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God and the Market -
Affecting Your Life and Faith 
The United Church of Canada Moderator's 

Consultation on Faith and the Economy 

D 
uring his term as Moderator of The United Church 
of Canada, Bill Phipps brought to Canadian atten

tion the spiritual crisis of our economic lives. Much to 

the ire of neo-liberals, Phipps called upon Canadians to 

"pay their taxes joyfully." He theologized about the mar

ket becoming God and the entrapment we suffer imbued 

in a consumer ethic. He poked fun at Ralph Klein (Pre

mier of Alberta) and Mike Harris (Premier of Ontario) 

for their hard-headed determination to privatize Canada. 

He continues to be outraged by their persecution of the 

poor. 

"Phipps is the kind of leader Canadians need at 

this time," according t9_Atkinson Foundation Executive 

Director Charles Pascal. "He offers a 'listening leader

ship.' He has travelled the country discussing faith and 
the economy in church basements from Port Alberni, 

B.C., to St. John's, Newfoundland. He listens to people's

pain and hopes, and views their struggles in relation to

his Christian ethics. With the boldness of his social gos

pel forebears, he names injustice and insists on a path of

seeking the common good."

The Consultation on Faith and the Economy that 

Bill Phipps initiated has sought to emulate this listening 

leadership style and to be a hopeful, prophetic witness 

for the Church and Canadians. Beginning in 1998 and 

wrapping up at the United Church's General Council in 

August 2000, the Consultation has used advanced 

Internet technology to hear from people and to distribute 
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research information (over 32,000 Web site visits). On a 

more conventional side, the Consultation published nine 

books and developed eight television/video resources 

for use in study groups. An interfaith conference -

P(r)aying for the Common Good - brought ten faith 

groups together to struggle with how our various faiths 
inform our economic and social lives together. A culmi

nating event of the Consultation was a National Forum 

on Economy and Society held on Parliament Hill in Ot

tawa (April 10, 2000), which brought over 200 church 

people, movement activists and politicians together for a 

five-hour television forum that attracted significant po

litical interest. 

In this article, I would like to draw to your atten

tion two dimensions of this quest for a "moral economy." 

They illustrate the opportunity and power of God's ac

tive presence among us. 

First, the naming of God and the market as a theo

logical conundrum demonstrates the ultimate serious

ness of this economic focus. 

The second dimension is the hopeful eco-justice 

vision - combining concern for the economy and ecol

ogy - of this Consultation. Deconstructing the spiritual 

crisis of this economics-obsessed era is only the begin

ning. As Christians, we tum our attention forward to 

how we might imagine God's world and how we can en

gage the power of Jesus to seek this vision. 

1. God and the Market: A Spiritual Crisis of Global

Economic Proportions

Bill Phipps has not been alone in making associations 

between God and the market. Harvey Cox demonstrated 
the theological imperatives claimed by the capital-M 

Market in an insightful article for the Atlantic Monthly 

(March, 1999). John McMurtry had a broader critique in 

Unequal Freedoms (Garamond Press: Toronto, 1998), 

examining the philosophical and ethical implications. 

Phipps turned his critique into a national campaign to 
challenge the idolatrous power of the market. This is 

how Phipps describes the problem and what we should 

do about it: 

Bill Phipps' Reflections1 

We live in a time of spiritual crisis and economic con
vulsion. The unprecedented political and economic 
realities of our time are spiritual issues of the highest 
and deepest order. When the global market becomes 
God, we should realize that our most profound beliefs 
and our spiritual well-being are at stake. Creatures of 
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a fragile planet, what are human beings for? How are 
we to live in community without in the process de
stroying the Earth? 

Our economic relationships reflect our answers 
to these questions. In the Bible the word for econom
ics is based on the word for household. A moral 
economy is one in which everyone is included in soci
ety's well-being (household) while caring for the 
Earth and all its creatures. The economy is how we 
love one another collectively .... 

So why are we in such a mess? Because God's 
abundant creation contains enough for the needs of 
all, but not for the greed of a few! ... 

As the twenty-first century dawns, the world is in 
the grip of globalizing forces that have brought un
precedented opportunity and oppression. Globaliza
tion is a code word for massive leaps in human eco
nomic development, as well as for cyclonic waves of 
human misery and ecological disaster .... 

One result of the hegemony of the global market 
is that policies of compassion and caring have been 
replaced by policies of blame and punishment. The 
market's god-like power celebrates a society of win
ners and losers, with the latter being blamed for their 
misfortune. Business analysts advise us that we can 
either be winners or roadkill. Such advice is totally 
counter to the biblical vision ... 

Just think of what could happen if the thousands 
of faith communities in every part of Canada became 
outraged at the dis-ease of our common soul, and de
manded that all people share in economic prosperity. 
I believe our society aches for spiritual leadership is
suing in public policies of compassion, inclusion and 
justice.2 

The Social Gospel of the 1930s 

In his public addresses, Phipps often refers to the cri

tique of capitalism by his forebears in the 1930s as an 
inspiration for current church action. Claiming the So

cial Passion (ed. Ted Reeve, published by the Modera
tor's Consultation on Faith and the Economy through 

The United Church of Canada: Toronto, 1999) demon

strates how the social Christian movements of that era 
helped to enculturate Canadian society with an ethos of 

inclusivity (human rights), mutuality (love with justice), 

and a redistributive ethic ( care for others by paying 

taxes). These values undergirded the Keynesian eco
nomic reforms of that day as well as the post-WWII ide

alism of building a compassionate and peace-seeking 

nation. 



We can draw on the wisdom of our forebears, de
rived from a complex of values and applied sciences 
(such as economics), that worked in creative tension to 
shape Canadian society. Our current problem is that we 
are losing this complexity to the dominance of an ap
plied-science economics, which has evolved in meaning 
from managing the household to maximizing profits and 
consumption. 

Since the days of Adam Smith, capitalist econom
ics has flourished most successfully when bounded by 
strong societal values that temper its avaricious nature. 
The post-WWII "golden era" (1945-1970), as some so
cial scientists call it, maintained a creative tension be
tween capitalist interests and the overall well-being of 
the population. In spite of current neo-liberal rhetoric 
that freeing the market and minimizing government will 
eventually benefit everyone, this is not true now, nor has 
it ever been the case. 

Everyone is best served when we maintain com
plex and creative tensions between business and eco
justice concerns that are mediated through strong demo
cratic methods. Neither Phipps nor the United Church 
denies the value and contribution of capitalist markets, 
but the church has always advocated strong moral 
boundaries to guide economic activities. Judea-Chris
tian visions of a full, abundant life certainly go beyond 
the capitalist emphasis on having the money (power) to 
consume anything. Even Adam Smith, as a committed 
Christian Deist, assumed there would be moral bounda
ries to guide his market economic theories. 

Our problem is that capitalism has become too 
successful. It has outpaced societal developments that 
would temper the gref!d ethic. It has dominated the po
litical forum. Many "successful" capitalists recognize 
the destructive potential of unbridled greed. Bill Phipps 
talks of successful business people in his Calgary con
gregation who acknowledge that there is more to life 
than making and spending money. They feel a spiritual 
emptiness in their lives: an inherent contradiction be
tween the gospel .values of love and justice and the drive 
of capitalism. This message has been voiced again and 
again by Canadians across the country through the Mod
erator's Consultation. 

Alternative Models of Economic Development 

The opportunity of this era is that with technological ad
vances and postmodern questioning, we can implement 
different economic ways of life. While the steamroller of 
global capitalism forces a growing gap between rich and 

poor through its "free market," other conceptual and in 
many micro ways different economic realities are being 
shaped. When people broaden their economic views be
yond mainstream business reports, they find thousands 
of micro businesses and community developments that 
balance applied economic skills with quality-of-life ob
jectives. Consider a map of North America with these 
thousands of small lights burning around and beside the 
bright lights of transnational strongholds. You soon see 
that collectively these small lights bum as brightly as the 
big lights. 

The fifth theme of the Moderator's Consultation -
Pushing the Boundaries: Christian Action - highlighted 
a number of these "alternatives." By re-rooting ourselves 
in broader concepts of our economic lives, we move 
from polarized thinking, something like capitalist versus 
communist, to embracing a more complex perspective. 

2. The Place of Humanity in the Cosmos: God's

Design for the Earth

Thinking about the future demands reflection on the im
pact of present-day capitalism on the natural environ
ment. This issue is addressed by Mark Hathaway, the 
Webmaster and resident eco-theologian for the Consul
tation. The changes that must take place are not simply 
opting for a different lifestyle; they challenge basic as
sumptions of industrial society that are of ultimate im
portance. Let me offer a long quotation from Mark 
Hathaway's essay "Rethinking Oekonomia."3 

Our [ecological] crisis is more than a random cata
logue of mistakes, miscalculations, and false starts 
that can easily be made good with a bit more expertise 
in the right places. Nothing less than an altered sensi
bility is needed, a radically new standard of sanity 
that . . . uproots the fundamental assumptions of in
dustrial life. 4 

Truly reordering our economic thinking requires 
that we reflect on some profound questions. The fact 
that we have conceived of economics in a way that 
almost completely ignores the productive activity of 
the Earth's ecosystems reveals a fundamental di1'itor
tion in our mentality. If we are to cease' treating the 
Earth as a combination limitless storehouse of raw 
materials and limitless sewer for our wastes, we must 
carefully examine two interrelated questions. First, 
what is the place (and what are the limits) of the hu
man economy within the larger, all-encompassing 
economy of the Earth? Second, what is the place of 
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humanity within the wider Earth community, and 
within the cosmos itself? ... 

The world that environs us, that is around us, is 
also within us. We are made of it; we eat, drink, and 
breathe it; it is bone of our bone and flesh of our 
flesh.5 

Many ecological thinkers believe that 
"anthropocentrism" or "human-centredness" is the 
central attitude responsible for our current crisis. 

We are called, then, to move from an anthropo
centric to a biocentric or ecocentric perspective. 
Anthropocentrism is essentially an egocentric 

mindset. But we are called to expand our empathy to 
all living creatures, and even to the soil, air, and wa
ter, which are also part of us. The call to love our 
neighbour must extend to our non-human neighbours 
- themselves creatures of God .... 

Many people live out of two different 
cosmologies, one based on religion, the other on sci
ence. It is a rather uneasy coexistence. To find a cos
mology that can truly motivate us to build an ecologi
cally sustainable economy, we must seek out a vision 
that imbues both religion and science with a sense of 
the sacred .... 

The cosmos, as a whole, seems more like an 
evolving organism than a machine. It had a definite 
beginning, and continues to develop and change into 
new, ever-more complex forms. At the same time this 
vast whole maintains a kind of interrelated unity. 
Subatomic physics has proven that "non-local con
nections" can exist, allowing two separated particles 
to maintain an instantaneous connection over vast 
distances. Humanity itself is intimately related to the 
entire cosmic process. The very elements that make 
up our bodies were born billions of years ago in a su
pernova explosion. We are literally living, breathing 
stardust. Overall, then, the universe is an evolving 
process of relationality. It is, in itself, an ecological 
event. The universe displays a holistic nature. Even 
the vacuum - the "emptiness" of space - is now seen 
to be full of a dynamic potentiality pregnant with pos
sibility. 

This cosmic process seems also to be imbued 
with a sense of purposefulness. If the primeval fire
ball flaring forth from the superabundant nucleus had 
expanded a trillionth of a trillionth of a trillionth of 
one per cent either faster or slower, matter as we 
know it would not have formed. The universe would 
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have collapsed into itself or expanded forever as an 
amorphous atomic soup .... 6 

Moving to a truly ecologically balanced economy 
seems a daunting task. The powers maintaining the cur
rent economy seem unassailable; the thinking that sus- · 
tains it virtually universal. Yet there is hope. More and 
more people are realizing that our present economy does 
not sustain well-being. Many in the poorer nations have 
long been aware of this. The current system has under
mined their welfare and livelihoods for years. Even in 
the more affluent North many are questioning a system 
that compels them to work ever harder to accumulate 
things that do not satisfy. 

The Spirit of a Jubilee Culture 

Bringing these ideals into the context of what we can do 
in our own lives and through our communities of faith, 
Allan Reeve worked with a group of church folks in the 
Riverdale area of Toronto to consider the options. 

As a Community Economic Minister, Allan Reeve 
worked with four congregations to engage in a six-week 
Lenten series on faith and economy issues. The program 
raised the following questions: 
• What if we considered that every dollar we spend was

a vote?
• What if we considered shopping as a spiritual activ

ity?
• What if we approached our consumer choices as care

fully and respectfully as we choose our words of
prayer?

• What if we chose to consume less and share more?
How would the ways we spend our time change?

The four congregations chose to "fast" during 
Lent, but in a new way - in what they considered to be a 
"Jubilee" way. Normally fasting means going without 
food for a period of time. Responding to Isaiah 58:6, 
however ("Is not this the fast that I choose: to loose the 
bonds of injustice ... "), the Riverdale congregations 

asked these questions: What can I go without that would 
loose the bonds of injustice? What actions of mine actu

ally cause the bonds of injustice to tighten? 
Four one-week "fasts" were declared: 

1. Sabbath time (the ways we spend our time)
- fasting from busyness and stress

2. Shopping for change (the ways we spend our money)
- fasting from imported fruits and vegetables

3. Computing the millennium (the ways we work)
- fasting from unnecessary technology and labour
destroying devices



4. The power of money (the ways we invest our money)

- fasting from banking and investments.
In documenting the experiences of these Lenten

fasts, Allan Reeve wrote: "We found that Jubilee for us is 
not an event or a one-time. study theme. It is a whole . 
series of ideas, actions, deliberate inactions and every

day choices that define a culture - a way of being in the 
world." 

The experience of these people in downtown To
ronto is representative of what we heard from people 

across Canada. At first, many were hesitant to talk about 
"economics." But after opening the meaning of it to their 
life experiences, most realized that they had lots to say 
and could think and act differently. 

Hathaway and Reeve point to how we can 
reconceptualize and begin to act differently in our daily 

lives. The Consultation Web site (www.faith-and-the
economy.org) has other examples of investing differ
ently, redeveloping church properties, alternative cur

rencies, and so on. A downloadable booklet, A Leap of 

Faith, offers many practical steps for individual and 
community consideration. 

Let me conclude with a few comments about this 

Consultation from people who communicated with us 
on-line. The Internet was an important tool in the organ
izing of the Consultation. We viewed it as an experiment 
in movement-building and democratic participation. It 
allowed us to break the regular church mould of expert

oriented conferences to a wide-open interchange of 
ideas. So the last hopeful words go to them: 

From John Shearman - Need for New Global 

Compact (Oakville, ON): ... I am acutely aware of how 

the capitalist system is_ personally benefiting me. That 

this system should not be the primary motivator of all 
economic, social and ethical behaviour, however, is a 
cardinal virtue of our UCC stance. Nonetheless I feel 
that we have had and will continue to have responsibility 
for creating a global society, and for assuring that it is 
people-oriented .... 

From Peter Challen - Principles for a Moral 

Economy (UK): I was delighted to have a copy of the 
Moderator's Consultation forwarded to me by a Cana
dian friend .... We are also working on a wider dialogue 
with groups from other starting points and approaches 

From Bob Williams - Economy of Shalom 

(Haileybwy, ON): Let us ... set as our prime assumption 
in the economic sphere that if God truly wants such a 
shalom to be lived through the economy then there is an 
economic way to achieve such a shalom. Let us pursue 
its discovery and be open to its implications on our com
munity of faith. 

From Sharon Moon - Need for Imagination 

( Ottawa, ON): Blessings in this work. I agree that God is 
calling us out of resignation to the way things are. I also 

agree that the lack of imagination of other possibilities is 
what prevents us as a culture from moving ahead. What 
if we were to value human dignity (including the eco
nomic, health, social networks people are in) as much as 

we value personal property? 

Ted Reeve 
Dr. Ted Reeve, theologian and social ethicist, is the Director of Continu
ing Education at the Toronto School of Theology. 

' The following quotation is taken from the Moderator's Letter of 

November, 1998. 
2 Ted Reeve, ed., God and the Market (Toronto: United Church Publishing 

House, 2000). 

· 3 Mark Hathaway, "Rethinking Oekonomia" in Ted Reeve, ed., God and 

the Market, 156-167. 
4 See Theodore Roszak, 111e Voice of the Earth (New York: Simon & 

Shuster, 1992), 232. 
5 Wendell Berry, quoted in Paul Hawken, 111e Ecology of Commerce: A 

Declaratio11 of Sustainability (New York: HarperCollins, 1993), 215. 
6 Bruce Bochte, ed., Ca11ticle to the Cosmos: A Swdy Guide (San Francisco: 

Tides Foundation, 1990), 7. 
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Rarely Reported: 
Jews and Palestinians in Solidarity 

T
he article "Too Little Known: Lovers of Justice in 

Israel" presented a list of Jewish centres and organi

zations in Israel that co-operate with Muslims and Chris

tians in denouncing injustice in the State of Israel and 

supporting the movement for a peaceful co-existence. 1 

Rarely heard in the Western media are critical Jewish 

voices that express solidarity with Israeli society, object 

to the Occupation, ask Israel to surrender some of its 

power, and support the peaceful side-by-side existence 

of the Israeli and the Palestinian states. The Jewish 

Peace Fellowship in the USA, which stands for non-vio

lence and opposes the Occupation, asks its members to 

write to their local congresspeople and senators and send 

letters to the editor of their local newspapers.2 "Our ef

forts must counter the silence coming from the establish

ment Jewish organizations as well as the media coverage 

that minimizes Jewish peace voices and distorts the Pal

estinians."3 Rarely reported are manifestations of soli

darity between Jews and Palestinians. 

The Women of The Jerusalem Link 

Among the peace groups in Israel mentioned in the arti

cle "Too Little Known" were the women's movement 

The Jerusalem Link and the peace centre Gush Shalom. 

The Jerusalem Link, created by Israeli and Palestinian 

women, is engaged in a joint effort to bring about a just 

and lasting peace between the two peoples on the basis 

of a set of specified principles.4 Here are some of these 

principles: 

1) the recognition of the right to self-determination of
both peoples in the land through the creation of a Pal
estinian State alongside Israel;

2) the city of Jerusalem: two capitals for two states;
3) the Oslo Declaration of Principles, signed on Septem

ber 13, 1993, and all subsequent agreements, must be

implemented in their entirety and should serve as the
basis for negotiations of the permanent settlement;

4) the settlements (of Jewish families on Palestinian

lands) and their ongoing expansion constitute a se
vere impediment to peace;

5) women are central partners in the peace process -
their involvement in negotiation and in government is
critical to the fulfilment of an open and just peace;
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6) opposition to the use of violence and a commitment

to the promotion of democratic norms and civil soci

ety for the realization of a just peace.

The Jerusalem Link, Gush Shalom and other peace 
organizations recite a poem as a petition for peace5

: 

Jerusalem is ours, Israelis and Palestinians -

Muslims, Christians and Jews. 

Our Jerusalem must be united, open to all 

And belonging to all its inhabitants, 

Without borders and barbed wire in its midst. 

Our Jerusalem must be the capital of the two states 

that will live side by side in this country -

West Jerusalem the capital of the State of Israel 

and East Jerusalem the capital of the State of Pal

estine. 

Our Jerusalem must be the Capital of Peace 

Gush Shalom 

Gush Shalom, with the support of other Jewish peace 

groups, has set up a worldwide network called "Jews 

Against the Occupation." Their Declaration is addressed 

to the Israeli government and international public opin

ion. 6 Here is an excerpt from the Declaration: 

We, concerned Jews from around the world, con

tinue to view with horror the consequences of mili

tary repression and economic blockade of the Pal

estinians by Israel. Israel and the Palestinians are 

not equal partners in a peace process. Israel is a 

nation state equipped with an army and highly so

phisticated weaponry; the Palestinians are a dis

possessed people, living under Israeli military, po

litical and economic control in a territory 

fragmented by expanding Jewish settlements .... 

Israel gains legitimacy for its actions by claiming 

to act in the name of Jews world-wide. As Jews, we 

deplore anti-Semitism and all forms of racism. We 

support the co-existence, on equal terms, of Pales

tinians, Israelis, and all other peoples of the region 

and call for an end to Israeli aggression and op

pression. 



The Declaration then proposes measures that 
should be taken by the State of Israel in order to respect 
the human rights of the Palestinians. 

In December 2000, Jews opposed to the Occupa
tion held demonstrations in many parts of the world. In 
Montreal, the Jewish Alliance against the Occupation 
demonstrated in front of the Israeli consulate on Decem
ber 12, 2000. In Jerusalem, a major demonstration took 
place on December 29, 2000, under the motto "On the 
Way to Crowning Jerusalem with Peace." Since events 
like these receive little attention in the West, I wish to 
present an account of this demonstration, written by Gila 
Svirsky, a member of the Israeli organization Coalition 
for a Just Peace. 

Crowning Jerusalem with Peace7 

Friends, 
Yesterday, Israel saw the largest rally for a just 
peace that has been held since the outbreak of the 
intifadah three months ago ... and it was a joint 
Israeli-Palestinian event. Women came in droves 
from all over Israel - Jewish, Muslim, Christian, 
and Druse. And despite the "closure" that Israel 
had imposed on the Occupied Territories, Palestin
ian women and men also managed, by means only 
they know, to cross the Green Line and reach us. 

The day began in the Notre Dame 
conference center located symbolically on the 
border of Jewish and Palestinian Jerusalem. The 
walls carried two huge banners in Hebrew and 
Arabic: Women Demand: No to Occupation - Yes 
to a Just Peace! We opened with greetings from 
three international women peace leaders who flew 
in especially for the occasion - Luisa Morgantini 
from Italy, Simone Susskind from Belgium, and 
June Jacobs from the U.K. The co-moderators -
Hannah Safran from Women in Black and Nabeha 
Murkus from Tandi - reported to the crowd about 
solidarity demonstrations being held throughout 
the world, �d of greetings from organizations and 
individuals from a long list of countries. 

Women then took the podium one by one, 
Palestinian and Israeli alternately, to speak 
movingly and passionately of both the suffering as 
well as the determination to end the bloodshed 
between our peoples. This was a conference "of 
the people," but we were glad to see in the 

audience three Israeli MKs (Tamar Gozanski, 
Naomi Chazan, and Muhammad Barake) 
expressing their support for the grassroots work. 
The simultaneous translations into Hebrew, Arabic 
and English allowed each woman to speak in her 
own language. I will just quote two: Michal 
Pundak-Sagie, activist in New Profile: Movement 
for the Civilization of Israeli Society, called upon 
soldiers to refuse orders that their conscience does 
not allow. And Zahira Kamal, leading grassroots 
spokeswoman in the Occupied Territories, 
declared that the principles of the Coalition of 
Women for a Just Peace provide a sound basis for 
peace between our peoples. 

From the conference center, waiting buses 
moved the entire crowd to Hagar Plaza, the 
location of Jerusalem's Women in Black vigil, and 
an estimated 2000 women filled the entire plaza 
and spilled over onto the side streets carrying the 
traditional black hand signs with "End the 
Occupation" painted in Hebrew, Arabic, and 
English. This silent one-hour vigil was an even 
more dramatic sight than usual, and TV crews 
from all over the world - even from Israel - were 
there to capture it. The extreme right wing did their 
best to infiltrate the ranks, to provoke us and draw 
attention to themselves, and finally ended up 
exchanging blows with the police, but they were 
overcome and moved behind barriers - out of 
sight, mind, and media. 

At 2:00 pm, the crowd poured out of the 
plaza and from every comer and side street, and we 
began our march toward East Jerusalem. Men and 
women who had joined us from other organiza
tions - Gush Shalom brought its own busload of 
activists - held aloft their own collection of ban
ners and signs for peace. The sight was over
whelming, as the street filled with marchers and 
voices. Nabila Espanioli from Nazareth grabbed a 
megaphone and led responsive chanting: "Peace?" 
"YES!" - "Occupation?" "NO!" doing renditions 
in Hebrew, Arabic, English, and even Italian for 
the delegation of 35 who had flown 1:n for the ac
tion. Flying high were signs and banners saying 
"Palestine Side by Side with Israel - On the '67 
Borders," "Jerusalem - 2 Capitals for 2 States," 
"The Age of Generals Is Over," "Fund the Poor, 
Not Settlers," and "We Refuse to Be Enemies." 
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It was breathtaking to be part of that march. 

But the moment that brought tears to my eyes was 

when I greeted a man being pushed in a wheelchair 

beside me, and asked if he wanted to hold a sign. In 

response, he unbuttoned his collar and pointed to a 

deep scar just below his neck. The man pushing the 

wheelchair explained: "We're from Hebron. This 

is one of the victims of the massacre by Baruch 

Goldstein. He wanted to join you today." A victim 

of the violence who harbors no hatred in his heart. 

I shook his hand wordlessly. 

As we finally all assembled in the park 

beside the ancient walls of the Old City of 

Jerusalem, people spread out on the grass on this 

unusually warm and sunny winter day, exhilarated 

and awaiting the closing ceremony. Because of the 

traffic jams we had caused, the sound system had 

not yet arrived, but the crowd waited patiently. 

Meanwhile, four brave young women took 

banners and actually managed to climb to the top 

of the wall from inside the Old City - some by 

stairs, but also by one quite daring leap - and made 

their way to the top of the wall just over our 

gathering, beside two armed soldiers "protecting" 

us. From here, they unfurled four banners down 

the height of the wall saying Shalom, Salaam, 

Peace, and End the Occupation in the three 

languages. The crowd roared its approval and the 

Old City was crowned the city of peace for one 

brief moment - until the soldiers assaulted two of 

the women and their banners. The women wisely 

threw the other two banners down to the crowd - to 

save them, and probably themselves, too. But that 

was a great moment in modern history. Thank you, 

N aama, Tali, Moran, and Micheline. 

Finally, the sound system was set up, and 

Halla Espanioli spoke movingly of our longing for 

peace. Nabila called for a minute of silence in 

memory of all those who had been killed in recent 

months, and the stillness in the crowd was palpa

ble. Following this, I made a slightly modified 

Jewish prayer: "May the Divine Presence give 

strength to all her peoples, and may she bless all 

her peoples with peace." And we all ended by sing

ing "We Shall Overcome." 

There is much to do to turn this moment into 

a revolution. We invite all of you to join us. 
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The member organizations of the Coalition 

for a Just Peace: Bat Shalom of The Jerusalem 

Link; Mothers and Women for Peace (formerly 

"Four Mothers"); NELED: Women for 

Coexistence; New Profile: Movement for the 

Civilization of Society in  Israel; TANDI 

Movement of Democratic Women for Israel; 

Women's International League for Peace and 

Freedom, Israel chapter; Women Engendering 

Peace; Women in Black; Women on Behalf of 

Women Political Prisoners. 

Allied Organizations: Altufula: Pedagogical 

Center and Multipurpose Women's Center; 

Drejaat Committee al-Ahaliya; Gush Shalom; 

Mazrah: Association to Promote Education and 

Society; Neve Shalom / Wahat al-Salaam; Public 

Committee Against Torture in Israel; Re'ut

Sadaka Youth for Peace; Women Against Violence; 

Yesh Gvul. 

Our principles: 

• An end to the occupation.

• The full involvement of women in negotiations

for peace.

• Establishment of the state of Palestine side by

side with the state of Israel based on the 1967

borders.

• Recognition of Jerusalem as the shared capital

of two states.

• Israel must recognize its responsibility for the

results of the 1948 war, and find a just solution

to the Palestinian refugee problem.

• Equality, inclusion, and justice for Palestinian

citizens of Israel.

• Opposition to the militarism that permeates Is

raeli society.

• Equal rights for women and for all residents of

Israel.

• Social and economic justice for Israel's citizens,

and integration in the region.

Are Prophetic Minorities Significant? 

These manifestations of solidarity between Jews and 

Palestinians represent small minorities. Are they wasting 

their time? In the Bible, the divine message of love and 

justice was often carried by prophets and prophetic mi

norities. Even if people of the prophetic minority are not 

heard and do not succeed in influencing the powerful 



decision-makers, their public witness gives glory to 

God. According to a text written by the Rabbis for Hu

man Rights in Israel, fidelity to God's summons to jus

tice and peace is a santification of the divine name 

(Kiddush HaShem).8 

Gregory Baum 

1 Gregory Baum, ''Too Little Known: Lovers of Justice in Israel," The

Ecumenist, Fall 2000, 4-9. 

3 This is a quotation from the Middle East Peace Statement (May 25, 

1999) made by the Jewish Peace Fellowship. It can be found on the Web site. 

• //www.batshalom.org/JerLinkDecl.htm2 The Jewish Peace Fellowship is a Jewish voice in the peace community 

and a peace voice in the Jewish community. It is actively opposed to violence, 

capital punishment, the arms race, the Israeli occupation and the 

militarization of the US and Israel. In supporting non-violent forms of 

conflict resolution it draws upon traditional Jewish sources in Torah and 

Talmud and contemporary Je\vish peacemaking sages like Martin Euber and 

Abraham Heschel. See the ample Web site www.jewishpeacefellowship.org. 

5 //www .gush-shalom.org/jerusalem/index.html
6 //www.PetitionOnline.com/JvOJ/petition.html
7 Gila Svirsky sent this report to a network of Jews and Christians

concerned with justice and peace in the Middle East. Her e-mail: 

Gsvirsky@netvision.net.il. 
• See Gregory Baum, ''Too Little Known," 5.
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You Must Be with the Poorest 

A Response to Gregory Baum's "The Poor Shall Always Be with You" 

T
he appearance of Gregory Baum's article on Joseph 

Wresinski's social analysis in the October-December 

1999 issue (pp. 11-14) of The Ecumenist was an impor

tant event for the Fourth World Movement founded by 

Wresinski. It was the first serious independent published 

discussion of Wresinski's thought by a leading North 

American intellectual. 

Almost immediately after founding the Movement 

in France in the mid-1950s, Wresinski and his col

leagues established an Institute for Research because 

they wanted both to make their knowledge of extreme 

poverty available through publications and to engage 

thinkers, academic researchers and policy makers. They 
have succeeded. Their publications have revealed a per

sistent poverty in Europe that all preferred to ignore; in

troduced the idea that the poorest not only lack material 

means but are socially excluded; and led the interna

tional community to think about extreme poverty in a 

new way: namely, as a violation of human rights. Distin

guished intellectuals such as Pierre Bourdieu, Michel 

Serres and Paul Ricoeur have taken Wresinski's chal

lenge seriously by responding to his writings and partici

pating in seminars organized by the Movement. Joseph 

Wresinski was appointed to the French Economic and 

Social Council by conservative President Valery Giscard 

d'Estaing in 1979 and reappointed for a second five-year 

term by socialist Franc;ois Mitterand. His most important 

work on the Council was to develop and then present in 

February of 1987 Grande Pauvrete et Precarite 
Economique et Social ("Chronic Poverty and Lack of 

Basic Security," which appeared in English in 1994). 

Now widely known as "The Wresinski Report," it has 

influenced policy thinking and legislation in France, the 

European Community and the United Nations. 

In the 1960s and '70s, when the USA had great 

interest in fighting poverty, leading scholar Lloyd Ohlin, 

criminologist at Columbia University and a designer of 

Great Society programs, invited Wresinski to send mem

bers of the Fourth World Movement to work with Mobi

lization for Youth in New York. Within a major interna

tional association of sociologists, S.M. Miller, a research 

professor of sociology at Boston College, started a study 
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group on poverty that included Wresinski's collabora

tors. Interest in poverty faded, and even though several 

of Wresinski's books have been translated into English 

and an important account of the work of the U.S. Branch 

of the Movement has been published (The Human Face 
of Poverty by Vincent Fanelli, New York: Bootstrap 

Press, 1990), the Movement's intellectual impact in 

North America has been small. That is why many of us 

who know the Movement regarded Gregory Baum's arti

cle as a breakthrough. 
*** 

Our elation was short-lived, however. Delighted 

that the article appeared, we were dismayed with some 

aspects of what it said. And the matter was more compli

cated than a simple disagreement between two positions. 

After several people stated their concerns to him, 

Gregory Baum graciously agreed to publish a response. 

This article is an attempt to sort out the issues and ad

vance the discussion. 

Baum makes it clear at the outset that he will not 

present a comprehensive study of Wresinski's thought 

and the Movement he founded and led. Rather, his focus 

is on "Wresinski's unusual social analysis" (p. 11). 

Baum draws his information from Les pauvres sont 
l'Eglise (The Poor Are the Church), a 248-page book 

based on interviews with the well-known French jour

nalist Gilles Anouil. The book was published in 1983 by 

Le Centurion; an English translation is complete and 

awaiting a contract from a publisher. 

What is the social analysis that Baum finds so un

usual and disturbing? It has two parts: first, a description 

of life in extreme poverty; second, a conclusion about 

the proper response to that poverty. Let us follow 

Baum's understanding ofWresinski on each part in turn. 

Implicitly granting that poverty is only superfi

cially the lack of money, Baum, in a few brief para

graphs, goes directly to many of the points that 

Wresinski emphasizes. (1) The poor, and especially the 

poorest (Wresinski's particular concern), are apart from 

the rest of society. Wresinski highlights and gives rich 

development to the concept of "social exclusion." It is 



well-known that mainstream society does its best to 
keep the poor out of sight. If they stay in their part of 
town, they won't be seen; if they happen to come into 
our part of town, they can be ignored or, better yet, re
moved. But there are other seldom-noticed ways of ex
clusion. Think of how you establish your existence when 
filling out forms by listing an address, a telephone 
number, a driver's licence, a credit card number, a social 
insurance or social security number, a voter registration 
card. Often, the poorest lack some or all of these; the 
system therefore does not recognize them. For the sys
tem, they do not exist. Statistics are deeply biased, unre
liable, or non-existent when it comes to the bottom of the 
social ladder. So, yes, the poor are apart from society, 
and one ofWresinski's contributions is to show that they 
are apart because they have been systematically ex
cluded today and throughout history. 

Another central point made by Baum is that for 
Wresinski (2) the poor constitute "a people." In fact, 
Wresinski chose "Fourth World" as the name for the 
movement not only to add another rung to the contempo
rary ladder of First, Second and Third Worlds, but also to 
connect with a little-known aspect of the French Revolu
tion of 1789. Dufourny de Villiers, a member of the first 
National Assembly, used the term "Fourth Estate" to de
scribe those people who were too poor to contribute to 
the Books of Grievances being written all over France. 
Since the poor were illiterate and cut off from the par
ishes where the books were compiled because they were 
transient labourers or were shut up in work houses and 
hospitals, Dufourny called for literate citizens to seek 
out the people of the Fourth Estate and record their 
views. In our time, the Fourth World Movement takes up 
the task of reaching the poorest by living with them, re
sisting their intolerable conditions, chronicling their un
known daily struggles, and offering cultural centres and 
events where they can meet one another and think to
gether about their histories and futures. When the poor
est come together they discover that they are not alone 
today and that they are part of a long history. They learn 
that rather than being tales of shame their personal and 
family stories are stories of courage. They realize that 
they cannot only fight for their own rights but also con
tribute to the achievement of human rights for all. The 
Fourth World Family Congress held in the United States 
and the United Nations in 1994 was arguably the largest 
international gathering of the poorest in history. Three 
hundred and fifty delegates from 20 different countries 

discovered how much they had in common and commu
nicated their message directly to members of Congress 
and United Nations officials. As a result the UN human 
rights Commission made extreme poverty a top priority 
and wrote a ground-breaking report on extreme poverty 
and human rights (Leandro Despouy, "Final report on 
human rights and extreme poverty," Geneva: Commis
sion on Human Rights, United Nations, E/CN.4/Sub.2/ 
1996/13). 

Continuing his excellent exposition of Wresinski, 
Baum reports (3) that life in extreme poverty is chaotic, 
noisy, full of contradictions and lacking in privacy. 
Wresinski does not perpetuate the illusion of the noble 
poor. The people he knows are broken physically, men
tally, morally and spiritually by the hell of extreme pov
erty and by the contempt of their fellow human beings. 
Their lives are in many ways unlivable and unthinkable, 
lacking rational planning and "always doing the wrong 
thing," cardinal sins in our positivist society. Wresinski, 
having lived his childhood in such conditions, was able 
to tell the world that behind a mother's decision not to 
send a dirty and shoeless child to school to face ridicule 
is her sense of dignity and love. It's an impossible choice 
between education and honour. These living contradic
tions, as we will see, must determine the corrective ac
tions to be taken. 

Baum's account concludes with the parallel point 
that (4) the poorest's desperate struggle for dignity and 
survival appears to outsiders as irrational and immoral. 
That is why for centuries society has distinguished be
tween the deserving and the undeserving poor and why 
many today hold the view that the poorest live in misery 
because they (irrationally and immorally) choose to do 
so. 

*** 

Our admiration for Baum's exposition turns to as-
tonishment when, turning to the second part of his arti
cle, he tells us that Wresinski denies that grinding pov
erty can be overcome. The poorest of the poor "cannot 
be rescued," cannot "be integrated into society," nor do 
they have the idea "that society could be transformed." 
Just the opposite is true. 

All of Wresinski's life and writing, as well as the 
action and people he inspired, are an affirmation that ex
treme poverty must be and can be eradicated. On Human 
Rights Plaza in Paris in October 1987 100,000 people 
gathered with him to unveil a stone in honour of victims 
of poverty, hunger, violence and ignorance. (A copy of 
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this stone is in the United Nations garden in New York 
City.) The stone proclaims that extreme poverty can and 
must be eradicated and bears these words ofWresinski: 
"Wherever men and women are condemned to live in 
extreme poverty, human rights are violated. To come to
gether to ensure that those rights be respected is our sol
emn duty." 

But abundant evidence that Wresinski was an "ac
tivist" can be found in the same book from which Baum 
has drawn. When asked in the first interview why he 
agreed to do the book, Wresinski says that writing is the 
way of entering history and that he wants to transmit to 
society and the Church what he has learned from the 
poorest in order to advance their cause of liberation 
(pp. 21-2). Among the things that he learned from the 
poor is something that very few believe: even in the 
worst situations they retain their dignity and the hope 
that tomorrow will be different. He says that "it is within 
our power to stop this perennial condition. Extreme pov
erty will not exist in the future if we accept the task of 
helping these [poor] young people to gain awareness of 
their people, to transform their violence into a lucid 
struggle, to arm themselves with love, hope, and knowl
edge in order to bring to a close the fight against igno
rance, hunger, hand-outs, and exclusion" (p. 15). 

From early on and in many of his writings, Joseph 
Wresinski presented extreme poverty as a denial of basic 
human rights and used this claim as a basis for action 
against poverty. Two quotations from the interviews are 
pertinent: 

We do not share the suffering of the under-privi
leged without sharing their hopes, without wishing 
to see their suffering cease and their situation 
change immediately. There is no question of dying 
with them without being instrumental in their res
urrection. I think that the [Fourth World] Volunteer 
corps, through its very existence and through its 
action, provides the foundation and the realization 
of rights for the poorest. It is at the same time at the 
origin and at the heart of a vision for a new society. 
It is also starting to realize this vision." "The desire 
to have the families become subjects of rights is 
sealed by the concrete engagement of the Fourth 
World in the midst of humankind, but also in and 
with society at large, too. Indeed, we are led to do 
three things simultaneously: to denounce the de
nial of rights, to re-establish them ourselves, and to 
engage others in acknowledging to the poorest the 
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rights which are theirs. (Both quotes are from page 
175 of Les pauvres sont l'Eglise.) 

*** 

These quotations, which could be multiplied many 
times over, clearly show that Wresinski envisioned and 
worked for a world free from extreme poverty. But we 

can also refer to a recently published book which shows 
how Wresinski's vision has been used to effect social 
change. Artisans of Democracy: How Ordinary People, 
Families in Extreme Poverty, and Social Institutions Be
come Allies to Overcome Social Exclusion (University 
Press of America, 2000), by Jona M. Rosenfeld and 
Bruno Tardieu, presents twelve case studies of how such 
major social institutions as the French government, the 
European Union, a large daily newspaper in Switzer
land, a school system, a utility company, a city govern
ment, a university, the United Nations, a hospital union, 
and a Christian parish completely changed their percep
tion of and action towards people living in poverty. All 
twelve cases have in common that in the beginning 

things were at an impasse. The failure of the institution 
to serve everyone was excused by simplistic explana
tions such as that the poor did not really want to be part 
of the institution or that they needed specialists to help 
them. Those in poverty were blamed for their situation 
and were labelled in various negative ways. This made it 
impossible for the poorest to use their own words to de
scribe their situation, their suffering and their demands. 
They were reduced to silence or violence, both of which 
were additional proofs to those in power that they were 
not at fault. This is the impasse that Wresinski named 
"social exclusion." In the twelve case studies, all parties 

came to realize that once they went beyond their fear of 
violence, they had the real possibility of an alliance 
based on the fact that extreme poverty and social exclu
sion were intolerable vis-a-vis the highest democratic 
values and the founding values of the institution itself. 

That is, defenders of human rights recognized that 
they need to seek out the experience of the very poor; 
they need to learn how to become partners with them to 
understand what it takes to ensure human rights for all. 
The tipping point comes when people realize that they 

must go to the poor not because the poor have something 
wrong with them but because they need them to create a 
better and fairer institution: schools where the children 
in poverty do not fail massively; newspapers that do not 
caricature the poor; unions that defend the most fragile 
and least organized workers; utility companies that are 



as flexible to clients in poverty as they are to rich clients; 

and national governments that dare to include the par

ticipation of the poorest in the evaluation of public 

policy. In each case a democratic dialogue was estab

lished; the players moved from impasse to a reciprocity 

that produced dramatic changes in the material condi

tion of the people as well as in tb.e practice, policies, leg
islation and culture of the institutions. 

*** 

It is obvious to us that Baum is wrong to conclude 

that the Wresinski approach honours the dignity of the 

poorest but leaves them as they are. But it is no less clear 

that he is correct to say that "Wresinski's analysis ... 

goes against the vision, values and expectations of radi

cal activists and reform-minded persons" (p. 11). Per

haps that difference explains why a well-meaning and 

knowledgeable critic such as Gregory Baum could read 

Wresinski's book the way he did. In a few concluding 

paragraphs, we would like to advance the discussion by 

clarifying and even deepening the difference. 

Wresinski does not shrink from painting life in ex

treme poverty in the starkest terms. Nor does he offer a 

quick fix or a total theory that just needs to be applied. 

"Everything was born from the intolerable, ... from a 

shared life; nothing from a theory" (Les pauvres, p. 152). 

Perhaps this is why Baum concluded that for Wresinski 

nothing could be done. But what is long and difficult is 

not impossible. Baum acknowledges that Wresinski and 

his followers have the courage and commitment "to live 

among these people, to share their deprivation." He finds 

this admirable, even saintly, but confesses that he does 

"not have the greatness of soul to follow him and share 

the lot of the poorest" (p. 14). This difference between 

how far one is willing or able to go is crucial, because it 

marks the difference between Wresinski's starting point 
and that of the liberals and radicals preferred by Baum. 

Though Baum understandably does not give a full 

account of an alternative anti-poverty program, we find 

that he gives some significant hints. Who are to be the 

agents of change? Radicals, reformers, ethically moti

vated people, unionists, people who help, liberals with a 
generous heart, social scientists and researchers. And 

what are those who take the initiative to do? Several 

times (pp. 11, 13, and 14) the word "rescue" is used. 

Elsewhere reference is made to the poorest being inte

grated into society (p. 13) and being freed (p. 14). No

where is it suggested that the poorest themselves are pri

mary agents. Baum's view seems to be that according to 

Wresinski the poorest cannot be helped and that accord

ing to him they must be helped. But we have already 

seen that Wresinski's approach involves constructive ac

tion. So the difference is not between action and inac

tion, but between different approaches to overcoming 
poverty. We suggest that the key to the difference in the 

propositions of each side lies in the prepositions. Let us 

explain. 

Whereas reformers and radicals would bring the 
enlightenment of the social struggle to the poor by doing 

things to and for them, Wresinski bases everything on 

life and action with them. One could say that Wresinski 

echoes Levinas in giving priority to the Other. The 

Fourth World Movement does not come to the poorest 

with a plan or an analysis; rather, it listens and learns and 

lets projects and action emerge from an alliance forged. 

Baum's positive reference to the debate over the con

cepts of a "culture of,poverty" and the "underclass" 
(p. 14) can help to draw the contrast. These ideas had 

their origin in the work of Oscar Lewis, who interviewed 

the Sanchez family with a microphone hidden in his 

clothing. He indeed took evidence from a very poor fam

ily, but analyzed it apart from them. They were objects at 

the outset and objects at the end of the process. Many 

researchers have discussed these concepts, but the poor
est have not been invited, nor have they asked, to join the 

debate. On the other hand, hundreds of thousands of ex

tremely poor families on five continents have joined the 

Fourth World Movement. Movement Volunteers first 

earned their trust by being helpless with them and listen

ing to the whole bleak story of life in poverty. Only then 

were they willing to reveal their hopes and dreams. The 

Movement has succeeded because it has abandoned 

schemes and models in favour of face-to-face encoun

ters, something very difficult for the specialist rational 

mind. Marco Ugarte, Professor of Anthropology at the 

University of Cusco, Peru, a long-time fighter with the 

poor of his country and now a leading scholar on 

Wresinski, contends that prior to "theology of libera

tion" there needs to be a "theology of presence." 

S.M. Miller credits the Fourth World Movement

with teaching him the importance of "authentic advo-
cacy." In a recent talk, he said, .., · 

In the United States an enormous number of advo

cacy organizations exist. They speak in the name 

of someone else, but those someone elses do not 

have their own voices in the organization that 

speaks for the unheard. Advocacy organizations, 
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useful as many are, lack the participation of those 
for whom they speak. The Fourth World Move
ment has been able to deal with that issue by living 
and working with the poor, experiencing the life of 
the poor and listening to them. Sometimes, the 
Movement helps poor people articulate their expe
riences, their desires and needs, and tries to bring 
the poor to the forefront in public discussions. 
These efforts define an authentic advocacy, an ad
vocacy that connects with poor people through the 
various involvements of the Movement with them. 
Another way of thinking about advocacy is that the 
Fourth World Movement recognizes the obligation 
to earn the right to speak in the name of the poor. It 
is not a right or privilege that one can immediately 
assume. One has to develop and continue to earn 
the right to speak in the name of the poor. That is 
an enormously important formulation that the 
Fourth World Movement tries to live by and with. 

A complement to the contrast between how to re
late to the poor is that between to which poor are related. 
Throughout his presidency Bill Clinton referred to his 
concern for the "working poor." Perhaps this is sound 
political judgment which makes it possible for him to 
win wide support for his programs. But millions of 
Americans are not touched by programs for the working 
poor. Alinsky-type programs, which have revitalized 
many communities, engage the most able and dynamic 
among the poor and leave many aside. For example, in 
the East New York section of Brooklyn where the Move
ment has had a presence for ten years, the poorest were 
displaced when the Industrial Areas Foundation started 
building Nehemiah Houses. UNICEF, realizing the lim
its to its programs, commissioned the Movement to 
write Reaching the Poorest (1999), seven case studies on 
this question: How can the poorest people fully partici
pate in the development of their countries and communi
ties? 

The Fourth World Movement's commitment to 
discover and stand with the poorest of the poor is guided 
by Joseph Wresinski's distinction between poverty and 
misery. He draws it this way: 

Poverty, material deprivation, oppression inflicted 
by those who have power are hard to bear. What is 
truly insufferable, however, is being despised and 
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continuously reminded that one is an inferior and 
utterly useless being .... A person in misery suf
fers an unbearable situation, being considered neg
ligible or, worse, a harmful being who should 
never have been born, while deep inside he still 
knows he is a person. To long for dignity, to dream 
of being someone and yet to be denied this even by 
those hardly better off than oneself: the neigh
bours, the grocer, the postman ... that is misery. 
(Blessed Are You the Poor!, Paris, 1992, pp. 16-7) 

Wresinski made distinctions in order to disclose 
reality more fully and to forge broader and stronger alli
ances. We propose that accepting his distinction between 
poverty and misery and the complementary distinction 
between the poor and the poorest opens up new possi
bilities for dialogue between the Movement and advo
cates of conventional approaches. For example, the 
widely accepted idea of "empowerment," which does 
not apply easily to the poorest, might be less central if a 
"human rights" rather than a "power" strategy were 
adopted. And, of course, if the Movement is involved in 
the dialogue, people from the Fourth World will be at the 
table. 

Firmly convinced that its mission is worthy, the 
Fourth World Movement knows that it does not comer 
the market on wisdom or dedication. That is why it has 
created the Permanent Forum on Extreme Poverty in the 
World, which encourages collaboration and networking 
among many organizations and individuals who are en
gaged in the fight against poverty. We have written this 
response to Gregory Baum in that spirit. Can we find a 
way to stand together before these two statements? "Ex
treme poverty is not inevitable. Human beings made it; 
they can unmake it" (Joseph Wresinski) and "I believe 
that unarmed truth and unconditional love will have the 
final word in reality" (Martin Luther King, Jr.). 

Charles Courtney and Bruno Tardieu 
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Religious Liberty and Convert-Making in Asia 
I. Religious Liberty

The following paper was presented by the Hindu theolo
gian Arvind Sharma p,t the 17th World Congress of the 
Intemational Association for the History of Religion 
held at Durban, South Africa, August 5-12, 2000. 

Introduction 

I 
would like to use article 18 of the Universal Declara

tion of Human Rights as the starting point of my pres
entation on religious freedom as a universal human 
right. Many of us are already familiar with it; allow me 
to spell it out nevertheless. This is what it says: 

Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, con
science and religion; this right includes the free
dom to change his religion or belief, and freedom, 
either alone or in community with others and in 
public or private, to manifest his religion or belief 
in teaching, practice, worship and observance. 1 

I would like to advance three propositions, using 
article 18 as the tee-off point. The three propositions 
then may be stated as follows: 

I 

(1) That the concept of religious freedom articulated
in this article presupposes a certain concept of reli
gion, a concept associated with Western religion
and culture;

(2) That a different concept of religion, associated
with Eastern religion and culture, leads to a differ
ent concept of religious freedom; and

(3) That unless human rights discourse is able to har
monize these two concepts of religious freedom,
ironically but not surprisingly, the clash of the two
concepts might ultimately result in the abridgment
of religious freedom in actual practice.

I. A Westem Concept of Religion

The concept of religious freedom as embedded in article 
18 is based on a particular concept of religion. It presup
poses that an individual can only belong to or profess 
one religion at a time. Were this not the case, the idea 
underlying the article that religious freedom implies the 

right to change one's religion would not make much 
sense. Freedom then boils down to the freedom to 
change. 

It is important to note that the idea that one may 
belong to only one religion at a time is shared by both 
the religious as well as the secular traditions of the West. 
Some- notably W.C. Smith - have argued that whether a 
religion is a reified entity is a modem Enlightenment 
idea. But the idea that one can belong to only one reli
gion is part and parcel of both the religious legacy of the 
West - through the Abra,harnic religions - and its secular 
legacy - through the Enlightenment. 

If one believes that one can only belong to one re
ligion at a time, then it stands to reason that religious 
freedom would essentially consist of one's freedom to 
change such affiliation by the voluntary exercise of 
choice. 

2. An Eastern Concept of Religion

In parts of the East, however, one encounters a some
what different notion of religion. Many Chinese col
leagues have told me that typically the well-read and 
well-bred Chinese in pre-communist China did not look 
upon himself or herself as being either a Confucian or a 
Daoist or a Buddhist exclusively. The question of 
whether one belonged to one or the other had a certain 
artificiality about it. One was typically steeped in all 
three to varying degrees and may have had a preference 
but, and this is the important point, preference did not 
imply exclusion. 

The contemporary reality of China is, of course, 
different. But the point gains in force when considered in 
the light of the contemporary reality of Japan. According 
to the 1991 census, 95 per cent of the population of Ja
pan declared itself as followers of Shinto and 76 per cent 
of the same population also declared itself a;; Buddhists. 

If we talk of China and Japan, can India be far be
hind? It is well known that most modem Hindus do not 
regard the various religions of Indian origin- Hinduism, 
Buddhism, Jainism and Sikhism- as mutually exclusive 
religions. If the Indian census-takers did not insist that 
one can only belong to one religion - significantly a 
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British legacy - I would not be at all surprised if the In

dian religious statistical reality began to resemble the 

Japanese. 

What would the concept of religious freedom pos

sibly mean in the context of such a concept of religion? I 

would like to propose that it would now imply the idea of 
multiple religious participation rather than the idea of 

religious conversion. Mahatma Gandhi was once asked: 

What if a Hindu comes to feel that he can only be saved 

by Jesus Christ? Gandhi's reply may be paraphrased 

thus: Good for him, but why should he cease to be a 

Hindu? Thus in the Eastern cultural context, freedom of 

religion means that the person is left free to explore his 

or her religious life without being challenged to change 

his or her religion. Such exploration need not be con

fined to any one religion, and may freely embrace the 

entire religious and philosophical heritage of humanity. 

Thus conversion is banned in Nepal and the rationale for 

such a policy is also couched in the rhetoric of religious 

freedom - that religious freedom means each religion 

being left to grow and develop on its own, without inter

ference from other religions. Interestingly, even Islamic 

Indonesia subscribes to such a concept of religious free

dom, where conversion from any one of the five reli

gions so acknowledged - Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam, 

Catholicism and Christianity (Protestant) - to the other 

is forbidden. This model has its positive side in terms of 

preserving pluralism. It assumes, however, a Western 

concept of religion and should be distinguished from the 

Eastern model, which questions an exclusive concept of 

a religion itself. It will perhaps be a point of interest for 

students of religion that in the Indonesian perspective, 

Catholicism and Protestant Christianity are two distinct 

religions. 

3. When the Two Concepts Clash

I can now advance to, and advance, the third proposition. 

According to one concept of religion - herein dubbed 

Western - freedom of religion consists of freedom to 

change one's religion when faced with a religious op

tion. According to another concept of religion - herein 

dubbed Eastern - freedom of religion consists of not 

having the need to do so when faced with such an option. 

Recent events in India indicate that the simultane

ous operation of these two concepts can lead to religious 

volatility. India's religious culture is heavily imbued 

with the Eastern concept of religion; India's political 

culture relies heavily on the Western concept of it. The 

tensions now building up in India lend a certain urgency 
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to our deliberations of this third proposition because its 

forebodings are being borne out. A number of states in 

India have introduced Freedom of Religion Bills. One is 

not certain whether it is sheer naivete or a highly devel

oped sense of irony that accounts for this nomenclature, 

for the proponents of both Western and Eastern concepts 

of religion have begun to allege that such legislation re

stricts religious freedom. These laws require prior clear

ance from government authorities before a conversion 

can be carried out. Hindus are resentful because conver

sion is thereby still allowed; Christians are resentful be
cause conversion is thereby impeded! 

Arvind Shanna 
Dr. Arvind Sharma is professor of the history of religions in the Faculty of 
Religious Studies at McGill University, Montreal. 

1 Tad Stahnke and J. Paul Martin, eds., Religion and Human Rights: 

Basic Documents (Columbia University: Centre for the Study of Human 

Rights, 1998), 59. 

II. The Church's Mission in Asia

The following article, written by Gregory Baum in re

sponse to Arvind Shanna 's pape1; raises the question of 

whether the Church is entitled to abandon its efforts to 

make conve1ts in Asia. 

I
n the course of the Church's history, the mission as

signed by Christ to the Apostles (Mt 28:19) has been 

interpreted in various ways. In the Middle Ages, Chris

tian theologians believed that this mission had been 

completed by the Apostles and their helpers when they 
planted the Church in the then known world, the Medi

terranean civilization. Thus medieval theologians did 

not reflect on the Church's mission in their own time. 

Nor did Luther and Calvin. The Church's missionary 

theology began with the spread of the Western empires 

to other continents, first Catholic Spain and Portugal, 
and a hundred years later, Protestant England and Hol

land. Today we recognize the problematic character of 

these overseas missions: they supported, for the most 

part, the interests of empire and tended to see themselves 

as agents of a superior culture. 
Many people belonging to the former colonies still 

look upon Christianity as the religion brought by the 

colonizer. They feel that that even now their own reli

gious traditions are not respected by Westerners. The 

Catholic Church wants to see itself as allied to no par

ticular culture and hence as capable of incarnating itself 



into any culture, including that of India. But outsiders 

looking at the Church's laws and institutions see it as a 

thoroughly Western society with an organizational cul

ture inherited from Western feudalism. 

Vatican Council II did not settle the question of the 

Church's mission. In Ad gentes, the Decree on the 

Church's Missionary Activity, tlµs mission is defined in 

traditional terms as the task of proclaiming the Gospel 

so that the world may believe. Still, the Decree recog

nizes that God's saving grace is available to people 

where they are located. 

Nostra aetate, the Declaration on the Church's 

Attitude to Non-Christian Religions, expresses respect 

for the world religions and recognizes God's grace 

present among them. The Declaration summons the 

Church to engage in dialogue with these religions. Dia

logue is more than an exchange of information: it is a 

trusting conversation where partners try to understand 

the faith of the other, including the difficulties and aspi

rations of the other. Dialogue changes the partners. They 

are liberated of their prejudices, they learn from the ex -

perience of others, and they reread their own tradition 

and discover in it riches of which they were previously 

unaware. Dialogue fosters "the conversion" of all par

ticipants, each turning to the most authentic values of 

their own tradition. 

Gaudium et spes, the Constitution on the Church 

in the Modern World, defines the Church's mission as 

following Jesus by becoming a servant of humanity, 

bearing the burden with those who suffer injustice, en

tering into solidarity with them, and supporting them in 

the effort to create a more just, more peaceful and more 

compassionate society. This mission is exercised in faith 

so that God's will "be done on earth as it is in heaven." 

The second and third idea of mission go hand in 

hand. But how can the first idea, the mission to convert, 

be reconciled with the other two? It would be shameful 

to use interreligious dialogue as a method of converting 

a partner to Christianity. 

I wish to argue that the Church is sent "to convert" 

to the Gospel three groups of people: i) those who are 

confused and don't know where they are going, ii) those 

who have not found the answer and are still seekers, and 

iii) those who are caught in destructive or oppressive

ideologies. In one way or another, these people still wait

in the shadow of darkness.

But the Church is not sent "to convert" to the Gos

pel believers who are rooted in the great religions of the 

world. The respect we have for these religions and the 

realization that God's grace is present to them forbid us 

to look upon them as potential converts to Christianity. 

Of course, all believers, these others and we ourselves, 

remain in constant need of conversion, but this conver

sion takes place within our own religious tradition, mov

ing from the superficial, the inauthentic and the pre
sumptuous to the truest and deepest religious aspirations 

of our tradition. 

It has become customary to interpret religious lib
erty in accordance with the freedom of the market, 

which entitles merchants to sell their goods wherever 

they wish in the world. This is the freedom invoked by 

the Church when it seeks to penetrate the religious cul

tures of ancient heritage. But since Christian faith is not 

a commodity, this idea of religious freedom seems inap

propriate. It seems more appropriate to define religious 

liberty as the respect due to people's profound religious 

convictions. Since people's religion deserves honour, it 

is offensive to approach them with the intention of con

verting them. Such behaviour violates their religious lib

erty. I am grateful to Pope John Paul II who, in his lit

urgy of repentance on March 12, 2000, included among 

the sins of the Church "the sins against the rights of peo

ples and respect for their cultures and religions." (See 

The Ecumenist, Fall 2000.) 

Religious liberty as respect for other people's reli

gion is an important principle observed in the increas

ingly pluralistic population of large cities in North 

America and, increasingly, in Europe. Immigrants sus

tained by a religious faith must realize that their religion 

is respected. Churches that respect human rights refuse 

to regard these non-Christians as potential converts and 
plan to evangelize them. A policy of disrespect would 

greatly disturb the social peace. 

From what has been said above it is clear that in 

this situation the Church does not lose its mission. It ex

ercises its mission in interreligious dialogue and as serv

ant of justice and peace: and it addresses God's saving 

word to the confused, the seekers and those caught in 

destructive ideologies. --. -

Gregory Baum 
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� The Prayer of Saint Francis 
� A Message of Peace for the World Today by Leonardo Boff 
"Lord, make me an instrument of your peace.
Where there is hatred let me sow love,
Where there is injury, pardon ... 
For it is in giving that we receive, 
It is in pardoning that we are pardoned 

As Leonardo Baff shows in his moving 
reflections, this love not only brings 
each person the promise of eternal sal
vation, but also provides the basis for 
social peace, redeems the world, and 
constitutes the hidden meaning of the 
universe. 

Leonardo Boff 

And it is in dying that we are born to eternal life." 

This famous prayer, traditionally attributed 
to Saint Francis, has traveled the world, 
winning hearts and inspiring minds with 
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� The Future of Religion 
Interviews with Christians on the Brink by Bob Harvey� 
What is the future of institutional religion? This collection of interviews, originally 
published as a series in the Ottawa Citizen in December 1999, captures the thoughts 
of ten well-known Christians - from an Anglican bishop to a peace activist, from a 
commentator on religion to an academic. Those interviewed in the book are: 

Donald Akenson, Karen Armstrong, Harvey Cox, Douglas Hall, Janine Langan, 
Victoria Matthews, Ernie Regehr, Ron Sider, John Stackhouse, and Will Sweet. 
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