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Solidarity with Arab and 
Muslim Neighbours 

S
ince September 11, 2001, men and women who are
Muslims or of Arab origin suffer discrimination in 

Canada and the United States. They endure institutional
ized suspicion. New government anti-terrorist regula
tions single them out as persons that cannot be trusted 
and must be carefully watched, thus creating a cultural 
climate that fosters prejudice against innocent people. 

In Canada, a new law - Bill C-36 - effectively sus
pends the centuries-old common law principle of Ha
beas Corpus. Bill C-36 empowers the police to arrest 
and detain a person in protective custody without re
course for up to 72 hours - on suspicion alone, suspicion 
which might be raised by language or appearance. If you 
look like an Arab or are dressed like a Muslim, you could 
be arrested at any time. Suspicion alone suffices. Cana
dian human rights organizations have protested against 
this bill, and a subsequent debate in parliament has led to 
some modifications, but the power given to the police to 
arrest people on suspicion alone remains. Protective cus
tody was part of the War Measures Act, introduced as a 
temporary suspension of civil rights under very special 
circumstances. Bill C-36 now gives protective custody a 
more permanent status. 

Legislation in the U.S.A., the Patriot Act, gives even 
greater powers to the police and other security agencies. 
To be an Arab or a Muslim or to look like one makes you 
a suspicious person no longer assured of the protection 
of your human rights. Amnesty International has ap
pealed to the American government to review their legis
lation, in particular the new system of registration for 
foreigners of Arab origin or Muslim faith. In many in
stances minor irregularities have led to arrest and impris-

onment. Crossing the American border to do business or 
visit friends, people of Arab origin or Muslim faith liv
ing in Canada suffer humiliating treatment and long de
lays. What is taking place in the U.S.A. has been rightly 
called "racial profiling": P,eople of certain cultures are 
singled out, looked upon with suspicion and treated 
without respect for their human rights. In Canada, Bill 
C-36 comes very close to racial profiling.

Institutionalized suspicion has harmful cultural con
sequences. It fosters apprehension and spreads mistrust 
in regard to a particular group of people simply because 
of their origin. This tends to legitimate discrimination in 
their regard at the work place and in the community. 
These are grave matters. 
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Churches in Canada and the U.S.A., believing in the 

equality of human beings created in the image of God, 

have expressed their solidarity with people of Arab 

origin or Muslim faith and objected to regulations that 
limit the human rights of people because of their 

cultural inheritance. 
Some politicians have argued that a society has the 

right and the duty to protect itself against terrorist attacks 

and that this may well call for the suppression of the 
human rights of a minority. Common safety is of greater 

value than the rights of individuals. Canadians are famil

iar with this argument since the Canadian government 
acted upon it during World War II when it interned and 

confiscated the possessions of Canadians of Japanese 

origin. Since then, however, the Canadian government 

has apologized to Japanese Canadians. The precedence 

of common safety over human rights is a political princi

ple applied in many states, for national security reasons, 

legitimating the suppression of personal freedoms. In the 

present context, limiting the human rights of people of 

Muslim or Arab background is a slippery slope that may 
easily lead to wider repression aimed at Canadian resi

dents of other Asian or African origins and eventually at 
all men and women critical of the government. 

Human rights organizations in Canada and the U.S.A. 

have been critical of the new anti-terrorist legislation be

cause of the political practices to which it might lead. 

They have insisted that terrorism must be defined in 

such a way that it can be distinguished, on the one hand, 
from criminal violent actions (already covered by exist

ing laws) and, on the other hand, from political or labour 

demonstrations intended to be peaceful but turning vio

lent at certain moments. There is no agreement on 

whether Bill C-36 has defined terrorism in such a way 

that the government cannot use it to inhibit the organiza
tion of political dissent, protest actions of Native peo

ples and labour strikes inconvenient to the corporations. 

In several parts of the world, countries have invoked 

"national security" to control the labour movement, 

limit political pluralism and crush organized dissent. 

Following the adoption of the anti-terrorist legisla

tion by the Canadian Parliament in December 2001, sev

eral groups and communities in Canadian civil society 

came together to share their concerns about the impact 

of the new laws on civil liberties, human rights, refugee 

protection, racism, political dissent, governance of 
charities, international cooperation and humanitarian as

sistance. This led in May 2002 to the foundation of the 

International Civil Liberties Monitoring Group. The 
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word "international" refers to the Group's intention to 

monitor the impact of anti-terrorist legislation in other 

countries as well. 
There is no doubt that since September 11, 2001, 

American and other Western societies must protect them

selves against terrorism. Yet casting suspicion upon citi

zens of Arab origin or Muslim faith does not increase the 

security of these societies. On the contrary, by making 

these men and women feel that their cultural and/or reli
gious inheritance makes them second-class citizens, we 

encourage them to have sympathy with Samuel Hunting

ton's theory of "the clash of civilizations," according to 
which Islam and the West, due to their contradictory val

ues, are on a collision course. (See The Ecumenist, 

Spring 2002.) This dangerous theory must be shown to 

be false by our respect for religious pluralism and the 

dialogue of civilizations. We must learn to honour Islam. 

What is needed to counteract Islamic extremism is the 

strengthening of classical Islam, a religion of peace and 

social responsibility. Since Muslims living in Western 

societies have a high regard for religious liberty, they fa

vour an interpretation of Islam that respects religious 

pluralism and is open to dialogue. Institutionalized suspi

cious and discriminatory practices in their regard may 

create such disappointment among Canadian Muslims 
that they begin to feel isolated within our society and 

look upon our praise of pluralism as a form of hypocrisy. 

Since September 11, 2001, the Churches in Canada 

and the U.S:A. have sponsored many interreligious 

prayer services to express their respect for religious plu

ralism and offer gestures of solidarity to Muslim and 

Christian Arabs. A recent statement on religious plural

ism made by the Quebec Conference of Catholic Bish

ops recommends to priests and their parishes to promote 

interreligious understanding in their neighbourhood and 
off er signs of respect to non-Christian immigrants and 

their children. Christians who have friends, colleagues or 

associates of Arab origin or Muslim faith will want to 

express to them their solidarity and their sorrow over the 

climate of discrimination that has come upon them. 

One reason why I attach great importance to these 

expressions of solidarity is what I remember from my 

youth in Germany: when the Nazi government intro

duced the first discriminatory laws against the Jews, the 

Christian Churches remained silent. 

Gregory Baum 



No Mission to Convert Jews to Christianity 

On August 12, 2002, leaders of the Jewish and 
Roman Catholic communities in the United States pub
lished a document entitled Reflections on Covenant and 

Mission. Citing the growing respect for the Jewish tradi
tion that has unfolded since the Second Vatican Council, 
and the deepening Catholic appreciation of the eternal 
covenant between God and the Jewish people, the 
Catholic portion of the Reflections declares that institu
tional approaches that try to convert Jews to Christian
ity are no longer theologically acceptable in the Catho
lic Church. This is not new. It is fully implicit in the 
conciliar declaration Nostra Aetate. 

We shall publish the entire text of the Catholic state
ment in this issue of The Ecumenist: 

Introduction 

T
he gifts brought by the Holy Spirit to the Church 

through the Second Vatican Council's declaration 

Nostra Aetate continue to unfold. The decades since its 

proclamation in 1965 have witnessed a steady rap

prochement between the Roman Catholic Church and 

the Jewish people. Although controversies and misun

derstandings continue to occur, there has nonetheless 

been a gradual deepening of mutual understanding and 

common purpose. 

Nostra Aetate also inspired a series of magisterial in

structions, including three documents prepared by the 

Pontifical Commission for Religious Relations with the 

Jews: Guidelines and Suggestions for Implementing the 
Conciliar Declaration, NostraAetateNo. 4 (1974); Notes 
on the Correct Way to Present Jews and Judaism in 
Preaching and Teaching in the Roman Catholic Church 
(1985); and We Remember: A Reflection on the Shoah 
(1998). Pope John Paul II has offered many addresses and 

engaged in several· important actions that have furthered 

Catholic and Jewish amity. Numerous statements con

cerning Catholic-Jewish relations have also been com

posed by national conferences of Catholic bishops from 

around the world. In the United States, the conference of 

Catholic bishops and its committees have issued many 

relevant documents, including: Guidelines for Catholic
Jewish Relations (1967, 1985); Criteria for the Evalua
tion of Dramatizations of the Passion (1988); God's 
Mercy Endures Forever: Guidelines on the Presentation 

of Jews and Judaism in Catholic Preaching (1988); and 

most recently Catholic Teaching on the Shoah: Imple
menting the Holy See's We Remember (2001). 

A survey of these Catholic statements over the past 

few decades shows that they have progressively been 

considering more and more aspects of the complex rela

tionship between Jews and Catholics, together with their 

impact on the practice of the Catholic faith. This work 

inspired by Nostra Aetate has involved interfaith dia

logue, collaborative educational ventures, and joint 

theological and historical research by Catholics and 

Jews. It will continue into the new century. 

At the present moment in this process of renewal, 

the subjects of covenant and mission have come to the 

forefront. Nostra Aetate initiated this thinking by citing 

Romans 11:28-29 and describing the Jewish people as 

"very dear to God, for the sake of the patriarchs, since 

God does not take back the gifts he bestowed or the choice 

he made."1 John Paul II has explicitly taught that Jews are 

"the people of God of the Old Covenant, never revoked by 

God, "2 "the present-day people of the covenant concluded 

with Moses,"3 and "partners in a covenant of eternal love 

which was never revoked. "4
· 

The post-Nostra Aetate Catholic recognition of the 

permanence of the Jewish people's covenant relationship 

to God has led to a new positive regard for the post-bibli

cal or rabbinic Jewish tradition that is unprecedented in 

Christian history. The Vatican's 1974 Guidelines insisted 

that Christians "must strive to learn by what essential 

traits Jews define themselves in the light of their own re

ligious experience."5 The 1985 Vatican Notes praised 

post-biblical Judaism for carrying "to the whole world a 

witness - often heroic - of its fidelity to the one God and 

to 'exalt Him in the presence of all the living' (Tobit 

13:4)."6 The Notes went on to refer to John Paul II in urg

ing Christians to remember "how the permanence of Is

rael is accompanied by a continuous spiritual fecundity, 

in the rabbinical period, in the Middle Ages and in mod

em times, taking its start from a patrimony which we 

long shared, so much so that 'the faith and religious life 

of the Jewish people as they are professed and practiced 

still today, can greatly help us to understand better cer

tain aspects of the life of the Church' (John Paul II, 6 

March 1982)."7 This theme has been taken up in state-
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ments by the United States Catholic bishops, such as 
God's Mercy Endures Forever, which advised preachers 
to "[b]e free to draw on Jewish sources (rabbinic, medi
eval, and modem) in expounding the meaning of the He
brew Scriptures and _the apostolic writings."8 

Post-biblical Judaism's "spiritual fecundity" contin
ued in lands in which Jews were a tiny minority. This was 
true in Christian Europe even though, as Cardinal 
Edward Idris Cassidy has noted, "from the time of the 
Emperor Constantine on, Jews were isolated and dis
criminated against in the Christian world. There were ex
pulsions and forced conversions. Literature propagated 
stereotypes [and] preaching accused the Jews of every 
age of deicide. "9 This historical summary intensifies the 
importance of the teaching of the 1985 Vatican Notes

that, "The permanence of Israel ( while so many ancient 
peoples have disappeared without trace) is a historic fact 
and a sign to be interpreted within God's design." 10 

Knowledge of the history of Jewish life in Christen
dom also causes such biblical texts as Acts 5:33-39 to be 
read with new eyes. In that passage the Pharisee 
Gamaliel declares that only undertakings of divine ori
gin can endure. If this New Testament principle is con
sidered by Christians today to be valid for Christianity, 
then it must logically also hold for post-biblical 
Judaism. Rabbinic Judaism, which developed after the 
destruction of the Temple, must also be "of God." 

In addition to these theological and historical consid
erations, in the decades since Nostra Aetate many 
Catholics have been blessed with the opportunity to ex
perience personally Judaism's rich religious life and 
God's gifts of holiness. 

The Mission of the Church: Evangelization 

Such reflections on and experiences of the Jewish 
people's eternal covenantal life with God raise questions 
about the Christian task of bearing witness to the gifts of 
salvation that the Church receives through her "new cov
enant" in Jesus Christ. The Second Vatican Council 
summed up the Church's mission as follows: 

While helping the world, and receiving niany ben
efits from it, the Church has a single intention: that 
God's kingdom may come, and that the salvation of 
the whole human race may come to pass. For every 
benefit which the People of God during its earthly 
pilgrimage can offer to the human family stems 
from the fact that the Church is "the universal sacra
ment of salvation," simultaneously manifesting and 
exercising the mystery of God's love for humanity.11 
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This mission of the Church can be summarized in one 
word: evangelization. Pope Paul VI gave the classic defi
nition, "The Church appreciates that evangelization 
means the carrying forth of the good news to every sec
tor of the human race so that by its strength it may enter 
into the hearts of men and renew the human race." 12 

Evangelization refers to a complex reality that is some
times misunderstood by reducing it to the seeking of 
new candidates for baptism. It is the Church's continua
tion of the mission of Jesus Christ, who embodied the 
life of the kingdom of God. As Pope John Paul II has 
explained, 

The kingdom is the concern of everyone: individu
als, society and the world. Working for the kingdom 
means acknowledging and promoting God's activ
ity, which is present in human history and trans
forms it. Building the kingdom means working for 
liberation from evil in all its forms. In a word, the 
kingdom of God is the manifestation and the reali
zation of God's plan of salvation in all its fullness. 13 

It should be stressed that evangelization, the 
Church's work on behalf of the kingdom of God, cannot 
be separated from its faith in Jesus Christ in whom 
Christians find the kingdom "present and fulfilled."14 

Evangelization includes the Church's activities of pres
ence and witness; commitment to social development 
and human liberation; Christian worship, prayer, and 
contemplation; interreligious dialogue; and proclama
tion and catechesis. 15 

This latter activity of proclamation and catechesis -
the "invitation to a commitment of faith in Jesus Christ 
and to entry through baptism into the community of be
lievers which is the church"16 

- is sometimes thought to 
be synonymous with "evangelization." However, this is 
a very narrow construal and is indeed only one among 
many aspects of the Church's "evangelizing mission" in 
the service of God's kingdom. Thus, Catholics partici
pating in interreligious dialogue, a mutually enriching 
sharing of gifts devoid of any intention whatsoever to 
invite the dialogue partner to baptism, are nonetheless 
witnessing to their own faith in the kingdom of God em
bodied in Christ. This is a form of evangelization, a way 
of engaging in the Church's mission. 

Evangelization and the Jewish People 

Christianity has an utterly unique relationship with 
Judaism because "our two religious communities are 



connected and closely related at the very level of their 
respective religious identities."17 

The history of salvation makes clear our special re
lationship with the Jewish people. Jesus belongs to 
the Jewish people, and he inaugurated his church 
within the Jewish nati9n. A great part of the Holy 
Scriptures, which we Christians read as the word of 
God, constitute a spiritual patrimony which we 
share with Jews. Consequently, any negative atti
tude in their regard must be avoided, since "in order 
to be a blessing for the world, Jews and Christians 
need first to be a blessing for each other."18 

In the wake of Nostra Aetate, there has been a deep
ening Catholic appreciation of many aspects of our 
unique spiritual linkage with Jews. Specifically, the 
Catholic Church has come to recognize that its mission 
of preparing for the coming of the kingdom of God is 
one that is shared with the Jewish people, even if Jews do 
not conceive of this task christologically as the Church 
does. Thus, the 1985 Vatican Notes observed: 

Attentive to the same God who has spoken, hanging 
on the same Word, we have to witness to one same 
memory and one common hope in Him who is the 
master of history. We must also accept our responsi
bility to prepare the world for the coming of the 
Messiah by working together for social justice, re
spect for the rights of persons and nations and for 
social and international reconciliation. To this we are 
driven, Jews and Christians, by the command to love 
our neighbor, by a common hope for the Kingdom of 
God and by the great heritage of the Prophets. 19 

If the Church, therefore, shares a central and defining 
task with the Jewish people, what are the implications 
for the Christian proclamation of the Good News ofJe
sus Christ? Ought Christians to invite Jews to baptism? 
This is a complex question not only in terms of Christian 
theological self-definition, but also because of the his
tory of Christians forcibly baptizing Jews. 

In a remarkable and still most pertinent study paper 
presented at the sixth meeting of the International 
Catholic-Jewish Liaison Committee in Venice 25 years 
ago, Prof. Tommaso Federici examined the mis
siological implications of Nostra Aetate. He argued on 
historical and theological grounds that there should be in 
the Church no organizations of any kind dedicated to the 
conversion of Jews. This has over the ensuing years been 
the de facto practice of the Catholic Church. 

More recently, Cardinal Walter Kasper, President of 
the Pontifical Commission for the Religious Relations 
with the Jews, explained this practice. In a formal state
ment made first at the seventeenth meeting of the Inter
national Catholic-Jewish Liaison Committee in May 
2001, and repeated later in the year in Jerusalem, Cardi
nal Kasper spoke of "mission" in a narrow sense to mean 
"proclamation" or the invitation to baptism and 
catechesis. He showed why such initiatives are not ap
propriately directed at Jews: 

The term mission, in its proper sense, refers to con
version from false gods and idols to the true and one 
God, who revealed himself in the salvation history 
with His elected people. Thus mission, in this strict 
sense, cannot be used with regard to Jews, who be
lieve in the true and one God. Therefore, and this is 
characteristic, there �xists dialogue but there does not 
exist any Catholic missionary organization for Jews. 

As we said previously, dialogue is not mere objective 
information; dialogue involves the whole person. So 
in dialogue Jews give witness of their faith, witness 
of what supported them in the dark periods of their 
history and their life, and Christians give account of 
the hope they have in Jesus Christ. In doing so, both 
are far away from any kind of proselytism, but both 
can learn from each other and enrich each other. We 
both want to share our deepest concerns to an often 
disoriented world that needs such witness and 
searches for it.20 

From the point of view of the Catholic Church, 
Judaism is a religion that springs from divine revelation. 
As Cardinal Kasper noted, "God's grace, which is the 
grace of Jesus Christ according to our faith, is available 
to all. Therefore, the Church believes that Judaism, i.e. 
the faithful response of the Jewish people to God's ir
revocable covenant, is salvific for them, because God is 
faithful to his promises."21 

This statement about God's saving covenant is quite 
specific to Judaism. Though the Catholic Church re
spects all religious traditions and through dialogue with 
them can discern the workings of the Holy Spirit, and 
though we believe God's infinite grace is surely avail
able to believers of other faiths, it is only about Israel's 
covenant that the Church can speak with the certainty of 
the biblical witness. This is because Israel's scriptures 
form part of our own biblical canon and they have a 
"perpetual value . . .  that has not been canceled by the 
later interpretation of the New Testament."22 
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According to Roman Catholic teaching, both the 

Church and the Jewish people abide in covenant with 

God. We both therefore have missions before God to 
undertake in the world. The Church believes that the 

mission of the Jewish people is not restricted to their his

torical role as the people of whom Jesus was born "ac

cording to the flesh" (Rom 9:5) and from whom the 

Church's apostles came. As Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger 

recently wrote, "God's providence ... has obviously 
given Israel a particular mission in this 'time of the Gen

tiles. "'23 However, only the Jewish people themselves

can articulate their mission "in the light of their own re

ligious experience."24 

Nonetheless, the Church does perceive that the Jewish 

people's mission ad gentes (to the nations) continues. 

This is a mission that the Church also pursues in her own 

way according to her understanding of covenant. The 

command of the Resurrected Jesus in Matthew 28:19 to 

make disciples "of all nations" (Greek= ethne, the cog

nate of the Hebrew = goyim; i.e., the nations other than 

Israel) means that the Church must bear witness in the 

world to the Good News of Christ so as to prepare the 

world for the fullness of the kingdom of God. However, 

this evangelizing task no longer includes the wish to ab

sorb the Jewish faith into Christianity and so end the dis

tinctive witness of Jews to God in human history. 

Thus, while the Catholic Church regards the saving 

act of Christ as central to the process of human salvation 
for all, it also acknowledges that Jews already dwell in a 

saving covenant with God. The Catholic Church must 

always evangelize and will always witness to its faith in 
the presence of God's kingdom in Jesus Christ to Jews 

and to all other people .... 

However, it now recognizes that Jews are also called 

by God to prepare the world for God's kingdom. Their 

witness to the kingdom, which did not originate with the 

Church's experience of Christ crucified and raised, must 

not be curtailed by seeking the conversion of the Jewish 

people to Christianity. The distinctive Jewish witness 

must be sustained if Catholics and Jews are truly to be, 

as Pope John Paul II has envisioned, "a blessing to one 

another."25 This is in accord with the divine promise ex

pressed in the New Testament that Jews are called to 

"serve God without fear, in holiness and Righteousness 

before God all [their] days" (Luke 1:74-75). 

With the Jewish people, the Catholic Church, in the 

words of Nostra Aetate, "awaits the day, known to God 

alone, when all peoples will call on God with one voice 

6 I Spring 2003 

and serve him shoulder to shoulder (Soph 3:9; see Is 

66:23; Ps 65:4; Rom 11:11-32)."26 
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Journey of Hope in Africa Continued 

"It is people who make journeys." Thus spoke Teresa 
Okure (Professor at the Catholic Institute of West 

Africa) as she led Bible study at the World Council of 
Churches-sponsored Consultation in Johannesburg, 
South Africa. From September 17-23, 2002, almost 90 
people, from over 30 countries in Africa as well as a few 
partners from Europe and North America, gathered to 
contribute to a critical evaluation of theological educa
tion and ecumenical formation in Africa. Dorcas Gordon 
(Principal of Knox College, Toronto) and I were privi
leged to attend. 

This initiative of the World Council of Churches 
(WCC) Ecumenical Theological Education team, in 
partnership with the All Africa Council of Churches, 
was a contribution to the Special Focus on Africa. The 
World Council of Churches General Assembly in 
Harare, 1998, witnessed the Harare Covenant, made by 
Africans present at the Assembly, and the WCC's launch 
of the Special Focus on Africa programme initiative. 

The Harare Covenant, December 1998 -

Our Covenant with God 

We, the people and churches in Africa, give thanks 
for the manifold blessings bequeathed upon us 
by God. 

We acknowledge that African leaders have commit
ted crimes against their own kith and kin in the past 
and at present times. 

We repent now of our sins against each other and 
beseech you O God to heal our land and deliver us 
from all evil. 

Our hearts are yearning to be freed from despair so 
that we may endure in faith, because of God's prom
ise to restore our dignity and fulfill all our dreams. 

May God grant us the wisdom and knowledge to 
harness the growing public goodwill towards a new 
vision of life for our people in Africa and for the rest 
of the world. 

T - . 

Let us renew our faith in the God of love in whom our 
future is safe and our grief is turned into great joy. 

We, African people on the continent and in the 
diaspora, 

Having been reminded afresh of our difficult past, 

But, inspired by the stories of resistance with cour
age and sacrifice of our fore parents, 

And empowered by the signs of hope such as in
creasing acceptance of democratic governance, the 
end of the apartheid regime, and the Truth and Rec
onciliation Commission of South Africa, 

We hereby renew our commitment to reconstruct 
and rebuild our communities and work tirelessly for 
a future of Africa full of life in abundance. We com
mit ourselves to: 

• Continue the unfinished task of transforming our
social, political and economic systems and institu
tions for an inclusive and just society;

• Seek and pursue peace and reconciliation for our
people and communities;

• Establish appropriate ethical values in work, gov
ernance and management and good stewardship;

• Do everything in our means to overcome the
scourge of HIV/AIDS;

• Affinn the right of African children to hope for a
bright future which we shall help to work out with
all our strength and all our ability.

We therefore renew our covenant with God in fulfill
ing these promises and invite men and.,_ women of 
goodwill, and especially this Assembly, to accom
pany us in this journey of hope. 

A unique cross-section of constituencies (churches, 
theological education institutions, Christian training 
centres, confessional and inter-confessional ecumenical 

Spring 2003 / 7 



fellowships, libraries, media, publishers, theological edu
cation by extensionprogrammes, mission boards, 
interfaith networks and associations) was convened under 
the banner of The Journey of Hope in Africa Continued. 
Their task was to critically assess past practices in theo
logical education and ecumenical formation in Africa and 
to develop a plan of action for the next 10 years that 
would "contribute to the renewal of the church and Chris
tianity and produce theologies, ethics and spiritualities 
that are life-affirming and life-giving in Africa." 

African Wells 

Each morning began with worship and Bible study. 
Teresa Okure's stimulating dialogue (with a plenary of 
almost 100) on the story of Jesus and the Samaritan 
woman at the well (John 4: 1-30) challenged the Consul
tation to reflect on what it would mean for the Church in 
Africa to find the wells inside themselves and their con
tinent which God has already given them - to end the 
monotony of going back and forth to draw water from 
the wells of others. What does it mean to stake a J oumey 
of Hope on someone like the Samaritan woman -
scorned in her own community - who through an en
counter at the well, which broke all cultural and reli
gious norms, was challenged to see her life in a new 
light, to shift her concept of herself, to affirm that the 
Messiah is coming, and to bring the villagers who de
spise her to see this man who knows her? 

Teresa Okure invited us to see that in this passage the 
ties to the past that imprison - both Jerusalem and the 
ancestors - are broken and we are challenged to focus on 
what God, who has given us life, is doing - to find the 
Messiah in our midst. As the Latin American theolo
gians assert, we are challenged "to drink from our own 
wells." Throughout the Consultation I was reminded of 
the enlivening and energizing good news of the Bible 
when it is read in dialogue with specific contexts. 

Centreless Theology? 

Dr. Molefe Tsele, new General Secretary of the South 
African Council of Churches, addressing the Consulta
tion on the "Social, Political and Economic Realities in 
the Light of Ecumenism in Africa," brought a similar 
challenge: "Will African theological education and for
mation continue to be oriented to its European centre 
when that centre is itself not holding and, more impor
tantly, is responsible for a multitude of pathologies faced 
by the continent today? Are we ready to make a paradig
matic shift from our theological centre?" 
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The challenges for the continent of Africa are im-
mense as Molefe Tsele laid before the Consultation: 

Over 23 million of our people are living with the 
HIV/ AIDS virus, which is decimating families, gen
erations and villages. Nearly 14.5 million in this 
sub-region are facing famine. Some of our young 
people in their mid-twenties have never known 
peace in their lifetime, having been born during war, 
and now they face the prospect of commencing their 
adult life without any idea of a normal life. In some 
countries, young people in their thirties have known 
only one head of state; the notion of peaceful transi
tion of power is foreign; and the only political role 
models they have, died ignobly or are imprisoned. 

Dr. Tsele asserted that the churches in Africa have 
failed to offer a theological interpretation of their experi
ences of the last century because 

we are engaged in a centreless theology. Or rather, 
the centre of our theology is not the African experi
ence, but rather Europe. And our crisis is that even 
that centre has moved while we are still holding to 
its empty hollowness. Our theological enterprise is 
European, largely ill-informed about our reality, ir
relevant to our needs and challenges as African peo
ple. Our theology has not responded effectively, suf
ficiently to the crisis facing the continent. In 
particular, we have not provided an effective theo
logical response to five cardinal problems: the prob
lems of poverty, political abuse of power, cultural 
oppression of women, conflict and wars, and lately, 
HIV/AIDS. 

This Consultation demonstrated that the centre is 
shifting. As reflected in the Harare Declaration and this 
Consultation, the churches in Africa seem to have found 
a new starting place which includes _!ruth-telling about 
opportunities that have been lost and squandered. The 
reflection on practices of theological education that pre
ceded the Consultation - published in the July/October 
2002 issue of Ministerial Fonnation 98/99 - included 
critical analysis and sober reflection on challenges fac
ing theological education and the churches in Africa, 
both external and internal. African churches face their 
own problems, such as gender injustice, disunity, de
nominationalism, fragile ecumenism, and leadership 
and management crises. But the journal also reports on 
exciting achievements and insight as theological educa
tion is reimagined and rebuilt. 



Africa Is the Footprint of God 

The strong threads of African theologies are rooted in 
the African experience of God walking with them over 
these centuries. As N. Barney Pityana declared to the 
Harare Assembly in 1998, Africa is the footprint of God: 

To understand the people of Africa, therefore, re
quires a paradigm shift about God and religious life. 
Africa is the footprint of God .... the people of Africa 
have journeyed and laboured with God over the cen
turies. They are the people of faith. It is the faith that 
has sustained them, the faith that is part of their 
daily and ordinary lives. It is their faith that says that 
God dwells in the midst of them. God walks with 
them and suffers with them. 

Dr. Vuadi Vibila, Dean of the Protestant University of 
Congo's theological faculty, declared that the church in 
Africa should be responsible for the salvation of its peo
ple and the church must contradict all power that does 
not build hope. We need a theology to create the church 
we want to have in Africa, she asserted. Who is God for 
us? Where is God in the things that are happening? What 
are God's plans for us? 

Participants asked themselves whether part of doing 
theology in Africa should include doing and publishing 
theology in their mother tongues. Small publishing cen
tres publish in African languages. Could these be co
publications so they are available in all parts of Africa? 
The Circle of Concerned African Women Theologians 
urged others to adopt their practice of sending a copy of 
each book they publish to each theological school li
brary in Africa. 

The use of the vernacular in theological expression, 
Bible translation, hymns, songs and liturgy was encour
aged. Engaging symbolism and ritual, story and myth, 
songs and dance, the importance of the spirit world, un
derstanding and appreciating African proverbs were ex
plored in workshops and through worship. Reclaiming 
the African world view in its multiple incarnations was 
urged repeatedly and the symbol of this for many was 
the understanding of ubuntu - I am because you are, my 
humanity is tied up with the humanity of others. 

Shift from Patriarchy 

A shift from the centre is also a shift from patriarchy. 
There was strong and exciting participation of women at 
the Consultation. In fact their impact was larger than 
their presence ( about one third' of participants). The in-

tentionality of the organizers was evident in the variety 
of women present - professors, writers, adult educators, 
community organizers, church members and ministers -
and the participation of women on every panel and in all 
aspects of leadership. They brought a strong message 
about the continuing strength of patriarchy and the op
pression of women in the churches of Africa. They also 
gave powerful leadership and challenging content to the 
Consultation. 

Bible study, led by Bishop Kenosi Mofokeng of the 
Spiritual Churches Research and Theological Training 
Institute, on Matthew 26:6-13 was one such moment. 
She reminded the Consultation that following Jesus in
volved going places no-one would go - the house of a 
leper. In this "unclean place" an "unclean person" - a 
woman - comes to carry out her mission: to anoint Jesus 
with costly ointment. The Journey of Hope involves go
ing together to unclean; unsafe places. The churches 
need to embrace spiritual and physical healing, to spread 
knowledge and information about HIV/AIDS and to 
fight the stigma attached to those infected, she preached. 

The struggle against the HIV/ AIDS pandemic is a 
major aspect of the Special Focus on Africa as witnessed 
by the WCC's secondment of Musa Dube from the The
ology Faculty at the University of Botswana to be a spe
cial resource to churches and educational institutions in 
Africa regarding HIV/ AIDS education. 

Decade to Overcome Violence 

Many stories and experiences were shared in panel 
presentations and workshops. One of the most memora
ble for me concerned the emergence of the Women Be
lievers for Conflict Resolution and Peace-making in the 
Central African Republic, as described by Mirana 
Diambaye, Eglise Protestante du Christ-Roi. In Decem
ber 1996, at the height of crisis and chaos, when there 
was no force of law -in the midst of looting, rape, militia 
and army harassment, destruction of homes, disappear
ances, displacement and growing numbers of civilian 
v1ctuns a group of women in the capital organized a 
prayer meeting. They said, "Only God can free us from 
these evil spirits of hatred, violence, evil deeds, and mtµ"
der that are going to destroy our country." ., · 

A small group of ordinary Christian and Muslim 
women gathered to pray. When they had ended their 
prayer meeting they went to talk with the rebels and with 
the president to try and create a dialogue. This group of 
multi-confessional women has continued their work for 
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peace since that time, sometimes despite their church 

leaders, using the tools of prayer and political action. 
Rooted in prayer, simple women have become involved 
in political action because of their determination to cre
ate peace. 

The recently launched WCC Decade to Overcome 
Violence (DOV) was one focus of the Consultation. As 
workshop participants related personal and community 
stories, the capacity ofpeople living in the midst of hor
rific violence and atrocities of every dimension chal
lenged us to analyze the many faces of violence - from 
global economic violence to domestic violence; to iden
tify the theological and cultural constructs that support 
and justify violence; and then to imagine peace was 
humbling. The action suggestions for how to build a cul
ture of peace were practical and far-reaching. As we sat 

in the country that created the Truth and Reconciliation 
process, we believed it was possible for this peace to be
come a reality. 

A New Generation 

Despite the enormous challenges facing the churches 
and peoples of Africa, the Consultation evoked a strong 
sense of hope and empowerment. There is a new genera
tion ofleaders in the church, theological education insti
tutions and programmes in Africa, many of them strong 
women who have been encouraged and supported by the 
Circle of Concerned African Women Theologians. 

The issues for theological education are not dissimi
lar to those we experience in the Canadian context- how 
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to prepare church leaders for a changing and evolving 

context; how to prepare church leaders to be enablers of 

the ministry of the people; whether to focus educational 

resources on a few leaders or widen access to education 

for lay people as well as ministers; how to build an un
derstanding of everyday life as ministry and strengthen 
people's ability to live out their Christian commitment in 
their work in the world; how to prepare ministers and 
other leaders to serve the wider social and political needs 
of their communities, especially the challenge of HIV/ 
AIDS; how to provide practical skills like bookkeeping 
as well as support the emergence of African theologies 
nurtured by African culture, story and tradition; how to 
resist growing denominationalism in favour of a re
newed and relevant ecumenism; how to build multi-faith 
and multi-ethnic concepts of community that are human 
and creation affirming. 

In the final days of the Consultation, as participants 
gathered in sectoral groupings of theological education 
institutions, lay training centres, publishers and Coun
cils of Churches, to develop a plan of action and make 
commitments to the necessary changes in theological 
education and ecumenical formation so that church lead
ers for the Journey of Hope in Africa may emerge, I was 
reminded that God does provide both the hope and the 
capacity we need for the journey. 

Betsy Anderson 

Rev. Betsy Anderson is Secretary for Theological Education of the United 

Church of Canada. 



Reflections on Resurrection and Eternal Life 

At the Centre of Apostolic Preaching 

I
t is not an exaggeration to say that the resurrection of
Jesus is at the centre of apostolic preaching. It was the 

message Peter addressed to the people (Acts 2:24; 3:15) 
and his confession before the Sanhedrin (Acts 4:10); it 
was Philip's explanation to the Ethiopian eunuch (Acts 
4:35); it was Paul's message to the Jews (Acts 13:33; 
17:3) and to the Gentiles (Acts 17:31); and, later, his 
confession before the Sanhedrin (Acts 23:6). According 
to these texts the resurrection of Jesus happened in ac
cordance with the biblical promises: the exaltation of the 
messiah at the right hand of God, the glorification of the 
Servant of Yahweh, the enthronement of the Son of Man. 
The texts that announce the resurrection also use a bibli
cal vocabulary to proclaim the universal significance of 
this event. Jesus is the Holy One whom God has rescued 
from the corruption of Hades; he is the new Adam to 
whom God has subjected all things; he is the stone re
jected by the builders, which has become the corner 
stone. Christ's resurrection appears here as the divinely 
revealed, definitive key for the interpretation of the 
whole of Scripture. 

This preaching has found expression in the classical 
creeds and shaped the liturgy of the Christian Church. 
The most holy season of the year is Holy Week culmi
nating in Easter, which commemorates Christ's passion, 
death and resurrection. The liturgy presents every Sun
day as a commemoration of the resurrection. That is why 
the Church shifted the day of rest from the Sabbath to 
Sunday, the Lord's Day. But even on week days, the 
eucharist celebrates the paschal mystery, i.e. the passion, 
death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

The apostles announced the resurrection of Jesus as a 
victory over death and his entry into glory, a glory that 
was to be shared by those who believe in his name. The 
Good News included the message of eternal life. In the 
Fourth Gospel we read that eternal life is granted already 
in this world to those who believe in Christ. Still, the 
same Gospel also tells us that Christ leaves this world to 
prepare a place for his friends in the mansions of his Fa
ther. The Church of the creeds believed in everlasting life. 

The Difficulties of Liberal Christians 

Since the Enlightenment, many Christians have had 
great difficulties with the message of the resurrection. In 
a world that interprets historical events in scientific 
terms, does it make sense to believe in life beyond the 
grave? There are many practising Christians today who 
follow the teachings of Jesus, yet do not believe in resur
rection and eternal life. Let me give some of the reasons 
for their hesitation. 

Th e pre-scientific nature of biblical cosmology. 

Scripture proclaims the divine drama of human history 
in terms of an ancient semitic cosmology ·that has be
come totally unacceptable. Human life takes place on 
the flat earth, located between the heavens from which 
God rules the world and the underworld in which the 
dead are awaiting their release. Following these spatial 
images we are told that the risen Jesus ascended to the 
Father and will return to earth sitting on the clouds of 
heaven. Since we no longer look upon the cosmos in this 
manner, must we bracket the doctrine of the resurrec
tion? 

The non-verifiability of non-material being. We have 
become scientifically minded. First, we accept accounts 
of unusual events only if we have a scientific theory that 
accounts for them. In this intellectual context, the event 
of the resurrection, reported only by the disciples - and 
supported by the subsequent account of the empty tomb 
- does not seem credible.

The modem suspicion of metaphysics. The spread of
the scientific mind-set has discredited thinkers, be they 
philosophers or theologians, who affirm the existence of 
trans-empirical reality. Kant's Critique of Pure Reason 

has had great cultural power. In this historical context, 
belief in a divinity has become difficult. Christians are 
glad if they can hang on to their faith in God, yet recog-
nizing a heavenly world is too much for them: · 

The uncertain biblical testimony. Biblical scholars re
mind us that the principal emphasis of the Old Testament 
was on the finitude of human life - we are like grass in 
the field that lives for a while and eventually rots. The 
life that God will not permit to die is the life of the cho-

Spring 2003 / 11 



sen people. Its life will go on forever. The texts of the Old 
Testament that proclaim personal life after the death be

long to the later sections, in which commentators detect 
the influence of Greek metaphysics. Most of the texts on 
eternal life are actually in books of the Old Testament 

that, written in Greek, were not part of the Hebrew 
canon. (See Daniel 12:2; 2 Mace. 7:23, 36; Wisdom 3:1, 

5: 15.) These books are contained in the Septuagint inher
ited by the Catholic Church. Protestants, as is well 
known, returned to the Hebrew canon and regarded the 
additional books of the Septuagint as inauthentic, as 

Apocrypha. There are today Protestant theologians who 
interpret the resurrection of Jesus simply as a redemptive 

event in the lives of the disciples, a sudden enlighten

ment and empowerment, enabling them to proclaim the 
gospel in a hostile world and lay the foundation for the 
Church of the future. The resurrection here means that 

the cause of God, die Sache Gottes, revealed in Jesus, 
will be carried forward in history. 

The avoidance of a dualistic understanding of the hu

man being. Biblical scholars like to contrast the Hebrew 
concept of the human as an ensouled body with the Pla

tonic concept of the human soul imprisoned in the body, 

yearning for its release. Today theologians tend to op
pose the Platonic contempt for the body. While the doc

trine of the resurrection promises the restoration of the 

body, it will be, according to a saying by Jesus, an 

angelical body devoid of sexuality - "neither given nor 

taken in marriage." St Paul predicts "a spiritual body," in 
other words, an unearthly one. To overcome a dualistic 
understanding of the human being, some Christian 
thinkers shy away from the traditional teaching of eter

nal life. 
Belief in eternal life trivializes the historical vocation 

of humankind. The Enlightenment, whether liberal or 
Marxist, looked upon human beings as collectively re
sponsible for their history. Liberals often argued that be

lief in a heaven is an obstacle to progress since it pre
vents people from striving to improve the material 

conditions of their lives, and Marxists held that religion 

was an ideology designed to bless the ruling power of 

the princes and console the poor with promises of happi

ness in another world. To take history seriously, many 
people argue, we must drop belief in eternal life. Today 
Christians with liberal or Marxist leanings insist that the 
Good News of Jesus Christ has to do with this world, not 

with the next, and that faith, hope and love are meant to 
make us responsible actors in history. 
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These are some of the reasons, I think, why some 

Christians want to be followers of Jesus Christ, yet 
bracket the doctrine of the resurrection. 

The Resurrection in Liberation Theology 

The doctrines of resurrection and eternal life played 
an important role in Latin American liberation theology, 
even though this theological movement put primary em

phasis on the emancipatory dimension of the Christian 

gospel. Liberation theology wanted to persuade us that 

divine redemption revealed in Jesus Christ had world
transforming power. It promoted a "worldly" spirituality 

aimed at releasing holy energy for the historical struggle 

for greater justice. Why, then, the importance of resur

rection and eternal life? 
Latin American liberation theology was grounded in 

the faith of grassroots Christian communities steeped in 

traditional beliefs and popular piety. These communities 

developed their own way of reading the Scriptures from 
the perspective of their experience as the poor and ex

cluded. They were deeply attached to the story of the 

Exodus, in which God rescued the Hebrew people from 

exploitation and oppression in the land of bondage. They 
also focused on the prophets who proclaimed God's soli
darity with the poor and the weak. Their reading of the 
New Testament persuaded them Jesus pronounced God's 

judgment on an unjust world, summoned the people to 

an alternative practice, and announced God's approach

ing reign that would right the wrongs created by human 

sin. They understood Jesus as the Son of God in solidar
ity with the poor, the outcasts, the sick and the despised, 

promising them rescue and new life. They believed that 
Jesus supported them in their struggle for greater justice. 

The New Testament persuaded them that Jesus was per
secuted because he uttered woes over the rich and power

ful, and threatened the religious and secular establish

ment. Suffering the humiliations inflicted upon 

criminals and rebels, Jesus was eventually put to death 
on the Roman cross. His followers in the Latin American 

communities believed that in Christ's glorious resurrec
tion, God had rehabilitated him, raising him to new life, 
and in doing so rehabilitated all the victims of history. 

That the victims of persecution are alive in God is not 

a new idea. In the later part of the Old Testament, we 

read that the Jews, confronted with the death of the mar
tyrs, asked themselves what their lot will be in the fu

ture. Since they were killed for witnessing to their faith 

in God, this just and merciful God will not let the execu-



tioners have the last word: the martyrs will rise and live 
with God. These passages are found in Daniel (12: 2) 
and 2 Maccabees (7: 36), parts contained in the Greek 
Bible, the Septuagint. Because of the once-for-allness of 
the Christ's passion, death and resurrection, the Latin 
American Christians believed that in Jesus all the vic
tims of society have been brought. to new life. God will 
not allow the perpetrators ultimately to triumph over the 
innocent victims. 

The grassroots Christian communities of Latin 
America remained deeply attached to their brothers and 
sisters killed by the police or the death squads hired by the 
landowners. The local Christian communities commemo
rated their murdered friends, believing that they were 
alive in God. In religious ceremonies the priest would call 
the names of each of the victims, and in their stead the 
community would responded presente, in English ''here." 
Petro - "here," Paolo - "here," Marco - "here" . . .  And at 
the end, Jesus Christ - and all shouted "here." 

Latin American liberation theologians, identified as 
they were with the grassroots communities, defended 
the Christian belief in resurrection and eternal life. They 
realized that in their historical situation this teaching did 
not encourage a dualistic understanding of human be
ings, nor a contempt for the body and the material world; 
neither did it trivialize the responsibility of people for 
their own history. They felt, rather, that middle-class 
Christians in the North who led long and interesting 
lives had become indifferent to the message of life after 
death. The gospel made sense to them simply as the un
merited enrichment of their own personal lives. "They 
have had their reward" as Jesus said (Mt 6:2). But if you 
belong to the poor, if life is a constant deprivation, if 
your children die in infancy, if your life expectancy is 
short, and if the demand for justice can bring you death, 
then the gospel of Jesus Christ does not make sense un
less it includes the message of life after death. If there 
was nothing after death, then the poor would be where 
they have always been, excluded and forgotten: there 
would be no Good l\Iews for them. 

How would Latin American liberation theology re-
\ spond to the five difficulties with the resurrection raised 

by liberal Christians in the North? These difficulties were 
1) the pre-scientific nature of biblical cosmology; 2) the
non-verifiability of non-material being; 3) the modern
suspicion of metaphysics; 4) the contempt of the body
implicit in otherworldliness; 5) the trivialization of hu
man history implicit in otherworldliness.

Despise its faith in resurrection, liberation theology 
has a worldly orientation and fosters the idea that hu
mans are meant to be the subject of their history. This 
replies to Difficulty no. 5. Liberation theology does not 
promote contempt for the body (Difficulty no. 4). On the 
contrary, this theology believes that God acting in Christ 
offers redemption from sin and evil that includes rescue 
from hunger, torture, imprisonment and early death. 
Here the body is honoured. That spiritual reality cannot 
be scientifically demonstrated (Difficulty no. 2) does not 
worry liberation theology, for it has a critical relation to 
scientific rationality. It looks upon scientific rationality 
as an ambiguous guide in the construction of society: it 
succeeds in creating technological control of people's 
lives, including the production of sophisticated weap
ons, but it fails to discern the dignity of human beings 
and be scandalized by the massive inequality in the hu
man family. Liberation theology is not disturbed by the 
pre-scientific nature of biblical cosmology (Difficulty 
no. 1). The imaginative symbols of heaven and earth 
suggest to people the idea of divine transcendence and 
assures them that the kings and rulers of the earth have 
no power over the Creator. Liberation theology is suspi
cious of the metaphysical tradition (Difficulty no. 3), but 
for a reason that is different from the Kantian critique 
widely accepted in the North. Liberation theology holds 
that people will discover human wisdom only if they are 
willing to face the suffering of the excluded. If thinkers 
turn their back to these people, their reason and even 
their faith will produce ideological constructs that make 
the misery of the great masses invisible. Liberation the
ology holds that reason is reliable only if it is grounded 
in love, love in the form of an option for the poor. Lib
eration theology is not opposed to metaphysics on prin
ciple; it would honour an emancipatory metaphysics that 
dealt with the trans-empirical order in view of humani
ty's rescue from oppression and misery. 

From the above paragraph we conclude that the five 
difficulties liberal theologians have with resurrection 
and eternal life were not shared by liberation theology. 

Critical Reflection 

Allow me to define critical theology as the ..,theologi
cal reflection of middle-class Christians in the North lis
tening to the voices of the excluded and exploring the 
emancipatory dimension of the gospel. In Germany this 
as called political theology. How does critical theology, I 
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wish to ask, react to the approach of liberation theology 
to the doctrines ofresun;ection and eternal life? 

The effort of liberation theology to overcome the in
dividualistic interpretation of the gospel is fully shared 
by critical and political theology. The work of Johann 
Baptist Metz and Jurgen Moltmann has retrieved an un
derstanding of salvation that has world-transforming 
significance. Theological movements in the South and 
the North have affected the official teaching of the World 
Council of Churches and the Roman Catholic Church. 
The World Synod of Bishops of 1971 acknowledged that 
the salvation wrought by Jesus Christ "rescues humans 
from personal sin and from its consequences in social 
life .... The redemption of the human race includes its 
liberation from every oppressive situation." This wider 
understanding of divine salvation is the theological 
ground upon which Pope John Paul II affirms and de
fends the human rights of all human beings. 

What is new for theologians in the North is the focus 
of liberation theology on the death of "the Other," the 
poor brother and sister wounded and killed by historical 
forces. The religious imagination of traditional piety in 
the North focused on one's own death and generated 
anxiety about what would happen beyond the grave. At 
one time Christians were taught to put their own eternal 

One God, Three Faiths 
BY OWEN O'SULLIVAN 

A look at essential elements of Islam, 
also presenting the Jewish and Christian 
ideas on the same themes 

For those who would like to be better 
informed about basic aspects of the rela
tionship between these three religions, this 

o.=o·sw1,n •• ,.", book is written in a non-polemical way 
without regard to the canons of political correctness. Taking as 
its starting point the Qur'an, the sacred text oflslarn, One God,

Three Faiths selects some of its fundamental themes and asks 
what the other two religions have to say on them. 

The Columba Press, 1-85607-349-1, 56 pages, 5 7/s'' x 8 5/a'', 
$9.95 Cdn/ $6.95 US 
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salvation at the centre. In more recent decades the theol
ogy of death was concerned with helping old people to 
die peacefully and drew no attention upon the millions 
of people whom we kill with guns, bombs, war and hun
ger. When we look at the precariousness and shortness 
of life of the great majority, we realize that to die in one's 
bed at an old age is a great privilege. (I am approaching 
80 years.) 

In the New Testament, the focus is on the violent 
death of the innocent and persecuted Jesus. Christians of 
the North are grateful to liberation theology for remind
ing them that the anguish of faith is about the death of 
"the Other," the many millions untimely deprived of 
their God-given life by human sin, by violence, wars and 
famine. At the end of a long and meaningful life, Chris
tians of the North may well say that "they have had their 
reward" and that the idea of eternal life does not excite 
them. But when they think of the death-dealing power of 
injustice and oppression that killed Jesus at a young age 
and killed and is still killing millions of people in their 
youth - in other words, when they think of the death of 
"the Other" - they are likely to feel that without resur
rection and new life there would be no Good News at all. 

Gregory Baum 

For a Culture of Life 
Transforming Globalization and 
Violence BY KoNRAD RAISER

A call on the ecumenical movement to 
demonstrate through witness, service and a 
ministry of reconciliation a caring for life 
amid an age of globalization 

Raiser proposes a transformation of those 
processes of globalization which have brought 

into being a complex system of mutual interdependence as well 
as mutual suspicions that often end in violence. Noting the 
complexity of humanitarian intervention by military powers, he 
opposes the return to a "logic war" and calls for the streng
thening of peaceful, political means of conflict resolution. 

World Council of Churches, 2-8254-1364-X, 184 pages, 
$16.95 Cdn/ $11.95 US 



Goodbye to Catholic Ireland? 

I
n the 1960s, an historical development in Quebec,
sparked by an expanc;ling economy and a vigorous cul

tural self-affirmation, produced the so-called Quiet 
Revolution which resulted in a rapid secularization of 
society. Twenty-five years later a similar historical evolu
tion began in Ireland. In this Catholic society the Church 
has been losing its hold upon the people. Especially in 
the urban areas, Catholics have made themselves inde
pendent of ecclesiastical authority: they practise their 
faith by integrating modem values disapproved of by the 
Church or they stay away from the Church altogether. 

Among the growing literature on this cultural trans
formation is the book Goodbye to Catholic Ireland, by 
the well-known Irish journalist Mary Kenny.1 The vol
ume offers a cultural history of Ireland that covers the 
twentieth century in two distinct sections, entitled ''The 
Way We Were" and "The Way We Changed." What is 
original in this historical account is that the author relies 
principally on Catholic newspapers and periodicals, 
with special attention to the Irish Messenger of the Sa

cred Heart. This approach allows her to present histori
cal events as interpreted by Catholics themselves. Her 
book does not off er statistical accounts of the growing 
secularization: these can be found in other publications.2 

What preoccupies Mary Kenny are the historical factors 
that have promoted this rapid cultural transformation. As 
we shall see, she laments the recent development, and 
her sorrow influences her perception. 

After World War II, the nations of Europe, deeply 
shaken by the destruction and the loss of life, were ready 
to question the established institutions of the past, while 
neutral Ireland, protected from any upheaval during the 
war, remained attached to its cultural tradition. In fact, 
Ireland's neutrality led to a certain isolation even after the 
war. It had to wait until 1956 to be admitted to the United 
Nations. Compared to post-war European countries, Ire
land's religious culture appeared stuck in the past. 

The Optimism of the Sixties 

Yet the 1960s brought significant changes. That dec
ade's cultural optimism spilled over into Ireland, in part 
mediated by Vatican Council II. People were ready for 

new ideas. Ireland's economy was becoming modern
ized; its culture was being affected by British and 
American films and the new popular music; the priests 
no longer preached against dancing and allowed greater 
personal freedom; ecumenism created greater openness 
to Protestants; the encyclical Mater et magistra (1961) 
approved of the welfare state which the Irish bishops had 
opposed in the past; and the expansion· of television pro
duced greater awareness of what was happening in other 
countries. The rigid Archbishop of Dublin, John Charles 
McQuaid, who resisted the conciliar directives, became 
increasingly isolated.3 

When Humanae vitae, the papal letter against "the 
pill," was published in 1968, there was consternation 
among married couples, especially in the middle classes. 
James Good, the only Irish priest who publicly criticized 
the papal decision, was dismissed from his post. In a spe
cial section, Mary Kenny discusses the important role 
played by women in Catholic Ireland. While priests held 
the power, the women, mothers of families, were the ac
tual communicators of the Catholic faith. This self-confi
dence permitted them to be critical of the pope's teaching 
on birth control. Yet in the sixties and seventies, accord
ing to Mary Kenny, the new orientation and the critical 
attitudes did not in any way diminish Catholic sacramen
tal practice. Catholics came to church on Sundays and 
large numbers attended Mass during the week. 

The Faith and Justice Movement 

Mary Kenny describes the new Catholic commitment 
to social justice in the seventies. The hierarchy, she 
writes, began to offer "a left-of-centre critique of Irish 
society." In 1973, the bishops founded the Catholic 
agency Trocaire to promote the human development of 
people in the Third World. A pastoral letter of 1977, en

:

titled "The Work of Justice," dealt at length wifh poverty 
and unemployment in Ireland and called for social poli
cies that would remedy these humiliating conditions. 

Mary Kenny is troubled by this development. She 
suspects Marxist influence in the work done by Trocaire. 
She recalls the words attributed to Jesus, "The poor shall 
always be with you" and opposes any social policies that 
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try to relieve the poor "by penalizing the better-off." She 
writes, "Gone are the times when 'Ireland's Spiritual 
Empire' emphasized the saving of souls and the need to 
bring Christ to the pagan world." Now, it would seem, 
Catholics should be dedicated to overcoming apartheid 
and world hunger. Kenny offers a quotation of the well
known Irish historian, J.H. Whyte: ''From about 1973 
onward, the Catholic Church moved away from its tradi
tional position of power toward the concept - a rather 
'Protestant' concept - of being the conscience of soci
ety." According to Kenny, the faith and justice move
ment of the seventies was an important factor responsi
ble for the new worldliness of the Catholic people and a 
remote cause of the secularization of Ireland that began 
to take place in the late eighties and nineties. She ap
provingly quotes from an Irish author: "Romantic liber
alism," i.e. dreaming of a just society, "ends with drugs 
and decadence." 

Kenny's analysis reveals a curious insularity. She 
does not realize that the shift of Catholic social teaching 
to the left and its integration into Catholic spirituality 
represent a universal development, supported as it was 
by the World Synod of Bishops in 1971 and papal docu
ments such as Populorum progressio (1967), 
Octogesima adveniens (1971) and Evangelii nuntiandi 

(1974). Professor Whyte also seems to have forgotten 
that in Protestant countries the Protestant Church had 
held a position of power and that interpreting the Church 
as the conscience of the nation emerged only with the 
breakdown of Christendom. 

According to Kenny, "the troubles" in Northern Ire
land did not preoccupy the Catholic population of the 
Irish Republic. These violent disturbances seemed far 
away. Yet this changed in the eighties when the Catholic 
people of the Republic became increasingly concerned 
about the violation of the human rights suffered by 
Catholics in the North. According to Kenny, this devel
opment introduced the notion of rights into the Catholic 
vocabulary. In the past, according to the author, Irish 
Catholics accepted the vicissitudes of life in a stoic man
ner trusting in divine providence. "Offering up" your 
suffering and your misfortunes was part of traditional 
Irish culture. The new rights discourse changed this: 
people now began to make claims for themselves and 
others. Kenny recalls that her grandmother, upon hear
ing people speak of human rights, uttered in surprise, 
"But that is communist." Kenny sees in the new empha
sis on human rights an important cultural factor that 
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changed people's self-understanding, fostered the trend 
toward self-development and legitimated the pursuit of 
one's own advantage. 

The Celtic Tiger 

What Kenny leaves out of her analysis is the integra
tion of Ireland into the European Community, the star
tling success of the Irish economy, the growth of a well
to-do middle class and a spectacular rise in the standard 
of living. Ireland has come to see itself as the Celtic Ti
ger. Kenny only makes a few allusions to this develop
ment. She recognizes that material possessions and the 
consumption of commodities have acquired a new im
portance in Ireland. Ambitious young people, Kenny re
ports, think of themselves as young Europeans and pay 
less attention to their Catholic identity. Yet she does not 
explore in any detail the impact of Ireland's exploding 
economy on the secularization of the public culture. 
Other authors have described the new Ireland as a mid
dle-class society of enterprising men and women with 
confidence in their own intelligence and their ability to 
conduct their own lives. These Catholics are now unwill
ing to be addressed by their priests and bishops as if they 
were children getting instruction from their parents who 
know best. A growing percentage of the Irish began to 
resent the political and cultural power exercised by the 
Church in the past, including the control over their 
sexual lives. 

Kenny records that progressive priests were con
scious of this growing resentment. "Throughout the 
1980s there was the growing view among the more in
fluential clergy that sexual prohibitions had been over
emphasized in the past and that we should be less con
cerned about the peccadilloes of the flesh. 'Immorality' 
should focus more on 'injustice, discrimination and 
prejudice' rather than on mere sex." Young couples, she 
reports, began to live together without being married and 
other taboos regarding sexuality faded into the back
ground. Yet the 1993 referendum on abortion demon
strated that on this issue the majority of the population 
upheld the Catholic position. In 1993, Kenny comments, 
Catholic Ireland still existed. 

Catholic Ireland experienced a growing division be
tween the rural regions where the old faith was still be
ing practised and the urban centres, especially Dublin, 
where Catholics sought greater cultural independence. 
Kenny does not mention that the new successful 
economy, defined along strictly capitalist lines, created a 



widening gap between the rising middle classes and the 
growing sector of the urban poor who were unable to fit 
themselves into the available high-tech jobs. Kenny does 
report that the urban poor were to a large extent es
tranged from the Church, a phenomenon that parallels 
developments in other societies, yet that has not been 
sufficiently studied. 

The Sexual Scandals 

According to Mary Kenny, the bomb that exploded in 
the nineties and became the principal cause of the 
Church's decline was the series of sexual scandals in
volving the clergy. It began in 1992 with the revelation 
that Bishop Eamon Casey had a son from a woman who 
lived in the United States and that he secretly supported 
his son with money taken from the diocesan funds. This 
was followed, starting in 1993, with public scandals of 
priests who had sexually abused children. Kenny, who 
reports these incidences in great detail, believes that they 
were the most important factors explaining Ireland's 
growing secularization. Even though the number of de
linquent priests was relatively small, people's attitude 
toward the clergy underwent a considerable change. 
Catholics were resentful that their trust in the priests had 
been betrayed. Since the strict sexual code imposed by 
the clergy upon the Catholic people had caused them 
endless feelings of shame and guilt, they were now par
ticularly angry over the perverse sexual adventures of 
the priests. Kenny makes the thoughtful remark that as 
the sexual taboos are becoming increasingly weaker in 
society, the clergy committed to chastity finds it increas
ingly difficult to restrain their sexual impulses. 

In the nineties, church �t:tendance declines. -piere are 
fewer vocations for religious life and the priesthood. 
Kenny documents that the young people of Ireland have 
largely rejected traditional Catholic teaching and define 
their values in secular terms. A poll taken in 1995 among 
people between the ages of 18 and 34 reveals that 93 per 
cent approve of cohabitation outside of marriage, 78 per 
cent favour legalized .divorce, 77 per cent support the le
galization of soft drugs, 88 per cent say that the influ
ence of the Church will be less important in their lives 
than it was in their parents' lives, 72 per cent think that 
personal faith is less important for them, 79 per cent hold 
that having a happy sex life is to them more important 
than to the previous generation. Yet they retain Catholic 
values when only 10 per cent favour abortion on de-

mand, 30 per cent want abortion to be illegal in all cir
cumstances, and 54 per cent think it should be legal un
der certain circumstances. The attitudes to sex, divorce 
and soft drugs are broadly similar to other European 
countries, but the disapproval of abortion remains what 
Kenny calls "tenaciously Catholic." Still, the overall 
portrait of the younger generation persuades the author 
of the book that Ireland is no longer a Catholic society. 

Rapid Secularization 

What is the cause of rapid secularization? This ques
tion has been asked many times in Quebec, and it is now 
being asked in Ireland. What these two societies have in 
common is that they had been colonized by the Protestant 
British Empire and that under these conditions, the Catho
lic Church acquired enormous cultural power and became 
the symbol of identity and resistance for the people. 

In Quebec there is a debate between two theories of 
rapid secularization. One theory proposes that the cul
tural domination exercised by the Church created op
pressive conditions at odds with the human impulse for 
freedom so that certain catalyst events were able to re
lease wide-spread resentment and initiate rapid 
secularization. On the basis of this theory, the Dumont 
Report produced for the Quebec Church in 1971 recom
mended the democratization of the Church, setting up 
institutions for dialogue between the people and their 
clergy, and honouring people's right of dissent.4 Twenty 
years later, as the secularization of society continued, the 
Larochelle Report produced for the Church made use of 
an alternative theory, according to which modern indus
trial society governed by utilitarian reason creates a this
worldl y, secular mindset in the population. The 
Larochelle Report refers to the classical sociologist, 
Emile Durkheim, according to whom society creates 
citizens in its own image. A rapid entry into modernity 
will be accompanied by rapid secularization. The 
Larochelle Report recommended that, in order to sur
vive, the Catholic Church should learn from the sects, 
define itself against society and offer its members an al
ternative socialization.5 The Report was widely criti
cized because, following its logic, it urged the Church to . 

., . 

relinquish a purely cultural Catholicism and refuse to 
baptize babies, perform weddings or bury the dead, un
less the demand came from practising members of a 
Catholic parish. 
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Is rapid secularization the Church's fault or the prod

uct of rapid modernization? Since historical develop

ments are always complex, it would be foolish to assign a 

single cause to them. In her book, Mary Kenny puts rela

tively little emphasis on the cultural impact of the Celtic 

Tiger and tends to put the blame on the Catholic Church 

and its clergy. She mentions only in passing the individu

alism, the competitive spirit and the zeal of self-promo

tion produced by the expansion of capitalist markets. 

Curiously enough, she prefers to argue that the faith 

and justice movement in the Church and its support for 

human rights have transformed the otherworldly piety of 

Catholics into a this-worldly spirituality, increasingly in

distinguishable from a secular mindset. She argues more 

persuasively that the sexual scandals involving members 

of the clergy have produced so much anger and disap

pointment that people choose to stay away from the 

Church. 

Disappointing in Mary Kenny's book is that she is in

sensitive to the creativity in the Catholic Church, despite 

the secularizing trend. She is unable to recognize in the 

faith and justice movement a marvelous outburst of char

ity, a solidarity across boundaries, a following of Jesus 

proclaiming liberty to the oppressed (Luke 4:18) and the 

presence of the Holy Spirit transforming the face of the 

earth. She does not look for the emergence of new forms 

of spirituality among lay people and priests. Religious 
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congregations in Ireland, while declining numerically, 

have brought forth a new Catholic vision. Witness the 

website of CORY, the Conference of Religious of Ire

land. Mary Kenny does not mention the efforts of Irish 

intellectuals, including theologians, to rethink the mean

ing and power of the Christian message in the new Ire

land. Is there new music, are there new hymns, is there 

new poetry that expresses the aspirations of Catholics 

under these new conditions? I ask these questions be

cause the shrinking Church of Quebec is a locus of great 

creativity. Mary Kenny does not look for originality in 

the Church of Ireland. 

Gregory Baum 

1 Mary Kenny, Goodbye to Catholic Ireland (London: Sinclair-
Stevenson, 1997), 446 pages. 

2 See S. MacReamoinn, ed., 111e Church in the New Ireland (Dublin: 
Columba Press, 1996) and Dermot Lane, ed., New Centllry, New Society: 

Christian Perspectives (Dublin: Columba Press, 1999). 
3 See John Cooney, John Charles McQuaid: Ruler of Catholic 

Ireland (Dublin: The O'Brien Press, 1999). 
4 Gregory Baum, "Catholicism and Secularization in Quebec," in 

David Lion, ed., Rethinking Church, State and Democracy (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2000), 149-165, 153. 

5 Ibid., 158. 
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A Journey of Light in the Darkness 
Judith Fenyvesi 
Manzella Trade Communications, 2002 
PO Box 1188, Wtlliamsville, NY 14231 
150 pages 

This little book is a testimonial to grace and a record 
demonstrating the spiritual power of religious life. In it 
Sister Judith Fenyvesi of the Sisters of Social Service 
reports in the most sober language the drama of her life 
through persecution, rescue and spiritual growth. Judith 
Fenyvesi was born in 1923 into an assimilated Hungar
ian Jewish family in western Rumania, several members 
of which had become Catholic. She was sent to a Catho
lic school and was attracted by the Catholic faith, even 
though the Sisters had made no attempt to influence her. 

When the persecution of Jews began during World 
War II, the Sisters allowed her to wear their religious 
habit, which saved her life. But her mother, her two sis
ters and her grandmother were arrested and transported 
to the death camp at Auschwitz. Judith eventually joined 
the Sisters of Social Service, a congregation founded in 
Hungary in 1923. While she was broken-hearted over 
the fate of her family, she was consoled by the generos
ity of religious congregations in Rumania and Hungary 
that risked finding hiding places for Jews. 

After the war, the coifiinunist regime of Rumania 
adopted an anti-Christian policy, dissolved the religious 
congregations and persecuted in particular the Catholic 
minority in the country. Judith and the Sisters continued 
to do pastoral work underground. She was caught, ac
cused of trumped-up charges and convicted to ten years 
in prison. During these long years, often close to the 
edge of despair, she was sustained by God in faith, hope 
and love. After her release, thanks to ecclesiastical con
tacts, she was able to leave the country, now 41 years 
old, and join the Sisters of Social Service in Buffalo, 
New York, themselves of Eastern European origin. 

This is when a marvellous new flowering begins. 
Judith recovers from the culture shock, studies social 
work at the university, and following the inspiration of 
Vatican Council II, becomes engaged in the renewal of 
her congregation. She understands the freedom she 
finds in the United States as the freedom to work for 
social justice. Because of her progressive approach to 
social work, she is offered a professorship at the univer
sity. At the same time, the Sisters elect her to positions 
of leadership in the congregation. Always a woman of 
prayer and contemplation, she now experiences the 
Holy Spirit as sending her and her Sisters .to serve the 
world in a new way, open to scientific training, cooper
ating with non-Catholics who share the same social val
ues, respecting the pluralism of society, wrestling 
against racism and working for justice, making the 
world more pleasing to God. 

After the collapse of Eastern European communism, 
Judith, now the major superior, returns to Hungary and 
Rumania, finds the dispersed Sisters, offers them spir
itua1: and material support and gives retreats to initiate 
them into the spirituality of Vatican Council II. The Sis
ters behind the Iron Curtain had not been touched by the 
Council. In pain and patience Sister Judith discovered 
that the Eastern European Sisters regarded the 
postconciliar approach to religious life as a threat to 
their life as religious women. To create greater unity in 
the Congregation will take time. Sister Judith is a 
woman of hope. Despite the evil deeds she has seen and 
continues to see in the world, she firmly believes, fol
lowing a current of ancient and modern theology, that 
the God revealed in Jesus Christ is graciously present in 
human history summoning and empowering people to 
the exercise of love, justice and peace. The Sisters who 
know Judith well say that she is a mystic - a mystic, I 
add, who does not turn her back on suffering hilmanity. · 

Gregory Baum 
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BY AISHA KAREN KHAN; PHOTOGRAPHS BY AARON PEPIS 
FOREWORD BY: DR. SAYYID M. SYEED 
A colourful, fun-to-read introduction that explains the ways and whys 

of Muslim faith and worship-created for inter-faith education 

Visual and informative, What You Wzll See Inside a Mosque features full-page colour photos 
and concise descriptions of what is happening, the religious objects used, the spiritual 

. leaders and laypeople who have specific roles, and the spiritual intent of the believers. 
Ideal for children as well as teachers, parents, librarians, clergy, and lay leaders who 
want to demystify the celebrations and ceremonies oflslam throughout the year, as well 
as encourage understanding and tolerance among different faith traditions. 
2-89507-398-8, 32 pages, HC, 8 ¾" x 10 7/a'' $24.95 Cdn / $16.95 US 

Encounter in the Spirit 
Muslim-Christian Dialogue in Practice BY ANDREW WINGATE 
Wingate describes how a group of Muslims and Christians in Binningharn 
England, a multi-racial and multi-religious city, has carried on a sustained 
dialogue for several years. Its members have not changed their faiths, but have 
grown in community and understanding. The first part presents a diary of 
meetings and contacts among them. The second part consists of reflections: on 
the basis of this experience of dialogue, on issues of faith, prayer and theology, 
and on the sensitivities involved as people meet across cultural boundaries. 
Lastly, a postscript looks at Muslim-Christian relations in the light of the 
Satanic Verses controversy and the Gulf war of 1991. 
World Council of Churches, 2-8254-0944-8, 102 pages, $19.95 Cdn / $13.95 US 
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