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Christian Mission in 

the Post-Christendom World 

I. The Question

T
he beginning of another Christian millennium, 

corresponding as it does with the onset of a new 

and profound uncertainty about the future of 

Christianity, has prompted serious Christians throughout 

the world to ponder anew the question "What is the 

mission of the Church in our time?" A hundred years 

ago, our ecclesiastical forebears, both conservative and 

liberal, anticipated the twentieth century with the zest 

and confidence of winners: it would be "the Christian 

century"! Few thoughtful Christians are prepared to look 

upon the twenty-first century in so sanguine a manner. 

To be sure, Christian missionary triumphalism is not 

dead. Indeed, when it comes to sheer visibility, nothing 

is more obvious in the North American religious 

situation today than the continuing determination of the 

most vociferous Christian groups to "conquer the world 

for Christ." The communications revolution has in fact 

aided and abetted this longstanding quest of American 

"evangelicism," to the point that Christians in the United 

States and Canada who do not go along with it are made 

to feel defeatist and lacking in faith. 

Yet Christians who have earnestly considered the 

present realities of "the global village" cannot adopt 

such a militant approach to Christian mission today. 

"Conquering the world for Christ" can be entertained 

now only by those who are either naive about the 

violence that such a program must evoke or, more 

cynically, by those willing to risk that violence as an 

aspect of the means necessary to an allegedly ju_!ltifiable 

end. Yet it is not permitted to imagine that the end (a 

fully "christianized" world) can be achieved without 
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violence. Without even considering the crusades and 

pogroms of the past, there are more than enough 
illustrations in our present situation of the tendency of 

religion- even (perhaps especially) in the name of holy 

love - to violate the rights of others and to erupt into 

horrendous conflict. 

Besides, Christianity attempted for something like 

fifteen centuries to conquer the world for Christ; and 

while Christendom was not all wrong, it manifested an 

inherent contradiction of its own gospel with greater 

regularity, I think, than it represented faithfully the will 

of the One who "so loved the world." 

But if the mission of Christ's disciples is not to 

turn the world into church, what is it? For many in the 

historically more established denominations, 

conditioned as we all are by the hoary assumptions of 

missionary enthusiasm, this is an extremely perplexing 

question. Making the transition to a post-Christendom, 

religiously pluralistic and dialogical global context is far 

more difficult for most Christians than academic 

advocates of pluralism suppose. We cannot in 

conscience overlook the biblical fact that Christianity is 

an inherently missionary faith. But neither can we 

identify ourselves with a zeal for mission that is blind to 

the conditional nature of its own truth claims, and ready 

to ride roughshod over the faiths (and unfaiths) of other 

human beings. I believe that I can speak for a large 

number of my fellow Christians in all denominations 

when I say that I find it abhorrent to think that it could be 

my duty under Christ to seek the conversion of all the 
Jews, Muslims, Buddhists, Hindus and others with 

whom I come into contact. Moreover, I attribute this 

abhorrence not merely to humanistic sensibilities but to 

Christian faith and theological seriousness. 

How then can Christian mission be conceived in 

our time and place? 

II. An Answer

"The mission of the Christian movement in the twenty

first century is to confess hope in action." That was the 

foundational thesis of eight scholars of the Protestant 

Reformed tradition meeting continuously for eight 

weeks during the Fall of the year 2000 in Decatur/ 
Atlanta, Georgia. We were invited to participate in this 

unique theological experiment by the Columbia 
Presbyterian Seminary, a well-established theological 

college of the Presbyterian Church USA, which had 

received a grant that it set aside for this purpose. Our 
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sole mandate was to engage in sustained discussion of 

the question "What is the mission of the church in the 

twenty-first century?" 

Since the profile of the seminar is significant in 

light of its findings, I must begin by identifying its 

participants: Ofelia Ortega, President of the Seminario 
Evangelico de Teologia in Matanzas, Cuba, a Latin 

American voice; Russel H. Batman, Professor of 

Theological Ethics in Stellenbosch University, South 

Africa, a "Coloured" theologian (to use the technical 

terminology of his country), well known in ecumenical 

circles, an African voice; Janos Pasztor, Reformed 

theologian of Debrecen and Budapest, a European 

voice; Damayanthi Niles, originally of Sri Lanka, 

resident in the United Kingdom, and on her way to the 

chair of theology at Eden Theological Seminary, St. 

Louis, a voice from Asia. My own representative role 

was that of a North American, with special reference to 

Canada. 

We five "internationals" were joined by two' 

prominent Presbyterian pastors-Joanna Adams of Trin

ity Presbyterian Church in Atlanta, and President of the 

Board of Columbia Seminary; and James S. Lowry, cur

rently of North Carolina. The Seminar was chaired by 

Professor Walter Brueggemann, the distinguished Old 

Testament scholar who teaches at Columbia Seminary. 

For an entire two-month period, the Campbell 

Seminar met for several hours daily. During that time, 

though we were not obliged to do so, we produced 

numerous papers and, in the end, a consensus document 

- enthusiastically endorsed by all eight scholars - in

which the aforementioned 'thesis' is elaborated upon.

This document, together with the individual 'contextual'

and other statements of the eight scholars, will be

published within the year by Westminster John Knox

Press, under the title Summoned to Hope, edited by

Walter Brueggemann.

Both in terms of the duration and concentration of 

the seminar, and its wide geographic representation of 

Christian thinking today, the findings of the Campbell 

scholars must be taken, I believe, as a provocative and 

seminal response to the question of Christian mission in 

the century we have just entered. The book that is soon 

to appear will have to speak for itself; I shall single out 

only three -aspects of the common or consensus 

document in order to give some indication of the 

character of this response. 
l. Global 'Despair. 'The thesis that "The mission
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of the Christian movement in the twenty-first century is 
to confess hope in action" emerged only gradually as the 
seminar engaged in prolonged consideration of the field

of Christian mission today. Though we would claim to 
represent, between us, a good three-quarters of the 
globe, and therefore also very different historical
cultural contexts, we agreed unanimously that Christian 
mission today cbuld only be adequately described by 
accentuating the category of hope - because, we felt, the 
spiritual condition of humankind throughout the world 
has to be understood under the aegis of the ancient 
hamartiological category, despair [de + sperare = 
without hope]. (Note: As a theological category, despair 
is not to be equated with the psychological use of the 
term, though the two uses are obviously not unrelated.) 

Despair takes many forms. There is an obvious 
dearth of hope among peoples whose poverty, hunger, 
rampant disease, oppression or internal strife have 
tended to deprive them of the very habit of expectancy. 
Russel Batman, out of African experience, and 
Damayanthi Niles, whose Sri Lankan Tamil family has 
been decimated, could tell us about that kind of despair. 
And at the personal level, of course, all of us, at one time 
or another in our l ives, whether briefly or for a 
prolonged period, know something of overt despair. 

But such deprivation of hope is by no means the 
only kind. In fact, of the forms of despair, open despair is 
probably the least damaging to authentic humanity. 
Ofelia Ortega could illustrate from Cuban experience 
the manner in which acknowledged despair can be, for a 
people, the condition out of which new and lively 
expressions of hope are born. 

By far the more destructive type of despair is that 
covert absence of genuine hope that camouflages itself 
beneath the practised conventions of rhetorical 
optimism. It was about this despair that Kierkegaard, in 
his The Sickness Unto Death, wrote: "The specific 
character of despair is precisely this: it is unaware of 
being despair." The despair rampant in so-called 
developed societies is chiefly of this variety. It hides 
beneath a show of economic and technological success 
and the busy-ness of consumerism. Yet it is a deadly 
phenomenon, for not only does it repress reality (the 
reality, for instance, that one in four Canadians is 
clinically depressed), but it creates a social atmosphere 
that discourages truthfulness and minimizes the threats 
to global well-being. "The condition of the dispossessed 
peoples of the planet," we argued at Atlanta, "is pro-
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foundly worsened by the incapacity of the possessing 
peoples for either self-knowledge or planetary 
responsibility. There is a clear connection between the 
hidden despair of those who 'have' and the open despair 
of those who do not." 

Christians must combine hope with a strong 
orientation towards truth [Wahrheitsorientierung]. For 
hope that does not drive to greater truthfulness serves to 
lull the mind and dull the conscience. One of the most 
damning things that could be said about the churches in 
North America (and it is said by many) is that they 
provide a security blanket of middle-class hopefulness 
that fosters the continuation of a way of life on this 
continent that subtly undergirds the open despair of the 
majority of earth's peoples. 

The real hope that Christian faith contemplates as 
it beholds the crucified one is a hope that unmasks the 
false hope, the cheap hope, the programmed optimism of 
those who refuse to entertain 'crucifixion' in any form. 

2. Hope as Action. Hope that emanates from faith
in Jesus Christ cannot remain at the level of theory, 
doctrine and piety. Rhetorical hope is perhaps the sweet 
poison that is killing the churches today. Authentic hope 
does daily battle with its antithesis, and it translates itself 
into action. We do not exclude the action of speech. 
Prophetic speech is also action - sometimes the only 
action possible, or even needed. The Barmen 
Declaration of 1934 was action. The eucharist of Bishop 
Romero was action. Speech, art, drama and film can be 
and often are acts more significant than mere activity. 

Yet prophetic speech-acts nearly always require 
for their completion more holistic deeds of the body -
understood both as physical embodiment and as church. 
A Christian body that names, for instance, the 
connection between issues of injustice and ecological 
degradation makes itself responsible for behaviour that 
may require considerable courage. In our consensus 
document at Decatur, we wrote: 

The nations of the affluent Northwest have em
braced a lifestyle that places unreasonable and 
dangerous demands upon the biosphere, entails the 
endless and often pointless technologization of so
ciety, and is driven by a market ideology that ex
cludes and oppresses the vast majority of the plan
et's human and extrahuman inhabitants. In 
particular, the events of history have conspired to 
fashion of the United States of America, the only 
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remaining 'super-power,' an imperium from which 

profit-driven systems emanate, including a techno

logically sophisticated popular culture that sup

plants indigenous cultures and ancient traditions. 

The U.S. itself, including not only its cultural her

itage but also its democratic ideals, is threatened 

by the power of this new imperialism. 

These seem to me prophetic words - in 

themselves, acts! But obviously if they are to be more 

than mere words, they will have to express themselves in 

deeds that will certainly require a courage, a 

commitment, a readiness to sacrifice and to stand alone 

that has not, on the whole, been very typical of 

mainstream Christianity on this continent. Nothing was 

more difficult for the U.S. citizens in our seminar than to 

admit the implications of their nation in particular in this 

negative side of globalization. And we all, without 

exception, felt deeply for our American colleagues, 

because we knew that the endorsement of a statement 

such as this must mean for them a degree of 

countercultural courage that none of the rest of us, being 

citizens of lesser powers, are called upon to manifest. To 

whom much is given, will much be expected. 

Yet something of this courage applies to all 

Christians in the Western world. When hope is preached 

by the churches of the possessing peoples of earth, the 

test of the authenticity of their proclamation will be the 

extent to which they are able truly to embody the hope 

that they preach. Our thesis insisted, therefore, that hope 

must be confessed (ergo: "in action"), not only 

professed. 

3. In the Church tell the Story. Perhaps the most

provocative proposal of the Campbell Seminar is its 

insistence that evangelism must be directed, first and 

foremost, to the churches themselves, and that Christian 

mission in the world at large should consist mainly - at 

least for the time being - in living more consistently the 

faith we profess: 

The necessity for rethinking the nature of Chris

tian mission comes at a time when the churches, on 

the whole, are ill-prepared for such a challenge. 

For many, the Bible, which with the Reformers we 

regard as the primary textual authority of faith, is 

virtually an unknown book. Doctrinal traditions 

that evolved over two thousand years of trial and 

error are neglected or trivialized, when they are not 

completely ignored. Spirituality, which in the best 

traditions of the faith is understood as the struggle 
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of the Holy Spirit to communicate with our mostly 

unreceptive spirits, is too often reduced to vague 

feelings of bourgeois contentment or private piety. 

It is pointless to call Christian congregations 

to a new and earnest apostolicity when they them

selves are only superficially interested in the sub

stance of the faith, or confused about scripture, 

doctrine and the history and present reality of the 

ecumenical church. For the most part, at least in 

the former strongholds of Christendom, it is very 

hard to distinguish Christians from the social strata 

to which they belong. 

Wherever it is located, the Christian move

ment will be able to confess hope in action only 

where it has been enabled through sound teaching 

and preaching to profess Christian faith. The 

church is in a position to engage its context only 

where it does not simply reflect its context. Per

haps in the foreseeable future, therefore, the rule 

especially in the once-mainline churches of former 

Christendom ought to be: In the church tell the 

story, in the world live the story. 

A Christian movement that is more concerned with 

living the "new creaturehood" en Christo than in 

competing with others for spiritual supremacy will often 

find in other religions and humanistic faiths a 

"companionable presence" in which they will recognize 

the effective mission of God [missio Dei] that is larger 

than their own grasp of it. We are living after 

Christendom, but we still cast the shadow of Western 

Christian imperialism. "Christians in the South as well 

as Christians in the North are challenged to resist the 

'christianizing' tendencies oftriumphalistic forms of the 

faith." For us today, as for the original communio 

viatorum, "participation in the mission of Christ [must 

mean above all] participation in Christ's passion." 

Douglas John Hall 
Douglas John Hall is Emeritus Professor of Christian Theology, McGill 
University, Montreal. He is the author of the three-volume work "Christian 
Theology in a North American Context" 
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The Perils of Rational Choice Theory 

A few years ag�, participating in a discussion at a 
university, I was criticized by a sociologist who, thinking 
of himself as a strong Catholic, felt that I was not "or
thodox" enough. Later I was amazed to find out that this 
scholar made use of rational choice theory in his socio
logical research. Why was I amazed? Because this re
searcher never asked himself whether the assumptions 
implicit in his scientific work were in keeping with his 
Christian faith. To clarify the presuppositions of rational 
choice theory, which is widely used in social scientific 
research, I have asked Professor Robert Ware to write an 
article on this topic. 

The Editor 

R
ational choice has become the centrepiece of main
stream economic theory and lately has been ex

ported to theories in other disciplines. I will argue that it 
is a liability rather than an asset in understanding ( or pre
scribing) individual, group and social activity. I agree 
with Donald Green and Ian Shapiro that "it is not sur
prising that what rational choice theorists regard as their 
multidisciplinary perspective is perceived by others as a 
form of colonization," 1 obviously to be resisted. 

What is Rational Choice Theory? 

The theory of rational choice is the theory of people as 
individual rational choosers who act, or should act, in 
order to maximize their own individual ends. Game 
theory is the application of rational choice theory to 
strategic interaction of rational choosers. The appeal of 
rational choice, as promoted by economists, is superfi
cial and misleading. Who doesn't want to be rational and 
to see friends and adversaries alike as rational? Our very 
humanity is founded (partly) on our rationality. Not only 
is there more to our humanity than being rational, but the 
economistic conception of being rational goes beyond 
the dictionary understanding of using our mental powers 
of inference and orderly thought. 

Rational choice theorists encourage us to think of 
ourselves as seekers of private advantage and 
maximizers of satisfying our individual interests, i.e., as 
egoists. They use a limited conception of "man" as a 

self-interested agent (the stereotype of woman ill fits the 
mould). Rational choice theory is perhaps as near the 
truth as it can get in matters of business (with strangers 
and competitors) and matters of exchange (where the 
goal is getting a deal). Even here it ignores business cul
ture, corporate loyalty, negotiating solidarity and social 
obligations, all of which interfere with purely self-inter
ested transactions. It has no credibility in an exchange of 
gifts or an exchange of vows, not to mention individual 
acts of selfless caring, social acts of collective solidarity, 
and all the other activities enlightened by culture and 
enlivened by relationsliips. 

Rational choice theory can be applied to many 
simple economic activities. People constantly have 
choices of whether, for example, it would maximize 
their benefits to buy a frequent-user card for $10 in order 
to get a 5% discount or a certain number of extra air 
miles on purchases during the next year. Even the pur
chase of a car can involve a relatively complex estimate 
of the costs and benefits of different models, perhaps to 
avoid unwise purchases out of whim or because of fash
ion. It can also be rational to figure out the major costs 
and benefits of other purchases or endeavours, even 
when emotion or altruism plays a large role. This can be 
true in buying a house or offering to help a friend. 

The Defenders of Rational Choice Theory 

Gary Becker is famous, and influential, for believing 
that "all human behavior can be viewed as involving 
participants who maximize their utility from a stable set 
of preferences and accumulate an optimal amount of in
formation and other inputs in a variety of markets."2 

Thus, the only difference is in the investment in informa
tion in decisions about "the purchase of a house or en
trance into marriage versus the purchase of a sofa or 
bread."3 

It is not surprising that Becker findi that "n:iuch 
behavior is not yet understood,"4 but he is not deterred 
from thinking of rational choice theory as the right 
framework for explaining all human behaviour. Others 
say that "[t]he theory of rational choice is, before it is 
anything else, a normative theory. It tell[s] us what we 
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ought to do in order to achieve our aims as well as possi
ble."5 One gets the impression that the descriptive inad
equacies of rational choice theory lead to it being treated 
as a normative ideal. But when one considers the peculi
arity of an ideal that prescribes rational choice for decid
ing whom to marry and when, one is led to fall back on 
rational choice theory as a partial or limited descriptive 
theory in certain circumstances. From there it is fre
quently taken as the primary or dominant methodology 
for social theory. 

Despite the lack of credibility of the egoist concep
tion of maximizing choosers for most social behaviour, 
theorists continue to be enticed by a simple and simplis
tic conception that encourages the desired order rather 
than actual unpredictable richness. This view of people 
as rational choosers is neither plausible descriptively nor 
attractive prescriptively. "There is probably no other hy
pothesis about human behavior so thoroughly discred
ited on empirical grounds that still operates as a standard 
working assumption in any discipline," despite many al
ternative approaches.6 

Various rationalizations are given for persisting in 
the use of rational choice theory. Some say that rational 
choice theory is an approximation from which we can 
start because rational self-interest is what motivates 
most of the people most of the time. Gordon Tullock as
serted, without any evidence, that "the average human 
being is about 95 per cent selfish in the narrow sense of 
the term."7 Some see rational choice more as a starting 
point or one factor to which others can be added.8 Others 
say that it is an ideal that we should approach because 
the world would be better if individuals acted more con
sistently according to rational choice. 

Rational choice theory and its associated partner, 
game theory, which looks to the rational choices of inter
acting agents, have contributed to our understanding of 
some complex strategic behaviour and the promotion of 
independent interests. There is still more work to be 
done there. But it is long overdue that we focus on other 
aspects of individuals and society that are pushed aside 
by the exclusive concern with maximizing individual in
terests. We need to understand more than self-interested 
reason in choice to understand the hearts and minds of 
individuals, the activity of groups, and the structure and 
institutions of society. 

It is not just a matter of new research projects on 
other factors or threads in understanding human behav
iour or proposing social policy. Focusing on the maxi
mization of individual interests not only obscures other 
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factors, but it also prejudices our social investigations 
and policies more generally. Much of our activity is a 
mixture of some self-regarding concerns, a sense of who 
we are, an attachment to people near and dear, sympathy 
for others, commitment to groups and causes, recogni
tion of moral implications, among other motivations and 
guides. These are not separate strands to be added at 
will. A single focus leads to misunderstanding rather 
than partial understanding. 

The Perils of Rational Choice Theory 

It may be that rational choice theorists can clarify some 
previously unexplained phenomena, but there are 
tendencies that make rational choice theory positively 
deleterious. It is biased from the start. There are many 
ways in which contemporary appeals to rational choice 
theory misorient social understanding and policy. I turn 
now to some of the perils of rational choice theory. 

1) Self-interest. Among the ways in which rational
choice theory is oriented is the fixation on self-interest 
and individual personal benefit. Some people think that 
that is the way most people are most of the time. David 
Gauthier says that "human beings exhibit little positive 
fellow feeling."9 Others would say it is a good start at 
understanding the way people are, but that will hardly be 
true if people are often thinking of others both near and 
far. People don't have to serve others exclusively to be 
guided by altruistic considerations. We can be motivated 
by interests regarding others, but this is usually noted in 
passing on the way to an exclusive focus on self-interest. 
Rational choice theory implicitly, and sometimes explic
itly, is about self-interest. It also discourages us from re
garding the interests of others such as those waiting in 
line while our air miles and frequent-user points are 
added up, to mention a mundane case. 

2) Alternative to irrationality. If we do not follow
our own interests, we are irrational (incomprehensible, 
naive), according to rational choice theory. It is assumed 
that if we don't act following reason then we must be 
acting contrary to reason. Our emotions, commitments, 
character traits and social supports can only be mecha
nisms for reason leading us to whatever is to our advan
tage as we see it. Even such a simple thing as choosing 
dessert is supposedly a rational action whereby we esti
mate the probability of items on the menu maximizing 
our satisfaction. Such rational choice would probably 
require a calculator. If such utility calculation is required 
for dessert, I would hate to think what the dinner conver
sation would be like! Picking a dessert does not have to 



be rational, but not calculating does not make it irra
tional. While it is out of the purview of rational choice 
theory, it is also perfectly reasonable to be non-rational 
while acting out of commitment, respect or love. 

3) Acquisitions and consumption. It is not surpris
ing that economists have a tendency (dangerous even in 
economics, in my\view) to focus on products and wealth. 
It is relatively .easy to understand the economics of 
maximizing wealth ari.d increasing consumption and see 
people as "possessive individualists."10 But even with 
contemporary consumerism and an ideology of private 
production, much of individual life as well as social phe
nomena involve activities and the exercise of capacities. 
We can be even more concerned about what we do than 
what we get. 

4) Consequences. Choosing something rationally
and maximizing our benefits orient us to consequences 
rather than who we are or what we want to be. Much of 
our life, however, is focused on who we are and what we 
are like. We are members of groups, supporters of parties 
and practitioners of our beliefs. We value our principles, 
are faithful to our roles, foster our virtues, honour our 
commitments and are loyal to our friends. What we are 
and the groups and causes in which we participate are 
important sources for what we do, i.e., reasons for ac
tion. As Elizabeth Anderson argues, in much of our ac
tivity "[t]o count as a reason for action, a consideration 
must appeal to a person's self-understanding, not her 
self-interest."11 An important part of a social theory, 
then, is to understand what it is to be a member of a 
group or to be part of a collective agent, something 
which is ignored by rational choice theory. 

5) Private individual behaviour. Rational choice
theory universally follows the strictures of methodologi
cal individualism, according to which the only way to 
understand social phenomena is to explain them solely 
in terms of individual actions. Social entities and collec
tive properties are fictional or reducible or both. But we 
know that much that is social is understood in terms of 
the social. Those who have a penchant for the individual 
will have to do the work to show the rest of us that what 
we understand of the social can be reduced. Rational 
choice theorists have done virtually nothing to show us 
that they can explain social choices and decisions of col
lective bodies in terms of individual choices. 

6) Ignoring social interests and public goods. It is
not surprising that rational choice theorists, along with 
all methodological individualists, would take no note of 
interests of society or goods that are public rather than 
private. This is another place where they may propose 

reducibility, but the upshot of contemporary work in ra
tional choice theory is that social interests and public 
goods are ignored. Individual rational choosing supports 
deregulation at the expense of national interests. Indi
vidual citizens are pitted against what should be their 
governments and socio-political bodies. 

7) Neglect of institutions. Individuals make
choices and act in the context of social institutions, and 
they develop and maintain social structures. A focus on 
individual "rational" choice marginalizes structures and 
institutions and consequently ignores their explanatory 
role and ideal forms. A society with better institutions 
cannot be the subject of an individual rational choice. 
Creating and maintaining better institutions and social 
structures require public deliberation and social 
experimentalism, which in turn require co-operation in 
promoting social interests. The roles of institutions are 
also critical in any comprehensive understanding of so
cial phenomena. We have to go far beyond the costs and 
benefits of individual choices. 

8) Against co-operation. In social interaction it is
often to one's personal advantage to be self-interested at 
the expense of the interests of others. In the famous Pris
oners' Dilemma, two prisoners are given a choice in 
which it is to each individual's advantage to defect rather 
than co-operate but jointly advantageous to co-operate. 
This is the foundation of rational choice theory, which is 
central to all mainstream economics. Rational choice 
theory, so founded, encourages people to be non-co
operative. For example, studies show that students of 
economics are significantly less co-operative than stu
dents in other disciplines, and there is evidence that the 
same is true of their professors.12 Presumably, the "les
sons" of rational choice theory go well beyond the class
room. Fortunately, people also act under other influ
ences and motivations. It is undoubtedly more at our 
peril that nations apply rational choice theory to war 
games without investigating forms of co-operation. 

9) Contrmy to commitment. As Amartya Sen has
persuasively pointed out, a person with commitments 
cannot simply calculate the costs and benefits of a single 
act. "One way of defining commitment is in terms of a 
person choosing an act that he believes will yield a lower 
level of personal welfare to him than an alternative that is 
also available to him." 13 We act, but not irrationally, because 
of our commitments to kin, communities and causes, and 
usually at greater cost than other alternatives would afford. 
Rational choice theory does not accommodate 
commitment either descriptively or normatively. 
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Rational choice theory, where everything is given 

to self-interested reason, is the ideal of economic 

hucksters, but those who wish to be true to humanity and 

endorse caring and committed individuals in 

enlightened social surroundings will have other ideals 

guiding their social understandings and prescriptions. 

The readers of "a journal of theology, culture and 

society" will probably not be impressed by a view of 

humanity in which the life of an individual is best 

thought of as a series of rational choices. It does not take 

much clarity, even for driven entrepreneurs or covetous 

shoppers, to see the loyalty of friends, the love of family 

members, the role of parents, the responsibility of 

citizens, the creativity of artists and the faith of 

worshippers. No one would doubt that reason is an 

important part of humanity, but it is absurd to think that 

reason is the whole of humanity. 

Robert Ware 

Dr. Robert Ware is professor of philosophy in the philosophy department 
of the University of Calgary, Alberta. 
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Jean Sulivan: A Writer for the Marginalized 

0 nly three of Jean Sulivan's 30 books have appeared
in English; fe\\'. North Americans have discovered 

this maverick French priest-novelist-essayist who found 
an ecumenical audience in his own country among those 
impatient with institutional routine and biblical 
fundamentalism. 

Sulivan, who died in 1980, mocked the 
interminable discussions of the "contemporary religious 
crisis" because he believed that Christians might more 
easily recognize the need to interiorize their faith in a 
faith that exercises less direct power in society. His last 
book, L'Exode, generally considered his religious 
"testament" and highly praised by Protestant theologian 
Jacques Ellul, reminds us that because of the gospel the 
believer is always an exile, summoned to set out for a 
new land. Exile is a constant part of Christian life; even 
in the Church one remains a stranger. A brief passage 
captures the book's flavour: 

Faith is ebbing. Many men and women today say 
they have had enough of God. But no one who has 
had any experience ever has enough of God. Un
fortunately, specialists and officials, through their 
everyday teaching and popularization of faith, 
have succeeded so well that whole groups of peo
ple believe they have had enough of God. What a 
ball and chain prayer has been to so many, impru
dently presented as a duty! So many genuflections, 
endless repetitions, and hackneyed phrases offered 
to the omnipotent father! It was less a matter of 
addressing God than of conditioning and convinc
ing ourselves. But really, if you were God you 
would be neither so fussy nor so susceptible. 
Wouldn't you be tired out by all that empty and 
obligatory bleating? Instead, you would be hum
ble, you would abandon omnipotence in order to 
become friend. And would God be less generous 
than your pretentious imagination? But why speak 
of imagination? Jesus realized the impossible to 
imagine by breaking with dualism. 

Although there is a volume on Sulivan in Editions 
du Cerf's series on contemporary religious masters, he is 
not a theologian with a system and offers no formula for 

church reform. His "spiritual journal," ·Morning Light

(Paulist Press, Mahwah, NJ), repeats his powerful 
criticism of the recurring temptation to reduce the gospel 
to our favourite ideology, while praising "an active 
doubt that hunts out prejudices and every kind of 
idolatry." He warns against the temptation to operate in 
terms of numbers and power, and attacks any effort to 
move people by group pressure rather than an appeal to 
individual conscience. What kept Sulivan writing were 
the hundreds of letters he received from readers who felt 
marginalized by the churches and sometimes close to 
despair. He had no wish to form disciples, but to help his 
readers become fully awake, alive to the joy at the heart 
of things, which, his novels suggest, is often discovered 
when we have lost all the external supports of existence. 

Born in 1913, Sulivan lost his father in an early 
battle of World War I, ¥1d his peasant childhood was 
dominated by his close relationship to his mother and to 
nature. Entering the seminary as a teenager, he was soon 
in rebellion against the mechanistic psychology 
employed to train future priests. Although he harboured 
a vague dream of literary glory, after ordination in 1938 
he spent 20 years in Rennes, teaching, editing a 
magazine, and running a film-club and lecture centre 
before publishing his first book, a novel, Le voyage

interieur. He applied to Cardinal Roques to be removed 
from all pastoral duties in order to devote himself full
time to writing, and when the Cardinal gave his 
approval, he moved to Paris. There he lived as an 
inactive priest in a run-down neighbourhood, publishing 
more than a book a year until 1980, when he died as a 
result of an automobile accident in the Bois de 
Boulogne. 

Sulivan is a storyteller who sees the sacred in the 
everyday, and finds his heroes among those whom 
society sees as misfits and failures. In The Sea Rema.ins,

the novel for which he won the Grand Prix Catholique de 
litterature in 1964, it is only after the retired Spanish 
cardinal Ramon Rimaz has come to see the emptiness of 
the prestige and power that accompanied him during his 
career that he rediscovers the spontaneity of his initial 
vocation. A chance encounter with a young boy on the 
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beach and conversations with fishermen who are ini
tially wary of contact with a churchman open the way to 
an extraordinary act of generosity. 

The Sea Remains (unfortunately out of print) is a 
novel of interior action. We begin to understand its story 
only after the narrator, who finds himself in the area after 
Rimaz has disappeared, tries to piece together what 
happened. He questions the cardinal's housekeeper, who 
has kept his scrapbooks; his niece, who saw her uncle in 
a different light after he facilitated her engagement to a 
doctrinaire communist; and Campos, his former 
secretary, who respected Rimaz but considered him 
incapable of breaking with ecclesiastical decorum. 
Probably the most important "witness" is Minka, an 
abstract painter and refugee and the woman who looked 
after the little boy who made friends with the cardinal. 

Minka presents an important clue to Sulivan's 
novelistic intentions. She lives for her painting which, 
despite the suffering it describes, is also the record of an 
unbelievable joy that starts to live within her. In her first 
sketches a cross would sometimes be seen in profile 
through the grill, or springing up from the tortured trees, 
among the masks in delirium; but very quickly she even 
abandoned the cross, instinctively knowing that she 
should hide her secret because the wound as well as the 
joy must be born not out of the representation but of the 
relationships themselves, out of the painterly surface. 

Sulivan's respect for the Christian mystery leads 
him to speak frequently of an absence that is also a 
presence, like the absence of the cross in Minka's later 
painting. Despite the success of The Sea Remains, a new 
direction can be seen in his next book, Le plus petit 

abfme, a journal of his trip to India. The style is more 
personal; he shows his pleasure in visiting Hindu 
temples with an attractive and informed woman guide, 
and he confides his reflections on the meaning of 
priesthood. The second half of the book records his 
encounter with Abhistananda (Henri Le Saux), the 
French Benedictine whose ashram drew heavily on 
Hindu spirituality, an experience that confirmed 
Sulivan's changed sense of vocation. 

Sulivan's emphasis on the necessity to interiorize 
one's faith was deepened by the death of his mother, the 
central subject of his memoir, Anticipate Every Good

bye (1966), soon to be published by Veritas in Ireland. A 
remarkable fusion of nostalgia, gentle humour and lyric 
tenderness, it registers his shock when his mother is 
rushed to a modem, impersonal hospital. The remem-
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bered details of his peasant childhood are flooded with 
regret: the tenderness felt between mother and son, be
cause always left unspoken, is all the more affecting. 
She who knew the parables by heart and whose deep 
piety had prompted his vocation, dies in intense pain, 
refusing the "consolations of religion" her priest-son 
tries to offer her. From this shattering experience Sulivan 
draws the lesson that one must know how "to surrender 
an image of God that has become too familiar." He even 
speaks of his mother as having, through her death, given 
birth to him a second time. 

Sulivan's first novel after his mother's death, 
Eternity, My Beloved (River Boat Books, St. Paul, :MN), 
is the story of Jerome Strozzi, a maverick priest whose 
unofficial parish is made up of the prostitutes, petty 
thieves and con men of the notorious Pigalle district of 
Paris. Strozzi is a former seminary rector who falls 
between the cracks of both church and society during the 
German Occupation of France in World War II. Sulivan 
treats what could easily have become an exercise in 
sensationalism and sentimental piety with depth and 
subtlety. The narrator involves the reader in his efforts to 
uncover Strozzi's "secret": "It would be worth knowing 
what I'm really after: the fleeting truth of acts or the 
reality of a new birth that takes place in the midst of 
events, a joy that is more like a wound." 

The narrator says that he originally intended to 
write a conventional novel about a former prostitute he 
had met in a village on the Mediterranean, but the four 
women spoke so constantly of Strozzi that "Strozzi stole 
my book." After recounting incidents from the priest's 
childhood, the book explains the strange tum of events 
that led him from the safety of a seminary in Switzerland 
to wartime Pigalle. The novel has an added richness in 
linking his life, based on that of a real priest, Auguste 
Rossi, and the beginnings of Abbe Godin's work with 
the Mission de France during years when Archbishop 
Roncalli - later to become Pope John XXIII - was the 
papal nuncio in Paris. 

There is no effort to construct a dramatic plot; 
what holds the reader is the complex interplay between 
Strozzi, the narrator, and Sulivan himself. Once the 
skeptical narrator has sufficiently stalked his prey, Eter

nity, My Beloved explodes in a series of dazzling medita
tions on love and freedom. The narrator, accustomed to 
explaining everything in terms of the mechanisms of de
sire, finds it hard to understand Strozzi's virtue. When 
the latter concedes that "a man, in order to be a man, has 



to meet a woman who will bind him to the world," he 
believes his skepticism is about to be rewarded, and is 
unprepared for what follows: 

Why does it necessarily have to be knowing in the 
flesh? You'd like it if I'd say ... Well, yes, I have felt 
some - what do you call them, desires, impulses?
like everyone else: Only there has always been 
something stronger than desire, a question: How 
could I, Strozzi, be of service to all the others? 
Don't laugh. One woman isn't enough for me ... 
For me, you see, the sexual relationship has a 
metaphysical value. It's a pledge, a commitment. I 
feel it in my flesh. It's not a moral idea, nor a law, 
but a basic fact. 
After following Strozzi across Paris on his daily 

rounds, the narrator finally concludes, "He lives what I 
only write about." As with Minka's abstract art in The 

Sea Remains, it is the absence/presence in both narrative 
and style that reveals Sulivan's deeply Christian imagi
nation. When Paquerette, a young woman Strozzi meets 
by chance, suddenly blurts out that she is a streetwalker, 
he registers no shock. They have a drink and go to a 
movie; while Jean-Louis Barrault mimes the action of 
Les enfants du paradis, Strozzi lightly rests his arm for a 
moment on her shoulder: "The first man with whom she 
had ever walked and talked who did not brush against 
her and touch her, did not try to deceive her, and did not 
lecture her - which is really just another way to touch 
and deceive you and treat you like an object." 

Sulivan sees such non-judgmental openness as an 
expression of the incarnation, a divine self-emptying. It 
seems clear that after his brief celebrity with The Sea 

Remains Sulivan abandoned his earlier dream to become 
a literary master. Rereading the gospels as if they were a 
new book he had discovered in a stall on the Seine, he 
chooses to be a "minor writer," adopting a rougher, more 
elliptical style in which the lines of division between 

genres are as fluid as the voice of the narrator. His char
acters show a greater range: a group of squatters living in 
an abandoned Paris neighbourhood (Quelque temps de 

la vie de Jude et cie ), a journalist who destroys his career 
and his marriage by protesting against injustice (Les 

mots a la gorge), a man visiting New York while recov
ering from an unhappy love affair (Joie errante). There 
is minimal plot, very little action, and the narrative is 
constantly interrupted by ellipses and interior mono
logues. Potentially powerful scenes are deliberately left 
undeveloped; suggestive character sketches are simply 
outlined. Short stories are like scenarios that the reader 
must fill out: in Kid Zero a young woman on the verge of 
suicide seems to find joy while in a state of total help
lessness; in Gloria a disillusioned young woman who no 
longer believes she is a Christian has a sudden vision of 
God the Father while caring for a bearded elderly alco
holic. 

Though widely considered the heir of Georges 
Bemanos, Sulivan wrote no book the equal of Diary of a 

Country Priest. Though praised by Elie Wiesel and 
Denise Levertov, and despite glowing reviews of 
Eternity, My Beloved, his most recent publication in 
English, in Protestant journals such as Christian Century 

and Sojourners as well as in National Catholic Reporter 

and America, he is not a "major" novelist. By 
abandoning nostalgia for an idealized christendom, 
however, he succeeds in offering a credible voice for a 
post-Christian generation desperately searching for an 
authentic spirituality. In Morning Light he invites both 
believers and doubters to forsake their illusions and 
become pilgrims on the road to the absolute: "If you're 
lost in the labyrinth of conflicting truths, overwhelmed 
by the law, restrained by fear - stop this game, free 
yourself from faith itself. Live in the joyous life of today. 
Faith will not abandon you so easily; it's as persistent as 
crabgrass." 

Joseph Cunneen 
Joseph Cunneen, founder and long-time editor of the ecumenical quarterly 

Cross Currellts, was the co-translator of Morning Light and The Sea 

Remains. 
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The Heritage of Abraham: The Gift of Christmas 
Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger 

In his article "The Theology of Cardinal Ratzinger" 

(The Ecumenist, Fall 2000) Gregory Baum accused the 

Cardinal's declaration Dominus Jesus of not 

acknowledging the teaching of Vatican Council II on the 

abiding nature of God's covenant with the Jewish peo

ple. The same accusation was made by some of the Car

dinal's colleagues in the Roman Curia. In a sermon, 

published in L'Osservatore Romano (December 29, 

2000), Joseph Ratzinger corrects the impression created 

by his Declaration. 

A
t Christmas, we exchange gifts, in order to bring 

joy to others, and to share in the joy which the 
choir of angels announced to the shepherds, calling to 
mind once more the gift par excellence which God made 

to humanity when he gave us his Son Jesus Christ. But 
God prepared for this gift over the course of a long 

history, during which - as St. Irenaeus says - God be
came accustomed to being with human beings, and hu

man beings became accustomed to being in communion 
with God. This story begins with the faith of Abraham, 
the father of those who believe, and also the father of our 

faith as Christians - one who, through faith, is also our 
father. The story continues with the blessings granted to 

the patriarchs, the revelation to Moses and Israel's exo

dus toward the Promised Land. A new stage opens up 

with the promise of an unending kingship - the promise 
made to David and his descendants. The prophets in turn 

interpret this history, calling people to repentance and 

conversion, thus preparing the human hearts to receive 

the ultimate gift. Abraham, father of the people of Israel, 
father of faith, thus becomes the source of blessing, for 

in him "all the families of the earth shall call themselves 

blessed" (Genesis 12:3). The task of the Chosen People 

is, therefore, to make a gift of their God ...:. the one true 
God - to every other people; in reality, as Christians we 

are the inheritors of their faith in the one God. Our 

gratitude, therefore, must be extended to our Jewish 
brothers and sisters who, despite the hardships of their 

own history, have held on to faith in this God right up to 
the present, and who witness to it in the sight of those 
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peoples who, lacking knowledge of the one God, "dwell 
in darkness and in the shadow of death" (Luke 1 :79). 

The God of the Jewish Bible (which, together with 

the New Testament, is also the Christian Bible)- a God 
at times infinitely tender, and at times so severe as to 

inspire fear - is also the God of Jesus Christ and of the 

Apostles. The Church of the second century had to resist 
the denial of this God by the Gnostics and, above all, by 

Marcion, who created a dichotomy between the New 

Testament God and the "inferior" Creator God who was 

the source of the Old Testament. The Church, however, 
has always maintained its faith in a single God, the 
Creator of the world, and the author of both Testaments. 

The awareness of God contained in the New Testament, 

which finds its summit in the Johannine definition that 
"God is love" (1 John 4: 16), does not contradict the past, 

but rather serves as a summary of all of salvation history, 
which initially had Israel as its central figure. For this 

reason, the voices of Moses and the prophets have rung 
out in the Church's liturgy from its very beginnings until 

today; Israel's psalter is also the great book of the 
Church's prayer. As a result, the primitive Church did 

not pit itself against Israel, but in all simplicity believed 

itself to be the legitimate continuation of Israel. The 
splendid image of chapter 12 of the book of Revelation -

of a woman clothed with the sun, crowned with twelve 
stars, pregnant and suffering in the pangs of giving 

birth - is Israel, which was "to rule over all nations with 

an iron sceptre" (Psalm 2:9). Nonetheless, this woman is 

transformed into the new Israel, the mother of new peo
ples, and she is personified in Mary, the Mother of Jesus. 

The bringing-together of these three meanings - Israel, 

Mary, the Church - shows how Israel and the Church 
were, and are, inseparable for the Christian faith. 

We know that every act of giving birth is difficult. 

Certainly, from the very beginning, relations between 
the infant Church and Israel were often marked by 

conflict. The Church was considered by her own mother 

to be a degenerate daughter, while Christians considered 

their mother to be blind and obstinate. Down through the 



history of Christianity, already-strained relations dete
riorated further, even giving birth in many cases to anti
Jewish attitudes, which throughout history have led to 
deplorable acts of violence. Even if the most recent, 
loathsome experience of the Shoah was perpetrated in 
the name of an anti-Christian ideology, which tried to 
strike the Christian faith at its Abrahamic roots - in the 
people oflsrael - it cannot be denied that a certain insuf
ficient resistance to this atrocity on the part of Christians 
can be explained by an inherited anti-Judaism present in 
the hearts of not a few Christians. Perhaps it is precisely 
because of this latest tragedy that a new vision of the 
relationship between the Church and Israel has been 
born: a sincere willingness to overcome every kind of 
anti-Judaism, and to initiate a constructive dialogue 
based on knowledge of each other, and on reconciliation. 

If such a dialogue is to be fruitful, it must begin with a 
prayer to our God, first of all that he might grant to us 
Christians a greater esteem and love for that people - the 
people of Israel - to whom belong "the adoption as sons, 

the glory, the covenants, the giving of the law, the 
worship, and the promises; theirs are the patriarchs, and 
from them comes Christ according to the flesh, he who is 
over all, God, blessed forever. Amen." (Romans 9:4-5)
and this not only in the past, but still today, "for the gifts 

and the call of God are irrevocable" (Romans 11 :29). In 
the same way, let us pray that he may grant also to the 
children of Israel a deeper knowledge of Jesus of Naza

reth, who is their son, and the gift they have made to us. 

Since we are both awaiting the final redemption, let us 

pray that the paths we follow may converge. 

It is evident that, as Christians, our dialogue with 
the Jews is situated on a different level than that in which 
we engage with other religions. The faith witnessed to 
by the Jewish Bible (the Old Testament for Christians) is 
not merely another religion to us, but is the foundation of 
our own faith. Therefore, Christians - and today increas
ingly in collaboration with their Jewish sisters and 
brothers - read and attentively study these books of Sa
cred Scripture, as a part of their common heritage. It is 
true that Islam also considers itself as one of Abraham's 
offspring, and has inherited from Jews and Christians 
this same God. Muslims, however, follow a different 
path, and so dialogue with them calls for different 
parameters. 

To return to the exchange of Christmas gifts with 
which I began this meditation: we must first of all 
recognize that everything we have and do is a gift of 

God, which is gained only through humble, sincere 
prayer. It is a gift that must be shared between various 
ethnic groups, between religions who are seeking a 
better grasp of the divine mystery, between nations who 
seek peace, and between peoples who wish to build a 
society where justice and peace reign. This is the 
programme sketched out by the Second Vatican Council 
for the Church of the future, and we Catholics ask the 
Lord to help us to persevere on that path. 
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Book Notes 

Tribute to Gertrud Luckner 

The followin g is a book review of a German publi cation 

on the activities of Gertrud Luckner during and after the

Nazi peri od. The ori ginal tit le is Betrifft:
Nachrichtenzentrale des Erzbischofs Grober in Freiburg
- Die Ermittlungsakten der Geheimen Staatspolizei
gegen Gertrud Luckner 1942-1944, edited by Hans

Josef Wollasch (Konstanz: UVK Universitatsverlag,

1999), 254 pages.

0 ne of the most vivid and fascinating evenings of 
my career was spent dining with Gertrud Luckner, 

when she recalled for me her 18-month-long ordeal in 
Ravensbruck, the Nazi concentration camp for women, 
from 1943 to 1945. Gertrud was born in England, but 
was taken shortly afterwards to Germany until she 
returned as a student to the Quaker college at Selly Oak, 
Birmingham. There she was greatly attracted by the 
ideals of pacifism and internationalism, of which she 
became a lifelong champion. After she returned to 
Germany to take a doctorate in social work, she joined 
the Catholic Church and was subsequently employed by 
Caritas, the main Catholic welfare agency in Germany. 
Her humanitarian concerns, her indefatigable readiness 
to assist the victims of injustice, and her often outspoken 
criticism of Nazism all joined to impel her to do what 
she could for those attacked by the new regime. 

In particular she became the champion of those 
Catholics of Jewish origin who were often given the 
cold-shoulder by fellow Catholics who had been 
influenced by Nazi propaganda, but who were also 
rejected as renegades by existing Jewish organizations. 
She used her contacts with Quaker friends abroad to 
seek help, and if necessary to assist in emigration. But as 
the Nazi net tightened, such activities became more and 
more dangerous, and Gertrud attracted the unwelcome 
notice and surveillance of the Gestapo. 

One of the few collections of Gestapo records to 
survive the war was in Diisseldorf. Among them was a 
file several hundred pages thick dealing with Gertrud 
Luckner. In 1947 she and her lawyer were allowed to see 
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this and to photostat some 200 pages, but the originals 
have since disappeared. She hoped to make use of these 
copies for her own autobiography, which - alas! - was 
never completed. But now Caritas' senior archivist, 
Hans Josef Wollasch, has put together a scholarly 
edition of the surviving pages, which clearly record the 
diligent ferocity and professional inhumanity of the 
Gestapo agents. 

By 1942 the Gestapo was convinced that the 
Catholic Church sided with their enemies, and that 
Archbishop Grober, despite his earlier enthusiasm for 
the Nazis in 1933, was now an implacable foe. In August 
1942, the Gestapo determined to follow up the news that 
the Catholic bishops had decided to establish, under 
Grober's auspices, an Aid Committee for baptized Jews, 
with headquarters in Freiburg. They immediately 
concluded that this was a disguised espionage and 
information centre designed to conduct ideological and 
political exchanges with enemies of the Reich both at 
home and abroad, through contacts in a number of 
European countries, the USA and the Vatican. 

Thanks to information supplied by two employees 
ofCaritas, it didn't take the Gestapo long to discover that 
Grober's principal agent for this task was Dr Gertrud 
Luckner, whose background and activities were 
promptly investigated and recorded in detail. More 
specifically she was suspected of contacting Jewish 
circles throughout the whole country and giving them 
support, or alternatively of helping them to conceal their 
property. She was also accused of organizing measures 
to let Jews escape illegally from German territory. 

As a result, from September 1942, investigations 
were intensified. Luckner's mail was opened and 
censored, and the names of her correspondents were 
noted. In January 1943, the Gestapo in Berlin ordered 
their agents to put her under personal surveillance and to 
report on her travels around the country. It is clear that 
she was aware of the dangers involved, and had taken 
various measures to avoid detection of her movements. 
But in the end the trap closed. In March 1943, she was 
arrested on the train while attempting to elude her 
pursuers by going to Berlin. 



To the Gestapo' s fury, news reached Frei burg 
almost at once that Gertrud had been arrested. The 
archbishop protested - in vain. It was months before it 
was known where she was being held, let alone why. In 
June 1943, the archbishop wrote to his superior, 
Cardinal Bertram, to say that he had heard rumours that 
she had been "dealt with." Personally he believed she 
would survive because she was entirely innocent, and 
had devoted herself solely to the welfare and charitable 
assistance of Catholic "non-Aryans." But the Gestapo 
clearly thought otherwise. 

The editor rightly notes that, although the 
documents do not specifically say so, her arrest may 
well have been connected with the simultaneous 
Gestapo investigations into illegal smuggling of 
endangered Jews to Switzerland, which resulted in the 
incarceration of Dietrich Bonhoeffer and his brother-in
law, Hans Dohnanyi, only two weeks later in April 1943. 
Small wonder that the Gestapo demanded that this 
"extremely cautious and experienced agent" should be 
sentenced to protective custody, since "her behaviour is 
conducive to endangering the existence and safety of our 
people and state, in particular by her pro-Jewish 
activities and connections to circles hostile to the state. 
If released, she would be likely to continue to act in a 
manner damaging to the Reich." 

Putting her in protective custody in a concentration 
camp meant that no regular trial would take place, which 
might well have set off alarm bells in the Catholic 
community. Instead she was held in Ravensbruck until it 
was liberated in April 1945. Despite, or more probably 
because of, the sufferings she had endured and 
witnessed, Gertrud resolved to redouble her efforts on 
behalf of the Nazis' victims, and successfully 
championed this cause for the next 50 years. At the same 
time she became one of the principal advocates in 
Germany for a revision of Catholic theological attitudes 
towards Judaism, a struggle in which she was notably 
vindicated at the Second Vatican Council. It remains to 
be hoped that a full biography will soon be written in 
order to pay tribute to one who was truly a "righteous 
Gentile" and, by her valiant resistance, a symbol of the 
"other Germany" during those disastrous Nazi years. 

John Conway 

In My Brother's Image 
Two Brothers Separated by Faith 

After the Holocaust 

Eugene L. Pogany 

New York: Viking, 2000, 327 pp 

G
yuri and Miklos Pogany were born shortly before
the First World War to a Hungarian Jewish family, 

but were brought up as Catholics from an early age. 
They lived through the trials of inter-war Hungary, 
which included the rising tensions between Jews and 
Christians, especially after the Nazi shadow fell over 
Eastern Europe. Gyuri became a priest but fortunately 
was allowed to travel to Italy in 1940 and remained there 
for the rest of the war, acting as secretary to the 
renowned faith healer Padre Pio in a remote rural 
sanctuary where the issue of his Jewish origins never 
caused any problems. Miklos, however, was caught up in 
the increasing hostilities in Hungary. Treated as a Jew, 
despite his Catholic allegiance, he was drafted into a 
labour service battalion, was badly mistreated and was 
eventually sent to Bergen-Belsen, where he barely 
survived. 

The experience of the Church's failure to stand by 
him or the Jewish community as a whole led him to 
renounce his Catholic faith and return to his ancestral 
Judaism. After the war both men emigrated to the United 
States and were reunited after nearly 20 years apart. But 
each came to regard the other's religious stance as a 
betrayal, so the bond between them as identical twins 
could never be fully restored. 

Miklos' son, Eugene, has now recorded this tragic 
story on the basis of his family's memories. By a striking 
act of imaginative reconstruction, he succeeds in 
recovering his relatives' interactions and even in 
elaborating the nuances of their characters. His account 
consists largely of conversations, fictionally composed, 
but representing a genuine attempt to participate in their 
lives and to explore the many critical turning points they 
faced. Above all, his concern is to portray the religiously 
and historically turbulent landscape of Jews and 
Christians in the century of the Holocaust by depicting 
his family's struggles to survive throughout the awful 
circumstances of the war, as the Nazi anti-Semitic tide 
swept across Hungary. 

The support given by so many nationalist 
Hungarians, and more particularly the absence of protest 
by the Catholic autho_rities against such crimes is, for
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Pogany, the central pivot of bis account, symbolized by 
the failure to prevent the deportation, among so many 
others, of his grandmother, a devout Catholic, to her 
death in Auschwitz. 

The intense discussions among the survivors, as 
related here, serve to show how deeply the wounds and 
memories of suffering continued to haunt them all with 
unspoken rancour and unredeemed anguish. The basic 
questions remained unresolved. And the evident 
inadequacy of the attempts made by both Christians and 
Jews to come to terms, both personally and 
theologically, with the enormity of the Holocaust is here 
spelled out in the fictionalized conversations between 
the family members. But the author nevertheless hopes 
that, with this act of filial piety to all his relatives, he 
may contribute towards the eventual reconciliation of 
the two faiths, based on their shared loyalty towards the 
peace of Jerusalem. 

Papal Sin 
Structures of Deceit 

Garry Wills 

New York: Doubleday, 2000, 326 pp 

W
hile most of what is written in this book is true, it
is not the whole truth. The author, a distinguished 

Catholic historian, wants to show that the popes have on 
many occasions adopted a discourse of deception that 
has had baneful consequences for the Church and is 
presently producing a crisis of authority. He argues that 
while historians are free to write critical studies of the 
popes of previous centuries revealing their foibles, sins 
and transgressions, it is a taboo to apply the same critical 
approach to the papacy of more recent times. 

What are the structures of deceit denounced by 
Garry Wills? He argues that the Vatican documents 
which, after much hesitation, have denounced anti
Semitism, lamented the Shoah, and asked for reconcilia
tion with Jews have never admitted the role which the 
ancient anti-Jewish theological tradition has played in 
the creation of modern anti-Semitism. In order to 
present the Catholic Church as a holy and infallible ethi
cal guide, the popes misrepresent the Church's history 
and admit only that individual Catholics have been 
guilty. Wills argues that the canonization of Maximilian 
Kolbe and Edith Stein reveals the pope's attempt to de
pict the Catholic Church as a victim of Hitler, rather than 
admit that vast number of Catholics, including priests 
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and bishops, actively supported the Nazis. 
Wills detects dishonesties in papal teaching on 

women and on sexuality. Nobody really believes 
anymore that the Bible demands the exclusion of women 
from any of the Church's ministries or that human rea
son permits "natural" means of birth control but forbids 
"artificial" ones. Wills argues, I think correctly, that the 
popes have defended and still defend these positions be
cause they are unwilling to admit that the traditional 
teaching, appropriate to an earlier culture, has become 
inadequate and must now be changed. Again, deceit is 
used in order to protect the image of an infallible 
Church. 

The author then turns to the negative consequences 
of the popes' authoritarian rule: Catholics are increas
ingly indifferent to the magisterium, they make up their 
own mind, and many of them drift away from the 
Church. In such an institution few young people want to 
become priests. 

Wills argues that in our day the idea of good gov
ernance demands honesty and transparency, which are 
sadly lacking in the ecclesiastical institution. To increase 
the centralization of the Catholic Church, despite the 
promise of collegiality, the Vatican relies increasingly on 
a regime of secrecy. Nobody know exactly who is 
responsible for many of the decisions that regulate the 
life of the institution. Even bishops have to confront a 
faceless central authority. Today an organization whose 
economic support comes from the gifts of its members is 
expected to open its books to the public. The refusal to 
do so appears as a gesture of deceit. 

A beautiful chapter deals with St. Augustine's 
commitment to honesty and with two arguments he had, 
one with St. Jerome and the other with a certain 
Consentius, on the impossibility of serving God or en
hancing the life of the Church with deception. In this 
context Wills produces his own statement on Veritatis 

splendor. 

Most of what is written in this book is true. The 
few historical errors do not detract from this. Yet apart 
from the wonderful chapter on St. Augustine, Catholic 
readers who know their Church well learn nothing new. 
They have talked endlessly about these matters for 
years. 

Still, the book does not tell the whole truth. It does 
not mention the achievements of the popes that deserve 
admiration! Here is one example. Despite the lack of 
clarity in statements of Catholic guilt in matters of anti
Semitism, the Catholic Church has done something ex-



traordinary in seeking reconciliation with the Jewish 
community. In Nostra aetate of Vatican Council II, the 
Catholic Church has radically changed its teaching re
garding the Jews. According to the Council, the Jews 
continue to be a people of God's covenant, which the 
Church had previously denied: Judaism is thus a realm 
of salvation in which God's Word is heard and God's 
grace is offered. Since then several papal statements 
have confirmed the recognition of the Jews as a 
covenanted community. 

Garry Wills says not a single word about the radi
cal social teaching of the recent popes: "the option for 
the poor" and "the priority of labour over capital." 
Catholic social teaching constitutes one of the few intel
lectual traditions standing today against the dominant 
neo-liberal ideology and the globalization of the unregu
lated market system with its devastating consequences 
for an ever-growing sector of humanity and for the earth 
itself. If one focuses on the obscene maldistribution of 
power and wealth in the world, then it is not the Church 
but rather the masters of this world that create universal 
structures of deceit in order to give us, ordinary middle
class North Americans, a good conscience. 

Gregory Baum 

Postmodern Welfare 

Reconstructing an Emancipatory Project 

Peter Leonard 

London: Sage Publications, 1997 

P
eter Leonard, a professor at McGill University's
School of Social Work, is a Marxist scholar in 

dialogue with feminist and postmodern thinkers who has 
been willing to learn from them and modify his 
theoretical positions. He acknowledges that the great 
narratives of liberation were based on a concept of 
universal reason that undermined respect for difference 
and otherness. These Enlightenment narratives in their 
Liberal and Marxist forms had a deleterious effect on 
women and created an ideology defending the 
hegemony of the West. Leonard acknowledges that the 
human self is, to a large extent, a self-alienating 
construction produced by social forces in the interests of 
the powerful, even while defending, with the later 
Foucault, the self's capacity to resist. Leonard takes with 
utmost seriousness the critique of bureaucracy first 
proposed by Max Weber and later expanded by 

postmodern authors. Despite his own dedication to the 
welfare system set up by social democracy, Leonard is 
now ready, after listening to postmodern authors, to 
expose the welfare system as part of the centralizing and 
dominating forces operative in society, casting sectors of 
the population into roles of dependency and passivity. 
The author has sympathy for the deconstruction of many 
traditional institutions by feminist thinkers, recognizing 
with them the elements of control and violence built into 
these institutions. 

The interest of this book for social theologians and 
social scientists is the sympathetic presentation of 
postmodern thought. Because of the author's openness 
to this challenge, his arguments at the end, rejecting the 
conclusions of postmodern thought, are original and 
persuasive. 

Leonard is, in my opinion, excessively kind to 
postmodern thinkers for he does not draw the reader's 
attention to the affinity between their ideas and the neo
li beral commodity culture. He mentions that the 
postmoderns attach great importance to "desire" and 
oppose all structures that frustrate people's desires and, 
in another part of the book, he mentions the creation of 
"desires" by the advertising industry and suggests that 
people are reconciled with neo-liberalism by seduction. 
Yet Leonard does not explore this parallel focus on 
desire. 

While critical of the social democratic welfare 
state, Leonard is deeply disturbed by the dismantling of 
the welfare system by neo-liberal governments and the 
humiliation and uncertainty that this inflicts on a 
growing sector of the population. He argues that 
opposition to the neo-liberal policies will not bring back 
the social democracy we have known. A radical change 
is taking place in Western societies, the outcome of 
which is as yet uncertain. Leonard refuses to give up 
hope. He has written this book in order to propose a 
politics of social renewal. 

Despite his concessions to postmodern thought, 
Leonard does not accept the idea that emancipatory 
projects inevitably damage cultural pluralism and lead to 
domination and totalitarianism. As a Marxist, now 
seconded by the feminist movement, he firmly belie�es 
that social change towards greater justice is possible, 
even if no blueprint of an alternative society exists. Even 
fragmentary emancipation is a valuable improvement, 
since hidden in it may be promises for a better future. 

Surveying vital movements among workers and 
community organizations, Leonard finds the emergence 
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of a new consciousness and new practices characterized 

by participation, decentralization and respect for 

otherness. In a chapter on the post-Fordist organization 

of labour, which he interprets as a class response to 

alienation, he argues that these new structures produce a 

certain de-alienation among working people and create a 

new consciousness that expects participation in all social 

and political processes. The author recognizes at the 

same time that the post-Fordist reconstruction is also a 

ruling class strategy, making use of the new 

technologies, to enhance profit accumulation. The 

welfare state itself, he recalls, was the product of two 

movements, a movement from below, supported by 

labour and socialist parties, and a movement from 

above, sponsored by far-seeing capitalists who wanted a 

healthy and well-educated labour force. The welfare 

state offered fragmentary emancipation, but was 

worthwhile. Leonard suggests that the class co

operation in post-Fordist projects will also produce 

worthwhile, fragmentary emancipation. Here readers 

will ask themselves if Leonard is still a Marxist. 

In a subsequent chapter the author surveys social 

movements, identity politics and community economic 

development to show the emergence of new forms of 

emancipatory struggles that favour participation and de

centralization and make room for pluralism and 

otherness. While these social developments are not yet 

able to speak in a single voice and support the same 

political orientation, they reveal the emergence of a new 

consciousness with promises for the future. In this 

context, Leonard makes concrete proposals for setting 

up a welfare system on a new theoretical basis, leaving 

space for the aspirations of local communities and 

identity groups and counting on both public support and 

the voluntary involvement of citizens. 

Leonard has abandoned the Marxist idea that 

history is driven by an internal logic orienting it towards 

justice, equality and the classless society. Neither is his 

hope founded on the present-day movements surveyed 

by him: these are far too fragile and incomplete. His 

hope is based on an ethical passion,. on the deep 

conviction that humans belong to one another and are 

responsible for one another and that to shrug one's 

shoulders in regard to the fate of others is a betrayal of 

oneself. Christians hold that in a hidden way God has 

something to do with such ethical passion. 

Gregory Baum 
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RENE GIRARD taught at John 
Hopkins University and 
recently retired as Andrew B.

Hammond Professor of French 
Language, Literature, and 
Civilization at Stanford 
University. 

I See Satan Fall Like Lightning 
by Rene Girard 
A seminal new work on the astonishing 
power of the gospel by one of the most 
original thinkers of our time 

Violence and the Sacred 

The Scapegoat 

Things Hidden Since the Foundation of the World 

Featured in 
5-part series 

1he Slagaf'
.... 

CBC c•••• •'l!!• 
IDEAS 

These are the books that have earned Rene Girard a reputation as one of the twentieth 
century's most original thinkers. Their grave-sounding titles accurately reflect the pro
found issues he explores in his astonishing explorations of the origins of violence deep 
within our make-up as human beings. 

Now in this latest book, published to coincide with a five-part CBC IDEAS series 
devoted to his thought, Girard sets his sights on understanding the decisive difference 
between the uses of violence in myths from around the world and the transformation of 
violence that appears only in the Bible. 

Girard is that most unlikely of modem Christians, an honoured and highly influential 
academic. He holds up the gospels as mirrors that reveal our broken humanity, and 
shows that they uniquely point to what can make us whole. 

"Rene Girard is one of those thinkers who, once discovered, leaves an indelible mark 
on one's mind and soul. Read I See Satan Fall Like Lightning and be prepared to be 
changed." - Rev. Richard John Neuhaus, editor of First Things 

2-89507-157-8 /$29.95 /Paperback/ 200 pages

A To order from NOVALIS: Call 1-800-387-7164 or 416-363-3303
{a Fax 1-800-204-4140 or 416-363-9409 or E-mail: novalis@interlog.com

.., 
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AM=g,, 
of .Peace for 

dieWodd 
Today 

� 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 
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 

As Leonardo Boff 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 2-89507-159-4 I $18.95

its simple and persuasive witness to the 
power of unconditional love. 

Paperback / 118 pages

� 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. 

2-89507-109-8 / $14. 95 / Paperback/ 125 pages
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