized so as to make them mean-
ingful and real to the different generations growing up 
there. The question of the identity and mission of the 

Church becomes most crucial for this section. Today, in 
the midst of pluralistic cultural and linguistic contexts, 
numerically the Church is growing and flourishing in 
the diaspora. But how do the practices and traditions 
of the church become meaningful in such a context? To 
what extent have efforts been made to contextualize the 
cultural ethos, structures, and patterns of evangelism of 
the church? These are the pertinent questions before us 
today. Often, the church seems to understand its primary 
task in the diaspora to be on social and cultural lines, 
such as of communally organizing its members and 
orienting the younger generation to be faithful to the tra-
ditions of their parents. After all, the cardinal principle 
of the Reformation in the Eastern Church, which led to 
the formation of the Mar Thoma Church, was that wor-
ship, to be meaningful and participatory, should be in the 
language and idiom of the people. 

In their northward migration, the immigrant Christians 
were called upon to strike a balance between the social 
and cultural realities of their new homes and the values 
they brought with them. The resultant conflicts often 
gave rise to cultural, social, and religious tensions 
that become particularly pronounced as the immigrant 
groups took roots in their new homes and second and 
subsequent generations were born and brought up in 
the diaspora. Prema Kurien, in her book,10 argued that 
the immigrants, by their mere presence in their new 
locations, rearticulate the discourse and introduce 
newer perspectives. Within the specific context of the 
Mar Thoma Church, Kurien examines how migration 
to the West, especially during the last few decades, has 
posed a severe challenge to the religious and cultural 
identities of this ancient Indian Christian community. 
That is the account of a traditionally pluralist society 
rediscovering itself in a modern pluralist context, in the 
process raising pertinent questions about the migrants’ 
long-term transnational attachments to their country of 
origin, challenging conventional notions of assimilation 
into host countries, and relating them to questions of 
religious organizations. 

Today, the Mar Thoma Church stands at a crossroads. 
While remaining firmly rooted in the spiritual and theo-
logical heritage of the past, she needs to be open to new 
and relevant forms of cultural and linguistic expression, 
for effective Christian witness as a church in a pluralistic 
context. The focus and priorities of the Church outside 
Kerala cannot be different from those within. Yet its 
wider context and its highly pluralistic environment call 
for a review of the patterns of worship, witness, and 
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structure. A distinction between the ethnic identity and 
mission affirmation of a faith community needs to be 
drawn at this juncture. It is in the tension between iden-
tity and mission that the Church realizes her role and 
relevance today. In other words, the Mar Thoma Church 
needs to constantly ask herself to what extent her eth-
nic and mission identities merge to form one corporate 
body, to the glory of God. 

Churching the Diaspora
The increasing number of Indian Christians growing 
up in the West and caught between the traditions and 
cultures that their heritage represents and the plural-
istic and secularized context of the local society are 
today involved in reinterpreting the meaning of heritage 
and mission in their rapidly changing social situation. 
Geevarghese Mar Theodosius challenges the popular no-
tion that the Mar Thoma Church is an ethnic community. 
While the overwhelming majority of the members of the 
Church are St. Thomas Christians of Kerala origin, he 
argues that for over a century the Church has reached 
out to people beyond its geographical and cultural com-
fort zones. In this context, he warns the members of the 
Church against the danger of clannishness that can erode 
the spirit of the Reformation that led to the formation of 
the Church. “When a community withdraws itself and 
lives like a caste or communitarian group, they are mak-
ing the Church insulated and isolated and thereby taking 
away from the spirit of reformation.”11 

It needs also to be pointed out that historians have 
linked the origins of migration and the formation of 
diaspora communities to the urge of the Dalits (the his-
torically ‘untouchable’ community in the Indian social 
hierarchy) for liberation and just living. Calling Dalits 
the “Pilgrim Parents of Migration,” George Oommen 
argued that it was “none other than the weak and the 
‘wretched of the [Kerala] earth’ who dared to make the 
first migratory forays into far-flung areas of Kerala.”12 
While their initial numbers were relatively small, the 
Dalits heralded a significant change in the attitude of 
the Kerala society to disperse, thus setting in motion a 
process of global migration that brought radical changes 
to all sections of the state’s population and was spread 
over the entire spectrum of the twentieth century. 

A radical review of the social history of the Mar 
Thoma Church from a Dalit perspective is integrally 
linked to the strong critique of the subaltern Christian 
communities that affirmed that a casteist society and 
Christianity are incompatible with each other. As V. 

Devasahayam put it, “What is a church? To me the 
church is a place where we celebrate our identities in 
Christ as the primary identity. If we still want to hold on 
to our social and cultural identities, I do not know how 
it will become a church of the Christ where the primary 
identities need to be withdrawn in terms of our relations, 
in terms of our faith to Jesus Christ.”13 While speaking 
specifically of the Mar Thoma Church in the diaspora, 
Philipose Mar Chrysostom also reiterated the universal 
character of the Church: “The ethnic church therefore is 
really a contradiction in terms. If you are saying that this 
church is only for people from Kerala, then that is not the 
church of God. Even those who marry outside the Kerala 
community should be seen as missionaries.”14 

The In-between People
For immigrant Christians, there is no going back to a 
safe haven or to the place we came from. This is certain-
ly true for Indian Christians who migrate to the United 
States. The choice before us is to either adapt or perish. 
Whether we like it or not, we are now in the middle of a 
majority culture that recognizes multi-racial and multi-
ethnic communities but is still in the process of coming 
to grips with what it means to be a multicultural society. 
In this context it is impossible for the immigrants to 
avoid engagement with the surrounding culture. Our 
workplaces are diverse, our marketplaces are diverse, 
our public square is diverse and we cannot disengage. As 
sociologist Ivy George puts it, “[a]s immigrants we are 
anxious about the future, excited by its potential for our 
fortunes and simultaneously prone to fear it, somehow 
thinking that it is within our powers to ward it off.”15 

Today, most of us live between multiple cultures and 
values. Our religious identity as citizens gets embedded 
in the midst of this complex situation. As Ivy George 
says, our circumstances make us the in-between people. 
Our “in-between status is almost a privilege when we 
consider our journeys as pilgrims always struggling with 
the promise of a future destination with God and con-
stantly looking for clues on the way.”16 As immigrants 
and Christians, we cannot remain as islands isolated 
from the world around us. We are called to make the 
Church relevant for those around us. In that sense, the 
in-between people can become the bridge people. The 
question before us is this: How do we occupy the spaces 
that we have inherited from our ancestors, and what in 
our inheritance will we bequeath to our children and 
ultimately to posterity? 
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Several scholars have found a postcolonial approach 
helpful to understand the complexities involved in 
studying the mobility of pluralistic societies such as 
those from India. Postcolonial studies help us to un-
derstand the diaspora life as an experience of hybridity 
that rejects a mono or single identity in favour of mul-
tiple cultural locations and identities.17 Homi Bhabha 
considered hybridity as signifying ‘the third space’ or 
‘in between,’ which provides the possibility to live in 
multiple religio-cultural traditions without owing alle-
giance to any. Arjun Appadurai, on the other hand, sees 
the Indian diaspora, particularly in North America, as an 
attempt at “plural belonging”—of being American while 
remaining somehow diasporic.18 

With reference to the identity construction of the Mar 
Thoma Church, M.C. Thomas notes that as transnational 
migrant communities, the lives of the members of the 
Church in the diaspora are not knotted between two 
ends—the ‘homeland’ (Kerala) and ‘host land’ (North 
America and elsewhere). Rather, they are 

located within the complex “transnational circuits” 
of global scapes of people, money, goods and in-
formation. Therefore, the identity-construction of 
the contemporary Mar Thoma diasporic commu-
nities is not taken as a simple and linear process. 
Rather, the constitution of their identities is truly 
complex which must be located within the multi-
dimensional and complex web of interactions.19 

Countering the efforts to reduce the identities of peo-
ple in the diaspora to a linear progression from ‘home’ 
to ‘host,’ Thomas affirms that a single person can have 
attachments and connections to a range of places at the 
same time, or he/she can maintain multiple belongings 
simultaneously. Such diversity that the modern diaspora 
living provides, along with its relationships at multidi-
mensional levels, can enable us to overcome the rigid 
boundaries of caste and ethnicity. 

Migration to the West during the last few decades 
posed a severe challenge to the religious and cultural 
identity of this ancient Indian Christian community of 
St. Thomas origin. These immigrant Christians have 
often been called upon to strike a balance between the 
faith and practice of their new homes and the values they 
bring along with them. The challenge before them is to 
keep in dialectical tension their loyalty to familiar tradi-
tions and their eagerness to take roots in the new context. 

As one of the fastest-growing Christian communities in 
North America, the Mar Thoma Church is today at the 
cutting edge of rapid changes in mission, culture, and 
social values. In this sense, traffic across national bor-
ders is not merely a geographic reality, but also a social 
and spiritual one. 
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The Church as Migrant: A New Model of the Church  
for a “Cross-ing” People
By Michael M. Canaris
Loyola University Chicago 

Introduction

In his groundbreaking work of the same name, Avery 
Dulles provided a postconciliar ecclesiological to-

pography utilizing “models of the church,” which has 
since been recognized as a classic. While it has been 
critiqued,1 the methodology’s strengths and theologi-
cal contribution can only have lasting relevancy when 
read within a framework realizing that Dulles’s original 
choice of models (institution, communion, sacrament, 
herald, servant) are neither exhaustive nor timeless. 
In fact, he later sought to proffer an additional model 
that could harmonize some of the “sharply” delineated 
and “mutually contrasting” boundaries of the 1974 ex-
amples—that of a “community of disciples.”2 Dulles’s 
“typological approach to theological problems,”3 heav-
ily indebted to H.R. Niebuhr and I.T. Ramsey, famously 
offered explanatory/synthesizing and exploratory/heu-
ristic theological usages. It is in this latter sense, in 
their capacity to lead to new theological insights by 
drawing on images and content already present within 
the Church’s great Tradition (broadly understood in a 
Congarian sense), that this essay hopes to make a small 
contribution.

The Second Vatican Council’s invitation and man-
date to interpret the “signs of the times” ought not to 
be understood as having culminated in the 1960s and 
1970s. Recognizing the momentous cultural shifts 
that took place within and around the Church in that 
period, the currents of history continue to propel us 
forward and demand that we, too, look to the signs of 
our times, to understand Christ, the Church, and society 
ever anew. To that end, I want to proffer a new model 
of the Church rooted in our ecclesial self-identity, one 
both suited to our times and positioned to face both 
the unique challenges of the moment and the perennial 
questions that have taken new forms to confront early 
21st-century Christians. Just as elements of the Church 
as institution or herald or mystery (sacramentum) obvi-
ously existed before Dulles’s analysis, so too does this 
approach anamnestically “re-present” or “un-forget” 
elements deeply seeded within our shared Christian 

heritage. Yet, it hopes to do so within a new interpretive 
key. Like Dulles’s original work, it seeks not to displace 
the previous ones, but to deepen our ecclesiological 
self-awareness, missionary discipleship, and evangeli-
cal effectiveness in witness by complementing them in 
new ways. 

In line with the council’s clarion call to the vocation 
of engaging the world and its complex realities, Pope 
Francis has tirelessly promoted a Church dynamically 
moving out toward the peripheries that eschews the in-
ert and “self-referential”4 pitfalls of past eras. To that 
end, the time has come to argue for a new model of the 
Church as migrant, a journeying and searching people 
travelling together (caminando juntos/synodos) through 
history. Christians of every denomination live with the 
“divided heart”5 of one lovingly engaged with a specific 
current locale, with “joy and hope,” to borrow a phrase, 
and yet formed by the dangerous memories of our past 
and the longing for eventual eschatological fulfillment of 
a better life, in “our true native land to be,” as Aquinas’ 
O Salutaris Hostia puts it. Thus, the community can 
be understood collectively as itself a migrating Body 
and People. Discussing this reality necessarily includes 
both ecumenical Christian elements of migration and 
movement found throughout our common heritage, and 
the wider people of God’s shared vocation to welcome 
those en via—or, to put it more explicitly, to those living 
in and on “The Way,” as our ancestors explicitly recog-
nized themselves to be. With the staggering number of 
people displaced or on the move within or across borders 
today, the migratory nature of the Church itself can no 
longer be relegated to discussions about the corporal 
works of mercy or niche special interest groups voicing 
advocacy for the invisible dwelling in the shadows. Our 
entire Church, across all denominational divides, is and 
always has been a “journeying people,” one “crossing 
over” while crossing themselves, as it were; this piece 
will seek to explore the ecclesiological significance of 
such a fact by utilizing the models of methodology inno-
vatively in our current socio-historical cultural context.

 It would seem necessary to define some terminol-
ogy at the outset. When I speak of a “migrant” Church, 
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I do not intend to be overly political,6 despite the inevita-
ble dimension of Christian life and presence in the wider 
polis of human interaction. I am instead drawing on the 
etymological roots, which many scholars trace to the 
Proto-Indo-European mei-/meu-, meaning “to change or 
to move.” Thus, some have argued that “migrant” shares 
structural semantic elements with contemporary English 
words like “amoeba,” “mutuality,” “permutation,” and, 
perhaps most strikingly for our purposes, “common/
communion.”7 My usage of the term here, then, includes 
both the colonizing conquistadors and the chattel slaves 
of the Middle Passage within the broad concept of mi-
gratory peoples, as well as, in some broader sense, the 
whole human history of movement that is in many ways 
inseparable even from cosmological, biological, anthro-
pological beginnings. 

A World on the Move
To set off on this intellectual journey, I will begin by 
offering some very brief demographic statistics of the 
world in which our fractured ecclesial family today 
finds itself, always acknowledging the role that the 
institutional Church, along with its resultant strange 
bedfellow of Western civilization, has played in shap-
ing this reality—for good and, in too many cases, for 
ill. This includes, for example, both the tireless work of 
countless faith-based charitable organizations striving to 
help refugees, migrants, and trafficked individuals,8 and 
the tacit or explicit9 ecclesial endorsement of systems of 
injustice that force human beings to leave the place of 
their birth due to war, violence, famine, slavery, ecologi-
cal devastation, or economic distress. After sketching 
the crosshatches of an unsettlingly dire global picture, 
I will progress to make the theological case for the new 
model of the Church I am proposing, and draw out some 
potential contributions to contemporary ecumenical 
ecclesiology by discussing the criteria for its validity.

Unlike fertility and mortality rates, which are bio-
logical realities, migration is an essentially social reality, 
and thus difficult to analyze with the same statistical 
precision.10 Yet by most estimates, there are nearly 250 
million migrants worldwide, which is to say that roughly 
one in 30 human beings on the planet is in some man-
ner of definition a migrant. This includes a staggeringly 
high number of refugees and forcibly displaced per-
sons. Some estimates say that number approaches 70 
million, although this includes displacement occurring 
within a nation’s borders (e.g., Iraq, South Sudan). The 
International Organization for Migration in Geneva 

estimates that up to 20 percent of global migrants are 
undocumented. Some of these people are technically 
labelled “stateless” because no country considers them 
nationals under the operation of its own domestic laws. 
More than 100 million come from Asia, inclusive of the 
Middle East. Nearly one in five live in the world’s 20 
biggest cities. In addition, roughly 30 million people are 
mired in the hellish world of human trafficking and con-
temporary slavery, with up to 18 million in India alone. 
Women and children make up the bulk of each of the 
above categories—the last, overwhelmingly so.11 

Though these numbers are unrivalled in any previous 
epoch of human history, due in large part to the overall 
explosion in gross population rates, the Church’s rela-
tionship with “people on the move” is nothing new. Peter 
Phan has convincingly argued that the Church has an 
essentially migratory theological character. He roots this 
in historical sources, like the second- or third-century 
Letter to Diognetus and the ongoing interplay in the 
early Christian communities between “stranger” (zār/
xenos/hospes), “foreigner” (nokri/allotrios/alienus), and 
“sojourner” (gēr/paroikos/peregrinus). He interweaves 
his assertion with an exploration of the marks of the 
Church, proposing that all Christians strive to confess 
“one, holy, catholic, apostolic, and migrant church.”12 
I want to draw upon and expand this claim, beyond the 
lens of the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed, and into 
a more robust ecclesiological model that can spur us to 
ecumenically aligned action demanded by the context 
arising from the startling statistics above, and our ever-
growing globalized interconnections.

Journeying Together
Readers of The Ecumenist need not be reminded of the 
scandalous state of disunity that exists among Christians 
in the 21st century. While always respecting the fellow 
Christian “other” and our shared rich and profound 
patterns of legitimate pluralism in both the common 
Tradition and our distinctive traditions, we can never 
find ourselves lulled into complacency or complicity 
with the current state of division. For this reason, it is 
clear that we are called to realize that we profess (credo, 
not credo in) a Church that walks the path of synodal-
ity with our Christian siblings and the whole human 
race. We are called to overcome a strict bifurcation 
between the teaching Church (ecclesia docens) and the 
learning Church (ecclesia discens), to journey together 
down a path where all participate in “mutual listening 
in which everyone has something to learn.”13 If this 



18 / The Ecumenist, Vol. 55, No. 3  Summer 2018

listening imbues and transforms everything Christians 
do and acknowledge themselves to be, the Church can 
be recognized then as “nothing other than the ‘journey-
ing together’ of God’s flock along the paths of history 
towards the encounter with Christ the Lord.”14

A key ecclesial resource in this ‘journeying together’ 
is the contribution of the Receptive Ecumenism initia-
tive, based in the Centre for Catholic Studies at Durham 
University (UK). Paul D. Murray’s methodological re-
calibration of ecumenical efforts and priorities to focus 
on themes of active reception, augured and echoed in 
the writings of Aloys Grillmeier, Yves Congar, Ormond 
Rush, William Rusch, and Richard Gaillardetz, has 
proved invaluable to the ecumenical conversations of 
our day. It is my contention that in highlighting this ec-
clesiological model of the Church as migrant, we are in 
fact moving from what Murray once named in this jour-
nal as the “softwood” of early ecumenical gains to the 
“hardwood” of lasting substantive differences that have 
arisen in the various traditions.15 Of course, disputes are 
raging within the various traditions about the pruden-
tial judgments being made at political and economic 
levels about the displacement and voluntary16 move-
ment of people. Yet, we are beginning to see Christians 
overcome the divided political topography in some 
ecclesiological contexts to address these staggering de-
mographic patterns, all of which it is crucial to maintain 
are composed of individuals with personal narratives, 
grave fears, and persistent threats to their human dignity. 
The question remains as to how each tradition can best 
learn from their respective “others” to overcome the 
invidious, recurrent, and pathological tendency toward 
denominational isolationism, both in terms of the wider 
Christian call to receptive learning and the acute needs 
of co-travellers arriving at our shores and doors today.

Applying Criteria to Discern  
the Model’s Validity
Dulles provides seven criteria for discerning whether an 
ecclesiological model can transcend a mere reinforce-
ment of one’s personal preferences to offer insights that 
would be widely acceptable to Christians drawn to vari-
ous visions of the Church. A few comments on each here 
will make the case that a migrant Church can indeed 
reconcile competing insights in a new and salutary way 
and speak into the hermeneutical gaps left by earlier 
approaches. 

1. Basis in Scripture
The scriptural elements supporting an ecclesiological 
view of a migrating people are so plentiful as to be 
almost self-evident: Adam and Eve’s “forced migra-
tion” from the Garden, the Israelites’ wandering and 
subsequent exile in foreign lands, the Josephs of both 
Testaments, Moses, Ruth, the missionary journeys 
through the Mediterranean world referenced in the 
epistles, and perhaps even the kenotic self-emptying 
“movement” of the Incarnation.17 In a 2005 interview, 
journalist Pepe Alonso asked the then-archbishop of 
Buenos Aires about immigration. His reply rooted in a 
biblical foundation is worth quoting at length:

I am a child of immigrants, right? My father came 
as an older immigrant and married here. And since 
I was a child, I heard two languages at home, and 
that is very important in my experience. I carry 
within that rootlessness, that leaving everything 
behind to begin again. And not because I had lived 
this. I was born here [in Argentina], but my fa-
ther, my grandparents, were not. An immigrant is 
someone who has to leave what he has to go to the 
unknown. Now, this is strange. God came to save 
us through immigrants. When he called Abraham, 
He did not tell him “Look. Now I am going to 
choose you. Construct a temple right here where 
you are.” He said “No. Emigrate. Leave your land, 
the home of your father.” And all of the chosen 
people were immigrants; and the patriarchs, and 
the prophets, were immigrants. And Jesus was an 
immigrant. The Infant had to escape so that Herod 
wouldn’t kill Him…. The early church, like an 
immigrant, it had to flee in all directions when 
that tremendous persecution in Jerusalem was 
unleashed. And from there the Gospel was spread. 
Salvation is closely connected to immigration and 
salvation in that sense.18

He goes on to allude to Hebrews 11:8-16, arguing that 
the passage makes clear that “Salvation comes through 
immigration.” Without devolving into proof-texting or a 
misguided neo-ultramontanism, this statement from the 
future pope summarizes well the warrant for an unam-
biguous biblical warrant for the model. 

2. Basis in Christian Tradition
Dulles understands well that the word “tradition” is not 
univocally understood throughout the entire Christian 
world. However, he makes clear that “nearly all would 
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agree that the testimony of Christian believers in the past 
in favor of a given doctrine is evidence in its favor.”19 A 
case can be made for “universal and constant”20 accord 
in a Lerinsian sense for this model. 

Francis A. Sullivan points out that “the theologian 
seeks a contemporary understanding of his [or her] faith, 
and therefore has to interpret dogmas of the past in the 
light of any fuller understanding of them which the 
church may have achieved in the course of its ongoing 
tradition.”21 This tradition of course includes earlier doc-
trinal developments on the theme (e.g., Chrysostom’s 
claim that the Church and synodos are synonymous22). 
But it also includes the “broader context of faith or hu-
man knowledge. This means that scientific discoveries 
can also contribute to our better understanding of re-
vealed truths.”23 As the Church ponders the “signs of the 
times” expressed in the demographic data of a shrinking 
and more populous world presented above, as well as 
its own consistent self-identity as a pilgrim people on 
The Way, the extra-biblical traditions arising within 
Christianity and the sociological realities of the world 
both advocate for the model. 

3. Capacity to give church members a sense of their 
corporate identity and mission
Stephen Bevans has written that the Church “is rooted 
in the overflowing life of the Trinity, which is itself 
communion-in-mission.”24 As it reflects the divine out-
pouring of unmerited gift lavishly present in creation, 
and powerfully and especially so in some way for 
Christians in Jesus’s life, death, and resurrection, the 
Church is “‘missionary by its very nature’ because it is 
missionary in its very origin.”25 Lesslie Newbigin made 
similar points. There is of course the consistent recogni-
tion of the monastic call to ora et labora within Christian 
history, but when most people speak of missionary activ-
ity, there is some form of movement involved, even if it 
represents a fuga mundi. To say that mission lies at the 
heart of the Church’s life means that the entire people of 
God is called to do more than wait for our prodigal sons 
and daughters to become disillusioned by a malevolent 
world and to return to the immobile permanence of a se-
cure and stable home. The Church, instead, is given the 
emissary mandate to rush out to the campos and calles 
of the world with the Father, to welcome and accompany 
those on the road, not to remain broodingly stationary 
with the elder son in the perceived security of familiar 
and strictly bordered ecclesial “structures.” 

4. Tendency to foster the virtues and values  
generally admired by Christians
A significant amount of theological scholarship has 
been devoted in recent years to the theological virtue 
of hospitality, and ethical questions about its limits.26 
Still, it remains indubitably clear that the Benedictine 
maxim Hospes venit, Christus venit (“[When] a visitor 
arrives, Christ arrives”) has long informed Christian 
worldviews. The unitive values that Christians have 
historically prized by insisting on laws that demand uni-
versal human dignity, the common good, and solidarity 
with the oppressed are enriched by the model’s explicit 
prioritization of themes and values that recognize the 
provisionality of all temporal citizenships. To be fair, of 
course questions arise about the Christian virtues and 
values expressed in dutifully following laws enacted 
by the state, including regulatory residency ones. Yet, 
Aquinas’s distinction between acts that are evil in them-
selves (malum in se) and evil because they are prohibited 
(malum prohibitum) remains an important one.27 I leave 
it to the moral theologians to determine which acts of 
desperation fall into each category when migration is 
involved. I simply highlight that an abundance of tradi-
tional Christian values and virtues is emphasized when 
employing the ecclesiological model proffered here.

5. Correspondence with the religious experience  
of human beings today28

Obviously, human experience complements scrip-
ture, tradition, and reason as formative elements in a 
Christian perspective on the world. Our ecclesial mo-
ment is the first since the original decision to include the 
Gentiles to undergo an epochal shift of this magnitude, 
from unabashed Eurocentrism to authentic intercultural 
dialogue, and in the process to inaugurate a truly world-
church, as Rahner famously commented.29 Migration is 
one among many factors involved in the pluralist con-
text in which contemporary Christians find themselves. 
Throughout his wide-ranging corpus, Gerard Mannion 
has consistently highlighted the fact that many of the 
issues that once perplexed ancient Christians no longer 
do so, but are now replaced by novel questions that 
have arisen in the postmodern context that demand new 
“approaches, models, and methods.”30 Thus, the provi-
sionality of historically contextualized articulations and 
modes of Christian thought both condemns an essen-
tialization of earlier models and compels the Church to 
address the human realities of our day, which indubita-
bly involve the realities of migration. Dulles frames this 
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criterion specifically in terms of “tremendous cultural 
shifts” that were unfolding in his day.31 The precari-
ous experiences of so many men, women, and children 
forced to leave their places of birth due to risk or social 
opportunity present a new locus theologicus today; these 
experiences mandate serious ecclesiological reflection 
in a world where those tremendous shifts of the 1970s 
are now amplified or superseded.

6. Theological fruitfulness
In assessing the theological fruitfulness of the model, 
one needs to ascertain whether it adequately contributes 
to problems previously deemed intractable by recourse 
to other established models. I argue that naming the 
Church a migrant is then more than a sentimental plea 
to echo the ubiquitous if nebulous demand to care for 
the poor throughout the Christian Tradition. Antonio 
Spadaro’s internationally significant condemnation of 
the “ecumenism of hate”32 militates against a view of 
such a model as merely extraneous intellectualization 
of global trends or affective calls to charity from a privi-
leged economic or ecclesial position of largesse. Rather, 
the model has the potential to recalibrate ecclesial con-
versation to bind up a gaping wound in the Church and 
the world. 

Theologians like Gutiérrez and Boff have consis-
tently argued that the primary issues of our day for all 
men and women of goodwill do not revolve around those 
described as “non-believers” so much as those whom 
societal forces name as “non-persons.” Chief among 
these are the staggering number of immigrants and 
displaced persons, whom the powers that be continue 
to insist are invisible, irredeemable, and thus, inadmis-
sible (anywhere). The pre-release and circulation of 
Pope Francis’s Message for the 104th Day of Migrants 
and Refugees included an assertion that “the principle 
of the human person … obliges us to always prioritize 
personal safety over national security.… The situation 
of migrants, asylum seekers, and refugees requires that 
they be guaranteed personal safety and access to basic 
services.”33 A significant ability to help combat the 
prioritization of political expediency over theological 
anthropology speaks directly to the potential fruitfulness 
of the model. 

7. Fruitfulness in enabling Church members to relate 
successfully to those outside their own group
All men and women of goodwill can and do debate pru-
dential applications of policy regarding migration. Yet, 

none can intentionally demonize other human beings in-
discriminately and remain authentically named as such. 
This model provides a potential route of collaboration 
with those of all faiths and none to advocate for “kin-
ship across borders,” as Kristin Heyer has espoused,34 
which is an admirable outcome for the human race as 
a whole, regardless of creedal assertions or divisions. 
Kinship begets relationship, relationship transforma-
tion, and transformation—ultimately, peace. The 
model gives Christians theological and spiritual tools 
for combating the “globalization of indifference,” as 
Pope Francis lamented in Lampedusa, or the “globaliza-
tion of superficiality,” as his one-time Superior General 
Adolfo Nicolás called it, in favour of global solidarity 
(institutionally, incarnationally, and conflictually) across 
borders, continents, economies, and religions.35

Conclusion
Dulles explicitly acknowledges that “ecclesiologists of 
the future will no doubt devise new models for think-
ing about the church,” rooted both in the past and in 
their unique context.36 It is my ardent conviction that 
those who cross themselves in the name of the Lord of 
History are called in our times to recognize his pres-
ence in those with a history of crossing, and to find in 
their own Church a participatory co-travelling migrant, 
“seen against the horizon of the mysterious, nonobjec-
tive experience of grace”37 against which all models of 
the Church, both storied and young, must be viewed. To 
the entire Church I reiterate the words spoken to Ezekiel 
long ago: Surge, grandis tibi restat via – “Arise, for a 
long journey lies ahead of you” (1 Kings 19:7).
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On the Current State of Ecumenism:  
A Festschrift for John A. Radano
Donald Bolen, Nicholas Jesson, and Donna Geernaert, eds. Towards Unity: Ecumenical Dialogue 500 Years  
After the Reformation: Essays in Honour of Monsignor John A. Radano. 
Toronto: Novalis, 2017, 382 pp. 

If the name of John (Jack) A. Radano is not a 
household name for readers of The Ecumenist, it 

nonetheless deserves to be more widely known. For 
almost a quarter of a century (1984–2008), he worked 
at the Western desk of the Vatican’s Pontifical Council 
for the Promotion of Christian Unity (PCPCU). In this 
capacity, Radano participated in international dialogues 
with the Lutheran World Federation, World Alliance of 
Reformed Churches, Baptist World Alliance, Mennonite 
World Conference, Classical Pentecostals, and World 
Evangelical Alliance. Dialogues with the Anglican 
Communion and the Methodist World Alliance also fall 
under the purview of this office. Radano served as liaison 
to the World Council of Churches’ (WCC) Commission 
on Faith and Order, and on the Joint Working Group 
between the Roman Catholic Church and the WCC. 
He was instrumental in the establishment of the Global 
Christian Forum, an umbrella group that brings together 
representatives of the member churches of the WCC 
and the PCPCU with Pentecostals, Evangelicals, and 
new indigenous churches. Having written and edited 
significant books and articles on ecumenism, and hav-
ing served as editor of the PCPCU’s Information Service 
(1985–2008), Jack has made substantial contributions to 
the study and reception of ecumenical agreement. 

This book is a fitting tribute to a consummate servant 
of the ecumenical cause, one who has worked conscien-
tiously and tirelessly in a period of significant advance 
and of shifting horizons. Twenty-one authors from 
across the spectrum of denominations mentioned above 
contribute informative essays on the current state of 
the many multilateral and bilateral relations. Cardinals 
Edward Idris Cassidy and Walter Kasper, both of whom 
served as president of the PCPCU during Radano’s 
tenure (1991–2001 and 2001–2008, respectively), offer 
their homage, reflecting on the work of the council in 
this period. The remaining essays do not appear to be 

arranged in any specific order. They might be charac-
terized as falling into two categories: first, those that 
treat broad, thematic issues of concern to the whole 
ecumenical movement; and second, papers reflecting on 
the fruits of individual multilateral or bilateral conversa-
tions. These categories provide a way to organize our 
consideration. 

Noting how bilateral dialogues have contributed to 
reconciliation through the development of new, common 
perspectives on history, Jeffery Gros (†2013), former 
director of the United States Conference of Catholic 
Bishops’ Secretariat of Ecumenical and Interreligious 
Affairs, calls for a comprehensive reformulation of 
resources for catechesis in a way that would contribute 
to the healing of collective memories and open new 
perspectives on the future. French Evangelical scholar 
Henri Blocher offers “an Evangelical reading” (263) of 
Pope John Paul II’s 1995 encyclical Ut Unum Sint, in 
a generous gesture of ecumenical reception. Professor 
of the Gregorian University William Henn takes stock 
of the ecumenical movement today, reflecting on its 
strengths and weaknesses. The movement for Christian 
unity, developed in obedience to Christ’s desire of the 
Church, has now spread to all aspects of ecclesial life. 
Henn points out that the search for unity has revealed 
to the churches their ultimate weakness: they cannot 
bring about unity. It remains ultimately a work of God 
in us. The latter will be accomplished only through a re-
doubling of spiritual ecumenism, common witness, and 
ecumenical formation. Two former directors of the Faith 
and Order Commission make observations concerning 
the vision of Christian unity: Gunther Gassmann surveys 
the evolution in the concept of unity in the work of Faith 
and Order, while Thomas F. Best contends that the next 
stage of the ecumenical movement must be character-
ized by practices of “mutual accountability” between 
churches. Mary Tanner, former Moderator of Faith and 

Book Notes
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Order, reflects on the most recent contribution of the 
commission, the convergence statement The Church: 
Towards a Common Vision – a document that now awaits 
an official reception on the part of the churches.

James F. Puglisi, director of the Centro Pro Union 
in Rome, argues that while the Second Vatican Council 
introduced the doctrine and new structures of collegial-
ity, the understanding of synodality has continued to 
develop since the council in the context of Anglican–
Catholic dialogue on authority. A veteran of the 
Methodist–Roman Catholic International Commission, 
Geoffrey Wainwright explores the influence of the 
Wesley brothers in that exchange. William G. Rusch of 
Yale Divinity School examines the most recent report 
of the Lutheran–Catholic Commission on Unity, The 
Apostolicity of the Church, with particular attention to 
its methodology. In contrast to previous agreed state-
ments, this text is deeply rooted in a common reading 
of the scriptures. It builds on the consensus achieved 
on the doctrine of justification, and seeks to apply the 
concept of “differentiated consensus” to the broader 
scope of church life and practice. Margaret O’Gara 
(†2012) of St. Michael’s College in Toronto draws from 
her experience of dialogue with the Disciples of Christ 
on questions of authority, noting a virtual resolution of 
debates concerning the authority of scripture, creeds, 
and early ecumenical councils, and emerging consensus 
on the need for an ordained ministry with responsibil-
ity for the oversight of Church teaching. In the context 
of conversations with the World Alliance of Reformed 
Churches, Donna Geernaert, former director of the 
Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops’ Office for 
Ecumenism and Interfaith Relations, explores the under-
standing of the reign of God and its relationship to the 
experience of the Church as koinonia. She maintains that 
the concept of communion is an effective expression of 
the presence of God’s eschatological reign. 

Surveying the history of the World Alliance of 
Reformed Churches, Reformed theologian and Director 
of Faith and Order Odair Pedroso Mateus explores the 
challenge of ecumenical engagement as an invitation to 
move “beyond confessionalism.” Canadian Mennonites 
Helmut Harder and Larry Miller present an overview 
of the engagement of Mennonites and other historic 
peace churches in international ecumenical engagement. 

Pentecostal scholar Cecil M. Robeck draws from his 
long experience in Pentecostal–Catholic relations to 
insist that Catholic leadership is giving every indica-
tion of wanting to “chang[e] its current relationship 
with Pentecostals” (241). Bert B. Beach, a Seventh 
Day Adventist, and an observer at the Second Vatican 
Council, provides a deeply personal account of his own 
conversion to ecumenical commitment, including his 
changing attitude towards Catholicism. Denton Lotz, 
former General Secretary of the Baptist World Alliance, 
gives an informative account of the varied reasons that 
many Baptists and Evangelicals have chosen to remain 
apart from the organized ecumenical movement as it is 
presently constituted in the World Council of Churches: 
they harbour a persistent suspicion that the mainline 
ecumenical movement has abandoned the vision of 
evangelization. In response to such concerns, the Global 
Christian Forum was founded in 1998, a dialogue that is 
presented by its first Secretary, Huibert van Beek.  

These essays are bookended by a foreword by 
Archbishop Donald Bolen of Regina, who served on the 
staff of the PCPCU under Jack Radano (2001–2008), 
and by a postscript by Bishop Anthony J. Farquar, for-
mer Chair of the Ecumenical Commission of the Irish 
Bishops’ Conference. While Bolen mentions the books 
authored and edited by Radano, this festschrift might 
have been completed by a more comprehensive bibli-
ography of his published work. Though the essays are 
well documented, one is disappointed by the absence of 
an index.

This comprehensive collection by some of the finest 
ecumenists is a wonderful resource for anyone interested 
in the state of the ecumenical movement today. The 
scope of the papers is a proper reflection of the diversity 
of that landscape. Readers will discover the significant 
progress achieved through sustained theological dia-
logue and the present challenges faced by the churches 
today as they seek to deepen their unity in faith and 
practice. This volume, in whole or in part, would be an 
excellent resource for anyone teaching on contemporary 
ecumenical relations.

Catherine E. Clifford,
Saint Paul University, Ottawa
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