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A Theology of the Laity Is an 
Ecclesiology 

T
he Catholic Church in North America is filled with

lay ministers. Some of them are full-time and paid; 

many are part-time volunteers. They are everything 

from catechists to pastoral associates. The majority are 

women. They far outnumber the ranks of the ordained 

clergy, and the church could not do without them. Fifty 

years ago, when priests and religious sisters were far 

more numerous, there were very few such lay ministers. 

Wherever possible, the work of catechesis was con

ducted by Sister, with Father popping in occasionally to 

quiz the children on their memorization skills. Lay read

ers and Eucharistic ministers were still only ideas in the 
mind of God, and pastoral associates were inconceiv

able. A community that employed a full-time finance of

ficer, a full-time female Director of Religious Education 

and Director of Adult Faith Formation, was by definition 

Protestant, Episcopalian at least. Yet, only a few years 

later Vatican II opened the gates to greater lay involve

ment in the work of the church-providentially, per

haps, since the years immediately after Vatican II were 

those that saw the greatest leakage from priesthood and 

religious life. And as the priests and sisters left, the laity 

took up the challenge. 

It is important to explore the theological implica

tions of this sea change in the life of the church. True, 

Vatican II in Lumen Gentium offered a few tentative sug

gestions about the theological status of the laity, and 

Apostolicam Actuositatem laid out a vision of lay apos

tolic activity to which can justifiably be attributed at 

least some of the growth in lay ministry in the succeed

ing years. But while the two documents and the Council 

as a whole benefited enormously from the theological 

reflection of the immediately preceding twenty years, 

the insights of theologians like Yves Congar and others 

were very selectively employed. Moreover, at precisely 

the time at which the Council fathers were adopting 

Congar's language to explain the role of the laity, 

Congar himself was in the throes of a drastic rethinking. 

Accepting much of the criticism of his earlier work, 

Congar switched to the concept of "different ministries" 

to explain the different responsibilities of lay people and 

clergy. Not only were these ideas not reflected in the 

Council, but the relative inadequacy of his earlier 

thought, which identified the laity as taken up with secu

lar things (an insight that was central to the Council 

documents and which has remained central to magiste-
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rial pronouncements on the laity in succeeding years) 
may well explain how the church today manages to be 
suffused with lay ministerial activity and yet still pro
foundly clericalist. 

In what follows, I want to explore several issues that I 
hope will shed further light on this situation. First, I want 
to sketch out the impetus towards a theology of the laity 
that emerged in the first half of the twentieth century. 
Second, I will try to show how that movement was both 
partially fulfilled and partially disappointed in Vatican 
II. If I am ambivalent about the Council's legacy on the
laity, which is often considered to be one of its shining
achievements, I am even more ambivalent about the
subsequent fortunes of the theology of the laity, particu
larly in the pontificate of John Paul II. So I will turn fi
nally to an examination of the question of just what is at
stake in formulating a theology of the laity, and to some
questions about the ecclesiological significance of this
theology.

Where Does a Theology of the Laity Come From? 

We know with some confidence that in the early 
church there was little or no sustained reflection on the 
laity. Whether this was because there was no such thing 
as laity 1 or because most energy and attention was being 
given to patterns of leadership and authority,2 it is true 
that laity as laity, that is, as a distinct group within the 
Christian community, were never the subject of theo
logical reflection during the first centuries of the 
church's life. In fact, developed theologies of the laity 
are a twentieth-century phenomenon. At first, the laity 
were not discussed because it was just too obvious to 
need saying: later, they were ignored because there 
seemed to be nothing much to say. In a story given clas
sical expression by Yves Congar, by the third century the 
laity were understood to be "not clergy" and "not 
monks," thus simultaneously disparaging their 
apostolicity and their holiness. And succeeding centu
ries replicated this pattern, ending with the entirely 
negative evaluation of the laity at the time of Vatican 1-
"to some is given the power to sanctify, teach and gov
ern, and to some not." Or to use the words of an English 
Victorian monsignor, "The purpose of the laity is to 
hunt, to shoot, to entertain." 

If the history of theology of the laity is one of si
lence punctuated by the occasional disparaging remark, 
why was it that theological reflection on the laity finally 
did occur in the first half of the twentieth century? 
Congar's answer in his earlier work was that there could 
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be no theology of the laity until there was a laity to re
flect upon, and that there was no laity in the church until 
the concept of "the secular" gained some currency. 
Thus, an awareness of the laity would be a post-Enlight
enment phenomenon. But the nineteenth-century church 
was so defiantly opposed to modernity that reflection on 
its theological implications had to wait until the after
math of Modernism.3 If true, this would explain in part 
why a theology of the laity begins to emerge in halting 
fashion in the work of la nouvelle theologie during the 
first half of the twentieth century. The "new theology," 
while it was not the neo-modernism that enemies like 
Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange asserted it to be, was a dis
tinctly post-modernist theological phenomenon.4 At the 
same time a fuller explanation must take account of the 
particular conditions of the French church at the time, as 
it addressed the paganism of the working class. The 
"new theologians" were self-consciously engaged in in
ternal mission to the godless proletariat. 

The early work of a theology of the laity can be traced 
to four of the new theologians writing during and after 
the Second World War-Franc;:ois Varillon, Yves de 
Montcheuil, Yves Congar and Gerard Philips-though 
the giant figure of Marie Dominique Chenu anticipated 
all of them in his masterful essay on the work of Le 
Saulchoir, the Dominican house of studies.5 In 1937, 
Chenu listed among the signs of a new theological fer
ment the appearance oflay participation in the hierarchi
cal ministry of the church. It is not insignificant that this 
small though great book, which reads like a theological 
primer for Vatican II, was the principal cause of Chenu 's 
disciplining and removal from his role as rector and 
theologian only four years later. 

For all sorts of reasons, France in the 1930s and 
1940s was undergoing a new theological springtime.6 

Thanks to the work of the Mission de France and the 
Mission de Paris, lay Catholics were reaching out to the 
unchurched masses. Under the editorship of Congar, the 
incomparable theological series Unam Sanctam began 
to change the face of French theological scholarship, 
with its blend of ressourcement and--dare we use the 
word anacbronistically-aggiornamento. And these 
theological resources were made available to a much 
wider group of individuals in the pages of journals like 
Etudes, La Maison-Vieu, Verbum Caro and Masses 
ouvrieres. The theological impetus of the French church 
was profoundly pastoral, in this as in so many other 
ways anticipating the orientations of Vatican II. 



While Congar's work on a theology of the laity 
should never be seen in isolation (Philips and the others 
had important contributions to make), it is true that the 
depth of his scholarship and the sheer size of his great 
book of the early 1950s, Lay People in the Church, liter
ally and metaphorically dwarfed the contributions of his 
colleagues. Overwhelming in its historical scholarship, 
Congar's book changed this particular part of the theo
logical landscape fore:ver. Lay people were treated as 
worthy subjects of theological reflection in their own 
right, defined positively rather than negatively, and seen 
as intrinsically and necessarily involved in the liturgy 
and in the work of evangelization. The common priest
hood of all the faithful, and hence the absolute centrality 
of baptism, was strongly asserted. The worth of the lay 
vocation was praised and prized. The need for mutual 
respect and collaboration between priest and people 
was strongly asserted. The many historical precedents 
for this view of the church were fully explored. And yet 
Cougar came to be his own severest critic, adding up
dating commentary to the work in the second edition of 
the early 1960s, and modifying many of his views in a 
series of articles shortly after that time.7 Reviewing this 
intellectual shift will enable us to understand better our 
own day. 

Congar and the Council 

In searching in the opening sections of Lay People 

in the Church for an appropriate way to value the 
specificity of lay apostolic activity, Congar alighted on 
the notion of secularity. With hindsight, it was not a 
happy choice, though at the time it seemed to have many 
advantages. Unfortunately, when he defined the laity as 
those "for whom ... the substance of things in themselves 
is real and interesting," and the clergy as, by contrast, 
those "for whom things are not really interesting in 
themselves, but for something other than themselves, 
namely, their relation to God," he perhaps inadvertently 
created a rigidly dichotomizing distinction between the 
two groups. A strength of his insight was that it enabled a 
high valuation of lay apostolic activity, conducted with
out ecclesiastical supervision and under the authority of 
that baptism that makes all Christians priestly. They are 
doing God's work "as he wills it should be only through 
full, real participation in the world's travail."8 But it also 
leads to weakness, particularly when he tries to explain 
the importance of lay people in the Eucharist, and above 
all in his tortuous attempts to explore how Catholic Ac
tion was and was not "a participation in the hierarchical 

ministry of the church" or "a collaboration in the hierar
chical ministry of the church."9 I can only imagine 
Congar's chagrin when he looks down upon us from his 
celestial perch and sees that it is this Congar whose work 
is so highly valued by Opus Dei. 10 

Congar's theological valuation of the laity is am
ply reflected in Vatican II. The great theological explora
tion of the role of the laity found in chapter four of Lu

men Gentium is a faithful reflection of Congar's 
learning. It stresses the priestly, prophetic and royal 
character of the laity, and is emphatic of their role in 
spreading the good news, as a leaven and as salt. ''The 
laity," say the Council fathers, "enjoy a principal role in 
the universal fulfillment of [the] task [of evangeliza
tion]."11 They bring the world before God in the Eucha
rist, and they bring the good news to the world in and 
through their secular lives. All this is to be done in coop
eration with the hierarchy, who must respect and pro
mote the genuinely apostolic gifts of the laity. 

It may seem churlish to observe that the problem 
with this extraordinary theological vision of lay life is 
that it does not go far enough. While it promotes the im
portance of the lay role in evangelization, it does not 
place the meaning of the church in the context of mis
sion and evangelization. It is Lumen Gentium without 
the complementary perspective of Gaudium et Spes. 

When one looks at the church as primarily a missionary 
body, when one looks at the church from the lay perspec
tive in the world, then the clergy are put in a different 
context. As the elderly Cougar observed, "Today it is 
necessary for the priest to be defined in relation to the 
layperson." John Paul II is on record as having re
marked, while still Archbishop of Krakow, that the key 
to the meaning of Lumen Gentium lies in its distinction 
between the priesthood of the faithful and the hierarchi
cal priesthood. While we all have a tendency to read 
Vatican II through our personal preferences, there is no 
doubt that his observation, though wildly inaccurate, is 
stimulated by Lumen Gentium's clear reassertion of this 
distinction. In this as in so many other matters connected 
to the legacy of the Council, one is reminded of George 
Lindbeck's wise observation that the meaning of the 
Council is to be found far more in the new things it says 
than in the reiteration of timeless truths. 

While Vatican II was building on Congar's theo
logical investigations in Lay People in the Church, he 
himself was moving in a new direction. In 1964 this 
great book was reissued, with a series of additional re
marks which clearly show how his mind was changing, 
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stressing the image of People of God, "the whole of it 
active, the whole of it consecrated," in which "there is 
no particular mission differentiating the faithful and the 
ministerial priesthood."12 While never abandoning the 
high ecclesiology that sees hierarchy as part of the very 
founding of the church, thus an act of Christ himself, not 
of the community, he asserts that the ministry of the 
clergy finds its meaning within the common ministry of 
all the faithful. In telling fashion, Congar moves from 
the untenable position enunciated in La,y People in the 

Church that the establishment of the hierarchy precedes 
the founding of the church, to the much more manage
able claim that hierarchy is given in the same moment 
that the whole community of faith is constituted. All 
share in ministry, laity and clergy, and while Christ calls 
the clergy to ministry directly, the call of Christ is to 
serve one function among many within the one ministry 
of the church. So all ministries become "modes of serv
ice of what the community is called to be and to do." 

Constructing a Theology of the Laity 

There is a clear need for the development of a new 
theology of the laity, one perhaps that begins more as a 
theology of the Christian life, so that it can be seen that it 
is in the context of the discussion of what it is to be a 
baptized Christian that the question of what it is to be an 
ordained minister must be raised. Theologies of priest
hood and the mostly absent theologies of the laity have 
been constructed without a conscious attention to "what 
the community is called to be and to do." Ordo 

cognoscendi, shouldn't we go from Gaudium et Spes to 
Lumen Gentium? Isn't this the more inductive and hence 
the more reliable course of action, even if we retain at 
the same time at least a formal commitment to the re
verse order, that of ordo essendi, in which the eternal 
truths are enunciated once again? 

Yves Congar came closest to this kind of thinking, 
though he never entirely embraced it, in his important 
distinction between the principle of structure and the 
principle of life through which the church manages to be 
a vital bearer of truth. "Structure" is provided by the hi
erarchical principle in the church. Only the magisterium 
is gifted with the charism of proclaiming authoritative 
teaching, says Congar. But of what value is this teaching 
without the principle of life, the role of the entire faith
ful, which occurs in the spirit-filled embrace of this 
teaching? It is not, of course, that the laity get together 
and vote upon or otherwise consciously adjudicate :the 
acceptability of this or that act of the magisterium. But 
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they vote with their feet, as it were. Obviously, the laity 
are predisposed to accept the teaching of the church but 
if "lay consent" (another of Congar's phrases) is in the 
end lacking, through whatever mysterious processes of 
the Spirit by which the faithful are moved, then while the 
teaching may continue in some rather abstract sense to 
be labeled as "authentic" or "true," it is not "living."13 

Without the principle of life by which teaching is truly 
realized, it remains--or even becomes-"dead letter." It 
is, after all, the Spirit that gives life. 

Congar's theory of the two principles of structure 
and life is not simply a functionalist analysis of what 
happens in the church, though that would be by no 
means an unhelpful tool, but rests upon a richer under
standing of apostolicity than that often maintained in the 
church of the second millennium. On the one hand, 
Congar remains wedded in Lay People in the Church to 
the derivative apostolicity of lay people, that their apos
tolic activity is a collaboration with the hierarchical min
istry.14 But at the same time there is a more dynamic and 
fruitful understanding at work. So, referring to circum
stances like Nazi-occupied Europe, in which the laity 
perforce often took upon themselves apostolic work 
more commonly associated with ordained ministers, 
Congar observes that the reason for this is not simply a 
shortage of clergy. On the contrary, "it is because there is 
a qualitative insufficiency in the pastoral field, an intrin
sic ineffectiveness in the apostolic set-up, if the laity is 
not organically associated in the work of the gospel
not just a few of the laity, 'safe people,' but the Christian 
laity taken as a whole."15

While Congar's observation on the necessary ap
ostolic activity of the laity is illustrated by reference to 
Nazi Europe, and could be matched in our own day by 
examples from one totalitarian political situation or an
other, he is motivated by a more general consideration. 
The nature of the modem world, he comments presci
ently, is that, more and more, pastoral necessity will 
make us see that "the work of the gospel be considered 
as belonging not to the clergy alone but to the clergy and 
the laity together." 16 By reading the signs of the times in
this way, Congar has returned to ancient understandings 
of the nature of apostolicity, lost to the church for centu
ries. He refers approvingly to John Chrysostom's idea 
that "the laity form the priestly pleroma of the bishop." 
Of course, the crucial point here is precisely not that our 
times are short of priests and so the laity can and must 
take up the slack, but that because our times are short of 
priests, it becomes progressively clearer that apostolic 



activity in its fullness requires the involvement of the 
laity. The relative profusion of priests in the past has 
served to occlude the apostolicity of the laity. 

Congar is on the brink here of a more inductive ap
proach to theology. But he is handicapped by what he 
later came to recognize to be a deficient methodology. 
Looking back from some thirty years later, he writes: 

There is no longer any need to define the laity in rela
tion to the clergy which, I grant, is rather what I did, 
though I gave the laity a major place: that was my aim 
and that was the result. ... Today it is the case rather 
that the clergy need to be defined in relatio� to th; 
laity, who are quite simply members of the people of 
God animated by the Spirit.17 

Buried in this self-criticism, especially in the light of 
the whole of the "new theology's" pastoral purpose and 
orientation, is a preference for an inductive method, a 
"reading of the signs of the times," to borrow the great 
phrase of Gaudium et Spes, which would certainly neces
sitate exploring the apostolicity of the laity by reference 
to what they actually do in the church, or have done at 
moments in the past. Thus, in the 1964 addenda to Lay 
People in the Church, he recognizes that a definition of 
lay people ought more properly to be called a description. 

Pastoral Truth as Reflection on Praxis 

At this point, if space permitted, it would be appro
priate to develop a whole phenomenology of lay life, to
gether with an anthropology which would show how 
closely linked are Christian apostolic activity in the 
world and the defence of what a more secular mind 
might call the truly human.18 Here, however, I want to 
take up just a small piece of the puzzle. If we see the 
church as a missionary body, and thus the laity as in a 
certain sense in the vanguard of that mission, living the 
Christian life in the world, what does this mean for the 
relationship between hierarchy and laity in the develop
ment of doctrine that grows out of the actual praxis of 
the church? I am clearly making two assumptions in for
mulating the question in this way. One, that the laity are 
missionary, derives from the conviction that mission is 
the central purpose of the church. And the other, that 
doctrinal formulations emerge from reflection on praxis, 
corresponds not only to the contemporary methodologi
cal preference for induction, but also to the historical 
experience of the church. 

While the teaching of the church, in a formal 
sense, remains the responsibility of bishops, the process 
through which teaching is clarified is so heavily depend-

ent upon experience that we have to pronounce the role 
of the laity essential to the formulation of teaching. For, 
after all, how does teaching in fact emerge, if not from 
reflection on praxis? With the phenomenon of the vari
ous forms of liberation theology, and the correlational 
theologies of the twentieth century before us, it is simply 
no longer possible, if it ever was, to ignore the impor
tance of experience in the process of theological reflec
tion. The issue is closed. But then the praxis of Chris
tians becomes one of the basic building blocks of 
theological reflection, and on a simply quantitative ba
sis, the praxis oflay Christians is far more extensive than 
that of the clergy. Given this claim, the process by which 
teaching emerges remains a complex one, since the bish
ops do not simply sit on high, transmuting their second
hand knowledge of the experience of others into theo
logical truth. Religious reflection upon experience, 
which is another name for theology, ought to begin as an 
activity of a conscientized laity. That it largely does not 
is one of the biggest lacunae in the life of the church. 
Professional theologians, whose work ferries reflection 
upon experience across the gulf that divides laity and 
bishops, have always taken up the slack. Bishops test the 
findings of theologians, using them to inform and enrich 
the understanding of tradition, and so theology grows, so 
doctrine develops. But if, in this idealized scenario, the 
role of the bishops is to adjudicate, to say that it is so, 
there remains a further step. Lay consent completes the 
circle, in that those who receive the teaching of the bish
ops into their daily Christian lives, insofar as they re
ceive it, affirm its truth. It makes sense. Absence of re
ception, i.e., failure or withdrawal of lay consent, means 
simply that it does not make sense, or no longer makes 
sense. The authority of teaching, in the fullest possible 
understanding of the term, requires the lay component at 
both ends of the process, as a fund of experience, ideally 
also as a first step in theological reflection, and as an 
"amen" to the effectiveness of episcopal teaching. 

It is a great pity that Vatican Il did not reflect on 
the nature of doctrinal authority in this way. There are 
many fine words in both Lumen Gentium .and 
Apostolicam Actuositatem on appropriately collegial re
lations between clergy and laity, words that 1he ·church 
today has still not heard sufficiently clearly, and whose 
truth it would do well to take to heart. But, perhaps be
cause official theology was still mired in a deductive ap
proach, the necessity of lay experience for the process of 
doctrinal formulation was never discussed. Vatican Il 
certainly conceived of lay mission as apostolic, in no 
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way encouraging an understanding of the laity as pas
sive. But the laity, whether in individual lives of Chris

tian witness authorized by baptism, or through the asso

ciations of Catholic Action under ecclesiastical 

supervision, always carried a message from the church 

to the world. When Gaudium et Spes so memorably rec

ognized that the church must learn from the world as 

well as teach the world, there was a golden opportunity 

to say that the learning from the world that will lead to a 

wiser church, and thus to better teaching, is an activity in 
which the laity are perforce in the vanguard. This oppor

tunity was missed. 
A theology of the laity has to stress that the laity 

are in the vanguard of the work of the church in two im

portant respects. The laity are the front line in mission 

and, because this brings them of its nature into the affairs 

of the world, they are also, to mix metaphors, at the coal

face of human experience, quarrying the insights that are 

essential building blocks of sound Christian teaching. 

Informed by the tradition and inspired by a life of prayer 

and the sacraments, lay people are "theologians in ac

tion," to borrow a designation actually employed by 

Etienne Fouilloux to describe Congar and his col

leagues. True, they are neither bishops, who teach with 
authority, nor professional theologians, whose training 

in the tradition may sometimes enable them to be more 

discriminating in the analysis of experience. But the la

ity are Christian apostles, and when they reflect upon the 

challenge of experience to their faithful selves, and what 

it says to them about the tradition they espouse, they are 

indeed theologians. 
In conclusion, the implications of this view of the 

laity for ordained ministry are quite considerable. The 

crisis in the priesthood today may have much more to do 
with this than it does directly with celibacy or sexual 

abuse. "Priestly identity" is under threat because it has 

been wrapped up for so long in ideas about how to lead a 
mostly passive laity who do not understand their apos

tolic roles, still less the ways in which they are responsi

ble for the formulation of church teaching. It is one thing 

to be the leader of a flock of well-herded sheep, an alto

gether different reality to be leader of an active and ener

getic body of individuals who think for themselves and 

who take seriously their responsibility in baptism for the 

apostolic life of the church. If this is who the active laity 

increasingly are, and this seems to be true at least in 

North America, then the priest-as Congar said-must 

be defined in relation to this laity, not to some laity of a 
past era, or to the still large numbers of laity anaesthe-
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tized to their apostolic responsibilities through an out

moded understanding of church, albeit one that is con

sciously promoted at the highest levels of the hierarchy. 
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Religion and International Relations 

T
he study of international relations has paid little at
tention to religion. A few years ago, the book Reli

gion: The Missing Dimension of Statecraft 1 argued that 
the formulation of American foreign policy has been 
made by men who had never studied religion nor paid 
attention to the religious culture of other nations. Poli
cies regarding Vietnam were made without the apprecia
tion of its Buddhist culture and decisions about Iran 
without attention to its Islamic tradition. The essays col
lected in The Missing Dimension examined political de
velopments on different continents in which religion had 
played an important part. 

After September 11, 2001, students of international 
relations have begun to ask new questions. A faculty de
velopment workshop, Evil and International Affairs, 
sponsored by the Carnegie Council on Ethics and Inter
national Affairs and McGill University, was held June 2-
6, 2003, at McGill University, to which fifteen scholars 
had been invited. Local professors were allowed to par
ticipate. The workshop's focus on evil was a response to 
the political discourse of President Bush, designating 
Iran, Iraq and North Korea as an "axis of evil," echoing 
President Reagan's reference to the "evil empire." Stu
dents of international relations ask themselves whether 

the ancient categories of good and evil should be used in 
the discourse of international affairs. Should one see the 
world as divided between the children of light and the 
children of darkness? Because of this question, it was 
inevitable that the secular scholars attending the work
shop would turn their attention to religious issues. In 
preparation for the workshop, the participants had been 
given a reader, a collection of texts, that included texts 
from the Bible and other scriptures as well as theological 
reflections. Among· the invited scholars were a few pro
fessors of religious studies. 

The workshop did not intend to arrive at any conclu

sions. Its purpose was to stimulate reflection and debate 
that would help professors and researchers in their sub
sequent work. Each participant drew his or her own les
son from the week-long event. Still, listening to the dis
cussion I detected certain agreements: commitment to 
critical thinking, dedication to human rights, suspicion 

of violence, respect for humanity and the recognition of 
the need for self-restraint. While religion was by no 
means the focus of the workshop, the conversation often 
returned to religious topics. In the field of social'and po
litical science this was exceptional. It may be a sign that 
in the present historical circumstances, secular scholars 
are beginning to acknowledge the importance of reli

gious studies. 

God and Evil 

Theistic religions are qeeply troubled by the presence 
of evil. The Holocaust has summoned forth anguished 
reflections among Jewish and Christian believers. The 
workshop participants had read an article by Norman 
Lamm that presented various reactions of Jewish think
ers to the Holocaust. 2 Some Orthodox Talmudic scholars 
have proposed the idea that just as in biblical times the 
people of Israel were punished by God for their infideli
ties, so was the Shoah of 60 years ago a divine punish
ment for the growing indifference of Jews to the divine 

Law. To most people this was an awful idea. While God 
is indeed a warrior and punisher in several books of the 
Hebrew Bible, the mainstream rabbinical tradition did 
not interpret this ancient poetry literally; instead it cre
ated an ethical ideal of patience and non-violence, ap
plied both to human behaviour and to an understanding 
of God's action in history. Most Orthodox Jewish think
ers, we were told by Barry Levy, the dean of McGill's 
Faculty of Religious Studies, prefer not to philosophize 
about God and evil: they accept the world with the 
dreadful things that happen in it and believe that God 
wants them to continue doing good things, helping oth
ers and reducing human suffering. The rabbis refuse to 
seek a rational solution for the paradox that God is good 
and yet evil things happen. While devils or evil spirits 
appear in the later parts of the Hebrew Bible, tpey do not 
play a significant role in rabbinical Judaism. Classical 
Jewish reflection on evil remains sober. More radical 
Jewish reactions to the Holocaust have interpreted this 
genocide as a unique event, revealing the illusion of hu
manism and universalism and addressing a summons to 
Jews to struggle for their survival in a hostile world. Yet 
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rabbinical Judaism prefers to follow the traditional 
teaching that even after great tragedies, God wants Jews 
to follow the Law and do good things to their fellow hu
mans. 

Christianity, it seems to me, is more obsessed with 
evil. The interpretation of Adam and Eve's transgression 
as original sin, the divine condemnations in the pro
phetic literature, the persecution and crucifixion of Jesus 
and the catastrophic punishments announced in the 
Apocalypse have made Christians focus on the univer
sality of sin, their own sinfulness and the divine judg
ment that is to come. The mediaeval sequence Dies irae, 

at one time sung at funeral masses, documents the in
tense preoccupation with evil in a certain Christian pi
ety. At times Christians have lived in great fear of evil 
spirits and even projected the image of evil on their en
emies. A saner form of Christianity has refused to divide 
the world into children of light and children of darkness. 
Here Christians recognize that they themselves are not 
free of sin, that God is merciful, and that they are called 
to overcome evil by doing good. These Christians agree 
with the rabbis that human suffering may not in general 
be interpreted as divine punishment. They also agree 
with the rabbis that God is incomprehensible and that 
believers must live with the paradox that God is good 
and yet evil flourishes. 

Some people are so deeply troubled by the evil in the 
world and the suffering of others that they lose their 
faith in God. A piece written by Judith Shklar, ''Putting 
Cruelty First," 3 included in the reader for the workshop, 
mentioned Montaigne's repudiation of Christian faith. 
The French philosopher had been outraged by the cru
elty of European civilization and the extermination of 
the Amerindian peoples by the Spanish and Portuguese 
empires, unchallenged by the guardians of the Christian 
faith. 

Among the texts read by the workshop participants 
were chapters from HannahArendt's Eichmann in Jern

salem in which she documents at great length that this 
man who had organized the arrests and deportations to 
the death camps of the Jews in Nazi-occupied Europe 
was not a monster with a passionate hatred of Jews, but a 
limited person, not very bright, eager to follow orders, 
please his superiors and foster his promotion in the bu
reaucracy. What is so frightening in this account is that 
we too, preoccupied with our little schemes, could one 
day find ourselves as blind yet efficient agents in a po
litical machinery eliminating parts of humanity. 
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I had the impression that the sober view of evil of rab
binical Judaism appealed to the participants. Respond
ing to the horrors of history, people should not give in to 
debilitating religious anguish but continue to do good, 
help others and reduce human suffering. 

Religion and Violence 

Another topic mentioned at the workshop was reli
gion as a source of violence. The participants had read 
several chapters of R. Scott Appleby's excellent book 
The Ambivalence of the Sacred, which offers an analysis 
of "militant religion."4 The author himself presented the 
topic at the workshop. What is militant religion? Some 
people are religious only at certain occasions-when 
they get married, when a child is born or when their par
ents die. Other people are religious in a more consistent 
way: they want to be guided and helped by their religion 
and thus attend religious services on a regular basis. For 
a third group of people, religious commitment includes a 
vision of society and orients their entire life in the serv
ice of this vision. Appleby calls them "the militants." 
Militants, he shows, are of two kinds: some of them pro
mote conflict and division and on occasion turn to vio
lence; others dedicate themselves to peace-making, like 
Gandhi and Martin Luther King. This is the ambivalence 
of the sacred. 

Because the workshop focused on evil, Appleby's 
presentation dealt only with the role of religion in the 
outbreak of political violence in today's world. He dis
tinguished between two quite different phenomena. First 
is the phenomenon of fundamentalism, i.e., a rigid inter
pretation of a religious tradition that looks upon the open 
understanding of this tradition as the principal enemy. 
While "fundamentalism" originally referred to a con
servative Protestant movement in the US, similar rigidly 
conservative movements also exist in other religions. 
Their principal enemy is always the mainstream of their 
own tradition, accused of accommodation and betrayal. 
Outsiders become the enemies only under certain condi
tions. Each of th·ese movements, including the occa
sional violent outbursts, must be studied carefully within 
their historical context. Despite profound disapproval of 
terrorism, researchers will have to ask whether inscribed 
in the violent action is a message that deserves to be 
heard. Is fanatical religion in any way a response to 
structures of exclusion that have produced cultural hu
miliation or material suffering? 

Readers of The Ecumenist may remember that this 
was a point made in October 2001 by Archbishop Mar-



tini, then the Vatican's Observer at the United Nations. 
Speaking of the terrorist attacks of September 11, he said 
that we do a disservice to those who died in this tragedy 
if we fail to search out the underlying causes. While pov
erty or cultural humiliation do not produce terrorism, he 
said, they create social conditions that make it easy for 
terrorists to recruit their assistants.5 The Declaration of 
American Catholics on the W� Against Terrorism of 
December 7, 2001, a<::tually recommended the creation 
of a government commission to study the grievances 
manipulated by the terrorists to justify their actions.6 Yet 
the American administration continues to argue that the 
terrorists hate America because of its heritage of free
dom and democracy. 

The second phenomenon discussed by Appleby was 
the use of religion in support of extreme forms of nation
alism. In the break-up of Yugoslavia, the violent strug
gles among the competing national communities ap
peared to have the blessing of their respective religions. 
Croatian soldiers who massacred Serbs and Bosnians 
had rosaries attached to their uniform, not because they 
were militant Catholics, but because the Catholic reli
gion gave their ethnic identity an elevated meaning and 
a claim to cultural superiority. A similar heightening of 
the collective identity through religious symbols oc
curred also among Serbs and Bosnians, heirs of Ortho
doxy and Islam respectively. While the violence of the 
IRA is politically motivated, their religious inheritance 
is part of their cultural identity, defines their difference 
from the Ulster Protestants and thus reinforces their po
litical commitment. Yet it is not clear whether the Ulster 
Protestants are fundamentalists, i.e., militant Christians 
opposed to Catholicism and union with Ireland on pas
sionate religious gromids,7 or whether their struggle is 
politically motivated and their Protestant faith simply 
strengthens their cultural and ethnic cohesion. Most 
likely, religion has different meanings for Ulster Protes
tants: some are committed to fundamentalism, while 
others embrace their faith simply as a blessing on their 
cultural identity. 

According to Appleby, empirical research has dem
onstrated that the turn to violence is always counter-pro
ductive and never helps the people for whose greater 
good the terror has been initiated. Violence has destruc
tive consequea�es. The encouraging part of Appleby's 
The Ambivalence of the Sacred is the detailed analysis of 
religiously based peace-making movements within the 
world religions.8 

Christian Realism 

Many scholars in the field of international relations 
understand their work as the invention of institutions, 
laws, treaties and policies that will allow the nations to 
live together in peace. Other scholars in the field criti
cize this approach as "idealistic." They prefer to be "re
alists," i.e. to acknowledge that societies act to promote 
their self-interest, that harmony is not a lasting state and 
that international conflicts are inevitable. The realists in 
this field have developed two theories to explain con
flicts and wars between nations. One theory appeals to 
tragedy. What takes place, according to this theory, is 
that nations seek greater security with no intention of 
aggression, yet as they observe similar measures of se
curity taken by adjacent States, they get nervous, reflect 
on the inequality of power and build weapons to protect 
themselves against an attack. Here the legitimate quest 
for security in an unstable world, carried on with the best 
of intentions, leads to hostilities and war. This is the 
tragic dimension of international life. 

Other realist scholars prefer a theory that appeals to 
evil. They acknowledge that a government may be 
guided by an aggressive intention. A State may wish to 
increase its territory and become wealthier and more 
powerful than its neighbours. Here the arms race and 
ruthless economic competition are not tragic conse
quences of well-intentioned acts, but the result of an evil 
will. The difference between the two theories is related 
to their understanding of human beings. Are human be
ings oriented by nature toward the true and the good? Or 
are they internally divided and never free from selfish
ness, even when they do good things? 

Because this question touches upon theology, the 
workshop dealt at some length with the work of 
Reinhold Niebuhr, who called himself a Christians real
ist. Niebuhr is perhaps the only Christian theologian 
who was read, honoured and discussed in the secular 
academy. This was due to his great ability to apply 
Christian thinking to the national and international is
sues that preoccupied the public. Among the texts read 
by the participants was an article by Niebuhr written in 
the 1930s, arguing that pacifism was not a th�ologically 
acceptable Christian option. Pacifists refuse to be realis
tic; they do not recognize the evil in the world and the 
need of society to protect itself against aggression. The 
ethic of selfless love preached by Jesus presents an ideal 
of personal holiness that challenges us and transcends 
our powers, but it does not apply to society. Societies 
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may not be selfless: they must defend the well-being of 
their members. In the face of emerging fascism, Niebuhr 
preached against Christian pacifism. 

Yet to say that the teaching of Jesus does not apply to 
international relations and to tum instead to political 
rationality creates a slippery slope that may lead theolo
gians to defend national interests of all kinds. In a few 
texts written in the 1950s, Niebuhr applied his Christian 
realism to the defence of empire. He argued that the new 
societies created by the process of de-colonization were 
threatened-as sinful humanity is-by internal conflicts 
(concupiscence) or aggressive behaviour (pride) so that 
the grip of empire over their fate offers them political 
stability. 

Niebuhr's understanding of human sinfulness was in 
keeping with the classical Protestant Reformers. Yet 
some Protestant theologians in the 1930s disagreed with 
Niebuhr.9 They argued that the New Testament teaching 
of love called not for radical selflessness but for mutual
ity, an ethical ideal applicable to personal life as well as 
the political order. These theologians thought that 
Niebuhr's anthropological pessimism prevented him 
from seeing that the ethics of the New Testament offered 
wisdom even for public policies and international rela
tions. 

Despite his "realism," Niebuhr remained a theologian 
of hope. The reader for the workshop provided beautiful 
texts in which Niebuhr introduces his theology of his
tory. Christians, he argues, are unable to follow the ide
alists (optimists) like Aristotle or Kant who believed that 
reason guided human beings in the direction of justice 
and peace: divine Revelation tells us that we are sinners 
and do dreadful things. At the same time, Christians are 
unable to follow the realists (pessimists) like 
Machiavelli who look upon human history as a never
ending conflict won by the powerful and clever: divine 
Revelation tells us that God is mercifully present in hu
man history, forgiving people's sins, calling them to 
practise justice and peace, and allowing them to start 
anew after each defeat. In his own way, Niebuhr ex
presses what I have called "the sober view of evil." Re
fusing to be overwhelmed by evil, we continue to do 
good, help others and alleviate human suffering. This 
modest hope, Niebuhr writes, is grounded in biological 
vitality and the firm conviction that life is meaningful
and hence is experienced by many people who are not 
religious at all. That hope is a common bond is a power
ful message. I had the impression that hope was shared 
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by the scholars at the workshop, though most of them 
were secular. 

Forgiveness 

Ten years ago I was unable to find literature in the 
social sciences on forgiveness and reconciliation. 10 Long 
time ago the secular philosopher, Hannah Arendt, had 
argued that forgiveness, an invention, she thought, of 
Jesus, had an important political meaning since it al
lowed societies to make a new start and strive for greater 
justice. Yet no one had explored her idea any further. 
Recent historical developments, among them the truth 
commissions in various parts of the world and the search 
for peaceful co-existence after violent conflict, have im
pelled social and political scientists to study the political 
meaning of forgiveness and reconciliation. The reader 
for the workshop provided interesting texts on this topic. 

Theologians have long been aware of the ideological 
use of forgiveness and reconciliation. In the old South 
Africa the Afrikaner Church supported Apartheid, while 
the English-speaking Churches disapproved of it and in
stead preached love and reconciliation among the races. 
Yet these Churches were accused by radical Christians 
of promoting a dangerous ideology by suggesting that 
greater love alone, without a struggle to dismantle the 
unjust laws, could lead to mutual respect and reconcilia
tion. People in power often use the discourse of love and 
forgiveness to foster good will and polite behaviour 
among the victims of injustice. Liberation theologians 
used to say that people at the top like to speak of love 
and people at the bottom prefer to mention justice, while 
the discourse on both levels should combine love and 
justice. Theologians reflecting on the Truth and Recon
ciliation Commission in South Africa have recognized 
that by dealing exclusively with perpetrators and vic
tims, the Commission overlooked a large category of 
citizens, namely the beneficiaries of Apartheid-the 
white population that profited economically from the 
exploitation inflicted upon people of colour. Theolo
gians have also been aware of the ideological use of hu
man rights discourse. By reducing human rights to civil 
liberties and disregarding socio-economic rights, West
ern empires can present themselves as models of democ
racy and human rights and excuse their interference in 
the political life of other countries in the name of "free
dom," when the true reason for their interference is po
litical power and economic gain. 



Exploring the positive political meaning of forgive

ness and reconciliation must not overlook the possible 

ambiguities. Violence, oppression and exploitation have 

terrible human consequences and cast long shadows 

over subsequent historical developments. The workshop 

introduced the participants to a new literature on for

giveness and reconciliation, including theoretical con

siderations and empirical research on the resolutions of 

certain historical conflicts. If I have the chance to teach a 

course in the theology of forgiveness, I shall make use of 

this literature.11 

*** 

Among social and political scientists exists a rarely 

acknowledged reluctance to deal with religion as an in

dependent variable in the development of culture and 

society. To take this variable into account demands the 

study of religion, which is something neither our culture 

nor our universities have encouraged. Many people even 

feel that they can make statements about religion with

out having studied it, a practice unacceptable in other 

fields of knowledge. While it was by no means the inten

tion of the workshop to introduce scholars of interna

tional relations to religious topics, its focus on evil inevi

tably raised issues related to religious studies and 

theology. I found the workshop a stimulating event that 

is likely to influence the courses taught by the partici

pants at their different universities. 
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"You Love All that Exists": 
A Pastoral Letter on the Ecological Crisis 

0n October 4, 2003, the feast of St. Francis of Assisi, 

the Social Affairs Commission of the Canadian 

Conference of Catholic Bishops announced a pastoral 

letter on Christian responses to the ecological crisis. 

Because of its pertinence, the text of this letter, "You 

Love All That Exists, " as well as its appendix, "What 

Can Christians Do to Protect the Environment?" is re

printed below for readers of The Ecumenist. 

"You Love All that Existsm : 

A Pastoral Letter 

on the Christian Ecological Imperative 

October 4, 2003 
Feast of St. Francis of Assisi (Patron Saint for Ecology) 

1. The beauty and grandeur of nature touches each
one of us. From panoramic vistas to the tiniest living 
form, nature is a constant source of wonder and awe. It is 
also a continuing revelation of the divine. Humans live 
within a vast community of life on earth. In the Jewish 
and Christian religious traditions, God is first described 
as the Creator who, as creation proceeded, "saw that it 
was good."2 God's love for all that exists was won
drously evident then, remains so now, and invites the 
active response of humankind. 

2. To enter into ever-deeper relationship with God
this "Lover of Life"--entails striving to develop right 
relations with nature and with other human beings. But 
life on earth today is plagued with an unprecedented and 
accelerating ecological crisis. Deforestation, species ex
tinction, climate change, ecosystem collapse, contami
nation of air and water, and soil erosion are just a few of 
the enormous ecological problems which we face in 
Canada and elsewhere in our �orld. How many of us 
remember a childhood spent playing under the sun, a 
beach we were once able to swim at, a river we were 
once able to drink from-but no more! The closing of 
the once overwhelmingly bountiful cod fishery in Que
bec, Newfoundland and Labrador is a particularly pain
ful example of this crisis. Indeed, every region has been 
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affected in some negative manner. Environmental health 
concerns are frequent, arising from the Sydney Tar 
Ponds in Nova Scotia to urban smog alerts in Toronto or 
Montreal, from contaminated mine sites in northern Sas
katchewan and the Northwest Territories to the safety of 
food that every Canadian family will eat. 

3. God's glory is revealed in the natural world, yet we
humans are presently destroying creation. In this light, 
the ecological crisis is also a profoundly religious crisis. 
In destroying creation we are limiting our ability to know 
and love God. ''The ecological crisis is a moral issue" and 
"the responsibility of everyone," says Pope John Paul II.3 
"Care for the environment is not an option. In the Chris
tian perspective, it forms an integral part of our personal 
life and of life in society. Not to care for the environment 
is to ignore the Creator's plan for all of creation and re
sults in an alienation of the human person."4 

A Religious Response 

Praise be my Lord for our brother the wind, 

and for air and cloud, calms and all weather, 

by which you uphold life in all creatures. 

St. Francis of Assisi, The Canticle of the Sun 

4. Throughout history, each people's religious beliefs
have conditioned their relationship to their environment. 
Some Christians have developed the ecological acumen 
of saints. Others seem to have misinterpreted the Gen
esis account to "subdue" the earth and establish "domin
ion" over all living things. Pope John Paul II has empha
sized the need for "ecological conversion,"5 and we are 
encouraged that many Christian traditions are respond
ing actively to the ecological crisis. They have recog
nized that churches have insufficiently come to grips 
with how aspects of Christian theology and tradition are 
implicated in the Western capitalist development model 
which has led to so much ecological ruin6 (not to men
tion the ecological disasters left by communist regimes). 
Christians are mining biblical and theological resources 
in order to gain insight into "eco-justice" issues. Others 



are collaborating by forming new ecumenical and 
interfaith alliances. The work to highlight a theology of 
creation that directs us towards the proper relationship 
between God and the entire earth community is most 
timely and appreciated, both within the churches and in
creasingly among environmental activists.7 

5. All spiritual traditions speak of the marvels of the
earth: the overwhelming beauty, the vast array of crea
tures, the complex and interconnected weave of ecosys
tems. They also teach respect for the earth and call hu
mans to live within its limits. Certainly the Christian 
tradition has both biblical and theological resources that 
could deter humans from further ecological ruin. Bibli
cal teachings are rich with ecological guidance and wis
dom. The Bible has abundant images that connect the 
earth to God, and teach about God; the wind, water, soil, 
seeds, trees, birds, sheep. Many passages speak of the 
need to respect the land, for example. 8 The metaphors of 
planting and tending, pruning and harvesting are used to 
speak of God and of life. The magnificent story of Job is 
a reminder that God loves and tends to all of creation.9 

The rainbow, set by God in the clouds, "recalls the Cov
enant between myself and you and every living creature 
of every kind that is found on the earth."10 

6. The Bible also teaches about an equitable distribu
tion of resources, including sharing land, animals and 
water. This insistence on justice is often directed to
wards distributing the bounty of the earth and providing 
for those who are marginalized.a The profound inter
connection between God's care for humans and care for 
the environment is noted in Psalm 146, in which 

The maker of heaven and earth, the sea 

and all that is in them ... 

secures justice for the oppressed, 

gives food to the hungry ... 

sets prisoners free ... 

gives sight to the blind ... 

raises up those who are bowed down ... 

protects the stranger [and] sustains the orphan 

and the widow. 

Ecological problems are enmeshed within social 
structures that serve the interests of the few at the ex
pense of the many, especially those marginalized and in 
poverty. 

7. Christian theological and liturgical tradition af
firms the biblical message. Creation and the redemptive 
Incarnation of the Son of God are inextricably linked. 
Through his Incarnation, Jesus Christ not only entered 
and embraced our humanity; he also entered and em
braced all of God's creation. Thus all creatures, great 
and small, are consecrated in the life, death and resurrec
tion of Christ. This is why the Church does not hesitate 
to bless and make generous use of the earth's materials 
in liturgical celebrations and sacraments. This is also 
why, in Catholic social thought, the common good 
should be conceived as the sustenance and flourishing of 
life for all beings and for future generations.12 The call 
for a "new solidarity" should take into consideration not 
only the economic needs of all people but also environ
mental protection in order to provide for all. 13 The prin
ciple of the social mort�age on private property should 
include an "ecological mortgage" on the goods of crea
tion (for this as well as future generations). The prefer
ential option for the poo� can be extended to include a 
preferential option for the earth, made poorer by human 
abuse. 

Embracing Ecological Conversion-Living Water 

or Private Commodity? 

Praise be my Lord for our sister water, 

which is very serviceable to us, 

and humble and precious and clean. 

St. Francis of Assisi, The Canticle of the Sun

8. Water is the source of all life, and a primary sym
bol in religious traditions. Water cleanses, purifies, re
freshes and inspires. The bible speaks of living waters, 
of becoming a fountain of living water, of longing for 
running water, and of justice flowing as a mighty river. 
Yet how can anyone speak about the "waters of life" if 
these waters can no longer sustain life? As Thomas 
Berry writes, "if water is polluted it can neither be drunk 
nor used for baptism. Both in its physical reality and its 
psychic symbolism it is a source not of life but of 
death."14 

9. Without water everything dies. Water is the basic
element through which all life forms emerged, exist and 
flourish. Water is the life-blood of the planet, and main
tains an intricate and delicately balanced circulation sys
tem that has evolved for over four billion years. Water 
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not only serves the common good, but is part of the com

mon good. 

10. Today, water is threatened almost everywhere on

earth. Many water systems are over-saturated with con

taminants and carcinogens. The diversion and damming 

of rivers has resulted in drought, and in deserts where 

lush ecosystems once thrived. Ground water is diminish

ing and aquifers are mined. Bulk exports of thousands of 

gallons of freshwater are planned as if such ecological 

trauma would leave no negative footprint. These reali

ties pose grave risks to human health and food security, 

as well as to the future of entire regions. 

11. The world's fresh water resources are finite and

are now becoming market commodities, no longer pub

lic goods. Currently, inadequate access to safe drinking 

water affects the well-being of over one billion people, 

and 2.4 billion persons lack access to adequate sanita

tion. 15 Some persons living in urban slums in poor coun

tries are forced to pay between four and one hundred 

times more for water than their middle and upper class 

fellow citizens. 16 No wonder that for persons living in 

poverty, water has become, in the broad sense of the 

concept, a right to life issue. 17 The tragedy of seven 

deaths and thousands of illnesses in Walkerton, Ontario, 

as a result of a contaminated water system has brought 

this concept into the Canadian consciousness, as well. 

12. One of the Millennium Development Goals

(MDGs-which Canada is committed to achieving by 

2015) is to reduce by half the proportion of people with

out sustainable access to safe drinking water. 18 The

United Nations has declared 2003 the International Year 

of Freshwater. This is a propitious time for Christian 

communities to reflect on the meaning of water in our 

lives, the need to preserve it and safeguard its purity, and 

also to redefine how it is shared. Not only should every 

human person enjoy the right to a safe environment but, 

specifically, every person's right to water must also be 

respected. 19 Canada's bishops encourage all Capadians 

to sign the ''Water Declaration" and to participate in the 

action campaigns of the Canadian Catholic Organization 

for Development and Peace as a concrete way to ad

vance these concerns.20 

13. Such a basic human right as access to water can

not be left to the whims of market forces to deliver. In 
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our own country, Canadians should insist on govern

ment action to ban bulk exports of water, exclude water 

services from international trade agreements, ensure 

high quality standards of drinking water for all and guar

antee that water utilities remain public, rather than pri

vate entities. Campaigns such as that of the Franciscan 

Family of Quebec, which raise our attention to interna

tional trade agreements that threaten our ability to pro

tect and preserve supplies of freshwater, are worthy of 

our support. 21 Members of Christian communities, espe

cially in Catholic schools, are encouraged to include 

education related to environmental issues, especially 

water, in their upcoming programs. 

Embracing Forms of Eco-Justice 

14. All serious solutions to the ecological crisis de

mand that human beings change our thinking, relation

ships and behaviours in order to recognize the 

interconnectedness of all creation. In previous mes

sages, the Social Affairs Commission suggested several 

pedagogical steps to assist communities to develop so

cial action.22 Today, however, we must imbue this pasto

ral methodology with ecological sensitivity. For exam

ple, while beginning to listen to the experiences of the 

marginalized in society, we must also be attentive to the 

cry of the creation that surrounds and sustains them. 
Whereas we once began by developing critical analysis 

of economic, political and social structures that cause 

human suffering, we must now also bring the additional 

riches of ecological justice to bear on such realities. Our 

Christian tradition provides us with at least three inter

related forms of active response: the Contemplative, the 

Ascetic and the Prophetic.23 

The Contemplative Response 

15. Each one ofus is called to deepen our capacity to

appreciate the wonders of nature as an act of faith and 

love. In the silence of contemplation, nature speaks of 

the beauty of the Creator. "If you look at the world with 

a pure heart, you too will see the face of God" (cf. Mat

thew 5:8).24 Standing in awe of creation can assist us to

perceive the natural world as a bearer of divine grace. 

Much can be done in the preparation of liturgy and 

meditation to include a renewed or deepened apprecia

tion of nature that will sensitize us to the problems and 

encourage us to work for the solutions that our planet 

and future generations require. 25 



The Ascetic Response 

16. Canadians are blessed with an abundance of
natural resources, but we also are among the planet's 
most excessively wasteful inhabitants. Thankfully, there 
is in our tradition an ascetic response through which we 
can confidently adjust our lifestyle choices and daily ac
tions to respect ecological limits, attune us to solidarity 
with vulnerable peoples, as well as encourage the move
ment of grace in our lives. Rather than an attempt to 
"flee the world," a new asceticism would enable us all to 
enter more deeply into the planetary rhythms of restraint 
from the demands of consumerism. To "fast" from ac
tions that pollute, to embrace whatever inconveniences 
may arise from running a "greener" household, to de
crease our use of fossil fuels and to tithe time, treasure 
and talent to environmental causes may all be aspects of 
this response. Buying locally produced goods, organic 
produce and fairly traded merchandise are increasingly 
realistic options for many Canadians. We can challenge 
the hold of the marketplace over .our lives by conscious 
efforts to avoid over-consumption and by using our pur
chasing power to promote earth-friendly enterprises. 

The Prophetic Response 

17. All social justice issues have ecological implica
tions: the case of water is a perfect example of this. We 
can make the links between social and ecological justice 
more evident in our preaching and community action. 
The cry of the earth and the cry of the poor are one. 26 

Ecological harmony cannot exist in a world of unjust 
social structures; nor can the extreme social inequalities 
of our current world order result in ecological 
sustainability.27 But the gr9wing movements for eco-jus
tice can contribute substantially to the necessary solu
tions for both crises. Christian communities, inspired by 
St. Francis of Assisi - the friend of the poor who was 
loved by God's creatures - should provide positive rec
ognition and support to those environmentalists, farm
ers, educators and solidarity activists who have begun to 
show us the way forward. 

Conclusion 

18. All of creation is of God, and is as yet unfinished.
We are called as co-creators to join God's work to repair 
some of creation's· wounds which have been inflicted 
due to our ecological sins. We are also called to creative 
actions of solidarity with those who have less access to 
the benefits of God's bountiful creation. The ''Lover of 

Life," who came so that we all might have life, and have 
it abundantly,28 continues to provide us with opportuni
ties to renew the face of the earth. How can we not take 
up that challenge? 
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Appendix: 
What Can Christians Do to Protect the Environment? 

l. Set up a study group on ecology in your church. As

a beginning, share this pastoral letter with interested 

people and develop a process ofreflection leading to ac

tion. Or, as another option, reflect on the watershed in 

which you live, and read the pastoral letter of the Cana

dian/ American bishops, The Columbia River Water

shed: Caring for Creation and the Common Good. See 
http://www.columbiariver.org/indexl .html. 

2. Engage in actions designed to minimize your eco

logical footprint. Some groups have begun to practice 

the 5Rs: reverence, reduce, repair, reuse and recycle, at 

home, in the garden, while shopping, as well as at 

church. For a wide range of practical ideas, refer to the 

guide prepared by the Ecology and Theology Working 

Group of the Anglican Diocese of Ottawa, October 
2002, Renewing Our Relationship with the Earth: A 

Guide to What You and Your Church Can Do. In particu

lar, Appendix A lists "The Twenty Most Important 

Things to Do." Would your parish/diocese engage in a 

similar project or consider acting on some of these 20 
options? See http://www.ottawa.anglican.ca/docs/ 

renewing.pdf. 

3. Participate actively in the advocacy campaigns of

the Canadian Catholic Organization for Development 

and Peace, and contribute financially to projects for so

cial and ecological justice. In particular, ensure that 

your family, parish and school join the campaign to sign 

the CCODP ''Water Declaration." See www.devp.org. 
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4. Oppose the bulk export of water from Canada.

Join the campaign of the Franciscans of Quebec. For 

more information: SIAF, 5732 boul. Pie IX, Montreal, 

QC HlX 2B9; telephone and fax (514) 722-5700; Office 

email fisiaf@colba.netm; Sister Danielle Julien: 

danifmic@colba.net. As well, visit the Blue Planet 

Project Website: www.blueplanetproject.net 

5. Participate in the ecological justice activities of

environmental groups. The interfaith organization Faith 

and the Common Good is encouraging Canadians to 

take The Nature Challenge proposed by Dr. David 

Suzuki. Participants commit themselves to do at least 

three of ten suggested actions during the coming year. 

Actions cover areas of transportation, food and our 

homes. See www.davidsuzuki.org. 

6. Assess the energy use of your church. Obtain a

copy of the Energy Workbook for Religious Buildings 

and consider energy audits and retrofits for your worship 

space. See www.kairoscanada.org. 

7. Engage your political representatives on the is

sues of social and ecological justice. Make sure what

ever action you take, be it related to local environmental 

protection, the limiting of climate change, or interna
tional cooperation on ecological issues, that your politi

cal representative!, know about your concern and how 

you expect them to respond. 



The Ecumenical Kirchentag in Berlin 2003 

B 
etween May 25 and June 1, 2003, some 200,000
people gathered in Berlin to attend the much-antici

pated Ecumenical Kirchentag, or church congress, spon
sored by Germany's Protestant and Roman Catholic 
churches. The fanfare surrounding the event was based 
primarily on its historical significance. It was, the organ
izers often trumpeted, the first official joint meeting of 
the Protestant and Catholic churches in Germany since 
the German Reformation in the sixteenth century. While 
there is a good dose of hyperbole in this claim, the sig
nificance of the event was not lost on Pope John Paul II, 
who addressed the congress through Archbishop 
Giovanni Lajolo, papal nuncio to Germany. In his letter, 

which was read at the opening ceremony in front of the 
Brandenburg Gate and before a crowd of 180,000 peo
ple, the pope emphasized the importance of Christian 
unity for promoting the gospel around the world and the 
contextual relevance of an ecumenical meeting in Ger
many, a land, he noted, where there has been so much 
religious division (for the text of John Paul II's address, 
follow the links at www.vatican.va). Distinguished po
litical speakers, including Germany's president, 
Johannes Rau; Chancellor Gerhard Schroder; and 
former president Richard von Weizsacker, joined inter
national religious leaders such as Konrad Raiser, general 
secretary of the World Council of Churches (WCC); 
Cardinal Walter Kasper, president of the Vatican's Pon
tifical Council for Promoting Unity; and the Dalai 
Lama, in the call for unity in a fragmented world. I was 
there as a representative of St. Jerome's University (Wa
terloo, Ontario) and as one of the some 3,000 interna
tional observers invited to attend. The following is a 
brief sketch of critical responses I had to a number of 
panels and seminars associated with the Kirchentag. 

Existing Lines of Solidarity and Co-operation 

The Ecumenical Kirchentag was the result of a dis
cussion in 1996 between Margot Kassmann, then gen
eral secretary of the Protestant Kirchentag and current 
Bishop of Hannover, and Friedrich Kronenberg, then 
general secretary of the Central Committee for German 
Catholics (ZdK). Their conversation reflected the ecu-

menical enthusiasm that had surfaced in the mid-1990s 
among European church leaders-the Lutheran World 
Federation, based in Geneva, and the Catholic Church 
had begun preparing the "Joint Declaration on the Doc
trine of Justification" (released 31 October 1999); and 
the joint document For a Future Founded on Solidarity 

and Justice, published in 1997 by the Protestant Church 
in Germany (EKD) and the German Bishops Confer
ence, was nearing completion. Initially, both Kassmann 
and Kronenberg were criticized for their apparent will
ingness to ignore the dif(erences between the churches. 
Kronenberg, in particular, was castigated by a number of 
German bishops suspicious of ecumenical initiatives. 
Despite high-ranking opposition, especially on the 
Catholic side, both the EKD and the German Bishops 
Conference quickly approved the proposition in Novem
ber 1996. 

Though often portrayed by the media as the begin
ning a new era of co-operation between the Protestant 
and Catholic churches in Germany, the reality is that the 
two churches have been working together, especially at 
the local level and particularly in the eastern states, for a 
number of years. This fact was repeatedly affirmed by 
pastors and lay people in attendance. For many, the ecu
menical congress was a vindication of their ongoing 
work, while for others a certain amount of resentment 
occasionally surfaced when a speaker would spend too 
much time dwelling on the "novel" idea of ecumenical 
work. 

Over the course of the long weekend, I found that 
three areas were most often identified as places where 
co-operation was ongoing: responses to globalization 
(including poverty, homelessness, labour and immigra
tion), opposition to the US invasion of Iraq, and the pos
sibility of joint communion celebrations. Following the 
lead of Leopold Nowak, Catholic Bishop of Mi.lgdeburg, 
who at the Kirchentag announced his bewilderment that 
so many in the church still were unaware of the joint 
projects, the purpose of the reflections below is to em
phasize ongoing ecumenical projects that have required 
solidarity, not so much because of the threat of 
secularization, but because of the voices within the 
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churches that are critical of Germany's social and eco
nomic policies require broad-ranging support networks. 

Moral Responses to the Economic Situation 

In the same year that Kassmann and Kronenberg be
gan asking about the possibility of an ecumenical con
ference, noted journalist Marion Grafin Donhoff, in an 
article published in the German weekly Die Zeit, asked 
''Wo bleibt das Ethos?" (''What about Ethics?" No. 28, 5 
July 1996). This, she argued, is the central ethical ques
tion facing every post-industrial society, and it is an es
pecially appropriate question to put in present-day Ger
many. To emphasize the timeliness of Donhoff's query, 
one need only walk up the stairs at the newly renovated 
Potsdamer-Platz U-Bahn station and look up at the Sony 
and Daimler-Chrysler logos affixed, like car hood orna
ments, atop shiny, postmodern buildings. This is the cen
tre of Germany's new economy: what does it say about 
the nation's morality? To Donhoff, the traditional insti
tutions established to guard the nation's sense of right 
and wrong have been stripped of their authority by the 
logic of the free market. '"fypical of our society," she 
lamented, "is the unrestrained striving for continually 
new advances, for the pacification of ever-increasing 

expectations: Everything must be getting bigger, it must 
give us more-more freedom, more growth, more 
profit." And because self-interested Germans have nei
ther the time nor the desire to reflect on their morality, 
Donhoff concluded, "Nobody talks about ethics." 

Though overstated, Donhoff's assessment of both the 
condition of German morality and the lack of ethical re
flection highlights the fundamental problem facing the 
German churches as they attempt to address unjust so
cial and economic policies. While there are voices in the 
churches critical of the status quo, many in German soci
ety continue to see the churches as private institutions 
that have no business meddling in public affairs. For 
many in the churches, however, the issues of social and 
economic injustice are radically moral and thus require a 
response. Because of their minority position in German 

society, the churches have periodically voiced their joint 
opposition to policies and structures of injustice. Yet the 
voices in the churches that are talking about ethics tend 
to be drowned out by the shouts for economic progress. 

A Joint Call for a Responsible Economy 

The exigencies created by political policies of the 

early 1990s led to the ecumenical document, For a Fu

ture Founded on Solidarity and Justice (1997). Pub-
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lished jointly by the EKD and the German Bishops Con
ference, the document identifies three interrelated prob
lems that have caused "deep divisions" in German soci
ety. These problems-mass unemployment, the 
instability of the welfare state, and the radical restructur
ing of German society and economy-stem in large part 
from the process of globalization. According to the 
churches, these problems are so serious that they need to 
be addressed as moral concerns, not just political-eco
nomic, by all institutions in German society, and particu

larly the church. 
In January 1997, the unemployment total for all of 

Germany stood at 4.6 million. In February 2003, the 
number of unemployed was 4. 7 million, a post
reunification high. While both the EKD and the Catholic 
bishops noted in 1997 the staggering reality of unem
ployment figures in Germany as a whole, they also re
marked that in eastern Germany mass unemployment 
was a particularly pernicious problem-a problem that 

has not changed in 2003. By the end of 1996 the unem
ployment rate in the eastern states was above 15 per 
cent, while in May 2003 the rate had increased to 18.6 
per cent, with women being particularly vulnerable. Ac
cording to the churches, policy makers commit a grave 
error when they contend that the welfare state is too ex
pensive. The expense, the document counters, is the high 
cost of unemployment. Indeed, the EKD and the Ger
man Bishops Conference state unequivocally that unem
ployment is the main cause of the financial difficulties in 
balancing the welfare budget. Though not intended as a 
long-term solution, church welfare organizations such 
as Diakonisches Werk (EKD) and German Caritas (Ro
man Catholic), along with other secular welfare NGOs, 
often do try to fill significant welfare gaps and, at the 
same time, raise the political question of poverty. As a 
part of this political education campaign, Caritas pub
lished a poverty report in 1999 that indicated that 8.7 per 
cent, or 7.12 million people, live in "relative income 
poverty" in Germany, with children being the most vul
nerable. Immigrant populations have also been suscepti
ble to poverty, especially as the job markets have begun 

to squeeze low paying jobs. 
A just vision of the German welfare state, the 

churches contend, is not one that simply sees itself as a 
"subordinate appendage to the market economy that can 
be slimmed down to suit any arbitrary expedience" 
(1997: para. 190). Instead, it must be reconstructed as a 
just structure that protects human dignity through com
passionate means. One way of doing so is to oppose a 



"pure market economy" and to emphasize that ''by de
taching the market economy from its incorporated posi
tion in society, democratic development, social stability, 
internal peace, and the aim of social justice anchored in 
the constitution would be threatened" (1997: sec. 5.2). 
This means that the traditional German social market 
economy should not be abandoned. In fact, according to 
a memorandum published by the Advisory Commission 
of the EKD on Social Structures (1997), the Protestant 
church leadership has argued that the traditional social 
market economy should serve as a model for a more ad
equate, integrated social and ecological market 
economy. As an institutional response, the EKD estab
lished theArbeit Plus program in May 1999 to aid work
ers in upgrading their skills and locating skill-appropri
ate jobs (www.arbeit-plus.de). 

In terms of creating a church open to immigrants and 
their needs, there is still work to be done. When 
Wolfgang Huber, now leader of the IED, became Protes
tant bishop of Berlin-Brandenburg in 1994, he had 
hoped to turn the tradition of the Volkskirche (people's 
church) into a Volkerkirche (peoples' church); that is, he 
desired to create a church open to immigrants from the 
Baltics, Poland and Turkey. Though there are effective 
church-sponsored training centres in Berlin and other 
cities with large immigrant populations, many activists 
who work with these groups lament the lack of inte
grated support from the church and state. The Catch-22 
in this scenario is the feelings of resentment that some 
Germans feel, particularly in the poorer sections of the 
country, when financial and educational assistance is di
rected toward immigrant populations. Whether the ac
tual funding and progran:J.� correspond proportionally to 
the needs of all is not the issue. The real concern is over
coming poverty, which breeds alienation and resentment 
of others who are, ironically, often in similar dire cir
cumstances. 

Critical Responses to Agenda 2010 

With the election of the Social Democrats (SPD) and 
Gerhard Schroder as chancellor in 1998, a new social 
economy was promised, which of course was welcomed 
by many in the churches. However, the SPD government 
has been largely unsuccessful in curbing widespread un
employment, rising health care costs and growing fears 
of a German recession. As one of the Third Way social
ists who came to power in the 1990s-a group that in
cluded Tony Blair-Schroder has adopted a number of 
reforms that attempt to fuse neo-liberal economic princi-

ples with principles of social economy. One such pro
posal, and undoubtedly the.riskiest one of all, is entitled 
"Agenda 2010." It was a constant backdrop at a number 
of sessions dealing with the German economy, globali
zation and the welfare state. 

In short, Agenda 2010 calls for privatizing measures 
in the health care sector, increasing the retirement age, 
placing stricter measures on income support, and reduc
ing tax rates for families and businesses. Upon its intro
duction in March 2003, a number of centre-left voices in 
the SPD, convinced that the proposal would adversely 
affect society's marginal populations, threatened a vote 
of no-confidence if Schroder pushed his initiative. To 
forestall further criticism, Schroder called for a 1 June 
2003 meeting of SPD parliamentarians to vote on the 
reform package. Schroder's proposal won 90 per cent 
approval from the SPD rank and file, which means that it 
must now be adopted by the German parliament, which 
it will, with only minor changes (for the text, follow the 
English links to Courage to Reform at www.spd.de). 

To Ulrich Duchrow, a Protestant theologian and a 
member of Kairos Europa, Agenda 2010 is a move away 
from the proposals suggested in For a Future Founded

on Solidarity and Justice. More precisely, the SPD eco
nomic reform is a neo-liberal solution to the economic 
problems in Germany. Speaking on a panel dealing with 
the global economy, Duchrow made the strong case that 
globalization based on neo-liberal economic principles 
"stands in opposition to the Christian faith." Specifi
cally, Duchrow singled out Agenda 2010 because it fa
vours the rich over the poor as trickle-down economics 
is adopted as the organizing principle of German social 
and economic life. Because it favours the rich, he ar
gued, Agenda 2010 must be opposed on moral grounds 
by the German churches. Troubled by the lack of social 
solidarity with the marginalized in society on the part of 
church leadership, Duchrow called on both Manfred 
Kock (now former chair of the EKD) and Cardinal Karl 
Lehman (head of the Catholic Bishops Conference) to 
rescind their public support of Agenda 2010. 

Archbishop Werner Thissen of Hamburg, who works 
on the bishops conference's development projects, also 
voiced his criticism of economic globalization" and irre
sponsible financial markets. Taking a more indirect ap
proach to Agenda 2010 and church leadership than 
Duchrow, Thissen maintained that there are movements 
in the churches, such as the Catholic Misereor, that are 
seeking to offer both radical critiques of globalization 
and local initiatives as alternative economies 
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(www.misereor.de). Perhaps Cardinal Oscar Andres 
Rodriquez Maradiaga from Honduras best captured the 
injustice and absurdity of the world economy when he 
noted that the majority of people in Honduras "earn less 
than a US dollar a day, while a European cow receives 
half a US dollar in subsidies." 

War Against Iraq 

If developing a moral position on the economic situa
tion was the most contentious area of discussion at the 
Kirchentag, then opposition to the US-led invasion of 
Iraq brought the most publicly unified response. In a 
joint statement published in March 2003, at the outbreak 
of the invasion, the German churches said the use of 
force against Saddam Hussein's regime was "not justi
fied." The statement-signed by Cardinal Lehman, 
Manfred Kock, and Bishop Walter Klaiber, chair of 
Christian Church Working Group-acknowledged that 
Germany "shares political values that are practiced in 
the U.S.A. and Great Britain ... but we have to oppose the 
course of bloodletting they have chosen to take." This 
statement followed an international ecumenical declara
tion against the war in Iraq, published in February 2003, 
and signed by Kock, Klaiber, Konrad Raiser of the 
World Council of Churches, Keith Clements of the Con
ference of European Churches, Rebecca Larson of the 
Evangelical-Lutheran Church in America, and other 
prominent church leaders (both documents are available 
at www.ekd.de). This declaration called on the US and 
Britain to work through UN channels to isolate the re
gime and uncover any weapons program it may have 
been trying to develop. These documents, as with most 
of the comments at the Kirchentag regarding the war in 
Iraq, recognized the brutality of Saddam Hussein's re
gime, yet considered the US-British response to be 
driven by a rush to war, which included relying on faulty 
intelligence reports and unwarranted unilateral political 
moves that may harm peaceful diplomatic negotiations 
in the future. 

One theme that appeared in sessions dealing with 
Iraq and the so-called war on terrorism was one that 
Gregory Baum has raised in The Ecumenist (e.g., "After 
September 11: The Dialogue of Religions," Summer 
2002, 8-10)-that is, the danger of casting the conflicts 
in Afghanistan and Iraq as a clash of civilizations. In line 
with much of Baum's recent writings on religion and 
violence, US sociologist Mark Juergensmeyer, author of 
the book Terror in the Mind of God (2001), begged the 
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German audience to steer clear of such abstract theories 
of violence and, instead, focus on the social and eco
nomic disparity that has emerged in post-colonial states 
such as Iran, Iraq, the West Bank, Rwanda and the 
Congo. In agreement with much of what Juergensmeyer 
has to say, I also see the appropriation of religious dis
course to be an attempt to make sense of a chaotic and 
alienating world. Religion, in these cases, provides a 
narrative structure and a world view that, on the one 
hand, explains the political situation, which is usually 
described as some form of bad or profane government, 
and, on the other hand, provides some direction for re
sistance. Religious violence is thus not essentially reli
gious, but rather has roots in unjust social and economic 
structures. This analysis opens lines of communication 
between religions and does not see violence as an inevi
table part of religious difference. In contrast, Samuel 
Huntington's "clash of civilizations" thesis sees inter-re
ligious contact as a cause of violence in itself. Though 
the former analysis does not guarantee peaceful coexist
ence, it would appear to provide a more adequate plat
form from which to build open and frank dialogue. On 
this point, Juergensmeyer found a receptive audience. 

The Challenge of Intercommunion 

It is unfortunate that the topic that has lingered long
est since the end of the Kirchentag has been the debate 
over a joint communion service that took place in Berlin, 
apart from the official program. The issue centres on 
Father Bernhard Kroll, from Grosshabersdorf, Bavaria, 
who participated in a service in which he knowingly and 
willing received the Eucharist from a Protestant minis
ter. Though not publicized by the Kirchentag, many in 
attendance at the .Kirchentag were aware that such Eu
charistic celebrations were taking place-most of these 
services were out of the media eye. For his defiance, 
Kroll has been prohibited for an undefined period from 
performing his priestly duties. Groups such as ''Wrr sind 
Kirche" (We Are the Church), who organized the service 
in Berlin, have called on Bishop Walter Mixa of 
Eichstatt to reinstate Kroll. Though the punishment is 
viewed by some as an affront to the ecumenical move
ment, Mixa could have imposed a heavier sanction if he 
had wished, even to the point of having Kroll removed 
permanently from the parish rather than prohibiting him 
only temporarily from exercising his functions. 

Though obviously an important issue for some, the 
debate over ecumenical communion is, I would argue, 



largely a moot point in German churches, and particu
larly at the local level. For example, on a panel dealing 
with the churches in the former East Germany, Catholic 
Bishop Leopold Nowak of Magdeburg noted that such 
services have more media appeal than actual relevance 
for parish priests and pastors. Referring to John Paul II's 
recent encyclical Ecclesia de Eucharistia (2003), 
Nowak stated that there are exceptional circumstances 
in which joint Eucharistic celebrations may take place. 
The debate that is about to ensue, he mused, is how wide 
the parameters will be. In the eastern states of Germany, 
where joint services have been taking place for years, 
and where ecumenism became a way of parish life for 

many during the Justice, Peace and Integrity initiative in 
the 1980s, prohibiting ecumenical communion services 
would seem to be an unrealistic demand. Given Cardinal 
Lehman's own stance on this issue, which has often put 
him at odds with the Vatican, it would seem unlikely to 
be a major issue for future ecumenical work in Germany. 
Indeed, the issue of economic justice and militarism 
would seem to be more pressing. 

Scott Kline 

Dr. Scott Kline is Assistant Professor of Religious Studies at St. Jerome's 

University, Waterloo, Ontario. 
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math of the terrorist attacks. But Senator Roche turns the prevailing logic on 
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possesses the creativity and political and legal instruments t� resolve conflict 
without war. Achieving this goal is within our reach, butitrequires a funda
mental change in our attitudes. The religions of the world have a real and 
important service to render to the cause of peace. 
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Book Notes 

Bruce Lincoln 

Holy Terrors: Thinking about Religion after September 

11. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2003.

142 pp. +xi.

After the attack on the United States on September 

11, 2001, politicians, analysts, and journalists rushed to 
assure the public that the violence had "nothing to do 

with religion." Fearing a backlash against American 
Muslims, President George W. Bush and others assured 
Americans that Islam was "a faith based upon peace and 

love and compassion." Scholars of religion chimed in. 
The attackers were not "real" Muslims; their motives 

were political. One can see the impetus for such expla

nations and even consider them politically necessary in 

the immediate aftermath of the attacks. Hard-line for

eign policy hawks in the Bush administration and some 

prominent Christians, on the other hand, denounced Is
lam as inherently violent, war-like and evil. Racists 

jumped on board. Even some moderates adopted Samuel 

Huntington's clash-of-civilizations perspective with its 

famous conclusion that "the borders of Islam are 

bloody." By distinguishing between the attackers and 

"true Muslims," the Bush administration and sympa
thetic scholars could short-circuit these more radical re

actions. 
While rejecting both these interpretations, Bruce Lin

coln argues that no scholar of religion can take seriously 

the claim that religion had "nothing to do with" the at

tacks. In Holy Terrors: Thinking about Religion after 

September 11, Lincoln has produced a slim but compel

ling reflection on the nature and function of religion that 

takes September 11 as its starting point. Through a care
ful reading of texts, he concludes that members of Al 

Qaeda constructed the attacks religiously, that is, as the 

opening moments in a "cosmic war" (to use Mark 
Juergensmeyer's term). In the first essay, Lincoln 

analyzes the instructions found in the luggage of one of 

the attackers, Mohamed Atta. There he finds the use of 
the Quran, prayer, and religious authority to assure the 

attackers that they are re-enacting the early struggles of 
Mohammed and the Muslim community against the 
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jahiliyyah, the pre-Islamic state of ignorance and idola

try. This "return" to the early battles of Mohammed has 
been a recurrent theme, Lincoln argues, whenever Mus

lims have felt beleaguered. The temptation is to define 

the enemy as "infidels." In recent years, many Muslims 

have taken the term from Sayyid Qutb's now famous 
book, Milestones. Qutb saw the West-along with those 
Muslims who co-operated with it-as forming the mod

em jahiliyyah, a spiritual "force" rather than a state or 
empire. The, viewed attackers themselves as being the 

faithful remnant that had the duty to protect Islam from 
the inroads that this force was making into the heart of 

the Muslim community, Saudi Arabia. 
What makes the book exciting is how Lincoln moves 

from the close reading of texts to broader questions of 
what we mean by "religion." On the attacks of 9/11, he 

writes: 

It is tempting, in the face of such horror, to regard the 

authors of these deeds as evil incarnate: persons be

reft of reason, decency, or human compassion. Their 
motives, however-as revealed by the instructions 

that guided their final days-were intensely and pro
foundly religious. We need to take this fact seriously, 

uncomfortable though it be, since it can tell us impor
tant things about the events of the 1 l 1h, the broader 

conflict of which those events are a part, and also the 
nature of religion. For if there is one thing they make 

abundantly clear, it is that religion and ethics are not 
indivisible. Rather than being a divine and unfailing 

ground of morality, religion begins with a human dis
course that constructs itself as divine and unfailing, 

through which deeds-any deeds-can be defined as 
moral. It was their religion that persuaded Mohamed 

Atta and eighteen others that the carnage they perpe

trated was not just an ethical act, but a sacred duty. (16) 

Thus it was not "Islam" that led to the attacks but a 
particular construction of Islam by a particular group. 

While the political motives for the attacks were clear 
( withdrawal of American troops from Saudi Arabia, jus

tice for Palestinians, the end of persecution of Muslims 
through sanctions against Iraq, and war in Bosnia and 

Chechnya), they were "constructed" as religious goals 

by the attackers. Islam was the discourse that rendered 



their particular projects ethically legitimate. In other es
says in this book, Lincoln analyzes the reactions of three 
conservative Christians-George W. Bush, Jerry 
Falwell, and Pat Robertson-to demonstrate that Islam 
is not the only religion open to this form of sacralization. 

While Lincoln sees religion as a socially constructed 
discourse, this does not malce hjm hostile to all reli
giously inspired political movements. Lincoln argues 
that to label these goals as "political" (and hence secu
lar) rather than "religious" (as many analysts have done) 
is already surrendering too much to the West's under
standing of religion. Beginning from Talal Asad's cri
tique of Clifford Geertz's definition of religion, Lincoln 
explains that the separation of religion from the spheres 
of politics, economics, social relations, and culture is a 
unique feature of Western societies and the first condi
tion that they imposed on their colonies during the era of 
imperialism (because they did not share the religion of 
the colonized and wanted political and economic life to 
be run by their rules and not those of the indigenous cul
ture, that is, "religion"). Consequently, this division it
self is frequently the focus of post-colonial protests. 
This is certainly the case, Lincoln writes, for Osama bin 
Laden and the members of Al Qaeda who adopt a 
"maximalist" stance, insisting that religion define every 
aspect of political, economic, and cultural life in the Is
lamic world. 

Lincoln prefers the term "maximalist" to "funda
mentalist" since it opposes the Enlightenment's 
"minimalist" approach to religion: its confinement to 
the "private" sphere of individual interiority, personal 
morality, family cohesiveness, and small-group solidar
ity. Using the term "maximalist" allows Lincoln to see 
parallels between the positions of George W. Bush and 
the American Christian Right and that of Al Qaeda and 
other Muslim maximalists. He does not rush into a sim
plistic equation of the two groups; for example, Jerry 
Falwell never recommends violence against American 
minimalists (members of the American Civil Liberties 
Union, liberal Christians, etc.). However, Falwell and 
Robertson want Christianity to penetrate American po
litical, economic, and social life completely. Like Mus
lim maximalists, they complain that the secularists in 
their own government are the main barriers to a reli
gious and social revival that would answer the problems 
of the day. 

Lincoln's book was "produced," but not written, in 
response to the events of September 11. It is, in fact, a 
collection of six essays that were written over the last 
twenty years. This necessarily limits the book. It is not a 
sustained and coherent argument; the reader has to con
nect the dots. Furthermore, one learns little about the ac
tual events or people involved in the attacks of Septem
ber 11: this is not a journalist's account. However, the 
payoff is well worth the effort it takes to read this book 
and connect the six papers. Lincoln successfully situates 
the attacks in the broader protest against colonialism and 
its thinly disguised successor, post-colonialism. He ex
plains that 9/11 is not unique in many ways and, by 
contextualizing it in other post-colonial conflicts, he 
does much to explain the motivation behind the attacks. 

Lincoln is a serious scholar of religion and this is a 
useful and exciting book. One marvels at the discipline 
of his argumentation, scope of his data, careful wording, 
and balanced judgments. Some readers will certainly 
find his work too abstract. While this book deals with the 
events of September 11, its main subject is "thinking 
about religion." However, I would argue that such events 
may well be incomprehensible without this kind of 
contextualization. 

Besides the footnotes (which are as valuable as the 
text itself) and detailed index, Holy Terrors contains a 
number of useful appendices. These include the final in
struction to the September 11 hijackers, Bush's address 
to the nation on 7 October 2001, Osama bin Laden's 
videotaped address of the same date, and a transcript of 
Pat Robertson's 700 Club interview with Jerry Falwell 
two days after the attacks. After reading these docu
ments, no thoughtful reader will feel confident arguing 
that the attacks--or the American response to them
had "nothing to do with religion." 

David Seljak 
David Seljak is Associate Professor of Religious Studies, St Jerome's 
University, Waterloo, Ontario, and editor of The Ecumenist. 

' An abbreviated version of Lincoln's first chapter, "Mr. Atta's 
Meditations, Sept 10, 2001: A Close Reading of the Text'' is available on
line at htt;p://mart:y-center. uchicago.edu/webforum/122602/comme 
ntazy.shtml. The actual instructions are also available. See: "The Last Words 
of a Terrorist," The Observer, September 30, 2001 htt;p://observer.guardian. 
co.uk/waronterrorism/story/0,1373,560791,00.html. 
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