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The Ten Commandments 

of Peace 

O
n January 24, 2002, Pope John Paul II sent a 

letter to all the Heads of State and government of 

the world in which he called for international peace and 

dialogue of civilizations. The letter includ[!d the "Ten 

Commandments of Peace. " 

1. We commit ourselves to proclaiming our firm convic
tion that violence and terrorism are incompatible with
the authentic spirit of religion, and, as we condemn
every recourse to violence and war in the name of God
or of religion, we commit ourselves to doing everything
possible to eliminate the root causes of terrorism.

2. We commit ourselves to educating people to mutual re
spect and esteem, in order to help bring about a peaceful
and fraternal co-existence between people of different
ethnic groups, cultures and religions.

3. We commit ourselves to fostering the culture of dia
logue, so that there will be an increase of understanding
and mutual trust between individuals and among peo
ples, for these are the premise of authentic peace.

4. We commit ourselves to defending the right of everyone
to live a decent life in accordance with their own cultural
identity, and to form freely a family of his own.

5. We commit ourselves to frank and patient dialogue, re
fusing to consider our differences as an insurmountable
barrier, but recognizing instead that to encounter the di

. , i versity of others can become an opportunity for greater 
re9ipro�al unders_tanding. 

6. We co:rrunit ourselves to forgiving one another for past 
and present errors and prejudices, and to supporting one 
another in a common effort both to overcome selfishness 
and arrogance, hatred and violence, and to learn from 
the past that peace without justice is no true peace. 

7. We commit ourselves to taking the side of the poor and
the helpless, to speaking out for those who have no voice
and to working effectively to change these situations,
out of the conviction that no one can be happy alone.

8. We commit ourselves to,taking up the cry of those who
refuse to resign themselves to violence and evil, and we
shall make every effort possible to offer the men and
women of our time real hope for justice and peace.

9. We commit ourselves to encouraging all efforts to pro
mote friendship between peoples, for we are convinced
that, in the absence of solidarity and understanding be
tween peoples, technological progress exposes the
world to a growing risk of destruction and death.

10.We commit ourselves to urging leaders of nations to
make every effort to create and consolidate, on the na
tional and international levels, a world of solidarity and
peace based on justice.
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Jewish Voices Against the Occupation 

T
he second wave of the Intifada after Ariel Sharon's 

visit on the Temple Mount on September 28, 2000, 
and the military reaction to this violent outbreak by the 

State of Israel caused renewed anguish among Jews, 

Christians and Western society at large. Canadian 

church leaders believed they had to speak to this new 

situation. Relying on the research done over the years by 

ecumenical church groups, the leaders composed a draft 

statement destined for publication in Advent 2000, ad

dressed to the Churches in the Middle East as well as to 

Christians in Canada. For the sake of "transparency," the 

church leaders decided to send the draft to the Canadian 

Jewish Congress (CJC). They were surprised when the 

CJC replied that the publication of the statement as 

drafted would undermine Jewish-Christian relations in 

Canada. The church leaders decided to honour these 

wishes: they postponed the publication of the statement 

and published a more even-handed text in January 2001. 

What were the objections raised by the CJC? The 

Council maintained that the draft statement was one

sided: it presented the Middle East conflict from the per

spective of the Palestinians and was silent about Israel's 

internationally recognized right to a peaceful existence 

within safe borders. "We deeply regret your decision not 

to walk even one inch in the Jewish people's shoes, espe

cially when in Canada you have sought positive Chris

tian-Jewish relations." According to the CJC, the Chris

tian draft statement did not adequately acknowledge the 

violence committed by the Palestinians and simply as
sumed that the origin of the conflict was the fault of Is

rael. The CJC regretted that the draft spoke oflsraeli set

tlement on Palestinian territory as "built on confiscated 

land" and insisted that a just peace treaty required the 

removal of these settlements from the West Bank and 

Gaza. The CJC was also offended by the draft state

ment's explicit support of UN Security Council Resolu

tion 1322 of October 7, 2000, criticizing Israel for the 

use of excessive violence and calling for the withdrawal 

of Israel from the occupied territories. 

The Canadian church leaders accepted the com

plaint of the CJC. They could have argued that the posi

tion adopted in their draft statement corresponded in 

several points to the Canadian government's policy on 
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the Middle East. Canada supports the security, well-be

ing and rights of Israel as a legitimate, independent state. 

Yet the Canadian government does not recognize perma

nent Israeli control over the territories occupied in 1967 

(the Golan Heights, the West Bank, East Jerusalem and 

the Gaza Strip) and opposes all unilateral actions in

tended to predetermine the outcome of negotiations, in

cluding the establishment of settlements in the territories 

and unilateral moves to annex East Jerusalem and the 

Golan Heights. Moreover Canada supported the UN Se

curity Council Resolution 1322. (See website of the Ca

nadian Department of Foreign Affairs and International 

Trade [www.dfait-maeci.gc.ca/onu2000un/2-8oct-e.html) 
The Canadian church leaders, deeply attached to 

Jewish-Christian friendship, altered their draft and pro

duced an even-handed statement that recognized the 

right of Palestine and Israel to exist in peace and secu

rity, and demanded that the spiral of violent protest and 
violent repression give way to non-violence and negotia

tions. The final statement still demands "the speedy im

plementation of the relevant UN Security Council reso

lutions, the withdrawal of Israel from settlements in 

Gaza and the West Bank and the provision of territorial 

integrity for a Palestinian state." 

Alternative Jewish Voices 

Did the CJC speak for the entire Jewish community? It 

so happened that I had just done some research for an 

article on Jewish-Christian dialogue in Israel, which led 

me to discover several Jewish peace and justice groups 

in that country, some of which were cooperating with 

Christians and Muslims. (See my article "Too Little 
Known: Lovers of Justice in Israel," The Ecumenist 37 

[Fall 2000], 4-9.) I found these groups by turning to the 

website of the Jewish Peace Fellowship 

[ www.jewishpeacefellowship.org]. an American organi

zation of Jewish pacifists founded in 1941, which sup

ports the peace and human rights groups in Israel such as: 
Rabbis for Human Rights [ www.rhr.israel.net] 

The Israel Coalition to End House Demolitions 
[ www.globalexchange.org/update/palestine/ 
organizations.html] 



Oz VeShl;llom [ www.ariga.com/ozveshalom/l 

Bat Shalom [ www.batshalom.org) 

Gush Shalom [ www.gush-shalom.org) 

Coalition of Women for a Just Peace 
[ www.coalitionofwomen4peace.org/ 

By clicking on "Links" I found other Israeli or-
ganizations that support peace, human rights and justice: 

B 'Tselem (Israeli Center of Human Rights in the 
Occupied Territories) [ www2.iol.il/btselem J 

Peace Now (Shalom Achshav) [www.peacenow.org) 

Israel/Palestine Center for Research and Information 
(IPCRI) [ www.ipcri.org) 

The Minerva Center of Human Rights at the Law 
Faculty of Hebrew University 
[http://humrts.huji.ac.il/hrcnew2.htm) 

Studying these websites, I realized that the CJC 
did not speak for all Jews. Because this was not gener
ally known at the time, I decided to chose and download 
150 pages of interesting and relevant texts. In my collec
tion I included a few statements taken from three North 
American Jewish organizations that were in touch with 
the peace and justice groups in Israel and represented 
their point of view on this continent: 

The Shalom Center in Philadelphia 
[ www.shalomctr.org] founded in 1983 by Rabbi 
Arthur Waskow to bring Jewish spirituality, tradi
tion and experience to bear on issues of tikkun

olam - pursuing peace, seeking justice, healing the 
earth and building community. 

Tikkun [www.tikkun.org), a magazine founded in 
1986 by Rabbi Michael Lerner to offer a platform 
for critical Jewish voices that respect the religious 
and ethical tradition of Judaism and desire to pro
mote justice and peace in the world. 

The Outlook, a politically progressive, Jewish re
view published in Vancouver, Canada, concerned 
with issues of social justice and human rights and 
expressing critical solidarity with the State of Is
rael. 

After making a selection of declarations, articles, 
statements and letters from these 13 organizations, I 
added an introduction of 12 pages and then wrote an 8-

page conclusion in which I summarized the attitudes and 
the positions expressed in these documents. 

Yet my manuscript of 170 pages was rejected by 
eight publishers in Canada and the USA. Some of them 
thought it was too controversial; others declined because 
the book was made up of texts drawn from the Internet 
and hence already available to the public. And yet, it has 
been accepted by a German publisher, Bonifacius 
Verlag, which has asked a competent editor to translate it 
and bring it up to date by adding more recent documents. 

End the Occupation and Dismantle the Settlements 

Here is an abbreviated form of my conclusion. 
While the peace and justice groups and centres 

quoted in this collection were not in agreement on all 
political issues, there did exist a substantial agreement 
on several points. 

1. All of these organizations support the State of
Israel: they want it to thrive in secure borders and live in 
peace with its neighbours. Most of the Jews in these or
ganizations think of themselves as Zionists committed to 
justice. They like to refer to the injunction of the Torah, 
"When you come into your land, do not oppress the 
stranger; remember that you were the stranger in the 
land of Egypt." 

2. All of these organizations are opposed to the Oc
cupation. They argue that by oppressing and humiliating 
another people, Israel is betraying the Jewish tradition, 
provoking rage among Palestinians, and initiating a 
phase of violence that may ultimately become self-de
structive. Rabbis for Human Rights, Oz VeShalom, the 
Shalom Center and Tikkun offer religious arguments for 
their ethical stance. The other peace and justice organi
zations draw their arguments from the secular human 
rights tradition, convinced that this tradition is in keep
ing with the spirit of Judaism. Bat Shalom, Gush Sha
lom, and IPCRI include Muslim and Christian Palestin
ians among their members, yet the Jewish members fully 
identify with their Jewish inheritance while honouring 
the different perspective of their Palestinian colleagues. 

3. The Jewish peace and justice groups offer a de
tailed description of what this Occupation looks like in 
concrete terms. Rabbis for Human Rights mentions the 
following measures: expropriation of land, uprooting of 
trees and the demolition of homes, unjust allocation of 
water, torture through the use of "moderate physical or 
psychological pressure" to extract confessions or to in
criminate others, bullying and humiliating the popula
tion, using a double standard in judging violent actions, 
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shooting to kill when life is not in immediate danger, 

collective punishments for the violence committed by 

individuals, imprisonment without trial in administrative 

detention, removing the rights of residence through con

fiscation of identity cards, and undercover killings. 

The Jewish peace and justice groups regard the 

Jewish settlements on Palestinian lands as illegal estab

lishments and as the most serious obstacle to peace. Un

der Prime Minster Ehud Barak a few settlements were 

closed, yet the remaining ones were reorganized into 

clusters connected to one another and to Israel through a 

system of highways inaccessible to Palestinians, thus di

viding up the remaining Palestine into disconnected en

claves or "bantustans." Palestinians have no freedom of 

movement because militarily guarded frontiers are di

viding up their country. 

4. The Israeli peace and justice groups were

greatly disappointed by Prime Minister Ehud Barak who 

presented himself as a champion of peace, yet whose ac

tions continued the previous policy of destabilizing the 

Palestinian communities and using the Jewish settlers as 

instruments to carve Palestine into separate pieces. Sev

eral of the peace and justice groups explain why Barak's 

"generous offer" could not have been accepted by the 

Palestinians, even if public opinion in Israel was led to 

believe that this offer was truly generous and the Pales

tinians were ungrateful in rejecting it. The texts pub

lished after the election of Ariel Sharon as Prime Minis

ter (February 2001) recall the military violence 

associated with him and express the fear that his re

sponse to arbitrary Palestinian violence will be brutal. 

The texts regard it as a crime to inflict collective punish

ment on a community for the violent actions committed 

by individuals. What happens in the Occupied Territo

ries, according to these peace and justice groups, is a war 

of a well-equipped modern army against an enraged yet 

powerless occupied people. 

5. The Jewish peace and justice groups deplore and

denounce the acts of violence committed by Palestin

ians. (The texts I studied were written prior to the more 

recent suicide bomb attacks.) Yet the texts acknowledge 

that the Palestinian rage is the result of the humiliations 

inflicted upon them by the Occupation. The Jewish 

peace and justice groups argue that the peace process 

initiated by the Oslo Accords did not significantly im

prove the conditions on the ground and therefore gener

ated despair. At the same time, these groups regard the 

Palestinian turn to violence as a foolish and tragic strate

gic mistake. Their violence creates fear among Israelis, 
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makes them feel insecure in their own country, confirms 

their prejudiced perception of Arabs as unreliable part

ners, and persuades increasing numbers of Israelis to 

move to the political right. 

That the Palestinian Authority and certain Pales

tinian groups are not without guilt in the creation of the 

present political crisis is most clearly acknowledged by 

Rabbi Waskow of the Shalom Center and Rabbi Lerner 

of Tikkun. They complain that each side remains una

ware of the mentality of the other: Jews do not under

stand the origin of Palestinian rage; and Palestinians do 

not understand that each act of violence intensifies Jew

ish fears, fears the origin of which lies in the history of 

persecution and the Holocaust. Waskow and Lerner, 

aware of the Palestinian hate propaganda directed at the 

Jews, condemn this hatred and point to its self-destruc

tive consequences. Yet the two rabbis acknowledge that 

since the Israelis have powerful weapons and control the 

occupies territories with an iron fist, Palestinians find it 

impossible to see the Jews as victims, as powerless, as 

remnants of a genocide. 

The Jewish peace and justice groups realize that 

they represent a tiny minority in Israel and the Jewish 

diaspora and that their voices are unable to influence 

public policy. They denounce their government from a 

commitment to justice and the fidelity to conscience. 

Some of these centres record every violation of human 

rights in Israel and the Occupied Territories to provide 

an historical record of the violent actions of both sides. 

They believe when their Jewish compatriots will read in 

detail the acts of repression and destruction exercised by 

their government, they will say, ''We did not know." 

The perspective of the Jewish peace and justice 

groups is different from the perspective in which the 

Western media present the conflict in the Middle East. In 

the West, we tend to look upon it as a conflict between 

two peoples in fierce competition with one another, 

while these Jewish groups see it as a struggle between an 

occupied people without an army and an occupying 

power with great military strength. 

After the Spring of 2002 

A year after I made the above collection, the situation in 

the Middle East has become much worse. In the spring 

of 2002 , the suicide bombings performed by enraged 

Palestinians have frightened the population oflsrael and 

provoked a military reaction mounted by the Israeli gov

ernment in the Palestinian territories. According to the 

official version, the Israeli army is simply searching and 



eliminating the terrorist networks of the Palestinians, 
while according to Gush Shalom and other Jewish peace 
and justice groups, the Israeli army, on the orders of Mr. 
Sharon, is destroying the sustaining institutions of the 
Palestinian society - the governing structure, the educa
tional system, health care units and the police force -
leaving the people in a situation_ of chaos. 

This new situation has produced an outcry of a 
much larger number of Jews. In Israel, Europe and North 
America, many Jews are raising their voice against the 
policies of the Israeli government: they demand the end 
of the Occupation, the removal of the settlements and the 
creation of two viable states, Israel and Palestine, in se
cure borders. While these Jewish voices constitute a 
small minority among the Jewish communities, they 
have succeeded in breaking the silence: their protests are 
reported in the North American press, and their demon
strations appear on television. The critical Jewish voices 
are supported by a good number of reserve officers of 
the IDF (Israeli Defence Forces) who have refused to 
serve in the Occupied Territories. 

For the past year I have been on the mailing lists of 
Jewish peace and justice groups in Israel. Almost daily, I 
receive e-mail reports and letters in which Jews who 
love Israel and want it to be just record the massive de
struction in the Territories, interpret the expansionist in
tention of Mr. Sharon, lament the suicide bombs of the 
Palestinians, and insist that there shall be no peace un
less the Occupation end and the settlements be removed. 

The most ample website with detailed information 
from a peace perspective about the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict is provided by Gush Shalom [www.1msh
shalom.om:/english]. Gush Shalom is a peace centre 
founded in 1992 by Ur

i 

Avneri in the aftermath of the 
deportation without trial of 415 Palestinians by Rabin's 
so-called Peace Coalition government. Gush Shalom is a 
Jewish grassroots movement open to Palestinian mem
bers that intends to influence public opinion in Israel and 
other parts of the world. Its orientation is defined by 
three principles: Israel's withdrawal from the occupied 
territories; recognition of the PLO as the representative 
of the Palestinian people; and the establishment of a Pal
estinian state with East Jerusalem as its capital, along
side the State oflsrael. Gush Shalom- and other Jewish 
voices of peace -· refutes the argument offered by the 
Israeli government and accepted by the majority of Is
raelis that Palestinians cannot be trusted, that they want 
to push the Israelis into the sea, and that consequently 

Israel's existence itself is at stake. The peace voices re
gard this as propaganda. 

There is no space in this article to publish a sample 
of the reports, letters, statements and declarations made 
by the Jewish peace and justice centres in Israel. One 
must hope that these documents will eventually be pub
lished in book form as an abiding testimony to the Jew
ish love of justice. 

In North America 

In recent months, Jewish peace groups have also spread 
in North America. Since I live in Montreal, I am aware of 
the demonstration held every Friday at noon in front of 
the Israeli Consulate organized by the Jewish Alliance 
against the Occupation and an organization called PAJU 
(Palestinians and Jews United). [See www.cam.om:/ 
~rsilver/jewspeakout.htm.] The people who walk in 
these demonstrations express their solidarity with the 
Coalition of Women for a Just Peace in Israel which de
mands the end of the Occupation and the mutual recog
nition of the Israeli and the Palestinian states. On De
cember 28, 2001, peace vigils were held in 70 cities 
around the world in solidarity with this bold Israeli coa
lition. In Jerusalem the purpose of this vigil was ex
pressed by the slogan "The Occupation Is Killing Us 
All." 

The Canadian Jewish Alliance against the Occupa-
tion published the following text. 

Jewish people are opening their hearts and minds 
to the reality of what has become our most dis
tressing issue - Israel and the Palestinian people. 
Jewish people should resist the pressure uncondi
tionally to support the Israeli State's side in the 
conflict against the Palestinian people. It has been 
depicted as an "Us vs. Them" battle, so that criti
cism of the Israeli status quo, or support for the 
rights of the Palestinians to regain their occupied 
territory, is attacked as an act of betrayal against 
our own people. But is it really? In all likelihood, 
defending a status quo that perpetuates war, pain, 
anger, resistance and perhaps ultimately anti
Semitism is more an act of betrayal. Fifty-two 
years of bloodshed since the founding .,of modern 
Israel is not a reason for pride -rather, it indicates 
a major policy failure that must be changed The 
Jewish people must allow our dissident voices to 
escape the trap of silence. Similar to the Vietnam 
war when U.S. militarists unsuccessfully tried to 
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bully opposition with slogans like "My Country -

Right or Wrong," we now say "My People - Right 

the Wrong." ... Jewish people have the power and 

we have the ability to ensure the same rights, the 

same treatment and the same respect for the Pales

tinian people in Israel as we expect for ourselves. 

We must no longer abandon our Palestinian sisters 

and brothers to a similar fate that our Jewish elders 

and ancestors rightly fought and struggled to es

cape throughout our history. We who are Jewish 

must demand an end to the war on the Palestinians, 

a proper respect for the UN resolutions on Israel 

and Palestine, a guarantee for Palestinian self-de

termination, the dismantlement of the Israel-style 

apartheid system, and end to the occupation of Pal

estinian land of the West Bank and Gaza. It is not 

in our interests that we continue enforcing unjust 

conditions that perpetuate resistance and blood

shed. Solidarity with the Palestinian people is in 

effect also solidarity with the Jewish people. 

In many parts of North America, critical Jews have 

set up organizations to give public witness of their politi

cal position. Sometimes they invite Americans of Pales

tinian origin to join them. See for instance Jewish Voice 

for Peace in the San Francisco Bay Area 

[www.jewishvoicef01:peace.org]. Jews Against the Oc

cupation in New York City [freewebsitehosting.net/jato/ 

mission/html] and Jews Against the Occupation in the 

Eastern U.S. [www.jewsaeainsttheoccupation.org] A 

statement of Critical Jews World-Wide made on Novem

ber 2, 2000, demands that Israel implement the Security 

Council Resolutions 142 and 338, which means ending 

the Occupation of Palestinian territories and dismantling 

the Jewish settlements on those lands 

[ www.mindspring.com/---oznik/statement/htrnl] Another 

example is a Jewish group called No Occupation in Our 

Name [www.angelcities.com/members/jato]. See also 

Not in My Name [www.nimn.org1 and Against the Oc

cupation [ www.PetitionOnline.com/JvO 1/petition.htrnl]. 

Letters, statements and reports written from a 

peace perspective by Jewish authors in Israel and the US 

can be found on the websites of Tikkun magazine in 

California [www.tikkun.org1 and the Shalom Center in 

Philadelphia [www.shalomctr.orgl. Rabbi Michael 

Lerner, the founder of Tikkun, is promoting a network 

called the Tikkun community among Jews in the U.S., 

with the purpose of giving the voices of justice and 

peace a greater public presence. Let me give a few exam-
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pies of articles published by Tikkun and also made avail

able on its web site. "Israeli Peace Movement Revives" 

(February 10, 2002) and "More Jews Saying 'No' to the 

Occupation" (February 12, 2002) both written by the Is

raeli activist Gila Svirksy. These reports describe the 
public demonstrations in Israel against the Occupation 

and deal with the growing number of Israeli reserve 

army officers who refuse to serve in the occupied territo

ries. She writes, "The newly emerging peace movement 

has no illusions about Arafat. We are demanding that his 

flowery words be turned into action. Though he may not 

have the power to stop Hamas violence, he does have the 

power to insist that every person loyal to the Palestinian 

cause abandon violence of any sort." 

Here are the titles of other articles published in 

Tikkun. "The Reservists' Statement of Refusal made by 

over 210 Israeli Reserve Officers" (February 10, 2002) 

and "Refusing to be a Murderer: A Story of Refusenik 

Number 149" (February 12, 2002). In March, several ar

ticles describe the military action of the Israeli army: 

"Mass Arrests Create New Foes for Israel" (March 17, 

2002) by Suzanne Goldenberg in Tulkaram, West Bank; 

"Israel's Program in Ramallah was Pointless" (March 

20, 2002) by Akiva Eldar; "After Jenin: A Report by an 

Israeli Reporter" (April 22, 2002 ) by Amira Hass for 

Ha'aretz; "Jenin" (April 22, 2002) by Tanya Reinhard; 

"Jenin" (April 24, 2002) by Amira Hass; and "My Visit 

to Jenin: Don't Let Them Tell You That What Happened 

Is Morally Acceptable" (May 1, 2002) by Rabbi Arik 

Ascherman, a member of Rabbis for Human Rights . 

On March 31, 2002, Rabbi Michael Lerner offered 

the following analysis. "Ariel Sharon wants to destroy 

the Palestinian Authority and reoccupy the West Bank 

and Gaza. That's why he has increased the violence in 

the past few weeks, provoking (as he knew he would) the 

Hamas people to reject Arafat's attempt at a truce. Both 

Hamas and Sharon wish to see the Palestinian Authority 

eliminated, and Hamas take over in the Palestinian 

world. Then he can claim that he 'has no alternative' but 

to reoccupy the West Bank entirely and build more set

tlements." 

While the Jews who publicly oppose the Occupa

tion constitute a small minority in Israel and North 

America, the letters, reports and statements they have 

produced would fill several volumes. The principal argu

ment against them offered by the majority of Jews is the 

objection already mentioned, namely that the Palestin

ians cannot be trusted, that they want to drive the Israelis 



into the sea, and that unfortunately the military domina
tion of the Palestinians and the Jewish settlements in 
their territories are the only policies capable of protect
ing Israel's very existence. The Jewish peace voices do 
not accept this argument. They believe on the contrary 
that the military and political domination of 4 million 
Palestinians is a totally unrealistic project. It will nourish 
Palestinian rage, .increase the outburst of irrational vio
lence, and render life �ver more insecure for the people 
of Israel. Since World War II the continued domination 
of a subjugated people has never worked, has always 
broken down and caused great suffering for the domina
tor and the dominated. Zbigniew Brzezinski, in an arti
cle in the New York Times (April 7, 2002), adds to this 
that even if the Palestinians dreamt of chasing the Jews 
out of the Holy Land, they have no military power that 
could possible dismantle a modem state like Israel with 
its sophisticated weaponry. 

Archbishop Tutu 

Since the Christian churches still feel guilty because of 
the anti-Jewish current present in their theological and 
liturgical tradition, they have on the whole avoided voic
ing any criticism of the Jewish state. They have con
demned the violence committed by either party and re
frained from taking sides in the present conflict. Yet, 
more recently, since the Jewish peace voices have been 
heard on the radio, appeared on television and been re
ported in the newspapers, a number of prominent. Chris
tian leaders have decided to join them and, in their own 
name, oppose the Occupation and the Jewish settle
ments. 

Let me give a single example. Desmond Tutu, the 
former Archbishop of Cape Town and chairman of South 
Africa's Truth and Reconciliation Commission, was in
vited to speak at the conference "Ending the Occupa
tion," held in Boston, Massachusetts, in April 2002. In 
his speech he recalled that in the struggle against apart
heid, Jews in South Africa were strong supporters. They 
were almost instinctively on the side of the disenfran-

chised, the voiceless ones, fighting injustice, oppression 
and evil. Because of his solidarity with the Jewish peo
ple, Tutu said, he has become a patron of a Holocaust 
Centre in South Africa and a supporter of the State of 
Israel in secure borders. And yet, he adds, ''What is not 
understandable and not justified is what Israel has done 
to another people to guarantee its own existence." The 
Archbishop reported how deeply distressed he was on 
his visit to the Holy Land: it reminded him of what had 
happened to black people in South Africa. "I have seen 
the humiliation of the Palestinians at checkpoints and 
roadblocks, suffering like us when young white police 
officers prevented us from moving about." He disap
proved of the Jewish settlements on Palestinian territory 
and lamented that Palestinians had lost their land and 
their homes. 

My heart aches. Have our Jewish sisters and broth
ers forgotten their liumiliation? Have they forgot
ten the collective punishment, the home demoli
tions, in their own history so soon? Have they 
turned their backs on their profound and noble reli
gious traditions? Have they forgotten that God 
cares deeply about the downtrodden? Israel will 
never get true security and safety through oppress
ing another people. A true peace can ultimately be 
built only on justice. 

In the same speech, Tutu condemned the violence 
of suicide bombers and the corruption of young minds 
who were taught hatred. He had equally harsh words for 
the violence of military incursions in the occupied lands 
that, at certain times, even prevents ambulances from 
reaching the injured. He argued that military action will 
not provide security and peace for Israel, it will only in
tensify hatred. The government of Israel, he said, had 
three options: to revert to the previous stalemated situa
tion; to exterminate all Palestinians; or to strive - as he 
ardently hopes it will - for a peace based on justice 
brought about by the withdrawal from the occupied ter
ritories and the establishment of a viable Palestinian 
State side by side with Israel, both with secure borders. 

Gregory Baum 
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After September 11 : The Dialogue of Religions 

A
fter September 11, ugly graffiti appeared on the
wall of the Presbyterian College in Montreal an

nouncing in large letters ''Religion kills." Why are some 
people afraid of religion? We are witnessing a frighten
ing development in all the world religions, a move to
wards greater intolerance, a growing contempt for out
siders, the adoption of a defensive stance in the face of a 
world deemed hostile, an increasing insistence that they 
alone possess the truth, and the generation of religious 
passion that easily explodes into violence. In Asia move
ments of intolerance and confrontation have emerged in 
the peaceful religions of Hinduism and Buddhism; a 
fundamentalist movement has gained power in the reli
gion of Islam perverting its ancient tradition; orthodox 
Jews in Israel bless state violence against an occupied 
people; and the Christian Right is flourishing in the 
United States. The climax has been the terrorist attack 
on September 11, 2001, that killed thousands of inno
cent people. 

After September 11: Uneasiness about Religion? 

On the surface this attack had a political meaning. Dam
aging the Pentagon and the World Trade Center it sought 
to destroy the symbols of American power and the U.S.
based globalization of the free market, both interpreted 
as historical forces that undermine the viability of alter
native cultures, especially the strict Islamic cultures. Yet 
the passion behind the terrorist acts was religious: it was 
an attack by men of faith on the Great Satan. 

As Christians we cannot pretend that this radical
ism is wholly unknown to us. We recall that when the 
Roman Empire persecuted the Christian communities, 
some early Christians uttered vehement condemnations 
of the Empire that was persecuting the innocent and op
pressing the nations under its rule. The community that 
produced the Apocalypse, the last book of the New Tes
tament, denounced the Empire as the great Evil, the 
Scarlet Woman, the Whore of Babylon, and prophesied 
the impending destruction of the Empire and of the king
doms that willingly co-operated with it. The Christian 
apocalypticists did not encourage violent acts; they 
waited rather for God's action in history that would 
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crush the Empire. We do find people of faith in the New 
Testament who used violence against the Empire: they 
were the zealots, with whom Jesus did not associate. Je
sus and his disciples and followers were non-violent 
radicals at odds with the Empire and the religious cul
ture of the Temple that had compromised with it. 

What has worried many Americans is that Presi
dent Bush's response to the terrorist acts was also 
couched in religious language. In his first speech, the 
President did say that the justice he pursues is not 
against Islam, not against Arabs, not against any one 
people, but simply an effort to punish the terrorists. Yet 
he went on to speak of the war against terrorism as a 
conflict between good and evil; he told the world that 
those who were not for him were in fact in sympathy 
with the terrorists; and he announced that the war will 
not end until all the evil people have been destroyed. As 
a crusade against the wicked and their sympathizers, the 
war has God's blessing. 

The religious discourse of Osama bin Laden and 
President Bush made many people nervous. Why does 
religious faith so easily bless the use of violence? We 
recall that one of the causes of the secular Enlightenment 
was the extended religious wars between Catholic and 
Protestant powers that had devastated many regions of 
Europe. Atheism, as we read in Gaudium et spes (n. 19), 
is not a spontaneous cultural development; it is rather a 
cultural reaction against religlous phenomena deemed 
harmful to human life. 

In an article in The Globe & Mail (March 19, 
2002), Loma Dueck, an Evangelical broadcaster at 100 
Huntley Street, revealed how deeply troubled she is by 
the ease with which faith in God, even among Chris
tians, spills over into violence. The Bible itself is not free 
of ambiguity. Does the Bible teach us to live peacefully 
in a pluralistic world? It all depends on the hermeneutic 
presuppositions with which we read the biblical texts. 
Loma Dueck, a conservative Protestant who thinks of 
herself as Evangelical, is deeply shaken by the ease with 
which faith can nourish contempt for others, justify un
just treatment inflicted upon them, and even lead people 
to see themselves as an instrument of the wrath of God. 



Christian faith, she thinks, should create a generous atti
tude towards other people. She even wonders whether 
the present efforts of several groups in Ontario to have 
publicly supported separate religious schools deserve to 
be supported. Would not religious instruction given in a 
pluralistic context, she asks, provide better training for 
mutual respect and the acceptance of pluralism? 

An aggressive article published in The Globe &

Mail (May 6, 2002) sought to persuade the readers that 
organized religion was a source of conflict, dividing hu
manity into the faithful and the infidels or into the cho
sen and the non-chosen, and thus generating violent con
frontations blessed by God. The author, Spider 
Robinson, acknowledges that, according to a recent sur
vey, the great majority of Canadians believe in God. 
What do they mean by this? Here is his lucid answer. 

I believe that what the statistics actually mean is 
that most of my Canadian co-citizens realize the 
universe is larger than themselves, sense there is 
something higher and better to aspire to, yearn for 
a deeper understanding of suffering and mortality, 
and have difficulty accepting that 12 billion years 
of blindly bumping particles just happened to pro
duce their love's left eyelash and Lennon and 
McCartney, and are capable of awe and wonder. 

This is close to St. Thomas' five ways of recogniz-
ing God's existence. What Spider Robinson adds to this 
is that organized religion is bent on promoting and de
fending its institutional interests, that it creates barriers, 
stirs up conflict and eventually blesses violence. Is this 
true? 

The Churches Stand for Peace and Justice 

I wish to argue in this article that after September 11, the 
churches have paid serious attention to the graffiti "Reli
gion kills" on the wall of the Presbyterian College. First, 
the mainline churches in the U.S. and worldwide have 
rejected President Bush's religious discourse. And, sec
ond, they are reviewing their theological self-under
standing so as to welcome religious pluralism. 

Thanks to the Internet it is easy to study the state
ments made by the churches after September 11. What 
this study reveals is that the churches' official leaders are 
profoundly uncomfortable with the Christian rhetoric of 
President Bush. Their statements counsel caution, warn 
against revenge and recommend international co-opera
tion. They agree that the terrorists must be caught, tried 
and punished, but they oppose actions that harm the in-

nocent. They defend Islam as a religion of peace and de
mand that Americans examine the deeper causes of the 
terrorist acts against their country. President Bush had 
offered his own theory. He said that these evil people 
hate us because of our freedoms; they are against :free
dom and want to destroy our inheritance. Yet the 
mainline U.S. churches disagree with this analysis. They 
argue that we also must look at the maldistribution of 
wealth and power in the world to understand the hatred 
against the U.S. 

Let me off er a quotation taken from the resolutions 
adopted by the Executive Council of the Episcopal 
Church on October 17, 2001. 

Be it Resolved, that the Executive Council, meet
ing in Jacksonville, Florida, October 15-19, 2001, 
expresses its profoundest condolences to the fami
lies and loved ones of the victims of the heinous 
attacks on September 11, and commends the Pre
siding Bishop for his insightful statement issued 
that day declaring that the mission of the Church is 
about "peace and the transformation of the human 
heart, beginning with our own," and commends the 
House of Bishops for its commitment to develop 
clear steps, personally and as a community of 
faith, in order to "wage reconciliation," and ... be it 
further Resolved, that the Council calls upon the 
whole Church to engage in local inter-faith dia
logues among peoples of the three Abrahamic 
faiths ... , condemning in the strongest terms all ac
tions by any groups that pervert the true values of 
Islam, Judaism and Christianity, especially the 
core belief of non-violence as expressed in salaam, 
shalom and peace, noting that such interfaith dia
logue can help reduce incidents seen in recent 
weeks of backlash violence against Muslims, 
Sikhs, Hindus and others, and be it further Re
solved, that the Council affirms President Bush for 
his leadership in these difficult days, yet cautions 
that the United States need not be at war while pur
suing the full force of justice against those who 
committed this crime against humanity, and be it 
further Resolved, that the Council urges our goy
emment to pursue policies that promote' the eradi
cation of terrorism through justice and reconcilia
tion abroad and encourages a commitment of .7% 
of the gross domestic product to foreign humani
tarian aid and development, be it further Resolved, 
that the Council welcomes President Bush's call 
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for Palestinian Statehood and supports the renewal 
of the peace process between Israelis and Palestin
ians as a direct action against terrorism, leading to 
the assurance of Israel's security and a Palestinian 
state on the land now known as the Occupied Terri
tories. 

On September 15, John Paul II said these words to 
the American Ambassador to the Holy See: "America is 
called to cherish and live out of the deepest values of her 
national heritage: solidarity and co-operation between 
peoples; respect for human rights; the justice that is the 
indispensable condition for freedom and lasting peace. "1 

In a later speech, he argued that justice demands that the 
terrorists be caught, tried and punished, but that in this 
process innocent people may not be hurt nor anger di
rected at the nation, the religion or the ethnic group to 
which the terrorists belonged. On October 15, Arch
bishop Martino, the Vatican's Permanent Observer at the 
United Nations, said these words: 

We do a disservice to those who died in this trag
edy if we fail to search out the causes . ... Though 
poverty is not by itself the cause of terrorism, we 
cannot successfully combat terrorism if we do not 
address the worsening disparities between the rich 
and poor. We must recognize that global disparity 
is fundamentally incompatible with global secu
rity .... Poverty along with other situations of 
marginalization that engulf the lives of so many of 
the world's people, including the denial of human 
dignity, the lack of respect for human rights, social 
exclusion, intolerable refugee situations, internal 
and external displacement, and physical and psy
chological oppression are breeding grounds only 
waiting to be exploited by terrorists. In searching 
out the root causes of terrorism, we are in no way 
condoning terrorism. But any serious crime reduc
tion effort cannot be confined only to intensified 
police work. Any serious campaign against terror
ism needs to address the social, economic and po
litical conditions that nurture the emergence of ter
rorism.2 

The above quotations are supported by statements 
made by other Christian churches in the U.S. and 
Canada. They demonstrate my first arguments, namely 
that the churches did not endorse President Bush's reli
gious rhetoric. 
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Welcoming Religious Pluralism 

The second argument I wish to offer demands more seri
ous theological reflection. How do we as Christians re
act to religious pluralism? Is this for us a defective con
dition of humanity that is to be overcome by the eventual 
triumph of Christianity? Or is the plurality of religions a 
reflection of God's infinite richness and hence a cause 
for rejoicing? This is a difficult question for us who be
lieve that Jesus Christ is the one saviour of the world and 
the definitive self-revelation of the invisible God. 

Under the impact of increasing intercultural and 
interreligious contacts and, more importantly, in re
sponse to the threat of world conflict and the clash of 
civilizations, an important theological development has 
taken place in the Christian churches. The Catholic 
Church and the World Council of Churches have moved 
forward to a novel understanding of religious pluralism.3 

At Vatican Council II, the Catholic Church re
vealed a new openness to the world religions. In Nostra

aetate it acknowledged the abiding nature of the ancient 
covenant God made with the Jewish people and hon
oured the spiritual wisdom and the holiness present in 
Islam and the other Asian religions. In Canada and the 
U.S., the Christian churches have adopted a positive atti
tude toward the spirituality of the Native Peoples and al
lowed them to introduce their prayers and rituals into the
Christian liturgy. In 1986, during the Cold War, fearful
of a nuclear exchange, the pope invited representatives
of the world religions to come to Assisi and pray with
him for peace and understanding in the world. In April

2000, the pope held a solemn liturgy of repentance in
Rome, in which the Catholic Church accused itself be
fore God of having betrayed its divine mission and,
among several transgressions, of having held in con
tempt other cultures and other religions.4 A year later,
troubled by the false radicalization of Islam, the pope
expressed the Church's desire for fraternal cooperation
with Muslims. Meeting with Muslim leaders in the
Great Omayyad Mosque in Damascus on May 6, 2001,
the pope said these words:

Christians and Muslims agree that the encounter 
with God in prayer is the necessary nourishment of 
our souls, without which our hearts wither and our 
will no longer strives for good but succumbs to 
evil. Both Muslim and Christians prize their places 
of prayer, as oases where they meet the All Merci-



ful God on the journey to eternal life, and where 
they meet their brothers and sisters in the bond of 
religion .... It is my ardent hope that Muslim and 
Christian religious leaders will present our two 
great religious communities as communities in re
spectful dialogue, never more as communities in 
conflict. 

The new approach towards religious pluralism was 
greatly strengthened after the events of September 11. 
John Paul II again invited representatives of the world 
religions, including the Native peoples of North 
America, to join him in Assisi on January 24, 2002, 
where they would offer a common prayer for peace and 
justice in the world. In connection with this event, the 
pope formulated the Ten Commandments of Peace (see 
page 1 of this issue) which contained an urgent call for 
interreligious dialogue. 

We commit ourselves to fostering the culture of 
dialogue, so that there will be an increase of under
standing and mutual trust between individuals and 
among peoples, for these are the premise of au
thentic peace. 

Against "the clash of civilizations" anticipated by 
Samuel Huntington, John Paul II advocates "the dia
logue of civilizations." This approach is still controver
sial in the Catholic Church. We recall that Cardinal 
Ratzinger's declaration Dominus Jesus called for an em
phasis on God's self-revelation in Jesus Christ that made 
all other religious ways appear as fragments or partial 
truths in need of conversion.5 He even denounced the 
present-day "ideology of dialogue." By contrast, in his 
Ten Commandments, John Paul II commits himself to 
the dialogue of civilizations. Speaking to the religious 
representatives assembled at Assisi, he praised the reli
gious pluralism in the world. 

With daily renewed wonder at God's creation, we 
note the variety of manifestations of human life, 

from the complementarity of male and female, to a 
multiplicity of distinctive gifts belonging to the 
different cultures and traditions that form a multi
faceted and versatile linguistic, cultural and artis
tic cosmos. This multiplicity is called to form a 
cohesive whole, in the contact and dialogue that 
will enrich and bring joy to all. 

John Paul II does not offer a theological explana
tion of how Christian faith in Jesus Christ as God's de
finitive Word can be reconciled with the praise of reli
gious pluralism. What the pope holds is that this Jesus in 
whom he believes wants his followers to honour and re
spect the members of other religions. At certain moment 
in the Church's history, pastoral praxis has preceded 
theological theory. This may again be happening at this 
time. In the present, Christian theologians, Catholic and 
Protestant, wrestle with the theological issue of reconcil
ing religious pluralism with faith in Christ as God's ulti
mate Truth. They tend to agree with the pope that 
interreligious dialogue transforms all the participants, 
renews their religious inheritance and brings to the fore 
the most authentic values of their tradition. Because of 
the Spirit's presence, interreligious dialogue is a re
demptive process: it purifies the religious traditions, and 
it enables the believers, despite their important differ
ences, to work together for justice and peace and help 
rescue humanity from its self-destructive propensity. 

Gregory Baum 

1 Quoted by Archbishop Martino in a speech given on Oct 15, 2001. 

See note 2. 
2 For Archbishop Martino's speech, see www.holyseemission.om/ 

body 15oct 2001.html 
3 Marilyn Legge, "The World Council of Churches' Decade to 

Overcome Violence," The Ecumenist 37 (Summer 2000), 1-5. 

• Gregory Baum, "An Extraordinary Ecclesiastical Event," The

Ecumenist 37 (Fall 2000), 16-18. 
5 Gregory Baum, "The Theology of Cardinal Ratzinger," The

Ecumenist 37 (Fall 2000), 1-3. 
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The Culture War in the USA: Real or Imagined? 

T
he opening line of a recent essay by Glenn L.
Swygart expresses what many Americans have 

been feeling: "America's heritage is under attack on 
every side .... " Remarkably, Swygart was not writing in 
the aftermath of the terrorist attacks of September 11, 
2001, but rather in the spring of 1999; and the adversar
ies he was targeting were not al-Qaeda, the Taliban, Is
lamic Jihad, Hezbollah, or any other foreign terrorist or
ganization or state, but rather domestic " ... secular 
historians who are writing the majority of American his
tory textbooks."1 

To be sure, Swygart is not alone in his assessment. 
His is a judgment trumpeted by popular conservative 
Christian leaders, such as Dr. James Dobson (a psy
chologist and founder of Focus on the Family) and Pat 
Robertson (founder of the 700 Club and former U.S. 
Presidential candidate) and noted right-wing social crit
ics such as William L. Bennett (former Education Secre
tary in the George Bush administration), Rush 
Limbaugh (radio talk-show host) and Linda Chavez 
(syndicated columnist). To Dobson, Robertson, Bennett, 
Limbaugh and Chavez, the battle concerns the core iden
tity of Americans and the ability of Christian-Americans 
to preserve their identity within the educational, political 
and legal boundaries of the United States.2 Because the 
stakes are twofold, they think that a well-orchestrated 
campaign must be mounted on two fronts: one that en
gages the hearts and minds of Americans; the other that 
confronts the political mechanisms that increasingly 
refuse to protect traditional moral values - in other 
words, the values that have shaped U.S. character. 

For example, Dobson, arguably the most influen
tial religious conservative at the moment, thinks that the 
U.S. has been engaged in an undeclared "Second Civil 
War": that is, "a great civil war of values" where "two 
sides with vastly different and incompatible world views 
are locked in a bitter conflict that permeates every level 
of society .... The struggle now is for the hearts and 
minds of the people. It is a war of ideas."3 

The framework used by Dobson and other reli
gious conservatives to identify this domestic conflict 
stems from James Davidson Hunter's widely read book 
Culture Wars: The Struggle to Define America (1991).4 

Hunter's basic argument rests on the premise that 
America is divided into two opposing camps, the "ortho-
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dox" and the "progressives." The fault line between the 
two is a result of each camp working with a different 
locus of moral and social authority. According to this 
dualistic paradigm, contemporary orthodox people -
namely those influenced by evangelical Christianity -
locate moral and social authority in a transcendent 
source outside society and human institutions, while 
progressives look to human reason, science and contem
porary culture as their bases of authority. This division 
of authority, Hunter argues, leads inexorably to escalat
ing conflict. Both world views do more than just shape 
moral, social and political ideas, Hunter contends; they 
also construct perceptions of reality. In effect, they de
fine how the world "ought" to be and indeed how it "is." 
He thinks that the difference between the two is so in
eluctable that even recognizing the possible authenticity 
in the other poses a threat to the stability of one's world 
view, for "what is ultimately at issue are deeply rooted 
and fundamentally different understandings of being 
and purpose."5 While the roots of this conflict are reli
gious, dating back to the conflict between various Chris
tian denominations within the colonies, the lines of divi
sion have now expanded into secular politics. In short, 
Hunter posits that the internal conflicts that have beset 
the U.S. are the direct result of traditional Christian val
ues clashing with the moral relativism derived from 
secular humanism. 

After a decade of these "culture wars," what effect 
have they had on American identity and politics? On the 
one hand, conservative Christians, the so-called "ortho
dox," have succeeded to a large degree in raising public 
debates over gender roles, the composition of the family, 
public education, the welfare system and the role of reli
gion in public policy matters. Issues such as gays in the 
military, affmnative action and same-sex unions were 
constant sources of irritation for the Clinton administra
tion. Indeed, as the Clinton White House's stance on 
these political issues became morally linked with the 
President's sexual dalliances, conservative Christians 
could quite easily believe that the Clinton presidency 

:,vas the quintessential symbol of the moral decay plagu
rng the U.S. 

Early in the George W. Bush administration, which 
is stocked with seasoned culture war veterans John 
Ashcroft, Gale North and Elaine Chao,6 the political 



struggle appears to have taken a favourable turn for reli
gious conservatives, as faith-based social welfare initia
tives, school prayer, an education voucher system and 
federally funded stem cell research have dominated do
mestic policy discussions. Tellingly, on September 11, 
2001, President Bush was in Florida to kick-start his re
cently announced education reform package, which, 
among other proposals, both encourages the implemen
tation of a school voucher program based on competi
tion and safeguards the right of families to engage in 
home schooling.7 

On the other hand, as Christian Smith and Stephen 
Hart have demonstrated, throughout much of the 1990s 
culture-war-inspired debates had little effect on either 
public opinion or political will.8 Moreover, if the No
vember 2001 election of Democratic governors in Vrr
ginia and New Jersey, states which were previously un
der Republican leadership, are indicators of voter 
ambivalence, then there is little evidence to contradict 
the trend documented in the findings of Smith and Hart. 
Indeed, the election of Democratic governors in these 
key states is all the more remarkable given President 
Bush's near 90 per cent approval rating in late 2001. 
Contrary to the "us versus them" culture war line, it is 
accurate to say that Americans, as a whole, have rejected 
the bipolar view of those elite conservative "culture war
riors" who portray themselves as commandos on a di
vine mission to mend a moral fabric rent by 
multiculturalism, feminism and secular humanism. 

Though often at ease with so-called "orthodox" 
discourse, many Americans continue to hold "complex 
and varied combinations of relatively disconnected 
views on different issues that characterize American 
public opinion."9 Even Christians who identify them
selves as conservative espouse views that are so para
doxical that enacting sweeping political reforms seems 
highly unlikely. On the one hand, conservative Chris
tians tend to believe that Christian, Bible-based morality 
ought to be the primary authority of American culture 
and society. On the other hand, they also believe just as 
strongly that everyone ought to be free to live as they see 
fit. 10 

In his recent book Cultural Dilemmas of Progres

sive Politics (2001), Hart has noted a more general phe
nomenon among the grassroots. While the success of the 
Republican party over the past 25 years would seem to 
suggest "a sea of change in public sentiment ... in fact, 
there is no such change. Republicans have done better in 
elections. But when Americans are asked about issues, 
no trend to the right is revealed. On the contrary, reliable 

evidence shows that public opinion in the United States 
has been largely stable since the 1970s."11 

This is not to say that Americans think their soci
ety is well or even stable. In fact, as Smith has docu
mented, Americans are quite uneasy about internal dis
ruptions caused by crime, unemployment and low 
wages, health care costs, drug abuse, poverty and home
lessness, poor education, economic unrest, bad govern
ment and the federal deficit.12 Without question, many 
Americans have experienced significant domestic dis
ruptions. But they are not the direct result of liberal, 
feminist, multicultural or secular humanist challenges to 
their traditional values. The causes of these internal rup
tures are far more complex than facile "culture war" in
terpretations allow. To expose the causes of the social 
and cultural rifts occurring in the U.S., politicians, busi
ness leaders, academics, religious leaders and the grass
roots will have to address asymmetrical regional condi
tions, economic opportunlty, social security, racism and 
other key factors. An important step in this direction is to 
reject the "culture war" as a conservative myth that both 
distorts differences and creates crises. 

Scott Kline 
Dr. Scott Kline is Assistant Professor of Religious Studies at St. Jerome' s 
University in Waterloo, Ontario. 
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Habermas' Proposal of a Post-Secular Society 

0 n the October 14, 2001, the internationally ac

claimed German political philosopher Jlirgen 
Habermas received the peace award of the German pub

lishing industry. He was celebrated as "the philosopher 

of the Federal Republic of Germany." On the occasion of 

receiving this award, the 72-year-old Habermas ad

dressed the public with a talk entitled "The Rift of 

Speechlessness," an expression suggesting the breach

ing of a wall of silence. His address was then published 

in the Frankfurter Rundschau on Tuesday, October 16, 

2001 ("Dokumentation," p. 18). This text deserves to be 

placed in line with Habermas' prolonged effort to articu

late a contextual political philosophy directly related to 

German, European and global concerns. Habermas 

might be acclaimed mostly for his formal pragmatics, 

critical sociology, discourse ethics and constitutional le

gal philosophy, yet he also has always written many pet

its ecrits on matters of German culture and politics. The 

intense technical aspects which prevail in his work usu

ally arise from and engage the challenges facing post

war and now a unified Germany, the legitimation crises 

of social democracy, and finally the viability of delibera

tive democracy amidst the evolving conditions of glo

balized capitalist political economic systems. 

Habermas Changes His Mind 

This speech is remarkable for not only reconsidering but 

noticeably revising a long-standing and deeply in

grained Habermasian viewpoint concerning the public 

significance of religious traditions since the Enlighten

ment. This viewpoint for the longest time maintained 

that the symbolic and social relevance of religious (spe

cifically Christian) traditions had long since been trans

ferred to modem society such that religious traditions no 

longer played a significant public role. Modern, emanci

pated society functioned independently of the religious 

traditions to such an extent that these religious traditions 

no longer had any capacity to contribute meaningfully to 

the public life of society. By appropriating the function 

of meaning-making and becoming institutionally inde

pendent of organized religious traditions, emancipated 
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civil societies rendered religious traditions symbolically 

depleted and institutionally obsolete. 1 According to this 

viewpoint, secularized modernity undermines the need 

for and purpose of religious traditions, since they have 

lost their cultural vitality. Claims such as these accom

pany Habermas' long-standing view of the philosophical 

and social decline of religious traditions. 

The speech of October 14 indicates that a substan

tial revision of the public significance of religious tradi

tions in post-secular societies is underway in Habermas' 

philosophy of religion. 2 The very notion of "post-secular 

societies" suggests an extensive shift in stance towards 

recognizing the vitality of religious traditions in civil 
societies. This shift in stance recognizes the ongoing sig

nificance of religious traditions for shaping public de

bates and social consensus. The breach in the wall of si

lence thus alludes to the new voice of deprivatized 

religious traditions on the other side of their supposed 

lack of voice in secularized modernity. This rift in 

speechlessness emphasizes the ability of religious tradi

tions to articulate the public repercussions of religious 

insights for the direction of society in its public discus

sions and political debates. 

The Historical Context 

In the text of the speech, however, the rift in 

speechlesness soon becomes a multi-textured phrase 

that signals Habermas' consideration of very different 

issues. The rift in speechlessness thus not only refers to 

the tension between religion and secular society, be

tween a religious faith that would somehow undermine 

the public use of reason and a form of public reason that 

is taken over by instrumental science in the service of 

economic interests alone. It also refers to the :::xplosive 

confrontation between different religious lifeworlds on a 

global scale. Writing in the immediate aftermath of Sep

tember 11, Habermas could not avoid addressing the not 

only complex but dangerous political uses of religion. 

Part of the motives in separating religion and politics in 

society during the Enlightenment stemmed precisely 

from such a concern to de-escalate political conflict by 



eliminating its basis in religious differences. Politicized 
religious convictions accompanied the rhetoric of al
Qaeda leading to the September 11 suicide attacks on 
the archetypes of global capitalism in New York and 
Washington. Religious structures of feeling were tangi
ble in the biblically resonant images of apocalypse that 
visually dominated the American media. Evangelical 
convictions were tangible in the righteous flourish ac
companying official gqvernment rhetoric issued by the 
Bush administration. In the mosques, synagogues and 
churches of Western Europe and North America, reli
gious believers gathered with an innate sense of the frag
ile public significance of religious identities in the face 
of how vulnerable they could be to ideological manipu
lation. Since September 11, the contentious implications 
of these very limited types of roles played by politicized 
religious convictions in public discourse have shown 
how deeply all societies, within a globalized and cross
cultural framework, need to reflect on the interaction 
between religion and politics. Habermas stresses, be
yond a concern for the divisive consequences of these 
dangerous trends in mingling religion and politics, that 
other kinds of constructive discussions regarding the in
teraction between religion and politics are urgent and 
necessary. The speech suggests that a democratic culture 
is best suited to pursuing such constructive discussions. 

His appeal for a renewed political culture of delib
erative democracy in this speech, however, is mostly di
rected at influencing current debates in Germany sur
rounding bio-genetics and cloning.3 The public 
involvement of the churches in this debate constitutes 
another voice in the rift of speechlessness. He seeks to 
understand how religious identities are revitalizing pub
lic discourse by clarifying the meaning of secularization 
in a post-secular world. Much like Jose Casanova, who 
explicitly unravels independent elements that often get 
muddled in the theory of secularization,4 Habermas up
holds the autonomy of emancipated institutions and 
symbols in society. Habermas is by no means entertain
ing the notion that religious institutions and their agents 
once again become directly implicated in managing or 
governing the vast array of institutions in society. By 
questioning the extent of secularization and affirming 
the post-secular condition of societies, Habermas is sim
ply discarding the claim that with sufficient moderniza
tion in a society, religious traditions and identities will 
simply disappear, having outlived their purpose. This is 
no longer, if ever it was, sociologically or philosophi-

cally tenable. The modern emancipated society is thus 
fully compatible with a post-secular situation. The val
ues and insights of religious traditions continue to con
tribute in a humanizing fashion to the important issues 
and challenges facing society. 

Rethinking Secularization 

Habermas therefore challenges two polarized 
understandings of secularization. He seeks to discredit 
two assumptions about secularization: both that 
secularized society undermines and eliminates creative 
religious identity, and that secularized society simply 
represents a mature substitute for religion. Such assump
tions easily pit a secular society driven by instrumental 
science and by the economy against the critical claims of 
the churches in an irresolvable dispute over pressing, 
momentous issues in society. This win-or-lose situation 
fails to recognize that there is a third-party to the discus
sion, the pluralistic third-party of a democratically en
lightened, publiG conversation common to multiple 
voices (citizens, citizens' movements, activists, intellec
tuals, public-interest groups, government agencies, 
interreligious coalitions, other stakeholders, etc.) in civil 
society.5 Detached from the direct interests of both or
ganized science and organized religion, this pluralistic 
third-party enlarges the communicative space of the 
leading public conversations to the point of preventing 
the debate from dwindling into sterile polemics. The 
third-party animating democratic procedure understands 
that it is obliged to take into account the legacies of both 
science and religion, yet is not bound by allegiance to 
any one of their official representations. 

Based on its willingness to take a variety of posi
tions into account, the role of this third-party of popular 
debate is privileged as the vital expression of democratic 
procedure. Listening to various positions, popular de
bate seeks to become informed, reflect and evaluate be
fore arriving at binding proposals of public policy. 
Habermas displays a lot of confidence in this third-party 
of public debate and its knowledge base. For instance, he 
suggests that enlightened public debate will know that 
the neurophysiology of consciousness does not at all of
fer a viable explanation of ethical agency and the forma
tion of values in human action. He suggests that the 
third-party of public debate is further aware that the 
viewpoint that would one day explain away personal 
self-understanding through objective empirical descrip
tion is not at all science but bad philosophy. On the other 
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side of the spectrum, he suggests that public conversa

tions, even while lending a thoughtful ear to the human

istic perspectives of religious traditions, would know 

how to keep a creative distance from sectarian religious 

positions as such. Habermas is confident in the capaci

ties of this pluralistic public conversation to sort out 

knowledge from polemics, valid justifications from pos

turing or implicit threats in the clash between instrumen

tal rationality and religious critiques. He remains confi

dent that diverse public conversations can help the 

polarized factions to accept the co-operative task by lis

tening to each other and taking into consideration each 

other's viewpoints. 

The boundaries between the legacies of either sci

entific or religious traditions of interpretation, on the one 

hand, and the diversely arrayed third-party of popular 

debate, on the other, remain very fluid and porous. Reli

gious traditions and identities are not merely acknowl

edged as existing in society. They are validated by 

Habermas as being able to constructively participate in 

the Enlightenment project of the public use of practical 

reason within a deliberative democracy. According to 

Habermas, the ongoing secularization of post-secular 

societies entails that the resurgent voices of religious 

communities are challenged on three counts to validate 

how viable their participation in public life really is. Re

ligious traditions thus need to be able to demonstrate 

that they are reasonable, capable through their own re

flexive insights of forsaking the violent imposition of 

their claims through various forms of violence. They 

need to show this by establishing their ability to work 

credibly with their own diversity in an ecumenical spirit, 

by accepting the judgments of the sciences in valid 

claims specific to their scientific fields of knowledge, 

and by supporting the democratic constitutional state on 

the basis of publicly available ethical principles. Without 

integrating an awareness of these conditions into their 

respective self-understandings, religious traditions will 

not be able to maintain a viable participation in public 

debate. 

The Surplus Meaning of Religious Symbols 

For its part, given the willingness of a religious tradition 

to be reasonable, Habermas encourages the pluralistic 

public conversation not to dismiss religion or stifle its 

humanizing contribution to important discussions and 

debates. Open to the capacities of religious languages to 

articulate meaning, the pluralistic public conversation 
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can access constructive values and insights relevant to 

public policy. He recognizes that the pluralistic public 

conversation might keep its distance from embracing a 

dominant or even minority religious position as such 

even while it remains open to the overriding perspectives 

of a given religious tradition. In this respect, Habermas 

in particular notes the capacity of religious languages to 

develop an ethical stance of responsibility towards the 

sufferings of others. Habermas detects a "virtually for

gotten but deeply longed-for" connection in society to 

the surplus of semantic potential intrinsic to religious 

language. Secularization thus entails that religious tradi

tions will continue to translate their ethical and existen

tial insights into publicly available and acceptable posi

tions. And yet there will always be something more to 

religious language that cannot be fully transferred to or 

translated within the terms of pluralistic public conver

sation. 

There is, for instance, a surplus of meaning in the 

religious claim that humans are created in the image of 

God. Even when this religious claim is translated by 

Christians into public claims regarding the human rights 

of in vitro embryos and a host of responsibilities con

cerning reproductive technologies, the religious symbol 

continues to play a larger role in the relationship to tran

scendence and ceases to be exhausted by its significance 

for public debate. Habermas suggests that one need not 

believe in the entire belief system in order to understand 

and pursue the public implications of particular theo

logical premises. It is here that Habermas, at the very 

end of his speech, articulates a normative position on 

biotechnology and genetic engineering out of a philo

sophical consideration of religious claims. He himself 

thereby surprisingly undertakes the translation and 

transfer of religious claims into a publicly available and 

acceptable set of debatable norms. Habermas picks up 

on biblical claims, regarding the absolute and 

unbridgeable difference between the Creator and crea

tion as the basis for human freedom, in order to confront 

and challenge genetic engineering and cloning. He ar

gues that genetic manipulation according to the prefer

ences of the (he doesn't specify it, but let's state it: ad

vanced capitalist) scientist eliminates the difference 

between the Creator and the creature and therefore vio

lates the human freedom of the genetically modified 

other. No consensus between the scientist and geneti

cally modified other is possible after the fact of interven

tion. The scientist, arbitrarily intervening in the genetic 
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life of the other, determines the natural constitution of 
the other to the point of destroying the basis for 
freedoms shared by equals. The difference between the 
genetic engineer (and elite capitalist institutions that en
dorse such interventions) and the gentically engineered 
will destroy the bases of equality between them as equal 
creatures before the Creator. The difference between 
them, Habermas ventures, will degenerate into master/ 
slave dialectics. The recent history of Nazi eugenics 
lends an ethical urgency and disturbing insight into 
Habermas' discussion of the vast historical conse
quences entailed by genetic engineering. 

Excessive Confidence in Civil Society? 

In this noteworthy speech, Habermas expresses a basic 
Enlightenment confidence in the capacities of civil soci
eties to address, manage and transform a variety of so
cial conflicts and pressures. If civil society does not al
ways arrive at achieving a reconciliation between 
opposing forces, one expects that it might at least bring 
the confrontations between viewpoints to a place of dif
ficult yet creative compromise based on a recognition of 
difference. Habermas places a lot of confidence in the 
capacities of civil society and the third-party of pluralis
tic debate to mediate between opposing forces: between 
freedom movements and instrumental (ir)rationality, be
tween environmental activists and entrenched economic 
elites, between religion and science, between Western 
societies and· the international Muslim community. To 
Habermas, it appears that the breach of speechlessness is 
indeed a gaping fissure. The breach is being stretched 
open by several much-needed conversations, not the 
least of which is Habermas' own surprising move to ad
vance normative public debate on the basis of the re
sources of religious traditions. At the end of reading this 
text, one is left asking if Habermas' confidence in civil 
society and pluralistic debate is only a wish, or war
ranted by really existing, democratic capacities of con
temporary societies. Most striking, however, is 
Habermas' revision of his previous prejudices regarding 

religious traditions. By speaking from the vantage point 
of religious traditions and translating religious claims 
into public norms for debate, Habermas crosses the bor
der into territory previously denied by his own enlight
enment pessimism regarding the ongoing public 
signficance of religious language. In so doing, 
Habermas is breaching his own rift of speechlessness. 

Derek Simon 

Dr. Derek Simon teaches theology at Saint Paul University in Ottawa. 

1 See, for instance, Jiirgen Habermas, The Theory of Communicative 

Action, 2: Lifeworld and Systen� trans. T. McCarthy (Boston: Beacon Press, 

1988), 191-196. 
2 This shift was incipient yet hesitant in Habermas' Die 

Einbezielmng des Anderen (Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp, 1996) I The 

Inclusion of the Other (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2000). Habermas is 

expected to elaborate on this shift in perspective in his Glaube und Wissen 

(Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp, 2001). This shift may be due not only to a 

sociological reassessment of resurgent religious identities but also in part to 

an extended conversation between various theologians and Habermas, 

notably (at least in a German context) Johann Baptist Metz and especially 

Edmund Arens. 
3 Indeed, Habermas has just published a book on this topic entitled 

11ze Futztre of Human Nature. On the way towards Liberalized Eugenics? 

[Die Zukzmft der mensclzlichen Natur. Auf dem Wege zur liberalen 

Eugenetik? (Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp, 2001) 120 pp.]. Going beyond the 

usual problematics concerning the ethical and legal status of embryos, 

Habermas addresses a deeper normative issue concerning the identity of the 

cloned or genetically modified individual as a member of the human species. 

He thus condemns the disturbing instrumentalization of individuals through 

genetic manipulation and bio-technological intervention. Such 

interventions, he argues, directly impair and undermine the self

understanding of individuals as free persons in a communicative society. 
4 Jose Casanova, Public Religions in the Modem World (Chicago: 

The University of Chicago Press, 1994), 211-217. 
5 Habermas actually calls this pluralistic, by no means 

homogeneous, third-party upholding public conversation by the name of 

"Commonsense," maintaining the English expression (although running the 

two terms into a single word) even in German. It is lifted from the British 

philosophical empiricist tradition to express something akin to, yet less 

elitist or institutionalized than, Hegel' s Sittlichkeit or educated cultural 

awareness and its public repercussions. Given the currency of the rhetoric of 

"Common Sense Revolution" in the neo-conservative Harris government of 

the Province of Ontario, it seems preferable and even necessary in the 

Canadian context to avoid the use of "Common Sense" to describe an 

integral element of deliberative democracy, since the Harris government has 

on several counts purposely eroded and harassed procedural democracy. 
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Five Traditions in Christian Faith and Social Justice 

S
tephen Hart's book Cultural Dilemmas of Progres
sive Politics (University of Chicago Press, 2001) of

fers an empirical investigation of grassroots organiza

tions in the U.S.A. that includes a study of congregation

based community organizing. On pages 49-52 the 

author describes five Christian spiritualities that sustain 

these congregations in their work. The text is here pub

lished with permission. 

Five Religious Traditions 

1. The most important religious tradition providing a ba
sis for contemporary faith-based organizing is the
stream of modern Catholic teachings about the eco
nomic order, beginning with Pope Leo XIII's encyclical
Rerum Novarum (1891). Catholic economic teachings
today carry a political outlook close to that of European
social democracy, upholding private property but push
ing for public intervention in economic life and egalitar
ian corrections to market outcomes. They favor a "moral
economy," that is, one governed by ethical principles
rather than market forces. In 1986 the U.S. Catholic
bishops' conference issued a pastoral letter on the
economy reflecting these principles. On the tenth anni
versary of this pastoral, the bishops articulated a brief
"Catholic Frame-work for Economic Life." This state
ment proposes among other things that "all economic
life should be shaped by moral principles .... A funda
mental moral measure of any economy is how the poor 
and vulnerable are faring .... Society has a moral obliga
tion, including governmental action where necessary, to 
assure opportunity, meet basic human needs and pursue 
justice in economic life." 

The Catholic influence on community organizing 
was evident even in Saul Alinsky's lifetime. Alinsky 
maintained a close friendship, lasting three decades and 
including an extensive correspondence that has now 
been published, with the French lay Catholic philoso
pher and social thinker Jacques Maritain. Bishop 
Bernard Sheil was an important early ally, and Monsig
nor John Egan worked with him closely on many 
projects. Today the lines of influence are if anything 
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stronger. John Baumann, who heads the Pacific Institute 
for Community Organizing (PICO), is an active member 
of the Society of Jesus. His organizing work has the en
thusiastic blessing of his order, which also provides sub
stantial financial and infrastructural support. Greg 
Galluzzo of Gamaliel is a practicing Catholic and former 
Jesuit, and Ed Chambers of the Industrial Areas Founda
tion (IAF) was a Catholic seminarian in his youth. The 
national surveys of congregation-based community or
ganization indicate that 42 per cent of the organizers and 
33 percent of the congregations are Catholic. Further, as 
the major funder of community organizing, the influ
ence of the Catholic Campaign for Human Development 
(CCHD) should not be underestimated. While the sup
port of CCHD is not conditioned on Catholic content in 
what a community organization says, its involvement 
gives Catholic themes and figures a certain prominence. 
For example, at organizing events one often finds 
bumper stickers produced by CCHD and with its name 
on them. These quote Pope Paul VI saying, "If you want 
peace, work for justice!" 

2. African American Christian social action tradi
tions constitute a second strong and clear influence on 
organizing. African American Protestantism is highly 
biblical, drawing fluently on scriptural resources and 
emphasizing, as prominent black theologian James 
Cone describes it, themes of "love, justice, liberation, 
hope and redemptive suffering," themes that have social 
as well as spiritual meaning. We saw these influences in 
MICAH organizer Cheryl Spivey-Perry's reference to 
Martin Luther King, Jr., and they are implicit in the con
stant use of stories from Exodus. A senior PICO organ
izer, David Mann; pointed out in an interview that Afri
can American pastors are on average the most biblically 
literate and articulate group of people involved in organ
izing. Therefore, he said, organizers are "constantly in
viting their African American pastors into their actions 
because they can talk about Moses and the Exodus in 
terms of the pain and the changes needed just like that 
[snaps his fingers]." These pastors and the social action 
traditions they bring with them have a major influence 
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on the discourse of congregation-based community or

ganizing. 

3. A third important tradition is liberation theol
ogy, which is best known in the United States from the 

writings of Latin American theologians such as the Peru

vian Gustavo Gutierrez. Tbis is a primarily Catholic so

cial justice theology taking a more radical position than 

mainstream church teachings. It understands scripture as 

telling intertwined stories of salvation and human libera

tion. An often-used concept coming out of the develop

ment of liberation theology is that of the "preferential 
option for the poor." In addition to its theological contri

butions, this tradition has made a contribution to religio

political practice by developing base church communi

ties: small groups of church members that combine 

Bible study and theological reflection with social and 

political action. In PICO, Gutierrez's writings are regu

larly used to reflect on practical problems in very much 

the way that occurs in base communities. 

4. A fourth strand is the Social Gospel tradition

within American Protestantism, which emerged near the 

turn of the twentieth century. Social gospelers ranged 

from moderate reformers to socialists, but they had in 

common, as historian Sydney Ahlstrom puts it, "the idea 

that the doctrine of laissez faire required Christian modi

fications." The core aspiration of this tradition is to bring 

gospel principles - the ethics of Christian love - to bear 

on economic life, modifying capitalism and the market 

system to institutionalize a higher degree of human soli

darity. The Social Gospel movement influenced the de

velopment of urban ministries around the country, and 

many participants in community organizing were in

volved in these prior to their encounter with organizing. 

Dan Weir, an Episcopal-priest who is a core leader in 

VOICE, the Buffalo affiliate of Gamaliel, spontaneously 

cited the Social Gospel as a major influence within or

ganizing, and other participants have spoken to me about 

their involvement in urban ministries. David Mann of 

PICO worked in urban ministry but came to see it as "pa

tronizing" and also "frustrating" because it lacked the 

"methods and principles" by which to make change. 

Typically, when people like Weir and Mann come to 

community organizing, they bring unchanged most of 
their goals for reforming economic life, but decide that 

organizing offers more hope than traditional forms of 

urban ministry for achieving these purposes. 

5. A final influence is Christian realism, a way of

thinking for which Reinhold Niebuhr's work might 
serve as paradigm. Tbis is a perspective that takes a more 

pessimistic view of human nature and the malleability of 

the world than the four influences just discussed, but 

nevertheless remains socially engaged and progressive. 

The pessimism is grounded in the traditional idea that 
humans are radically sinful and in the disheartening his

torical experiences (World War I, totalitarianism, the 

Holocaust) of the twentieth century. Christian realism's 
pessimism regarding human nature leads not to with

drawal from but affirmation of politics, since if humans 

are not likely to create a good society out of their sponta

neous nature there is all the more need for laws and pub

lic institutions to ensure some degree of social justice. 

The influence of Christian realism is more diffuse than 

that of the other traditions identified above, but it would 
be hard to understand the full range of assumptions in 

organizing without taking realism into account. That is, 

while one finds few explicit references to Christian real

ism, it is not unusual to hear within community organiz
ing the expression of ideas that manifest a spirit closer to 

this tradition than to the other four. Among these are the 

emphasis one often hears from organizers on assessing 

actual outcomes rather than intentions; the separation 

between personal and public relationships constantly 

urged upon participants in organizing; the great attention 

given to power and self-interest; the suspicion organiz

ers constantly express about forming permanent alli

ances; and the :frequent emphasis on understanding how 

public policies really get formed rather than believing 

civics-class accounts. Lutheranism is the strand of 

Christianity in which pessimistic theological currents 
are strongest, and the principal U.S. Lutheran body has 

provided more grants and organizational support for or

ganizing, from its national and synod offices, than any 

other Protestant denomination. 

Stephen Har; 
.., . 
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From Violence 
to Blessing 
How an Understanding of 
Deep-Rooted Conflict Can 
Open Paths of Reconciliation 

BY VERN NEUFELD REDEKOP 

OKA, RWANDA, SOMALIA, SUDAN, 

BELFAST, AFGHANISTAN ••• 

Vem Neufeld Redekop shares 
his extensive experience as one of Canada's foremost con
sultants in conflict resolution. He shows the challenges of 
how a disposition towards violence can subvert the need for 
peace and reconciliation, Redekop takes his readers on a 
·guided tour of violence in the world. He also presents the
implications of the work of Rene Girard on how as a cul
ture, we tend to act out repeated patterns of violence. Most
important, this is a book about getting beyond the imita
tive violence that Rene Girard writes about and working
with the fragments of experience that can slowly be
reformed as peace and reconciliation. In this powerful
book, Redekop lets the voices of people caught on the
wrong side of sectarian violence speak for themselves.

October 2002, 2-89507-309-0, 360 pages, paperback, 6" x 9",
$29.95 Cdn / $21.95 US

The Letters 
and Diaries of 
Etty Hillesum 
I94I-I943 

As the 60th anniversary 
of Etty Hillesum's death 
approached, the Etty 
Hillesum Foundation 

a new 
translation and a com
plete edition, with 

explanatory notes, of the body of writing of a young 
Netherlands woman caught in the Holocaust. Etty's 
writings reveal a young Jewish woman who celebrated 
life and remained an undaunted example of courage, 
sympathy and compassion. Her hard-earned insights are 
revealed in prose that is often strikingly beautiful, 
stripped of all pretence, revealing a beautiful spirit star
ing down unthinkable suffering and malice. And yet she 
rose above hate even as she wrote her final letters from 
the Westerbork internment camp. 

Aug /2002, 2-89507-343-0, 816 pages, hardcover, $45.00 
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