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Peace in Dark Times 

T
he terrorist attack on the United States on Septem 

ber 11, 2001, has shattered many lives and many 

hopes. While we grieve for the victims, we also ask our

selves what conditions made such an outburst of death

dealing hatred and violence possible. Some voices in 

America tell us that to raise this question is a disloyal 

attempt to justify this terrible attack. Yet according to 

Cardinal Rafael Martino, the Vatican representative at 

the United Nations, we owe it to the victims to ask, 

"Why?" What imbalance of wealth, power and respect 

has produced such violent rage? If we do not raise this 

question, we may choose to act in ways that will increase 

the rage and offer new arguments in support of the ideol

ogy of hate. 

Bombing the Afghan people because their govern

ment aided the terrorists has divided the Christian com

munity. Many Christians claimed that this war violated 

several articles of international law. Waging war by 

bombing the population is a dreadful invention of the 

20th century, totally at odds with the traditional "just 

war theory" that forbade the harming of non-combat

ants. John Paul II spoke against revenge and hurting the 

innocent. He acknowledged the right to use military 

force against terrorists, yet warned that it may not be ex

tended to the nation, the ethnicity or the religion to 

which the terrorists pelong. In his message on peace, 

made public on December 8, 2001, the Pope developed 

the bold and provocative idea that there can be "no peace 

without justice, and no justice without forgiveness." 

Few people listen to the Pope. Yet we marvel when 

we read that a group of mothers in the United States who 

lost children in the terrorist attack of September 11 

publicly opposed the bombing of Afghanistan because 

they did not want other mothers to go through the same 

_ suffering. 

It would have been possible to fight the terrorist 

networks by using the institutions of the United Nations 

and calling for the co-operation of all national govern

ments. This would have fostered worldwide solidarity. 

Yet this is not what happened. The national governments 

were invited to co-operate in a war against terrorism that 

was planned, without their participation, by a single 

power. 

Cardinal Martino's question "Why?" makes us 

look at the dark side of Western civilization. While we 

have inherited the Christian values of justice and peace 

and the universal charters of human rights, we also have 
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a sinister inheritance: the West has enhanced its power 

and wealth by violent means, creating colonies on other 

continents, humiliating the local populations, exploiting 

their labour and natural resources, and despising the 

colonized races and ethnicities. We have created a world 

in which we, a minority on the globe, have access to 75 

per cent of the earth's resources. This dark side does not 

invalidate the humanistic values we have inherited; in 

fact, these values now stand over us as judges. Can a sys

tem that creates such massive maldistribution of wealth 

and power survive? Will God sustain it or desert it? 

In one newspaper I read the startling remark that 

the terrorist attack of September 11 should be compared 

to the sack of Rome in the year 410, an event that preoc

cupied St. Augustine. Catholic theologians have often 

said that the great North African saint was overly pessi

mistic. Yet at this time, we are able to hear the bishop of 

Hippo with new ears. 

Augustine lived in the decades spanning the fourth 

and fifth century, when the Roman Empire was in a state 

of crisis. The sack of Rome by foreign tribes, "the bar

barians," shook and unnerved Roman civilization and 

was interpreted by many as a signal that the collapse of 

Roman power was near. Some pagan thinkers, unhappy 

that the Empire had adopted Christianity as the official 

religion, proposed the idea that Christianity, having un

dermined the pagan virtues, was responsible for the 

present crisis. Augustine replied to these authors in his 

famous book The City of God, revealing the sinister side 

of Roman civilization. Despite the virtues of many, the 

Empire was a society created out of selfishness. Reform 

and renewal would no longer work because egotism, 

greed and the desire for power had become the soul of 

the Empire. When Augustine declared that the world is 

evil and cannot be made good, he was thinking of the 
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society to which he belonged. Later readers have often 

forgotten this and hence believed that Augustine was 

overly pessimistic. It turned out that Augustine was 

right: he predicted the collapse of the Roman Empire. 

Yet Augustine's pessimism did not make him pas

sive; on the contrary, it prompted an alternative hope and 

encouraged him to act. He believed that God was present 

in the formation of communities inspired by the love of 

God and neighbour, commitments at odds with the self

love that sustained the Empire. In many passages, St. 

Augustine identified these counter-cultural communities 

with the Christian churches, yet in a few passages he ac

knowledged that communities created by selfless love 

could also exist outside the Church, wherever people 

were touched by God to define their collective existence 

in terms of love, justice and peace. 

Is this a theology appropriate for our day? While 

we are powerless to influence the course of political 

events, we are able to support alternative communities 

that stand against the dominant ethos. Religious orders 

and congregations are counter-cultural communities that 

embody principles at odds with society. Yet some secular 

groups and networks also define themselves in terms of 

solidarity, justice and peace. They may be promoting so

cial movements in society or engaging in critical intel
lectual work in opposition to the mainstream. 

In the 1960s and '70s, many Christians advocated 

various theologies of liberation: they thought they lived 

in historical conditions that made a radical transforma

tion of society possible. This hope has vanished. Many 

critical Christians have come to shareAugustine's pessi

mism towards social reform, as well as his hope in the 

grace-filled life of counter-cultural communities and 

networks. Ubi caritas et amo1; Deus ibi est. 

Gregory Baum 

A similar article by the author will be published in the bulletin of 

the Canadian Religious Conference in Ottawa. 
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Native American Spirituality and Christianity 

A Commitment to Di�ogue 

I
n this short article I would like to present some basic
reflections on the possibilities and limits of 

interreligious dialogue between Native American spir
ituality and Christianity. These reflections are largely 
based on testimonies that I gathered in field studies 
among Canada's First Nations Peoples for my books on 
the hidden face of the Native American Christ. From the 
outset we must be aware of the fact that interreligious 
dialogue is often described as and limited to the encoun
ter between Christianity and the other great "world reli
gions." The "traditional religions" have seldom been re
ally involved in this process. These religions continue 
nevertheless to be the socio-cultural matrix in which 
millions of people throughout the world live their lives. 

Can One Be Both Indian and Christian? 

Many recent converts to Christianity, especially 
but not exclusively in Africa, come from the background 
of these traditional religions. These converts live in cul
tures which are profoundly influenced by these reli
gions, and they continue to have recourse to them at the 
most important moments of their lives, even after their 
"conversion" to Christianity. This simultaneous practice 
of traditional religion and Christianity is a widespread 
phenomenon also in Canada and the United States, and it 
represents a unique challenge and dilemma for 
interreligious dialogue and for the construction of a Na
tive-Christian identity. Many Native persons are strug
gling with the question "Can I be both Christian and In
dian? or must I choose?" 

Some have made a decisive return to their tradi
tional religion, while others continue to move rather 
spontaneously from one religious "system" to the other 
according to the concrete circumstances of their lives. 
During my field research, I have also met a considerable 
number of persons who, profoundly committed to the 
integration of the two spiritual traditions, are elaborating 
personal forms of dialogue between Native spirituality 
and Christianity, but mostly outside the boundaries of 
the institutional churches. I will abstain here from enter
ing into the debate on the scientific status of the Native 
American spiritual traditions as primal religions and on 

their relationship to the so-called great wor
l

d religions. 
Native Americans themselves often describe their spir
itual traditions as a "way of life" more than as a religion, 
as a "metaphysic of nature," or even more commonly as 
a spiritual and mystical journey. It is important to note 
that in many Native communities across Canada, even in 
those whose members consider themselves Christian, 
this traditional Native spirituality continues to be an im
portant factor of social and cultural integration. 

Spiritual Nations 

One of the most fascinating aspects of Canada's 
multicultural landscape is indeed the cultural revival of 
its aboriginal peoples. Those who, less than a century 
ago, were rightfully described as "vanishing peoples" 
have made, since the 1970s, a remarkable return to the 
central stage of Canadian public life. We are no longer 
dealing with vague, weak or vanishing groups of indi
viduals who are on the verge of total assimilation into 
our political, economic, social and religious structures, 
but with members of "distinct societies" who strongly 
desire to maintain their cultural identity and who want to 
be recognized as "nations." By way of a "nation to na
tion dialogue," the guiding theme of the report presented 
by the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples in No
vember 1996, Canada's First Nations want to become 
once again the makers of their own history and contrib
ute to the well-being of the other peoples who now share 
their land. 

But it is important to note that, notwithstanding all 
its socio-political implications, this Native revitalization 
is above all a spiritual movement. Judge Rene Dusseault 
and Georges Erasmus, the co-presidents of the Royal 
Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, have acknowledged 
that the basic core of all Native claims is a real concern 
for cultural identity and a truly spiritual quest for heali_ng 
and reconciliation. Canada's First Nations P�oples have 
always presented themselves as "spiritual" peoples. In 
the Native American mind there is a profound connec
tion between the land, culture and religion. Spirituality 
remains the quintessence of the Native American reality. 
Yet, one should avoid by all means the temptation to ro
manticize this reality! 
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Even though Canada's First Nations have gradu

ally taken over responsibility and jurisdiction for the 

education of their children and other vital services, their 

social situation remains extremely fragile. Almost on a 

daily basis, the media confront us with the fact that many 

Native communities have been broken by successive 

waves of violence and that their living conditions are 

worse than in any other segment of Canadian society. 

Canada's First Nations figure among the most dispos

sessed peoples of the earth. They belong to the so-called 

"Fourth World," a world of oppression and struggle for 

liberation. They continue to carry the grossly unequal 

burden and legacy of the damaged relationships between 

the aboriginal and other peoples of Canada. But their 

desire and aptitudes for survival seem to have no parallel 

in the world of tribal peoples, and they are surely not 

about to give up this struggle for survival which is so 

unique to peoples who live close to the earth and who 

draw their vital energies not from their social or political 

achievements, but from the spiritual quality of their ex

istence. The entire contemporary Native American scene 

could be summed up by what the Anishinabek call 

bimaadiziwin, the search for the fullness of life. 

Welcoming the Rebirth 

In Canada as well as in other parts of the world, the 

revival of ancestral spiritualities appears to be an essen

tial dimension of the development of peoples whose his

tory is marked by a long period of political, cultural and 

religious oppression. Insofar as the suppression of their 

traditional religions by governments and churches was 

one of the factors that contributed to their social col

lapse, the revival of these primal religions, in the wake of 

the growing pressures of secularization, technology and 

globalization, has become an almost indispensable ele

ment in their new quest for cultural identity and integ

rity. In the final decade of the 20th century, various 

Christian denominations and missionary organizations 

have expressed apologies to Canada's First Nations Peo

ples for their close association with the policies of Euro

pean expansion and assimilation, but they have been 

very reluctant to recognize the authenticity and the va

lidity of the Native American religious experience. This 

silence concerning the inherent value of this traditional 

religious experience has been particularly painful for 

Native American Christians who have rediscovered the 

healing power of their ancestral religion for themselves 

and for their communities. The cultural and spiritual re

birth of Canada's aboriginal peoples should be wel-
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corned and celebrated as an important "sign of the 

times" and source of healing not only for the aboriginal 

communities but for the Christian churches themselves. 

It also constitutes the indispensable basis for new forms 

of interreligious dialogue and partnership. 

Three Imperatives 

Since the publication of my book Christ Is a Na

tive American (1995), in which I presented an overview 

of the possibilities and the limits of the Native-Christian 

interreligious dialogue, I have become more vividly 

aware of three important aspects of this unfolding dia

logue. In the first place, the particular situation of Cana

da's First Nations Peoples is a potent illustration of the 

complex link between religion and culture. Native 

Americans continue to perceive themselves as spiritual 

peoples, and they know that their traditional religion is 

the real driving force of their contemporary cultural sur

vival. This is why important Native activists and politi

cal leaders like Georges Erasmus, Harold Cardinal, or 

Ovide Mercredi, know that the true liberation of their 

peoples is more than a political adventure. They know 

that the culture of their peoples is a "religious" culture 

and that one should maintain the intrinsic link between 

spirituality, interreligious dialogue, the search for inte

gral development, social justice and human liberation. 

Christian churches must be aware of the fact that they 

can no longer support Canada's First Nations in their 

struggle for self-government or in their land claims if 

they fail to recognize the traditional spirituality of these 

peoples. Since the 1970s, some of the major Christian 

churches in Canada have become important allies of the 

First Nations in their struggle for basic rights through 

the ecumenical coalition, Project North, now called the 

Aboriginal Rights Coalition. Since its reorganization in 

1985, the coalition has made a more consistent effort to 

work in partnership with the First Nations and to pay 

more attention to Native spirituality. 

In the second place, there is also a growing need 

for dialogue with Native spirituality in view of the devel

opment of truly Native Christian communities and to 

support Native Christians who struggle with the ques

tion: "Can I be both Christian and Native?" A close link 

must be maintained between interreligious dialogue and 

inculturation. The process of the church's insertion into 

a people's culture is a lengthy and difficult process. It is 

not the result of purely external adaptations, but of the 

ongoing effort to connect with the authentic cultural val

ues and the spirituality of the people. It is quite obvious 



that this second form of dialogue cannot unfold without 
the promotion of Native leadership and ministries within 
the churches themselves and without the in-depth study 
of the Native cultures in order to discover how 
interreligious dialogue and the encounter with the gos
pel can lead to the mutual enrichment of the First Na
tions Peoples and the Christian churches themselves. 

In the third place, the churches must also be will
ing to dialogue with tµose who continue to adhere to 
their traditional spirituality or who have made a decisive 
return to it. The Native American religions remain excel
lent examples of so-called "primitive," primal or tribal 
relioions which have managed to remain living reli-"' 

gions. They represent a millennial experience which oc-
cupies a specific place among the great religious tradi
tions in the world. In the course of history, this spiritual 
heritage has developed and diversified in relationship 
with the various geographical and ecological conditions 
of the Americas. This evolution has produced a wide 
spectrum of religious traditions which clearly demon
strate the Native Americans' remarkable ability to cope 
with cultural changes. Interreligious dialogue should not 
be restricted to the encounter of Christianity with Hindu
ism, Buddhism, Islam, the Jewish and other great world 
religions. The fact that the traditional religions are less 
structured or institutionalized creates certain difficulties 
for their participation in this dialogue but should not be 
considered as an insurmountable obstacle. It may be in
teresting to note here that the traditional religions of Af
rica and North America were officially invited, but al
most on a "last minute" basis, to the Day of Prayer for 
Peace in Assisi on October 27, 1986. It was John Pretty
on-Top, of the Crow Nation from the United States, who 
represented the Native American religions. His Sacred 
Pipe ceremony was considered one of the highlights of 
this historical encounter. 

The Need for Dialogue 

I would like to conclude this reflection by insisting 
briefly on the importance of the Native-Christian dia
logue for Canadian society as a whole. Interreligious 
dialogue has become an important factor in the healing 
of Canada's aboriginal peoples. It may also help the 
larger Canadian society to deal more effectively with the 
brokenness of its non-aboriginal communities. We 
should rejoice in the fact that neither the anti-religious 
laws of the Canadian government between 1894 and the 
1951 revision of the Indian Act, nor the fierce struggle of 
the Christian churches against Indian "paganism," were 
able to exterminate what now appears to be the very 
heart of the First Nations' revival, their traditional spir
ituality. More and more non-aboriginal Canadians have 
come to understand that this traditional Native spiritual
ity may help them to heal the wounds inflicted upon 
their own communities by the power symbols of the glo
bal socio-political, technological and economic context 
which informs their daily existence. The need for a Na
tive-Christian dialogue comes from deep within the lives 
of communities and individuals who are yearning for 
wholeness and who welcome any spiritual resource 
which is available to realize justice, reconciliation and 
peace. From a socio-political point of view Canada has 
reached a decisive phase in its historical evolution as its 
two "founding nations" are redefining their own identity 
and reaffirming their basic rights while trying, almost 
desperately, to give some teal content to the inherent

riohts of its First Nations! The current renaissance of 
0 

these nations helps us to understand that this national 
Canadian challenge is not just a political, social or eco
nomic challenge, but a truly spiritual adventure. 

Achiel Peelman 

Achiel Peelman is full professor at the Faculty of Theology of S�nt Paul 
University in Ottawa. He has published several books and articles_ on 
inculturation, Native American spirituality, missiology in North Amenca, 
and the theology of Hans Urs von Balthasar. 
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The Idea of Providence After World War II 

A
fter the horrors of World War II, many religious

thinkers, Jewish and Christian, were no longer able 

to accept the traditional teaching on divine providence. 

They were unable to think of God as the ruler of the 

world who directed the course of history with loving 

care for his children. Theologians of my generation re

member Adolf Hitler praising "the providence of the Al

mighty" that led him to become the chancellor of Ger

many. Is everything that happens in history a disposition 
of God's providence? Are all historical events providen

tial? 

Traditional theology saw the violence and oppres

sion inflicted upon people as part of God's design, as 

punishment for their sins, as pedagogy for their spiritual 

benefit, or as preparation for an extraordinary gift to be 

granted in the future. Official Catholic teaching insisted 
that God does not will evil directly, but only "permits" it 

to happen as part of divine providence leading humanity 
towards its supernatural destiny. 1 

Jewish Theological Reflections 

After the Holocaust, some Jewish rabbis were still 

willing to accept the traditional understanding of divine 

providence. A number of Orthodox rabbis held that God 

had permitted the mass murder of the chosen people as 

punishment for their growing indifference to the divine 

Law.2 A liberal rabbi, Ignaz Maybaum,3 tried to argue 

that the Shoah had been permitted by God in view of the 

positive developments after the war: the creation of the 

State of Israel, the freeing of the East European Slavic 

countries from century-old German domination, and the 
purging of the Western world of its fascist trends. 

Yet the great majority of Jewish religious thinkers 

vehemently rejected these theories as caricatures of the 

Eternal One. They thought it more honorable, after the 

Shoah, to lose faith in the Lord of history. An atheism of 

protest was advocated by the American religious phi

losopher, Richard Rubenstein,4 who continued nonethe

less to practise the Jewish religion. Why? Because the 

discourse and the rituals of Judaism sustained and revi

talized Jewish identity. Some ofRubenstein's later writ

ings suggest that an immanent divinity may in fact be at 
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work in the process of humanization operative in the hu

man family. 

An impressive reply to Rubenstein was offered by 

the Jewish philosopher, Emil Fackenheim, who distin
guished between two kinds of divine presence, the "lib

erating presence" revealed at the Exodus and the "com

manding presence" revealed at Mount Sinai where God 

handed down the Torah.5 At Auschwitz, Fackenheim ar

gued, God was present - not as liberating voice, but as 

"commanding voice" revealing to the surviving Jewish 

people a new law, holding primacy over all others, de

manding of this wounded people a total commitment to 

its survival. While the idea of God's commanding voice 

speaking out of situations of massive historical evil ap

pealed to Jewish and Christian theologians, hardly any 

Jewish thinker endorsed Fackenheim's theory that the 
commanding voice at Auschwitz created a new law in 

addition to Torah. 

Is it possible to question God's goodness? An ac
cepted discourse in the Jewish tradition allows one to 

challenge God because of the suffering inflicted upon 
the innocent and accuse God of being unjust, neglectful 

and indifferent. In the Bible we read that Job was angry 

with God and indicted God of inflicting pain on the in
nocent; yet we also read that despite the misery sent to 

him, Job renewed his confidence in his Creator (Jb 

13:15). Still, humbly accepting one's own suffering is 

quite different from humbly accepting the suffering of 

others. 

Elie Wiesel, the contemporary Jewish poet, has in

troduced his readers to the Jewish religious discourse 
that holds God responsible for the suffering of the inno

cent. In his famous play, The Trial of God, 6 situated in 

the seventeeth-century Russian village of Schamgorod, 

a group of Jews gathered in the tavern, most of them vic

tims of repeated pogroms, decide to put God on trial. 
The guests are to be the jury; the inn keeper volunteers to 

be the accuser: yet nobody wants to become God's de
fender. While the people feel sorry for their God because 

he has no friends, they are unwilling to defend him be

cause in their hearts they think that he is guilty. Eventu

ally a clever man walks in willing to become God's ad-
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vacate, yet he cannot prevent the final verdict finding 
God guilty. 

Words of accusation and doubts about God's inno
cence are part of a religious discourse that helps believ
ers to keep their faith in times. of persecution and the in
fliction of pain. There is no equivalent for this language 
of faith in the Christian tradition. Yet Christians have 
been impressed by the statement of Rabbi Irving 
Greenberg that the Holocaust has brought an end to "un
troubled theism."7 Because faith in God generates love 
and compassion, believers extend their solidarity to the 
innocent victims and wonder how God can chose to hide 
the divine face. The more strongly one believes that God 
is love, I wish to add, the more strongly one's faith is 
troubled and shaken in the presence of groundless mis
ery. Christians lack religious sensibility if their faith in a 
loving God remains unchallenged as they watch on tel
evision people's suffering unto death-from hunger, vio
lence and disease - in the vast populations of Africa and 
Asia. Christians may well acknowledge with Greenberg 
that faith in a merciful God includes an intermittent dy
namic of doubt. 

Is it possible to question God's power? The Jewish 
philosopher Hans Jonas has argued that God was in fact 
unable to intervene at Auschwitz.8 Why? Because in the 
creation of non-divine beings God freely ceased to be 
all-in-all, abandoned his omnipotence and, in a sense, 
relinquished his own divinity. God now suffers from his 
creation. God took the risk of creation without knowing 
the outcome. This God remains close to humans, cares 
for them, suffers with them and in this sense evolves in 
his divinity; yet he is not a king ruling history from 
above, capable of miraculous interventions to rescue his 
creatures from suffering. Despite his deep sorrow, God 
lacked the power to prevent the Holocaust. 

The idea of God's freely chosen self-emptying, 
Jonas reminds his readers, is not wholly new in the Jew
ish tradition. Jewish mystics in the Kabbala spoke of 
God's self-withdrawal (zimzum) in creation, through 
which he exposed himself to an unknown fate. God 
willed to be a suff�ring God. Yet does this divine kenosis

leave room for God's power revealed in the Exodus and 
at Mount Sinai? Hans Jonas is not clear on this point. 
One has the impression that Jonas' idea of God's self
chosen impotence voids the messianic promises re
corded in Scripture. 

Christian Theological Reflections 

Among Christian authors we find very similar an
guished reflections. Some raise questions regarding 
God's ooodness while others challenge the idea of di-

o 

vine omnipotence. 

Challenging God's goodness 

Two contemporary Christian authors believe that 
the Bible obliges us to say that God is the author of good 
and evil. Because they think that the biblical evidence 
for this is overwhelming, the authors are critical of the 
theological mainstream and official Catholic teaching 
which put the blame for historical evil purely and simply 
on the shoulders of human beings. This teaching, they 
argue, goes against the biblical proclamation of God's 
omnipotence and God's lordship over all of human his
tory. God, they hold, is the creator of light as well as 
darkness. Catholic teaching, one remembers, has repudi
ated the idea that God is the author of evil. God does not 
cause evil, God simply "permits" it to happen. Yet since, 
in Catholic teaching, evil is looked upon as devoid of 
substance, an absence of integrity, a metaphysical de
fect, divine "permission" does not appear to imply di
vine authorship. 

Who are the bold Christian authors for whom God 
is the author of good and evil? Walter Gross, an exegete, 
and Karl-Josef Kuschel, a theologian, have recently pub
lished a major study in which they argue against the 
dominant theological trend that blames humans for all 
moral evil in history. The book also opposes the contem
porary trend, inspired especially by Jurgen Moltmann's 
work, to depict God as powerless and suffering. As title 
for their book the two authors chose a provocative pas
sa oe from the book of Isaiah (45:7), !eh schaffe0 

Finstemis und Unheil (in English: "I create darkness and 
woe"), suggesting the divine authorship of evil. I shall 
refer to this work as the book on God and darkness.9 

The exegetical part of the book on God and dark
ness examines three passages: i) Isaiah 6:1-11, where 
God declares that he wants to harden the hearts of the 
people; ii) Isaiah 45:7, where God declares himself as 
the creator of evil; and iii) Psalm 88, the moving lament 
of an innocent person entrapped in a pit and' tormented 
by pain, almost as if in a death camp, who holds God 
responsible for his suffering. Yet what the exegetical sec
tion does not confront are the terrible passages in con
nection with the Exodus and the Conquest of the Prom
ised Land where God is presented as the divine warrior 
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inflicting an escalating series of plagues upon the Egyp
tians, culminating in the death of the first-born sons 
(Exod 12:29-30), drowning the Egyptian soldiers in the 
Red Sea, and creating terror among the nations, the in
habitants of Philistia, Edom, Moab and Canaan (Exod 
15:13-18). Yahweh commands Israel not to make trea
ties with the inhabitants of the land and promises to help 
Israel to destroy all of them (Deut 7:1-24). Yaweh is to 
be at war with Amalek in every generation (Exod 17: 14-
16) and the Israelites are ordered to blot out the very
memory of Amalek under heaven ((Deut 25:17-19).

How are we to read these and other passages where 
God demands the death of entire peoples and punishes 
the Israelites who show them mercy? Already in the 
third century Origen argued that biblical passages that 
ascribe to God qualities at odds with the divine nature 
may not be taken literally, but must be interpreted in al
legorical fashion. 10 He proposed that the water that 
drowned the Egyptians in the Red Sea symbolizes the 
grace God pours over his children in baptism to extin
guish their aggressive propensities. Traditional exegesis 
has, for the most part, offered a non-literal interpretation 
of these violent texts. According to Martin Buber, these 
passages demand that Jews choose between God and the 
Bible: believers do not accept stories that are at odds 
with God's mercy and goodness.11 I conclude that to use 
biblical passages to prove that God is the author of his
torical evil is not a persuasive argument 

The theological part of the book, written by 
Kuschel, examines the traditional Christian teaching 
through St. Augustine, St. Thomas and the Church's of
ficial position rejecting the idea that God is the author of 
moral evil. Human suffering is only "permitted" by God 
as. punishment, as pedagogy, or as an antecedent of an 
unmerited gift. Calvin was more willing than his theo
logical predecessors to ascribe to God authorship of hu
man woe. Kuschel then presents an analysis of contem
porary theologians who present God as unable to rescue 
people from their misery and instead as suffering with 
them and in them. Kuschel regards this trend as unac
ceptable, at odds with the biblical witness to God's ac
tion in human history. Even if incomprehensible to us, 
Kuschel argues, evil deeds making the innocent suffer 
are part of divine providence. We must overcome a naive 
understanding of God's goodness because God is sover
eign and bears ultimate responsibility for the entire cos
mos. Christians must put their trust in God's providence 
that directs the entire course of human history. Chris-
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tians must stand against evil and wrestle to overcome it, 
but they must also acknowledge that God, the totally 
Other, the Incomprehensible One, the creator and lord of 
the universe, transcends the distinction between good 
and evil. 

Neither the biblical arguments for God as the au
thor of good and evil nor the theological reflections el
evating God beyond the categories of good and evil 
seem to me persuasive. 

Challenging God's omnipotence 

After the Holocaust has emerged new thinking 
about God's relation to human history. We have mention 
Jewish religious thinkers who have questioned God's 
power. Several Christian theologians also concluded, 
quite independently from one another, that it is neces
sary to rethink what is meant by God's omnipotence. 
They argue that God is paradoxically both powerful and 
weak, that God enters in solidarity with those who suf
fer, and that God's gracious presence is the source of sal
vation and rescue. Divine providence reveals itself in the 
redemptive moments of human history. 

Paul Tillich 

An example of this development is found in the 
evolution of Paul Tillich's theology of divine providence 
from Volume I (1951) to Volume ill (1963) of his Sys

tematic Theology. In Volume I, Tillich adopts the tradi
tional position that God directs the course of human his
tory.12 He defines divine providence as God's "directing 
creativity" as distinguished from God's "originating" 
and "sustaining" creativity. God directs every creature to 
its fulfillment, not by miraculous interventions but by 
releasing the creativity of human actors and their institu
tions. "God's directive creativity always creates through 
the freedom of man and the spontaneous and structural 
wholeness of all creatures." 13 Faith in divine providence 
provides an escape from the idea of blind fate and mean
inglessness of life. <:::hristians believe in loving protec
tion and personal guidance. "Special providence gives 
the individual the certainty that under any circum
stances, under any set of conditions, the divine 'factor' is 
active and that therefore the road to his ultimate 
fulfillment is open." 14 "There is also an historical provi

dence," Tillich argues, since God is an actor in human 
history. "The experience of the great empires with their 
fateful power does not shake Jewish and Christian confi
dence in God's historical providence. The empires are 
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stages in the world historical process, whose fulfillment 
is the Reign of God through Israel and the Christ," 15 a 
fulfillment, he adds, that lies beyond human history. 
Tillich also offers a metaphysical argument for God's 
overall providence. "The certainty of God's directing 
creativity is based on the certainty of God as the ground 
of being and meaning." 16Tillich _admits that this trust in 
divine providence is often trust "in spite of' the evidence 
of the senses. Still, the_ passages cited from Vol. I of his 
Systematic Theology suggest that Tillich defended God's 
lordship over human history, even if the divine goodness 
often remains hidden. 

I read quite differently Tillich's theology of divine 
providence in Vol. ill of his Systematic Theology. 17 Here 
he argues that only a theology which takes account of the 
Holocaust and other great historical horrors has the right 
to speak of divine providence. 18 In this context Tillich is 
more conscious of the sinfulness of the human situation. 
He introduces the idea of kairos: the special moment or 
hour of God's choosing which mediates a redemptive 
breakthrough in destructive historical circumstances. 
Tillich first spoke of kairos in a secular context, referring 
to the special constellation of historical factors when a 
revolution toward greater justice becomes a realistic his
torical project. In a theological context, kairos stands for 
the breakthrough of God's grace creating the new within 
the sinful, oppressive and destructive context of the 
present. "Something happened to some people through 
the power of God's kingdom as it became manifest in 
history, and history has been changed ever since." 19 The 
great kairos is the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ; 
and in dependence on this redemptive Event, many other 
kairoi continue to occur in the history of humans and 
their communities. 

In the light of this theology, divine providence re
fers to the saving acts of God. Not all events that occur in 
history are providential, but only God's redemptive ac
tions creatively rescuing people from the power of evil. 
"Historical providence includes all [these] and is crea
tive through [them] toward the new, both in history and 
above history."20 Thus the horrors of the twentieth cen
tury are not part of divine providence. They belong to the 
story of human sin. Yet the people who suffered in these 
dreadful events were not deserted by God: God re
mained with them as the power sustaining their faith that 
they continue to be in God's hands and their hope that 
their humanity will be fulfilled beyond present suffering. 

If I understand these pages of Vol. ill correctly, 
Tillich here presents historical providence as the saving 

acts of God that at certain moments overcome historical 
evil. In an early book on socialism, Tillich had intro
duced the concept of "expectancy," 21 a faith-based atti
tude toward the future, without which no social move
ment can gather strength and eventually transform 
society. 

Personal providence, according to Tillich, is God's 
presence in human life, especially in moments of great
est need, opening the door to spiritual growth, to what he 
calls the New Being, in this world or the next. According 
to a theme pursued by Tillich in several of his writings, it 
is in the eye of the storm, in the centre of human lostness, 
in the most crucifying circumstances, that God mani
fests God's transforming power, opening the door to the 
unexpected. For Tillich, we recall, God is not a divine 
super-person ruling the world from above, but the very 
ground of being sustaining and graciously rescuing hu
mans on their way to fulfillment. While God's omnipo
tence remains hidden in the course of human history, 
except for certain salvific moments, God's omnipotence 
in people's personal lives is revealed in God's ever
present care, sustaining them in a trust that will not be 
disappointed - a share in Christ's resurrection. 

Eugen Drewermann 

The horrible crimes committed during WWII have 
opened Eugen Drewermann's eyes to the terrible cruelty 
operative in the evolution of life where the strong con
quer the weak and where all kill to eat and survive.22 The 
biblical story of God as creator and lord of the universe 
has become unacceptable to Drewermann.23 He believes 
instead that the God of whom the wisdom traditions in 
Old and New Testament speak and to whom religious 
people all over the world address their prayers is an im
manent divine power that rescues humans from their 
fears and their destructive behaviour, and empowers 
them to create a culture of love, justice and peace.24 But 
this God, Drewermann insists, may not be thought of as 
creator of the evolving universe or as lord of human his
tory. This God, therefore, bears no responsibility for 
Auschwitz. 

Using the Kantian distinction between pure and 
practical reason, Drewermann argues that.the knowl
edge of the cosmos and human history belongs to sci
ence (pure reason), while the knowledge of a divine 
presence operative in the pacification of humanity be
longs to wisdom (practical reason). This wisdom deals 
with the practice of the good life and has nothing to say 
in the field where science alone is competent. It is there-
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fore an error to speak of God as providentially involved 
in the shaping of human history. Here Drewermann disa
grees with the Bible and argues agaipst the Church. Yet 
since he acknowledges that the God encountered in 
prayer rescues people from their destructive drives and 
transforms their hearts, Drewermanns seems to imply, in 
spite of himself, that God acts graciously in the history 
of the human family. A generous reading of this original 
thinker, softening his anti-metaphysical bias and anti
ecclesiastical rhetoric, locates his thought within the 
spectrum of traditional Christian theology. 

Jiirgen Moltmann 

A suffering God has had a special appeal for Chris
tian theologians. As self-emptying or kenosis has been 
predicated of the Son of God who divested himself of his 
divine prerogatives and became obedient even unto the 
cross (cf. Phil 2:8), so can kenosis be predicated of God 
the Father who in the act of creation has freely bracketed 
the infinite divine totality. Divine kenosis makes room 
for finite beings. In his important and influential theo
logical work the Protestant theologian, Jurgen 
Moltmann, has explored the theme of divine kenosis in 
the light of Christian faith.25 His ideas have obtained a
wide hearing in the Christian Church. He has argued that 
the traditional metaphysical idea of God - perfect, im
mutable and invulnerable - contradicts the scriptural 
witness to a God passionately involved in the lives of 
God's creatures and biased in favour of the poor and op
pressed. Through the freely chosen divine kenosis in cre
ating the world, God opened a space for the non-divine, 
restricted divine omnipotence and shouldered the terri
ble risk of human history. God here chose not to be om
nipotent. When Jesus suffered and died on the cross, 
God suffered with him and in him: the Father grieved 
over loss of this Son. On the cross, God has revealed 
both God's voluntary impotence and God's suffering 
solidarity with all human victims of injustice. God has 
not remained at a safe distance from Auschwitz, 
Moltmann argued, but God was present there suffering 
with the inmates. 

Despite his stereotyping of traditional metaphysics 
and his sometimes excessive rhetoric, Moltmann's origi
nal theology remains wholly within classical, creedal 
Christianity. He is aware of the Church's condemnation 
in 447 of Patripassionism, i.e. the idea that the crucifix-
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ion also causes God the Father to suffer.26 A close read
ing of his work reveals that Moltmann distinguishes be
tween suffering ex carentia produced by the disruption 
of integrity and suffering ex abundantia produced by 
loving identification with those who are broken. Accord
ing to Moltmann, God's suffers only ex abundantia, out 
of infinite compassion, without any loss of divine integ
rity.27 Yet that God is compassionate is traditional teach
ing. Moreover, a reading of his work reveals that for 
Moltmann - differing in this from Hans Jonas - the di
vine kenosis is a temporary disposition to be displaced at 
the eschaton by the glorious manifestation of God's om
nipotence raising from the dead victims of history 
and bringing about the final judgment.28 

Moltmann's theology of God's suffering with and 
in human beings has been widely accepted among Prot
estant and Catholic theologians. Examples of the latter 
are Maurice Zundel,29 Walter Kaspar,30 and Ottmar
Fuchs.31 

What is the meaning of divine providence if God 
has chosen to relinquish God's sovereign power? 
Moltmann has very little to say on this topic. He hints 
that God's liberating power manifests itself in history at 
special moments when the historical conditions are such 
that people suffering from injustice, empowered by the 
Spirit, are able to transform their society.32 In my read
ing, this recalls Paul Tillich's idea that God's providence 
reveals itself in redemptive kairoi, the break-throughs of 
grace in context crated by sin. 

Douglas Hall 

In his book God and Human Suffering, the Protes
tant theologian Douglas Hall shows sympathy for 
Moltmann's theological approach.33 Hall worries that a
certain Christian imagination of God's omnipotence is 
based on the problematic human notion of conquest. He 
argues persuasively that conquest, the victory of some 
humans over other humans, has been the cause of evil 
and violence that has made human history into a slaugh
terhouse and that, for this reason, conquest should never 
be attributed to God. God's power is non-coercive and 
non-violent. God acts in history by touchil!g people's 
hearts. For Douglas Hall, "providence is grace." 34 This
recalls the curious fact that in the English language call
ing an event "providential" always means that it has 
been beneficial, at least in the long run. 
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My own reflections 

When, in the late 1960s, I wrestled with the ques
tion of God's relation to humanity, I was greatly influ
enced by Catholic theologians, especially Maurice 
Blondel and Karl Rabner, for whom God was graciously 
immanent in human life and history. I recognized in this 
theology an affinity with in Paul Tillich's idea of "God 
beyond God." In my book Man Becoming (1970)35 -the 
title reveals that I was as yet untouched by the feminist 
critique -I presented my own theological approach 
based on the idea of God's transcendent immanence in 
human history. God was not a divine person situated 
above history, ruling the world from his heavenly throne; 
God was rather a mysterious, personal power graciously 
present to humans and operative in their self-constitu
tion as persons and as communities. 

This approach allowed me to formulate a theology 
of divine providence that one could repeat without turn
ing one's back on Auschwitz. Evil is purely and simply 
against the divine will. "God is light and in him is no 
darkness at all" (1 Jn 1: 5). Theologians who regard God 
as the supreme being governing the world from above 
are obliged to say, however much they emphasize God's 
love and mercy, that evil is part of the divine plan of sal
vation. They must admit with a heavy heart that even 
Auschwitz has a place in God's providence. I preferred 
to argue that there was a radical opposition between God 
and evil. God does not permit evil: God stands against 
evil, condemns it and transcends it. God is constantly at 
work among humans summoning them and strengthen
ing them to discern evil in themselves and the world, 
wrestle against it, be converted away from it, co-operate 
with others to overcome.it, and, if need be, sacrifice their 
lives as a witness in opposition to it. Revealed in Christ's 
resurrection is that the transcendent divine mystery op
erative in man's making of man creates life out of death. 

Since God is love, I thought it necessary to rethink 
the traditional teaching on divine punishment. Theolo
gians used to distinguish between God's "antecedent 
will" that intended.universal salvation and God's "con
sequent will," consequent upon human sin, that now also 
intended plagues and punishments for sinful humanity. I 
preferred to think that God does not punish!36 As sin dis
rupts human integrity and creates chaos in human rela
tions, sin devastates human well-being on the personal 
and social level and thus generates its own punishment. 
God's mercy, which in Scripture is also called God's jus
tice, graciously offers to interrupt the connecting link 

between sin and its punishment and to rescue sinners 
from the self-destructive consequences of their own 
deeds. Hell is the result of human self-exclusion. 

Today, thirty years later, I continue to hold that 
there is no shadow or darkness in God. In the words of 
Edward Schillebeeckx, God's presence is always heal
ing and rescuing. 37 Where then does evil come from? We 
painfully discover evil as a dimension of our historical 
existence. According to the Christian tradition, the ori
gin of evil is due to the sin of humans and the fall of 
angels. While St. Thomas recognized God as the causa 

prima of the universe, he designated humankind as the 
causa prima of evil.38 The idea introduced into Christian 
theology by Jurgen Moltmann that in the act of creation 
God contracted God's own power and thus risked the 
emergence of counter-divine forces is very persuasive. 
We recognize that sin and evil are among us, and yet pro
fess that God is good and in no way responsible for 
them. 

While I have sympathy for the idea of divine 
kenosis, I hesitate to follow Moltmann's theology of 
God's powerlessness and his often unqualified reference 
to God's suffering.39 Christians living in situations of 
historical terror - according to the witness of Latin 
Americans -are consoled by the thought of God's om
nipotence that will create justice in the end. They may 
hold that God is compassionate and grieves with them, 
but they cling to their faith that God is invulnerable, tran
scendent, and out of reach of their oppressors. Adolfo 
Perez Esquivel, imprisoned and tortured in Argentina 
and later, in 1980, recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize, 
told the story of a religious experience that had sustained 
him in prison. As he was taken back to his cell after a 
session of torture, he was able to glimpse into an empty 
cell with a blood-stained wall opposite the door, on 
which a prisoner had written with his finger the words, 
"Dias no mata," (God does not kill).40 

I prefer to continue to speak of God's omnipo
tence. Divine omnipotence here means that in whatever 
imposed or self-inflicted prison human beings find 
themselves, God's saving power accompanies them, 
enabling them to avoid a collapse into bitterness and de
spair, and bringing to realization their human,destiny in 
this life or the next.41 Divine providence is here the acts 
of salvation in human history, culminating in the death 
and resurrection of Jesus Christ and present in the mani
festations of divine grace rescuing from evil people and 
their communities. What God's omnipotence means to 
believers living in the midst of terror is that God sees 
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their plight, God judges evil, God cannot be conquered, 
and God saves them in this life or in God's coming reign. 

An altemative idea of divine providenc:e 

I conclude from the preceding discussion that 
many Christian theologians, reflecting on the Holocaust 
and other historical horrors, have arrived independently 
from one another at a new interpretation of divine provi
dence. In one way or another, they agree with Tillich's 
idea of kairos. Not all historical occurrences are part of 
God's providence, but only the breakthroughs of divine 
grace. 

While the whole of Christian theology recognizes 
God's incomprehensibility, the decision where precisely 
we put the question marks has pastoral consequences. If 
we put the question mark behind God's goodness and 
think of God in some way as responsible for evil, we 
move in one spiritual direction; and if we put the ques
tion mark behind God's power and recognize the divine 
kenosis, we opt for a different spirituality. 

In my opinion, putting the question mark behind 
God's goodness creates spiritual problems to men and 
women afflicted by illness or other painful or debilitat
ing hardships. How can we surrender ourselves to God 
in prayer when we have doubts about the divine good
ness and think of God as in some way the author of our 
suffering? Opting for God's goodness without flaw or 
darkness creates a different spiritual situation. Many 
years ago when I was sick over a period of several 
months, I found it impossible to surrender myself to 
God's will until it became clear to me that God was not 
the author of my illness; God was, rather, the gracious 
power that promised healing or a new spiritual life in a 
situation of physical handicap. I derived consolation 
from the Thornistic concept of God as actus punts which 
implied that God, fully active, with the entire divine po
tentiality actualized, was creatively present in every pas
sage from potentiality to act, including people's entry 
into their full humanity.42 Here God is seen more as a 
verb than as a noun. 

The tragedies in people's lives are not planned by 
God. They are not part of divine providence. What is 
providential is that people in these situations are accom
panied by God's care and God's strength to manage their 
lives, act creatively and walk the way of healing, or trust 
in the newness after death. Was the death of Jesus on the 
cross in accordance with the divine will? God's will, I 
prefer to argue, was that Jesus become a prophet de-
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nouncing the alienating practices of the religious and 
political authorities, even if this meant endangering his 
life and suffering excommunication and crucifix.ion. At 
the end Jesus could have sought a hiding place, yet he 
surrendered himself to the divine will in remaining faith
ful to his prophetic mission even unto martyrdom. In 
raising his Son from among the dead, God rehabilitated 
all the victims of human history. 

Putting the question mark behind God's goodness 
has, in my opinion, also problematic political conse
quences. For if in the face of massive injustices, we in
voke the providence of a God who is the author of good 
and evil, we may fail to be outraged by the misery in
flicted upon others. Pope Pius X still believed that the 
division of society into the rich and the poor was part of 
divine providence. But if we hold that God is good and 
loving without qualification, then we recognize that so
cial injustice is opposed to God's will and not part of 
divine providence. God is present to these tragic events 
as the divine summons empowering people to resist in
justice and act collectively to reconstruct the social or
der. God's providence manifests itself in people's social 
passion that transforms them into critics and activists 
creating social movements in support of love, justice and 
peace.43 

Opting for a God of love who bears no responsibil
ity for evil and yet saves us from evil leaves an unan
swered problem. What remains without adequate expla
nation is the presence of anti-divine forces in creation. 
What Christians believe is that God's providence over
comes these evil forces in part and that God's reign will 
triumph over them at the end of history. 

My reading of the 'Our Father' encourages me to 
sustain the theological option for God's unqualified 
goodness and God's radical opposition to evil. God the 
Father is "in heaven" in the sense that God is beyond 
attack and cannot be harmed by the lords and masters of 
this world. We praise God's name who is so different 
from us. Since it is by no means certain that God's will 
shall be done on earth, we pray that "[God's] will be 
done on earth as it is in heaven." We know what the di
vine will is: it is the corning of God's reign, i.e. the vic
tory of love, justice and peace in a world wounded by 
sin. Thus we pray, "Thy kingdom come." Thinking of 
the starvation of peoples in famines, which for the most 
part have been produced by decisions made by the pow
erful, we pray that God may give humans their daily 
bread. Yet even though the masters of the world cause so 



much suffering and provoke our resistance, we do not 
want to hate them: we want to learn to forgive them as 
we ask God's forgiveness for our own sins. We pray that 

we may not be lead into temptation, i.e., the temptation 
of despair over the dominion held by the unjust struc

tures and powers that cause human misery - despair 
making us feel that there is nothing we can do to change 
the evil situation, despair that there is no alternative. The 

'Our Father' encourages me to think of divine provi
dence as God's acts of salvation, the kairoi, empowering 

people to see the truth, recognize evil, stand against it, be 

consoled, assume social responsibility, act in common, 

and enter upon God's life. 

Gregory Baum 
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The Construction of Identities: An Egyptian Looks at Jews 

T
he question of identity is a complex one, requiring
me first to address my background and experience 

as an Egyptian before I can explore my perception of the 
Jewish identity. This journey will challenge the com
monly held understanding of identity, leading me to pro
pose an alternative model which will allow us to be 
proud of who we are while respecting other groups and 
communities. 

WhoAml? 

I was born in Kuwait of Egyptian parents, and 
grew up speaking with an Egyptian accent. To my mind I 
was Egyptian. But when I came to North America, I had 
to insist that I was not Kuwaiti but Egyptian. I had to 
explain that in the Middle East, citizenship is not de
pendent on where you are born, but on the citizenship of 
your parents. I had to claim my Egyptian heritage. 

As I reflected on this, I wondered why I did not 
also claim my identity as a woman, or scientist, or Chris
tian, or Arab, with the same vigour. As well, I realized 
that pride in my heritage does not mean that I am better 
than someone else. It means that my identity is a reality 
in process, a living reality informed by my gender, my 
history as a Christian and as a scientist and as an Arab. 
My identity is forged in relation to these forces. My 
"Egyptian-ness" is ever-changing. 

My Story: My Changing Understanding of Jewish 

People 

My first recollections and impressions of the iden
tity of Jewish people came from my family. Before the 
1948 war, Egypt was a land of foreigners, with Jewish, 
Italian and Greek communities living peacefully in 
Egypt and in other parts of the Middle East. Common 
stereotypes prevailed: Jews were frugal; Italians were 
not very bright; Greeks spoke with an odd accent. Jewish 
people participated in all aspects of Egyptian life, and 
belonged to all classes. They were not thought of as Jew
ish: they were Egyptian. 

After the 1948 war, things changed. With the rise 
of the state of Israel, Jews came to be identified more 
and more with Israelis and Zionism. By 1967, the identi-
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fication was complete. By then, most Jews in the Middle 
East had been forced to move to Israel either by Arab 
regimes or by the Israeli government.' For my genera
tion, who never actually encountered any Jews, the Jew
ish people were represented by the army which had in
vaded Palestine, terrorized and killed its people, and 
taken their land. The stereotype of the Jew had changed. 
Now Jews were Zionist Israelis who cheated, killed, and 
could not be trusted. 

In 1976, I travelled to the United States to continue 
my education, and I was faced with a dilemma. In Egypt, 
any company that had relations with Israel was boy
cotted. Movies or programs with any Jewish characters 
could not be shown in an Arab country. What was I to do 
when I met a Jewish person in the US? I decided that I 
would judge people on how they treated me, and on 
nothing else. This resolution was soon put to the test in 
my college dormitory, where my neighbour was a Zion
ist Jew. She ridiculed me publicly and privately because 
of my background; and yet, she was also the one who 
took me to the infirmary when I had a migraine head
ache. It was a love-hate relationship. 

Because I was living in the US and was physically 
far from Israel and the Middle East, I found my idea of 
Jewish people was changing. Although I could see that 
to be a Jew was not necessarily to be a Zionist, there still 
seemed to me to be a strong connection between being 
Jewish and being Zionist. And I was becoming more and 
more fascinated by Jewish people. 

In the following years, I pursued my graduate stud
ies in chemistry, and worked under a Jewish scientist in a 
laboratory for seven years. He was not an observant Jew, 
but a secular Jew. We never discussed religion or poli
tics. Yet whenever I returned from Egypt or Kuwait, I 
would bring him something from my culture. One time I 
brought him the costume of an Egyptian peasant, and he 
wore the attire gladly. I would bring traditional food for 
our Friday (Sabbath) break, and we would all partake of 
it, celebrating the different traditions in the lab. He even 
invited my parents to his home! 

It was not long after I arrived in the US that I real
ized that any university with a high percentage of Jewish 
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students and faculty had to be an excellent school. To be 
Jewish meant power and excellence in education. In my 
mind, Zionism was receding into the background and 
had only a vague connection to the Jewish people. 

I then moved to Toronto to pursue my career. I fo
cused on my career and education, avoiding politics. But 
then the Gulf War broke out. It was at this time that I 
began to realize how the media skews reality and rein
forces stereotypes. It was also at this time that I attended 
my first political demonstration. Once again, in my mind 
there was a strong connection between being Jewish and 
being Zionist: and there was only one kind ofisraeli, and 
that was a Zionist Israeli. 

I now live in Halifax, and am involved in peace 
activism. I encounter many Jewish people and Israelis 
who are working for the human rights of Palestinians; 
some of them are quite angry at the state of Israel. 

Throughout all the years of my life, I did not stop 
to ask myself what it was that defined the Jewish people. 
My concept of the Jewish identity evolved naturally and 
changed many times. It is the result of my encounters 
with people, with individuals in my daily life. 

But now I ask: What makes me who I am? who you 
are? What makes us unique? What makes us different? 
How do we understand "identity"? 

Identity as Difference: An All Too Common Idea 

The popular understanding of identity says it is 
that which makes one group or person stand out. Identity 
is that which makes us different. In other words, identity 
is defined by the difference from others. There are sev
eral points that can be made about identity as difference. 

If you take difference absolutely, difference be
comes a matter of essence. We are different because our 
essences are different. To understand identity as an es
sence and, hence, unchanging is to speak of identity in 
the language of contrast. We are who we are because we 
are not you. We are essentially different from you. There 
is a line that is drawn between you and us. According to 
Regina Schwartz,2 that line is always drawn in blood. 
Not only is the genesis of this identity derived from 
blood, but it also ends in drawing more blood, as has 
been proven over and over in history. 

In times of war this understanding of identity is 
manifested in ethnic cleansing and genocide. The 
stronger group draws the line with the blood of the other. 
In "peaceful" times when unequal power continues to 
prevail, the strong will draw the line, but in less obvious 
ways. The line is drawn in everyday, common practices 

that are nevertheless racist. The result is the "banality of 
evil." This can take the form of job discrimination, loss 
of educational opportunities, lack of health care and so 
on. 

Yet drawing the line does not stop with the power
ful. The underside also draws the line. The powerful 
draw the line with physical power; the oppressed draw 
the line with moral power and claim a monopoly of 
truth. The examples that come to mind are minority 
groups such as Christians and Jews in a wider Moslem 
majority, or vice versa. 

Another way of speaking of lines is to think of 
them as borders. The borders that different groups draw 
around themselves define identity. The borders are not to 
be crossed. The brave souls that cross the borders, as a 
protest against them, are perceived as traitors. The pre
sumed traitors are shunned, marginalized, and in ex
treme cases, shot. An example of this are the critical 
Jews who protest in word and deed the occupation and 
military repression of the Palestinian people by the Is
raeli government. They are marginalized, denied jobs, 
and denounced as self-hating Jews by their community, 
which often shuns these brave souls. This illustrates that 
identity conceived as borders creates an either/or situa
tion. If you are for the human dignity of Palestinians, 
you must be against the Jewish people. According to the 
same logic, non-Jews critical of Israel are perceived as 
anti-Semites. This happened at the recent World Confer
ence against Racism. Within this paradigm it is impossi
ble to support the human rights of all human beings. 

Finally, when we understand identity as difference 
in essence, this difference becomes manifest in appear
ance. We are different, and as a result we look different. 
But, unfortunately, the reverse also becomes true. Be
cause you look different, you are essentially different 
from us. Focusing on difference invites the stereotyping 
of whole groups on the basis of trivial differences. 

An Alternative Understanding of Identity 

I would like to propose a different understanding 
of identity, one that is not defined by essence and bor
ders. I prefer to define identity in terms of the following 
four characteristics. ., . 

1. Identity as reflection of particularity rather than

essential difference

Instead of conceiving difference in terms of es
sence, I propose that we are different because we are par
ticular. To understand why we are different as a result of 
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our particularity assumes that we share with you and 

others a wider universality. This wider universality holds 

and binds us together. You have your own particularity, 

which is not necessarily better or worse than ours. The 

cliche "we are all unique in our different ways" is appli

cable here. It follows that one cannot proclaim one's par

ticularity without reference to the universal, which one 

shares with others. As we affirm our particularity, we 

also confess our connectedness. We are particular, his

torical and cultural expressions of a universal humanity. 

2. Identity as process rather than essence

Identity as essence assumes that it is unchanging in 

history. Yet this is untrue. I propose that who we are is 

constituted, to a large extent, by what we do. Gilbert 

Ryle and Hans Frei have suggested that holding identity 

as an essence is another expression of the ghost-in-the

machine understanding of the human person.3 We are an 

essence that acts as the ghost in a machine as it expresses 

itself in various activities. What is here supposed is that 

our essence determines what we do: one steals because 

one is a thief. Yet it is really the other way around, one is 

a thief because one steals. Our identity is here consti

tuted through our activities. Identity is an ongoing proc

ess. We become who we are largely through the type of 

life we have chosen for ourselves. And others know us 

through our actions. 

In the biblical story, if I may draw such an analogy, 

God comes to be known by the Israelites through ac

tions. God called them out of the land of bondage, res

cued them from the pursuing army, fed them in the 

desert, made a covenant with them, gave them the tablets 

of the law and established them in the promised land. 

God is not known through an essence, but through ac

tions in history. 

If human identity is constituted in a process, it 

takes place not in a vacuum nor in arbitrary fashion but 

in relationship to other human beings. Personal identity 

is not simply a given: it is rather created in a process 

marked by an ethical challenge. My identity determines 

my relationship to others: my identity need not be in 

contrast with others or drawn in blood, but could define 

itself in relationship to others in an ethical manner. In 

summary, "I am who I am by virtue of how I treat the 

other." 

3. Identity as an ultimate concem

Identity as an active and dynamic process 

has to be guided. What guides its activities and gives it 
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continuity? We are here not looking for the missing 

ghost-in-the-machine, but rather for a "centre" or central 

commitment from which other activities flow. In this 

context it is helpful to look at Paul Tillich's understand

ing of faith.4 

According to Tillich, faith is a state of being ulti

mately concerned. This state directs all our activities, 

aspirations and hopes, and ultimately defines who we 

are. This ultimate concern promises total fulfillrnent and 

in return demands total surrender. If our ultimate con

cern is a finite reality such as money or the state, then 

sooner or later we will experience a life crisis and be 

overcome by feelings of despair. The reason for this is 

that all has been risked for the ultimate concern, yet the 

promise of fulfillment has not been delivered. Domesti

cating one's ultimate concern or allowing it to be be

come fully identified with a historical project is a dan

gerous and self-destructive undertaking. On the other 

hand, if the ultimate concern transcends the finite order 

and reaches toward the unconditional, despair does not 

occur. Since the world will always disappoint our deep

est aspirations, we must look out for the transcendent. 

We are ever in danger of embracing an earthly cause 

with an ultimate commitment and turning it into an idol. 

That is the reason, Tillich argues, why doubt plays an 

essential part in authentic faith. 

Identity is similar to ultimate concern. If we under

stand our identity as an essence defined in fixed ethnic, 

cultural or religious terms, then our "ultimate centre" is 

reduced to a finite cause that sooner or later will blow up 

and draw blood. On the other hand, if the central com

mitment guiding our identity construction is the tran

scendent, manifested in critical thinking, then our iden

tity becomes a process, assumes ethical responsibility, 

and opens itself to authentic religious faith. As Tillich 

spoke of the "dynamics of faith," we may speak of the 

"dynamics of identity." 

4. Identity as imaginative and creative

If identity is· constructed and hence undergoes 

transformations, we must ask what constitutes its conti

nuity. The answer to this question is implicit in what has 

been said so far, yet deserves more explicit attention. 

Again, I shall look at a theologian to help me 

clarify the non-changing dimension of identity. Chris

tian theologians have in fact been plagued by the ques

tion of continuity and change as they deal with Christian 

identity, biblical interpretation and the development of 



doctrine. George Lindbeck has proposed the metaphor 

of language and its grammar to address this theological 

issue.5 I think the same metaphor is applicable to a better 

understanding of identity. Although language is dy

namic and changing to meet the needs of people in their 

history, its grammar is fixed. Language evolves, but 

grammar remains the same. Yet while grammar does not 

change, it does not limit the creativity of the writer, no 

more than the rules of chess dictate the outcome of the 

game. Grammar guides creativity rather than limits it. 

Grammar acts as that which constitutes continuity. How

ever, as Wittgenstein would have it, grammar cannot be 

perceived apart from the language itself.6 It cannot be 

described; it can only be written or spoken. One proves 

one's understanding of the grammar by speaking and 

writing well and not simply by reciting the rules of 

grammar. 

Another metaphor I like is that of the artist, the 

paradigm of creativity. Although the artist is creative the 

artist is not absolutely free. He or she is limited by their 

tools, by their subject matter, by the rules of what consti

tutes good art and finally by his or her own history, per

sonal and collective. These realities constitute the conti

nuity within art. They cannot be seen apart from the 

work of art itself. 

Identity is similar to art. I would go further and 

claim that the act of forming ones' identity is an artistic 

act. Identity is dynamic, centred on an ultimate concern, 

forged in an imaginative way. As good art has a strong 

ethical and critical dimension so must be the act of creat

ing one's identity. 

In other words, the authentic Jew is like the au

thentic Christian, the authentic Moslem and the authen

tic human, he or she - in reliance on God - forges and 

achieves his or her humanity. He or she is an artist of life. 

*** 

My alternative proposal of identity construction 

helps me to understand literalists or fundamentalists in 

the three Abrahamic religions and recognize the danger 

which these people are to themselves and to others. They 

define their identity in a static manner, pay exclusive at

tention to difference, recognize no bonds shared with 

outsiders, surrender themselves to their cause without 

qualification, and refuse to act imaginatively in response 

to new historical challenges. My proposal makes it pos

sible for me to remain faithful to my own history as an 

Egyptian Christian, now rooted in Canada, and offer 

support for social justice and human rights of all peo

ples, as individuals and as collectivities. I demand free

dom and justice for the Palestinian people without em

bracing all the myths uttered by some of their leaders; 

and I strongly criticize the Israeli government without 

denigrating Jewish religion, blaming all Jews or ceasing 

to admire Jews for their moral and cultural achieve

ments. My proposal also allows me to reply to those who 

accuse me of being a bad Arab and having lost my sense 

of ethnic solidarity. I say to them that the fidelity to my 

particularity allows me to define my identity as an Egyp

tian in manner that creates a bond to the entire human 

family in its plurality. 

Magi Abdul-Masih 
Professor Magi Abdul-Masih holds two doctorates, one in chemistry, the 
other in religious studies. She is associate professor of religious studies at 
Saint Mary's University in Halifax, Nova Scotia. and the author of the 
book Hans Frei and Edward Schillebeeckx: A Conversation on Method 
and Christology (Wilfred Laurier Press, 2001) and the article "The Chal
lenge of Present-Day Palestine to Contemporary Theology" Swdies in 
Religion (29/4, 2000:439-451). 
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Book Notes 

Remembering for Tomorrow: A History of the 

Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops 1943-

1993 

Benzard M. Daly, Ottawa: Canadian Conference 
of Catholic Bishops, 1995, 232 pages 

This book is a history of the Canadian Conference 

of Catholic Bishops (CCCB), written by an author who 
has worked for the CCCB and published not by a com
mercial publishing company, but by the CCCB itself. 

Even though I have great respect for the author, I had no 
intention of reading the book. A history of an institution 

produced and published by the institution itself is likely 

to be tedious. It usually takes an outsider's perspective to 

uncover the debates within the institution and the ten
sions between different parties within it. Yet, when I was 

invited by the editor of a dictionary to write two short 

articles on the social teaching and the ecumenical in

volvement of the Canadian Catholic Church, I picked up 

Bernard Daly's book. I discovered it to be a useful 

source of information regarding the Church's evolving 

policies. The longest chapter, entitled "Implementing 

Vatican II," records the institutions created by the bish

ops and the policies adopted by them to promote the re

newal of the Canadian Church according to the princi

ples of Vatican II. The record is impressive. 

Bernard Daly, the author of the book, decided to 

give only the briefest account of the involvement of the 

Canadian bishops at the Vatican Council. He offers a list 

of the bishops who attended this ecclesiastical event, but 

does not discuss the role which they played at the Coun
cil as a group or the positions they defended in the con

ciliar debate. Since the author was present in Rome dur

ing the Council, he could have written a more detailed 
study of this period. To my knowledge, no such study 

exists in English. Gilles Routhier has edited two collec
tion of articles in French: L'Eglise canadienne et Vatican 
JI and, more recently, Vatican II au Canada, both vol

umes published by Fides in Montreal. 
Yet Daly's chapter entitled "Implementing Vatican 

II" offers a detailed account of the CCCB's multiple 
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efforts to renew the Canadian Church in accordance with 
the teaching of Vatican II. These topics include public 

worship, religious education, social teaching, 
ecumenism, the mission of the laity and the role of 

women in the Church. Special attention is paid to the 
Catholic Organization of Development and Peace 

founded by the CCCB in 1967. Daly shows the influence 

of the Latin American liberation theology on the social 

teaching of the Canadian bishops during the seventies 
and early eighties and the opposition generated by this 

among some bishops, in particular Cardinal Emmett 

Carter. Daly writes about the conflict within the CCCB 

with modesty and tact, leaving the details of these events 

to future church historians. 
A chapter called "Tough Issues" deals with contra

ception, divorce and abortion, with the debate about Paul 
VI's encyclical Humanae Vitae, with Quebec's right to 

self-determination, and with sexual abuse by the clergy. 
The author writes about these matters with honesty and 

respect. He shows that the bishops often find themselves 

in the middle between Catholics who demand greater 

freedom and Catholics who demand tougher restric

tions. The Canadian bishops responded to Humanae Vi
tae with more generosity than most national hierarchies, 

for which they were severely criticized by Rome and by 

conservative Canadian Catholics. Because the bishops 

supported government legislation limiting abortion, 

without outlawing it, a position permitted by the Vatican, 

they were vehemently denounced by groups of funda

mentalist Catholics at home. 
Bernard Daly's history of the CCCB may not be a 

book that many people will read from cover to cover, yet 
I regard it as an important reference for Catholics in

volved in the Church's life who want to have a better 

understandino of the evolution of the Canadian Church 
0 

after Vatican II. This is a source book which summarizes 

ecclesiastical developments and supplies references to 

the orioinal documents and other sources to be consulted 
0 

for a more detailed study. In my own work, I found this 

book very useful. 

Grego,y Baum 



Mennonites and Classical Theology: Dogmatic 

Foundations for Christian Ethlcs 

A. James Reimer , Kitchene1; ON: Pandora Press,

2001, 650 pages 

A. James Reimer, or Jim Reimer as he is known to
me, is professor of theology at Conrad Grebel College, 
an academic institution adjacent to Renison College, 
where I am professor of religion and culture. Our col
leges are affiliated with the University of Waterloo, Wa
terloo, Ontario. Since we are good friends, I asked him 
how his book fitted in the context of the theological de
bate taking place among Mennonite scholars. 

Jim Reimer explained to me that prior to the twen
tieth century, the Anabaptist-Mennonite tradition was 
regarded as heterodox, if not outright heretical. Luther 
referred to the Anabaptists as Schwiinner (enthusiasts), a 
designation that stuck to them for a long time. Only at 
the beginning of the twentieth century, due largely to the 
social-theological rehabilitation of "sectarian" traditions 
by Ernst Troeltsch, did the movements emerging out of 
the Radical Reformation receive a fairer reading by 
mainline historians. This also led to a reappraisal of the 
Radicals of the Reformation by Christian scholars be
longing to this tradition, especially Mennonites. This 
renaissance of interest by Mennonites in their own six
teenth-century origins found expression in a new schol
arly journal, the Mennonite Quarterly Review.

The Mennonite scholars are not in agreement on 
the interpretationof the radical wing of the Reformation. 
Jim Reimer divides them into three different camps. 
There are those who see the Radical Reformation as the 
most consistent form of Protestantism, since Luther and 
Zwingli, they argue, had compromised their earlier more 
radical calls for reform. These scholars believe that in 
the theological essentials Anabaptists agreed with the 
other Protestant Reformers, and that the ethical conclu
sions they drew (especially in regard to Jesus' life and 
teachings of non-violence) were simply added to the 
common trinitarian and christological beliefs of the 
church. There are other scholars who see the Anabaptists 
more in the tradition of the medieval monks and mystics, 
especially in their concern for moral purity and radical 
discipleship. A third group of scholars proposes that 
Anabaptist-Mennonites see themselves as neither 
Catholic nor Protestant, but constitute a distinctive form 
of Christianity with an alternative theology. 

The most drastic form of this third position, Jim 
Reimer continues, is the proposal that today Mennonites 
should make the ethic of non-violence the criterion for 

biblical interpretation and theology. This proposal im
plies that the historic confessions of faith articulating the 
doctrines of the Trinity and the two natures of Christ 
were a distortion of the New Testament witness and det
rimental to Jesus' message of peace. Arguing against this 
trend, Jim Reimer's book tries to persuade Mennonite 
theologians to embrace the classical Christian heritage 
as their own. In pursuing this line of thought, Reimer 
parts company with all three of the above currents of 
thought. 

The central argument in Reimer's book is that the 
doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation as histori
cally understood are not a departure from the gospel, but 
a faithful elaboration of the biblical texts and, more es
pecially, foundational for Christian social ethics. Reimer 
aroues that the doctrines of historic Christianity are not 
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to be seen as a conceptual straitjacket but rather as meta-
phors of ultimacy and as, mediating principles between 
the biblical text and new historical situations. The subti
tle of his book, Dogmatic Foundations for Christian

Ethics, indicates that his retrieval of the classical creeds 
is not an intellectual effort in the realm of theory, but an 
effort to reveal the power of the gospel to speak to and 
transform the contemporary world. Since the world on 
the global scale is presently overwhelmed by violence in 
its many forms, the peace-loving tradition of the 
Mennonites has an important message to which the 
mainstream Churches will want to listen. 

Jim Reimer's book is a collection of papers and 
articles written over a period of time that together consti
tute the author's theological proposal. The volume is di
vided into three parts. Part I deals with the false hopes of 
modernity and the massive violence produced by the 
sole reliance on instrumental reason. Reimer draws here 
upon European and Canadian thinkers who have 
analyzed the alienating and dehumanizing aspects of 
what the Enlightenment has become in the industrial so
ciety. In Part II, Reimer argues with his Mennonite theo
logical colleagues and defends his own original project 
to retrieve the classical Christian imagination from a 
Mennonite perspective. In Part III the author reflects on 
the trinitarian and christological symbols as sources for 
a new vision of society and the basis of hope in God's 
presence supporting the creation of an alte�a�ve cul
ture. 

While this clearly written and instructive volume 
is written in the first place for Mennonites, it addresses 
theological issues debated in all the churches and hence 
deserves to be read also by Protestants and Catholics 
who love theology. 

M. Darrol Bryant
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