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Ideology and Critical Theology 
in the Canadian Context 

D
erek Simon and Don Schweitzer have rendered a
real service to students of theology in Canada. In 

their new book, Intersecting Voices: Critical Theology 

in a Land of Diversity (Novalis, 2004), they have gath
ered together an impressive number of progressive 
Canadian theologians to tell the story of the transforma
tion of theology as Christian thinkers in this country re
flected on the emancipatory meaning of the Good News. 
In his chapter in Intersecting Voices, Gregory Baum 
defines critical theology. 

The starting point of critical theology is solidarity 
with the victims of society. It begins with an act of 
love and, thus, returns to the perspective of St. 
Augustine, who was suspicious of reason, unless it 
was based on agape - the love of God and neigh
bour. Love is the guide of the intellectual life. Since 
critical theology uncovers society's structured 
injustices and explores God's summons to compas
sion and solidarity, it offers - not abstract theory -
but theoretical understanding that sustains emanci
patory action. (53) 

Given that most of the authors in this volume could 
accept Baum's definition, how does one explain the 
great diversity of critical theologies in Canada today? In 
fact, many of the authors - and the editors themselves -
observe that critical theology in Canada is not a chorus 
of scholars singing from the same page. As Pamela 
Dickey Young observes in her chapter, "commitment to 
social change might be all these contributions have in 
common" (347). 

Raymond Morrow, in his excellent chapter, com
ments that Canadian critical theology is not really Frank
furt School-style critical theology, nor is it centred on 
any other philosophical school or ideology. He observes, 
as do Simon and Schweitzer elsewhere, that critical theo
logians in Canada are united not so much by what they 
share as by what they reject, that is, the overlapping 
forces of domination clustered around capitalism, 
exclusionary democracy, sexism, racism, imperialism, 
homophobia, globalization of the free-market economy, 
the mistreatment of aboriginal peoples, exploitation of 
immigrants and refugees as well as the ecological crisis. 
This opposition and the emancipatory action it inspires 
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occur in networks of solidarity. As Morrow points out, 
"the unity of this collection of theological essays ap
pears to stem primarily from its origins in Canadian
based links of activist solidarity, rather than any 
consistent or well-elaborated commitment to critical 
theology in the strong sense" (332). 

The Roots of Diversity 

Using this book as a starting point, I want to explore 
the roots of this diversity and offer suggestions as to how 
this diversity can become a source of strength rather 
than division and weakness for critical theology in 
Canada today. 

Given that critical theology is necessarily contextual 
theology (arising out of a particular concrete struggle for 
liberation), the editors of Intersecting Voices wisely be
gin with an historical overview of the development of the 
phenomenon in Canada. The first part of the book traces 
the history of critical theology in the face of the great 
transformation of Canadian society in the 1960s and 
1970s (Douglas Hall), its roots in the Protestant Social 
Gospel (Michael Bourgeois), its transformation as the 
cultural optimism of the 1960s gave way to the economic 
"pragmatism" of the 1980s and 1990s (Baum), and its 
unique development in Quebec after the Quiet Revolu
tion (Carolyn Sharp). Because of critical theology's close 
connection to feminist theology, Simon and Schweitzer 
asked Cristina Vanin and Monique Dumais to trace the 
emergence of feminist theology in anglophone Canadian 
and francophone Quebecois contexts. 

Part II of the book addresses specific themes of clas
sical theology and shows how the development of a 
critical theology challenged and changed the dominant 
discourse concerning such fundamental topics as crea
tion (Anne Marie Dalton), ecclesiology (Loraine 
MacKenzie Shepherd), scripture (David Jobling), and 
Christology (Harold Wells). Sensitivity to the ideologi
cal use of theology by those in power and a commitment 
to criticize that use led Christian thinkers to question and 
even overturn many of the tenets of classical theology 
without dismissing out of hand traditional categories 
and dogmas. 

Part ill focuses on specific "battles" or contested issues 
that gave rise to real struggles, which in turn inspired 
people to question and transform their traditions. These 
include the struggle of aboriginal peoples to resist rac
ism and marginalization (Harold Cardinal and Daryold 
Corbiere Winkler), gay and lesbian solidarity (Peggy 
Schmeiser), the protest against environmental destruction 
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(Heather Eaton), the search for food sustainability 
(Nettie Wiebe and Christopher Lind), building commu
nity in the face of globalization (Marilyn Legge), and 
ecumenical coalitions .for the forgiveness of interna
tional debt (Lee Cormie). 

Part N offers two evaluations of critical theologies in 
the Canadian context: one by sociologist Raymond Mor
row and one by feminist theologian Pamela Dickey 
Young (reprinted in this issue). 

So what to make of this diversity? Has critical theology 
in Canada become so splintered as to become incoher
ent? Have the groups for which these theologians write 
become so focused on their particular projects that they 
no longer talk to one another? Is this diversity a hopeful 
sign of a new vitality or a symptom of the collapse of 
critical theology? To answer these questions, I would ar
gue, we need to understand the sources of the diversity 
of Canadian critical theology. 

The Great Transformation 

In earlier issues of The Ecumenist, Gregory Baum has 
introduced the work of Karl Polanyi, whose 1944 classic 
The Great Transfomation is beginning to receive the 
reading it so richly deserves.2 The transformation is the 
deliberately conceived and aggressively pursued crea
tion of a human artifice, the free-market economy, a 
novum in human history. Polanyi argued that for the first 
time, people attempted to create an economic system 
disembedded from social relations. According to the lib
eral ideology, the market system had an almost unlim
ited ability to regulate itself. Markets operated according 
to laws that were conceived of as natural; they operated 
with the same indifference to human freedom, happi
ness, and motivations as did the movements of the plan
ets and stars. 

Against this project, there arose a wide variety of op
position groups, forming spontaneously around per
ceived threats to society and to the land. Polanyi calls 
this project and the resistance it inspired the "double 
movement" of the modern age. Ironically, liberals 
present the free market as natural and these attempts to 
embed the economy in social relations as artificial impo
sitions. Polanyi shows that, in fact, it is the free market 
that was consciously and aggressively constructed dur
ing the 19th century and opposition arose naturally and 
spontaneously, not guided by a single ideology but 
by a great variety of ideological, cultural, ethical, 
and religious traditions. These reactions were most often 
tied to local issues and real-life crises, such as enclosure 



of public commons, unemployment, pollution, or pov
erty. Consequently, conservatives, socialists, and even 
many liberals could all oppose the free marketers and 
call for government regulation of industry, state support 
for the victims of economic downturns, and protection 
of the land. 

From this point of view, it should come as no surprise 
that there is no consensus among opponents of the Cana
dian project to build a capitalist economy and a liberal 
democracy (that is, a democracy that has reconciled it
self to socio-economic inequality as C.B. Macpherson 
illustrated so well).3 That project, built from the "origi
nal violence" to aboriginal peoples (as Simon and 
Schweitzer point out) and formed by assumptions of pa
triarchy (as Dumais and Vanin describe) is so pervasive 
and invasive that it becomes part of the furniture. How
ever, we must point out the obvious, just because it so 
often becomes invisible to us. Given that critical theol
ogy is contextual theology, understanding the nature of 
Canadian ideological debates and socio-political crises 
is essential to comprehending the development of Cana
dian critical theology, just as studying the political con
text of post-WWII Europe and 1950s- and 1960s-Latin 
America is to understanding political theology and the 
theology of liberation respectively. 

The Diversity of Canadian Critical Theology 

Much of the theological diversity in Intersecting

Voices could be traced to the diversity of ideological po
sitions taken in opposition to the Canadian "project," 
that is, the building of a liberal-democratic/capitalist so
ciety. In the first chapters of the book, on the history of 
critical theology in Canada, Douglas Hall, Gregory 
Baum, Michael Bourgeois, and Carolyn Sharp demon
strate that Canadian religious opposition to the dominant 
discourse of liberal democracy and free-market (and 
later Keynesian, and still later neo-liberal) capitalism 
has not been rooted in any one ideological perspective or 
social movement. Yet there are ideological traditions 
that we can identify. In English Canada, the liberal free
market project has been opposed mostly by so-called 
Red Tories, whose main concern was the organic unity 
of society and the responsibility of all for all; left-liber
als whose concern for equality overcame their squeam
ishness regarding state intervention; and finally 
socialists, most of whom were not Marxists. Each of 
these traditions developed a form of Canadian national
ism to forward its social projects. 

French Quebec had its own political and ideological 
development.4 Opposition to the mainstream came from 
four quarters: conservatism expressed in Roman Catho
lic corporatism; French-Canadian and later Quebecois 
nationalism; Quiet Revolution-style Keynesi0an liberal
ism; and socialism (and in this province, socialism 
tended to be more ideological and more widely institu
tionalized than in English Canada). Because the major
ity of French Canadians were marginalized by the 
capitalist economy and disadvantaged by the 
anglophone-dominated federal state, French Quebecers 
of all ideological stripes have often identified resistance 
to the free market with national liberation. 

Ideology and Theology 

At the risk of simplifying history, I wish to argue that 
these traditions informed the political commitment of 
Canadian Christians and so we should not be surprised 
to find both political as well as theological diversity 
among them. One need only compare Gregory Baum, 
more socialist than conservative, to Douglas Hall, who 
comes to his progressive position through a George 
Grant-style conservatism. In Quebec, Fernand Dumont 
and Jacques Grand'Maison both moved to the left out of 
their conservative attachment to the Quebecois as a peo
ple, essentially insisting that a Quebecois socialism re
flect the history and aspirations of the people of Quebec 
more than abstract Marxist theory. On the other hand, 
the activists at the Centre pastorale au milieu ouvriere

(CPMO) and thinkers such as Yves Vaillancourt, 
Carolyn Sharp points out, were inspired by a more ideo
logically grounded Marxist analysis. 

Baum recalls how critical theology in the 1970s fol
lowed these divisions. In his chapter in Intersecting

Voices, he describes the Saskatoon conference on politi
cal theology was composed of thinkers from all these 
traditions. These traditional ideological perspectives, 

_ !3aum argues, were made much more complicated by the 
· relative newcomers of the 1980s and 1990s. The as
sumptions of an earlier generation were challenged by
feminists, environmentalists, aboriginal rights activists,
peace advocates, lesbian and gay rights supporter�, as
well as those working on behalf of immigrants and refu
gees, the economically marginalized regions of Canada,
and the developing world.

These newcomers were all, in turn, influenced by
the earlier divisions. For example, while Canadian
feminists could criticize socialists groups for mirroring
the mainstream's androcentrism, they often adopted
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socialist critiques of economic privilege and its ideo
logical justification to show how capitalism and sexism 
intersected. The result of this interaction was that we 
ended up with radical, liberal, and even conservative or 
maternalist feminists, as Monique Dumais and Cristina 
Vanin illustrate in their respective chapters. Similarly, 
environmentalism challenged these ideological tradi
tions, since they all ignored the damage done to the envi
ronment, promoted the maximization of production, and 
accepted the special calling of humans to make their 
own future by defining the non-human world as "re
sources" to be exploited. In turn, ecologists also divided 
along earlier ideological lines, becoming conservative 
communitarians and romantics, radical socialists (the 
red-greens), liberal sustainable-developmentalists, and 
eco-feminists. 

During the 1980s, neo-liberal forces moved into 
power in governments in America and Europe. Even so
cialist and social democratic governments found them
selves acting like neo-liberals in the face of international 
economic pressures. As the traditional left collapsed and 
other opponents of the globalized free-market began to 
fall silent, critical theology became a theology of resist
ance. Given this new context, one might well ask 
whether critical theology will survive. There is no 
certainty that it will. Many theological colleges and 
seminaries have experienced a "return to boundaries," a 
focus on the tradition without reference to modern soci
ety and the "signs of the times." 

How Will Critical Theology Survive? 

In my final remarks, I wish to offer a number of obser
vations that I would put forward as necessary steps to be 
considered in the face of the new context. 

First, critical theologians must become more aware of 
their role in resisting the dominant culture and its values. 
The churches are free and theologians need not follow the 
ideological trends of the broader Canadian society. In fact, 
religious communities have often informed these political 
movements as much as they have been influenced by 
them. In his chapter, Raymond Morrow calls thi_s the "hid
den cultural contribution" of the Canadian churches (p. 
328), the instillation of values inimical to the project of 
the absolutization of the free market. There is a need to 
remain stubbornly resistant in the face of increasing calls 
for ideological and cultural conformity. In Quebec, for 
example, the left collapsed after 1981 (the second man
date of the Parti Quebecois); however, the Catholic left 
remains a vital source of opposition to neo-liberalism. 
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Second, critical theology must remain contextual. It 
must remain connected to existing institutions, theolo
gies, symbols, and values, lest it leave the faithful 
behind. Without a connection to the wider church, criti
cal theology is likely to become decontextualized, 
abstract, and powerless. In her chapter in Intersecting 

Voices, Pamela Dickey Young illustrates how pragmatic 
critical theology must be. She teaches a course in reli
gion and women, despite her reluctance to essentialize 
women and ghettoize women studies. She does so be
cause it is useful to her community. In his chapter on 
Christology, Harold Wells follows the examples of lib
eration theologians who do not reject traditional symbols 
and categories but radicalize them. Unless critical theo
logians eschew elitism and purism, they will inevitably 
alienate their communities and ghettoize their work on 
the shelves of research libraries. While it must remain 
connected to the church, critical theology must also re
main "critical" of the systemic injustice both in society 
and in the churches themselves. While remaining criti
cal, we must continue to find forms of expression that 
draw upon the wisdom of our communities and find 
resonance in the vocabulary and values of the faithful. 

In line with Young's argument, I would like to men
tion one particular element of our church communities 
that must not be forgotten. Some of the most vital 
Christian churches in Canada are composed of immi
grants and refugees. Theologians, who most often come 
from the mainstream of Canadian society (European de
scent, middle class, etc.), must remain in dialogue with 
immigrant congregations, which too often find critical 
theology alienating. Moreover, academics will learn 
much from the wisdom of immigrant theologians who 
have worked to formulate their theologies out of their 
own experiences. 

Third, critical theology, if it is to remain contextual and 
relevant, must pay attention to the state and political soci
ety. No critical theology has reached the end of its intel
lectual journey until it connects social and cultural forms 
of domination (sexism, racism, etc.) to the political and 
economic structures of society. Social and cultural 
changes are essential, but politics (with all of its ambigui
ties and dangers) is the manner in which communities ex
press and institutionalize their values. For example, some 
ecological theologies focused so exclusively on "cosmol
ogy" that they have ignored entirely the state and the free 
market, the twin engines of economic growth and main 
source of so much ecological destruction. 



While much emphasis has been placed on global and 
local social movements, we must not forget that national 
territorial sovereignty is still the way of the world. 
Growing internationalism is made possible only by the 
decisions of powerful nation-states, an important con
sideration since local initiatives can be confined or frus
trated by state structures·. The. national level of politics is 
no less important than the global and local levels. Naturally, 
all political projects are partial, limited by self-interest, and 
potentially violent, and so critical theology must remain 
critically distant from them. However, this does not jus
tify the stratospheric absenteeism of some traditional, 
mainstream, and even post-modem theologies. 

Fourth, critical theologians must pay more attention 
to their counterparts in secular, ecumenical, and 
interfaith groups. The strength of this book is its focus on 
the "intersections" between communities, churches, and 
traditions. As Christopher Lind and Joe Mihevc 
illustrated in their 1994 book, Coalitions for Justice, 

critical Christian movements are most effective when 
people reach across denominational boundaries. Critical 
theology must mirror this model, promoting ecumenism 
for justice. There is also a need to connect to secular so
cial justice movements. Sharp and Dumais show how 
Quebec Roman Catholic groups most often form effec
tive coalitions with secular labour unions, feminist or
ganizations, or anti-poverty groups. Today, there is a 
need to connect to the growing communities of Jews, 
Muslims, Buddhists, Hindus, Sikhs, practitioners of Chi
nese religion, and others. Movements that parallel criti
cal theology are to be found in every major faith 
tradition. 5 We cannot assume that immigrants are all con
servative or that these traditions have not developed 
critical theologies or cosmologies of their own. 
Interfaith dialogue between critical voices in all these 
communities is essential. 

Finally, critical theologians must make a conscious 
effort to foster a new unity among themselves. As the 
editors of Intersecting Voices point out, injustice today is 
multi-faceted. No one form of injustice predominates. 
Consequently, critical theologians must integrate the 
insights of the various critical theologies. The matrix of 
oppression and injustice needs to be confronted with a 

complex, multi-layered analysis and critique. Yet this 
complexity rests on a fairly simple "first act," solidarity 
with the victims. Raymond Morrow reminds critical 
theologians of Emmanuel Levinas' statement: "It is only 
by ethically responding to the evil inflicted upon my 
fellow human beings that I become fully human " (336). 
A critical perspective begins with an awakening to the 
experience of the suffering of the hated or forgotten 
"other." It is a simple act, but it is not easy given the 
powerful cultural symbols and ideological constructs 
that justify the suffering of the "other." It is God's grace 
that awakens people to the reality of evil. They respond 
first with shock and anger but then with agape expressed 
as solidarity with the victims. This simple act underlies 
the complexity and diversity of the myriad critical the
ologies. It is this commitment to the "preferential option 
for the poor" that unites critical theologies and is the cor
nerstone of their resistance in these times. While the 
various voices within critical theology may at times 
sound like a cacophony instead of a symphony, the base
line of social, political, economic, and environmental 
justice is a constant rhythm to which we may all appeal. 

David Seljak 
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The Future of Critical Theologies in Canada 

Since the 1970s, The Ecumenist has been synonymous with 

critical theology. Consequently, we are very pleased that 

Derek Simon and Don Schweitzer have recently published 

Intersecting Voices: Cntical Theologies in a Land of Diversity 

/Ottawa: Novalis. 2004). a collection of articles that provide 

an overview of the history and diversity of critical theologies 

done in the Canadian context. Because such a volume ap

pears so infrequently. we decided to use Intersecting Voices 

as a means of exploring the future of critical theology in 

Canada. We asked Dor-i Schweitzer, one of the editors. to 

suggest where critical theologies in Canada might go next. 

The following is his response. 

I
n our co

�
ed�ted volume, b�ters�cting Voices: Critical

Theologies ma Land of Diversity, Derek Simon and I 
intended to give "a representation of cr itical theologies 
in a land of diversity: their past contribution, present fo
cus, and future orientation" (12). We hoped to outline the 
contribution of cr itical theologies in Canada, one that 
has been substantial even though diffuse and sporadic. 
As editors we thought it was time for a collection that 
pulled together the work of authors from different oen-

o 

erations pursuing critical theology in different places 
and in relation to different issues. We hoped our book 
would further the development of critical theologies in 
Canada. It is important to note that, despite the book's 
size, the work of only some of the many critical theolo
gians work ing in Canada could be included. As we 
acknowledge in our introduction, Intersecting Voices is 
only "partially representative" of cr itical theologies in 
Canada at present. 

The Diversity of Critical Theologies 

At the 2004 Annual Meeting of the Canadian Theo
logical Society, a panel dedicated to Intersecting Voices 
raised the issue of the diversity of the contributions to the 
book. 1 David Seljak noted that one source of this diversity 
was the different ideological traditions in Canada that 
function as lenses through which gospel imperatives are 
related to the present. Without denying this, I would like 
to examine the more strictly theological sources of this 
diversity. All the contributors share some form of commit
ment to uncovering what Gregory Baum has called "the 
emancipatory meaning of the Christian Gospel."2 This 
shared commitment pr ovides an underlying unity to the 
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book. It is also the central cause of the book's diversity, 
which arises in part from the interaction between this 
core belief in the emancipatory meaning of the gospel 
and different forms of oppression that critical theologies 
address. In order to unf

o

ld the emancipatory meaning of 
the gospel, one must know the sufferings and oppressions 
of people in a given time and place as well as their 
causes. One cannot work with abstract generalizations. 
This means that critical theologies necessarily become 
contextual and this contextuality creates a centrifugal 
force that leads critical theologies to become increas
ingly diverse, as different experiences of oppression give 
rise to different understandings of the gospel and the use 
of different theoretical approaches.3 

The pol itical theology of Johann Baptist Metz, Jurgen 
Moltmann, and Dorothee Soelle, developed in dialogue 
with Marxism in post-World War II Germany, helped 
inspire Latin American liberation theology. These 
helped inspire black and feminist theologies, which ad
dressed forms of oppression that were not economically 
based. This required supplementing Marxist analysis 
with other theoretical categories. Feminist and black 
theologies in turn helped inspire womanist, mujerista, 
and gay and lesbian theologies. In Korea, minjung theol
ogy developed through the 1970s and 80s, partly in
spired by other movements, but also by indigenous 
traditions and concerns. As these different critical the
ologies emerged, so did new issues, like the ecological 
crisis and globalization. 

As liberation theologians have argued, European po
litical theology could not be simply transplanted to Latin 
America because the sufferings and oppressions in this 
context were different from those being discussed in 
Europe. While the German political theologian Jurgen 
Moltmann was asking "What does it mean to recall the 
God who was crucified in a society whose official creed 
is optimism, and which is knee-deep in blood?",4 the 
Latin-American liberation theologian Gustavo Gutierrez 
asked "How are we to speak of God in face of the suffer
ing of the innocent" and to the non-person?5 This atten
tion to the concrete aspects of the suffering and 
oppression experienced by different peoples has been a 
major factor in the explosion in the diversity of critical 
theologies. 



The diversity of critical theologies also springs 
from the complexity of any given context. In Canada, no 
one form of oppression overshadows all others. Instead, 
multiple forms of oppression and marginalization strike 
people differently depending on who and where they are. 
Consequently the analysis of social sin in Canada "will 
inevitably be complex.'-'6 This also means that most 
Canadians will have multi-layered and even contradic
tory identities. Many are simultaneously oppressors in 
one sense and oppressed in another.7 Therefore, critical 
theologies must resist the temptation to reduce the gospel 
to any one meaning. Rather than understanding the sav
ing significance of Jesus simply as his moral influence,8 

critical theologies will also have to understand Jesus, for 
example, as offering liberation through forgiveness and 
justification by grace in relation to identities deeply 
mired in colonial pasts and on-going racism, as offering 
recognition and assurance of self-worth in the face of sex
ism or homophobia, and as offering hope and meaning in 
the face of the threat of annihilation present in the eco
logical crisis. This diversity of forms of oppression and 
suffering means that critical theologies, already diverse 
in relation to each other, must also be internally complex. 
This brings us to a theological cause of this diversity. 

God's Holiness and Diversity 

The centrifugal impulses that lead critical theolo
gies to become diverse through interaction with their 
contexts have a major source in the holiness of God, 
which drives towards the wholeness of creation.9 This 
drive creates an eschatological hope looking to the 
future overcoming of all evils. Consequently, the gospel 
does not have one, limited, emancipatory meaning. It 
does not proclaim liberation to some and not others, or 
liberation from only some forms of oppression. It Cqilllot 
be restricted to one dimension of life, one form of op
pression, or one context. This was recognized in the 
political theology of J.B. Metz when he called for the de
privatization of theology, 10 for attention to the structural 
forms of sin over against a concentration on individual 
concerns. The gospel has emancipatory meaning for all 
dimensions of life and all people, though not in the same 
way for each. For example, it has emancipatory meaning 
not just for the oppressed, but also in relation to the guilt 
and isolation of the oppressors. 

The holiness of God working towards the whole
ness of creation creates a centrifugal force leading to 
diversity in critical theologies, for it pushes us towards 
an efficacious encounter with each form of suffering, 
exclusion, and domination. Every encounter with a 

different form of suffering creates a diversification in 
critical theology. The suf fering of African-Americans 
could not be addressed by European political theology 
or Latin American liberation theology. Once the suffer
ing of African-Americans became named in its concrete
ness, black theology was needed to speak to it. As the 
holiness of God pushes towards concretely engaging the 
sufferings found in other contexts, critical theologies 
tend to become more diverse as differences between 
contexts surface. One observes this in the development 
traced earlier: the critical impulses of political, libera
tion, and feminist theologies helped give rise to others 
that picked up on differences and oppressions unat
tended to or insufficiently thematized by their predeces
sors. 

These new theologies often enter into debates with 
their predecessors, as happened between Latin 
American liberation theologians and German political 
theologians during the 1970s. This kind of debate was 
also present at the CTS panel in Winnipeg. Debate is a 
sign of difference, but also of an underlying unity. Peo
ple only debate when they differ over something that 
each cares about. Debate itself is a form of communion. 
Despite their differences, the critical theologies in Inter

secting Voices are united in a desire to lift up and draw 
out the emancipatory meaning of the gospel. Paradoxi
cally, this underlying unity is at the same time a source 
of their diversity. 

Where to from Here? 

If Intersecting Voices is at all representative of critical 
theologies in Canada at present, some answers as to 
"where to from here" can be found throughout the book. 
I would like to make a few suggestions by returning to 
the issue of unity and diversity in critical theologies. 

An important question for critical thought in a colonial 
context, when the assumed point of reference is generally 
elsewhere, is "Where is here?"11 The chapters in Inter

secting Voices demonstrate that Canadian critical theolo
gians have become adept at asking this. In fact, their 
differences stem partly from theologians asking this 
question in a serious way. While this diversity is a sign of 
maturity, it has problematic aspects. CritiC'al ·theologies 
are oriented towards effecting social change. This re
quires a unity of purpose and expression. Here diversity 
becomes problematic if not counter-balanced by a unity 
facilitating coordinated action. Fortunately, there are also 
centripetal forces that work to create unity in the midst of 
diversity. 
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One centripetal force originates from the same inter
action between the emancipatory commitment of critical 
theologies and new contexts and forms of experience 
that help give rise to their diversity. The injustices criti
cal theologies protest are not read directly off of experi
ence. They are perceived through an interpretive 
framework. 12 For critical theologies, this interpretative 
framework derives from the liberative message of the 
gospel, mediated through various ideological traditions. 
Through this, critical theologians derive notions of jus
tice, sin, and righteousness through which they interpret 
what is experienced in different contexts. Drawing on 
Hans-George Gadamer's work on the role of horizons in 
human understanding, we can refer to these notions of 
justice, sin, and righteousness as "horizonal notions." 13 

They enable understanding by providing a framework 
for our interpretation of experiences. We have already 
seen how notions of God's holiness and God's intentions 
for creation provide the impetus for critical theologies 
and lead them to become diverse. As critical theologies 
develop in relation to previously unthematized forms of 
oppression and as they begin to integrate new theories, 
their horizonal notions of sin and justice that helped lead 
to these engagements come up for question, reassess
ment, and re-formulation. Questions like why one pur
sues a critical task, what one hopes to achieve, and what 
is the source of one's hope come to the surface. This is 
evident in Dietrich Bonhoeffer's question ''Who is Jesus 
Christ for us today?" 14 These kinds of questions create· a 
centripetal force directed back towards the centre or ori
gin of both critical concern and Christian identity in the 
gospel. 

This can be seen in feminist theology, for instance, in 
the work of Elizabeth Johnson and Catherine LaCugna 
on the Trinity 15 or in Serene Jones' reading of Calvin 
and Luther in light of questions and concerns arising 
from feminist theory and women's experience. 16 It can 
also be seen in Gutierrez turning to read the Book of Job 
in light of the sufferings of the poor in Latin America, 17 

or Mark Lewis Taylor studying the historical Jesus in 
light of the punitive regime of lockdown Ameijca. 18 As 
the holiness of God creates a centrifugal force leading 
to exploring the emancipatory meaning of the gospel in 
relation to new issues and contexts, this exploration 
raises questions about hope, meaning, and identity that 
act as centripetal forces directing attention back 
towards the centre of Christian faith. This dynamic has 
been described in terms of movements "ad extra," out
wards, and "ad intra," inwards, 19 or seeking relevance 
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and identity.20 The centrifugal movement directed 
outwards which arises from the holiness of God gives 
rise through interaction with a given context to a cen
tripetal movement directed back inwards towards the 
source of hope and critique. 

Hope Against Evil 

This centripetal movement is necessary for critical 
theologies to address radical evil in the modem world. 
The radical opposition to God in modem structures of 
sin requires critical theologies to articulate both tran
scendent and immanent principles of expectation21 as the 
basis of their hope that these evils can be overcome. The 
holiness of God not only drives towards the wholeness 
of creation. It is also the transcendent principle of expec
tation, the ultimate source of hope that empowers resist
ance against evil. This means that as critical theologies 
become more diverse through encounters with new con
texts, they also become involved in struggles over the 

nature of Christian identity, for the source and legiti
macy of their critique and hope lie ultimately in the 

gospel, the revelation of God's transcendent love in the 
life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

Consequently, new concerns - such as the ecological 
crisis - frequently demand not only new understandings 
of justice, but also a renewed understanding of God. 
This centripetal force means that critical theologies do 
not simply dissolve into a diversity of competing moral 
demands. They are forced to become concerned with the 
theological truth claims of the Christian faith tradition. 
This tends to create unity amongst critical theologies in 
the midst of diversity. 

If this is true, where is this centripetal movement and 
with it the unity of diverse critical theologies at a doctri
nal level in Intersecting Voices? In this collection, and 
perhaps in critical theologies in Canada today, this cen
tripetal tendency is more conspicuous in its absence than 
its presence. But one can discern it in several of the 
chapters in the second section of Intersecting Voices. For 
example, David Jobling challenges critical theologians 
to tum in this direction by engaging with contemporary 
readings of the Bible, rather than simply relying on 

horizonal notions derived from past readings.22 Given 
this, the movement ad intra towards the centre of Chris
tian theological traditions is not evident in many chap
ters of Intersecting Voices. One way in which critical 
theologies in Canada may need to move forward is by 
devoting increased attention in this direction to the doc
trinal sources of critique and hope. 



A second source of centripetal movement in critical 
theologies was evident in the massive demonstrations at 
the World Trade Organization meeting in Seattle in 1999. 
As critical theologians pursue their work in one context or 
in regard to one set of issues, they frequently discover that 
the injustices they are concerned with are intertwined 
with others, and that their concerns are shared by those 
pursing different agendas. The complexity of Canadian 
societies means that pursing justice here on one issue fre
quently involves confronting other issues as well. There 
are links between children's hunger and women's rights 
as well as between poverty and environmental exploita
tion. As critical issues are pursued in an open-ended way, 
commonalities often surface and coalitions and working 
relationships develop. Thus in Seattle in 1999, representa
tives of the World Trade Organization found themselves 
surrounded by representatives of a host of different social 
movements and civil society organizations, which, for all 
their diversity, found common cause in opposing the neo
liberal agenda of the WT0.23 The intertwining of various 
forms of injustice creates centripetal forces in social 
movements and critical theologies that can help diverse 
groups to form united fronts. This form of centripetal 
force is more evident in Intersecting Voices24 than the 
former, which operates on a more doctrinal level. 

The Persistence of Difference 

A chorus-like unity amongst critical theologies is not 
to be expected or welcomed. As David Seljak notes, criti
cal theologies are shaped not only by the interface of the 
emancipatory meaning of the gospel with different con
texts, but also by the ideological prisms through which we 
interpret such words as sin, injustice, freedom, and libera
tion. The diversity of ideological commitments informing 
critical theologies in Canada are not likely to decrl?ase in 
the near future. Moreover, as noted above, the Christian 
theological tradition and its sacred scriptures are them
selves internally pluralistic. While there are centripetal 
forces in critical theology that may increase doctrinal or 
even organizational unity from time to time, diversity will 
always remain, and with it the task of creating solidarity 
amongst different groups and interests. Perhaps the ques
tion is not so much where is the unity, but what kind of 
diversity do we want amongst critical theologies? Devel
oping a politically effective unity among critical thinkers 
and social movements is only partly a rational task. Ulti
mately the needed solidarity is a moral achievement,25 a 
gift given and empowered by God. In light of this, critical 
theologians need to consider whether the events in which 
they participate and the way these are structured foster the 

kind of intellectual exchange, clear communication, and 
dialogue that helps create solidarity amongst different in
terests. 

I have argued that the diversity of Canadian critical 
theology stems in part from the various real-world com
mitments of theologians and activists. This diversity al
lows us to throw ourselves back into the world of politics 
and social change. It is noteworthy that while critical the
ologies in Canada generally seek radical social change 
and decry the implicit and explicit violence of dominant 
economic and cultural interests, none advocate a turn to 
violence in response. The critical theologies present in In

tersecting Voices all presuppose working for radical social 
change through democratic means, that is, through dia
logue and solidarity rather than through violence. This 
raises questions about the nature of Canadian democracy. 
What elements of our democracy does the emancipatory 
meaning of the gospel inspire us to criticize or embrace? 
How has radical social change been achieved here in the 
past, and how might it be achieved in the future? Critical 
theologians need to study the nature and functioning of 
Canadian democracy in order to further their own agenda 
of working for a greater justice and a deeper peace by 
democratic means. 

Don Schweitzer 

Don Schweitzer is McDougald Professor of Theology at St. Andrew's 
College in Saskatoon. 
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continued from p. 23 

In section two, Chua demonstrates how democracy, 
when added to an economically unstable region, actually 
serves to foster ethno-nationalism, anti-market resistance 
movements, civil war, and, in extreme cases, genocide. 
One of the more benign examples of the democratic back
lash against the market includes the case of Hugo 
Chavez's "Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela" (142-45). 
Citing Moises Nairn, former Venezuelan Minister of 
Trade and Industry, and current editor of Foreign Policy, 

Chua outlines how Chavez has been able to garner popu
lar support for his left-wing, anti-imperialist (read: anti
American) party by appealing to his Indigenous roots as 
an "Indian from Barillas." In practice, Chavez's ethno-na
tionalistic identity has enabled him to develop such a 
strong bond with the poor majority that it enabled him to 
withstand a 2002 coup, which, Chua notes for good meas
ure, was hailed by the Bush White House as a "victory for 
democracy." At the more violent and deadly end of this 
kind of ethno-nationalist backlash are the cases of Robert 
Mugabe's government-backed killings of white farmers 
in Zimbabwe, Suharto's rampage against the East 
Timorese, and violent outbreaks in the Great Lakes re
gions of Africa against crony capitalism. My one criticism 
is that Chua fails to address in any depth the role of reli
gion in these ethno-nationalist resistance movements - a 
serious, though not uncommon, oversight in assessments 
of international politics. 

In section three, Chua explores how market-domi
nated minorities in the West have themselves turned to 
ethno-nationalistic resistance. Her chapter ''The Under
side of Western Free Market Democracy" should be read 
by every CEO, business consultant, economist, and 
policymaker in North America. While some of her critics 
will undoubtedly chide her for finding the worst in Western 
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free market democracy, the general point that she makes 
is correct: the free market has catalyzed the erosion of the 
democratic spirit by alienating large S\Yaths of Western 
societies, including Blacks, Jews, Mestizos, Amerindians, 
and Muslims. Unlike some critics of globalization, Chua 
does propose general policy directions for the US govern
ment. At the heart of these is the cautionary principle that 
America must not act as the world's imperial master, but 
should conduct itself with restraint, even to the point of 
risking short-term self-interest for the common good. To 
her credit, Chua avoids a type of reductionism that says all 
modern ethnic conflict, genocide, war, and other forms of 
international violence are rooted in malevolent market 
forces. Indeed, she's no model for the new left. 

Remarkably, Chua's argument echoes the work of 
critical theologians such as Gregory Baum, Ulrich 
Duchrow, Heino Falcke, Rosemary Radford Ruether, 
Jtirgen Moltmann, Dorothee Solle, Gustavo Gutierrez and 
Otto Maduro - names that are familiar to readers of The 

Ecumenist. Like these critical theologians, she recognizes 
that the emancipatory projects of the Enlightenment, in
cluding democracy, must not be judged by how marvel
lously they free the lives of those who control our modern 
societies. Rather, y..,e need to judge their effectiveness by 
how they affect the lives of peoples living on the margins 
of society. We need tci examine their unintended conse
quences. Though apparently unaware of the religious 
sources of much of the opposition to globalization, Chua 
reminds us that there are important voices of resistance 
from a variety of communities. And as David Seljak has 
suggested in his review of Intersecting Voices, what unites 
these voices is the baseline of justice. 

Scott Kline 



Moving Critical Theologies from Descriptive 
Discourses into Constructive Spaces 
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W
riting the final chapter in a book of such wide
ranging scope as Intersecting Voices: Critical 

Theologies in a Land of Diversity is something of a 
daunting task. The book itself is a vast accomplishment 
and a testimony to the sheer volume of theological work 
in Canada that aligns itself, in one way or another, with 
the tradition of critical theology as defined by Gregory 
Baum. Baum's definition of critical theology is "theo
logical reflection on the emancipatory meaning of the 
Christian gospel...grounded in an emancipatory com
mitment embracing in solidarity the victims of society" 
(pp. 52-53). Critical theology "uncovers society's struc
tured injustices and explores God's summons to com
passion and solidarity" and offers "theoretical under
standing that sustains emancipatory action" (p. 53). It is 
the reflective aspect of praxis that provides a "complex 
analysis of oppression, subjugation and alienation" 
(p. 58). 

Considering the number and calibre of Canadians 
working in theology in a wide variety of different ways, 
one can only be hopeful for the future of Christian theol
ogy in Canada. All of these individuals are, in one way or 
another, committed to social change and to taking seri
ously the contexts of those who have hitherto been op
pressed or marginalized. All of the authors in the book 
embrace the idea that Christian theology should be a tool, 
or agent, for sod.al change that would benefit the every
day lives of those who are oppressed or marginalized in 
Canadian and global society. Certainly this signals that 
Christian theology in Canada has come a long way from 
the not-too-distant past when European theologies that 
separated thought from action were simply plucked and 
transplanted to Canada root, stem, and branches. 

That said, however, commitment to social change might 
be all these contributions have in common, considering the 

variety of approaches to the topics that were suggested 
and the theological methods used to investigate those 
topics. In using the term "method," I mean an answer to 
this question: By what criteria, if any, does one deter
mine what counts as an adequate or acceptable Christian 
theology? Thus, the question of the sources of theologi
cal thinking and the norms by which it is to be judged are 
paramount when one is examining theological method. 

The editors recognized that critical theologies in 
Canada need to be set in context, so they wisely commis
sioned some historical essays to do just that. The first 
section, Historical Trends, is followed by a section enti
tled Theological Themes. The final section is called 
Contextual Issues. I must admit to curiosity as to why, in 
a book on critical theologies, sections on theological 
themes and contextual issues are separated. The authors 
themselves, of course, do not really separate these two, 
for all the chapters in these two final sections pay atten
tion to both theological themes and specific contextual 
locations and issues. 

Every one of the contributions is a thoughtful reflec
tion on the topics chosen by the editors. Douglas Hall, 
Michael Bourgeois, Gregory Baum, Carolyn Sharp, 
Cristina Vanin, and Monique Dumais set the historical 
context for the present moment. These essays provide an 
amazing amount of historical material that will be an in
valuable resource for individuals who study theology in 
Canada. In terms of the theological method used by 
these authors, however, each one employs historical 
methods to present their data using, for the most part, the 
genre of recounting. 

Hall offers hope - of a modest sort - and proclaims 
the end of grand optimism for society or Christianity. He 
looks for the transformation of churches, by which he 
means coming to terms with the disestablishment of the 
Church as an imperialistic force aligned wi{h empire. He 
embraces a theological move that provides more holistic 
treatments of Christian faith than he takes liberation the
ologies to be. By this I think he means looking for theolo
gies that speak to the whole body of Christians, not just 
the underside. He argues that we need more historical, 
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biblical, and doctrinal awareness within the churches so 
that individuals have the tools necessary for a more so

phisticated theological analysis than is commonly done 
at present. 

Bourgeois presents some of the historical precursors 
of critical theology in Canada, in particular the Fellow
ship for a Christian Social Order, where conversations 
with social and economic theory arose. Baum, in addi
tion to giving helpful definitions of critical theology, 
provides the reader with a first-hand account of the de
velopment of critical theologies in Canada. 

Sharp and Dumais concentrate on the Quebec con
text, which is one way in which Canada contrasts 
sharply with its neighbours in the United States. Sharp 
discusses the Quiet Revolution, where a notion of col
lective spirituality was lost as Quebec Roman Catholics 
stopped following the directives of the Church and often 
stopped attending church entirely. She finds hope in 
Catholic action movements that call for justice and so
cial change. She sees in the current moment a theology 
of resistance in Quebec that embraces an option for the 
poor. Although grounded in the gospel, this is more plu
ralistic than liberation theology and more willing to cre

ate alliances with the Church than had been true earlier. 
Dumais describes the multidisciplinary context of 

feminist theologies in Quebec. These feminist theolo
gies have invented new models for theology drawing on 

women's experiences and rewriting texts and symbols. 
She notes, for example, that Dieue was created by 
"L'autre Parole" in Quebec as a new theological word. 
Vanin presents English-Canadian feminist theologies as 
critical feminist theologies that "emerge from reflection 
that is focused on the experiences of women, especially 
their experience of Christian faith" (p. 97). 

Then the chapters turn to specific topics in theology -
Creation (Anne Marie Dalton), Scripture (David 
Jobling), Christology (Harold Wells), and Ecclesiology 
(Loraine Mackenzie Shepherd). It is no· surprise that 
these authors are wide-ranging in their views and meth
odological approaches. This means that they differ 
greatly in the ways in which they weigh the sources and 
norms of a critical theology. 

Dalton looks at creation through the idea of liberative 

praxis and asks what ideas of creation support a notion 
of liberative praxis. She sees theology not as separate 
from, but in relation to, secular rhetorics. 

Jobling's chapter on scripture alludes to, but does not 
engage, emancipation. He notes that theology has not 
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taken account of biblical studies as much as it should, nor 

is theology as willing to be fluid as is biblical studies. 
This leads me to question how a theologian might use 
scripture in ways that are both fluid and emancipatory. 

Wells' chapter on Christology helpfully acknowl
edges its dual methodological allegiances to both critical 
theology and a theology of faith seeking understanding. 
For Wells, Jesus Christ, not just any view of Jesus but 
the Jesus who opts for the poor, is the primary norm and 
centre for critical theology. Thus, he sees a dynamic 
unity between Jesus and the emancipation of the 
oppressed as norms of Christian theology. His Jesus has 
power to inspire human action against oppression. Ac

cording to Wells, the only adequate Christologies are 
those that can answer to "the critical questions that arise 
from social analysis and feminist theory - and from po
litical experience in its broadest sense" (p. 182). 
Although methodologically aware, Wells does not really 
focus on how the critical questions that arise from the 
oppressed might actually influence his choice of the par
ticular Jesus he chooses as his norm. 

Shepherd points to the tendency of the mainstream 
Protestant churches to privilege the privileged. She ar
gues that in this postcolonial situation, the Church needs 
to adapt to its loss of status and power and to open itself 
to those on the margins. She thinks that church communi

ties need "to gain trust in the validity of their own state
ments of belief and interpretations of scripture" (p. 147). 
While Shepherd's method is an attempt to integrate a 
postfoundational moment into theological discourse, it is 
not clear what happens when the community's interpreta
tions are sexist, racist, or homophobic. 

In the section on contextual issues, Harold Cardinal 
writes about First Nations sovereignty and native libera
tion; Daryold Corbiere Winkler about First Nations, the 
churches, and reconciliation; and Peggy Schmeiser 
about gay and lesbian solidarities. Other contributions 
come from Heather Eaton, writing about ecological cri
ses; Nettie Wiebe and Chris Lind, about food 
sustainability; Marilyn Legge, about community and 
globalization; and Lee Cormie, about the Canadian Ecu
menical Jubilee Initiative. 

Cardinal raises questions from the underside about 
Aboriginal sovereignty that point out how Aboriginal 
traditions should be data for a critical Christian theol
ogy. Winkler advocates dialogue between First Nations 
and Christian churches. Schmeiser advocates an explic
itly postmodem queer spirituality where no norms are 



-----

drawn explicitly from the Christian tradition and every
thing can be challenged and contested. 

Eaton chronicles an "eclectic assortment of efforts" 
in ecotheologies in Canada. She provides a discussion of 
critical theology as it begins from experience. Critical 
theology demonstrates how location affects one's ap
proach to a subject; it espouses a preferential option for 
poor, and it is socially engaged and attends to a dialectic 
of theory and practice. She sees two main tasks of 
ecotheology: first, to be a religious voice in the environ
mental movement and, second, to convince Christian 
constituents that ecology is a religious issue. Although 
she evaluates, rather than constructs, her own 
ecotheology, she provides helpful pointers for ways that 
ecotheologies might be more attuned to the aims of criti
cal theology. 

Wiebe provides a narrative of justice networks - net
works working for empowerment, dignity, care for the 
earth, control of food production, and fair economics -
with at least some of those involved taking inspiration 
from the gospel. Lind reflects theologically on this nar
rative. Together they demonstrate a method of theologi
cal reflection on action using the categories of church, 
society, and strategy. 

Legge notes how religious communities display a 
wide diversity of approaches to the oppressed and 
marginalized. She is wary of the dangers in postmodem 
fragmentation that might mean that Christians will lose a 
connection to the wider world, and she provides a model 
of critical thinking about community that questions as
sumptions underlying customary patterns. For Legge, 
globalization erodes community. "Globalization draws a 
vision of unlimited wealth and success for all, but erases 
particular identities, cultures, and species" (p. 294). 
Christian groups can join others in resisting globaliza
tion by building communities of solidarity and resist
ance. Cormie tells the story of the Canadian Ecumenical 
Jubilee Initiative (CEJI), one example of what Legge 
was seeking. He shows how the CEJI, even though 
short-lived, adopted a critical theology that linked 
theory and praxis. 

In terms of theological method, virtually all the chap
ters in the book depend on some sort of contextual 
analysis of a particular situation or set of situations as a 
way to pose certain problematics for theological 
thought. And all the contributors agree that any theology 
that contributes to oppression or marginalization is not an 
adequate Christian theology. Many invoke experiences as 

both a source of theological reflection and a norm for 
judging its adequacy, but they show diversity of opinion 
on how to draw on or use such experiences. Conversely 
put, Christian theology should liberate. Not all the con
tributors agree about how ( or even if) one should invoke 
the Christian tradition in critical theology. For Wells, for 
example, something from the Christian tradition - in this 
case, Jesus interpreted a particular way - functions as 
the centre and norm. For Schmeiser, for example, a criti
cal theology's connection to the Christian tradition 
should be more fluid. Certainly the authors were not 
asked to conform to any rigid reading of critical theo
logical method. 

Critical Theologies in Canada 

This collection spends a lot of time looking at the 
past. And, as Raymond Morrow points out, not many of 
the authors engage the problematic of the interaction be
tween critical theologies and the various moves in 
postmodernism and post-structuralism. This may prove 
one of the greatest challenges to the foundationalisms 
that are often represented here and from which many ar
guments for the liberation of the oppressed proceed. 

I certainly am no more omniscient or competent to 
chart the future than any of the other authors represented 
in the book. Furthermore, although I have been fully 
committed to theology as an enterprise for liberation, I 
have never actually identified myself as a critical theolo
gian in the way in which Baum uses the term. I think of 
myself as a feminist theologian insofar as I have used the 
lens of being a woman to explore both the oppressions 
that Christianity has fostered and the potential for social 
change that at least certain versions of Christianity 
might offer. 

I recognize and take seriously postmodem claims that 
categories of analysis, such as the tradition, are humanly 
and culturally constructed and that neither the subject 
nor the object of any thought process is static and fixed. 
I also take seriously the diversities among human beings 
that make it difficult to make theoretical claims for hu
man beings in general, women, or persons of colour. 
That said, I think there is validity in a strategic essential
ism (Jones, 2000, pp. 43-44) that is not wtlling to give 
up a firm, if fluid, place to stand and to use as a marker to 
analyze theories and viewpoints for their adequacy. Stra
tegic essentialism examines the political and social ef
fect of a theory to measure the theory's usefulness. 
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With regard to theological method, then, my use of 
strategic essentialism would recognize the diversity of 
people's experiences, but I would not fragment humanity 

into solipsistic communities of one person per commu
nity. Human beings, or even humans and non-humans, 
might be grouped together for the purpose of analysis -
for example, women - and for the purpose of making 

common cause in social change. I would also use strate
gic essentialism to argue that certain kinds of metaphysi
cal argument are useful, while still understanding that no 

single description of the world is the only possible, nor 
probably the only adequate, description. 

It is no surprise that any reading of the Christian texts 
and tradition is contested within what calls itself the 
Christian tradition. I do not think that this means that we 

cannot posit our own views of what should constitute the 
normative strand of that tradition, and, with Harold 

Wells, for example, I would name that normative strand 
as a liberating one that is dependent on a specific reading 
of Jesus. 

Thus, I think one can take seriously the critiques of 
postmodernism and still maintain what to me is most im
portant about critical theologies - their commitment to 
foster liberation and fullness of life for those who are 
marginalized. The future of critical theologies will have 

to take seriously whatever new theories present them
selves without losing sight of the pragmatic aim to foster 
fullness of life for those for whom this has often been 
compromised. 

For the remainder of this chapter, I chart some begin
nings that I have made in trying to further the theological 
enterprise in a way that is continuous with critical the
ologies and also try to take account of some of the 
postmodem critiques of such theologies. I have been 
somewhat critical in this chapter of those who talk 
about, rather than constructing, theologies. Because of 
this I attempt at least the beginnings of construction on 
one specific set of themes: sex, gender, and creation. 

Sex and Gender as Categories 

In Christianity much has seemed to depend on the 
division of humanity into males and females. From this 
sexual division, specific ways of being and acting in the 
world were thought to follow. 

First-wave feminists- late 19th and early 20th centu
ries - sought the full participation of women in society 
partly because of a search for equal rights and, thus, be
gan to raise the question of how assumed gender roles 

could be modified. But first-wave feminism tended 
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largely to take sex and gender as synonymous - women 

were, following from their biological properties, specifi
cally suited to certain tasks, such as nurturing and edu

cating young children. They were the guardians of 
morality. The advantage of women's participation was 

often thought to be that it would raise the general moral 
tenor of public life. Women's roles in the family could 
be extended to society in general. 

When second-wave feminism arose in the 1960s, 

many feminists rejected the notion that their biology 

provided their socio-political destiny and began to ar
gue that the gender roles that were assigned according 
to biology were socially constructed, not naturally 

given. That is, women's traditional choices of profes
sions such as teaching and nursing or their traditional 
roles as maintainers of households were tied to social 
expectation rather than natural ability. Thus, gender be
came a separate idea from sex. Whereas sex was a bio

logical given, gender, which presupposed sex, was a 
construction that tended to give males advantages over 

females. And, as a construction, gender roles were not 
only malleable, they should be changed so that women 
were given access to all the rights and privileges en
joyed by men. 

Within the fields of theology and religious studies, 

Rosemary Radford Ruether (1983) is famous for, among 

other things, pointing to the bifurcated dualisms, or divi

sion into two categories, which are common in Christian 
thought and tend to put males on the dominant side of 
these dualisms. For example, men are identified with 
mind and soul, which are privileged over body, with 

which women are identified. Men tend to be identified 
with culture and women with nature. Ruether's analysis 
of these dualisms leads us to see them as socially con

structed conventions with serious social and political re
percussions for the status and roles of women in church 

and society. 
Thus, for many years within the feminist study of 

Christianity the dominant approach has been to argue 
that gender roles� since they are socially constructed, can 
be reconstructed so that women have access to the vari
ous ecclesiastical and social roles they were traditionally 
denied. This would overcome the notion of inferiority of 
the female sex because of certain supposed gender char
acteristics. We have come a long way, especially in the 

sphere of public action, beyond the notion that some 

public roles are suitable for men but not for women. One 
of the major theoretical changes this has made in feminist 
thinking is that the terms "masculine" and "feminine" 
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ceased to be used in feminist discourse to describe inher

ent characteristics of males and females. Most feminist 

analysis in North America has abandoned these terms 

entirely because they have tended to reinforce stere

otyped gender roles. Thus, I would not, for example, 

speak of a man as being in touch with his feminine side, 

because in my view that reinforces certain notions of 

manhood and womanhood as natural ways of being that 

are only sometimes partaken of by the opposite sex. 

Gender categories, then, became malleable. Nurtur

ing was no longer a female or feminine characteristic; it 

could be demonstrated by males as well. Women could 

show their ability for leadership and political toughness, 

especially in making hard decisions. 

In most Protestant churches in the 1960s and 1970s, 

women began to be ordained or were ordained in signifi

cant numbers. Feminist theologies began to portray God 

as gendered in both male and female terms. They enter

tained questions about whether Jesus' maleness made a 

difference to the salvation of women and about how 

women's experiences made a difference to theology. 

What we did not do, for the most part - whether as 

feminist theologians or as theologians generally - was to 

question our basic assumptions about sex. However we 

recognized the construction of gender roles, they still 

depended on a notion of the bifurcation of humanity into 

male and female sexes. The assumption of bifurcation 

seems so self-evident that it is even difficult, perhaps, to 

see the actual issue in this discussion. 

Let me put the question quite baldly first and then en

deavour to explore a little bit what it might mean. What 

would happen to the study of Christian theology, espe

cially to the feminist study of Christian theology, if sex 

were also a socially constructed category? When I first 

put this question to my students, they didn't even get the 

idea. They quickly retreated to biological arguments. 

Males and females are biologically different. Reproduc

tion, among other things, depends on this difference. It 

seemed so obvious to them that, although gender was 

socially constructed, sex was a biological category - a 

given of nature. They could not conceive of themselves 

without the male or female identifying factor. 

As Christine Delphy says: "we now see gender as the 

content with sex as the container" (2001, p. 414). We as

sume maleness and femaleness from the very beginning 

as a decisive division of humanity and then we use it as a 
primary sorting mechanism by which to understand peo

ple. At a child's birth one of the first, if not the first, ques

tions we ask (or now, even sometimes before birth) is: Is 

it a boy or a girl? Even though we think that we have 

overcome some of the worst of stereotyping by gender, 

we still look for a blue or pink blanket to tell what we take 

to be a piece of vital advice about the newborn. 

Contrary to this notion of the naturalness and pri

macy of biological bifurcation into male and female, 

Delphy argues that the fact that we continue to see 

gender divisions as important is what pushes us to put so 

much emphasis on the biological difference between 

male and female. For Delphy, gender precedes sex. She 

does not deny the biological characteristics for repro

duction. But she does question why sex - rather than, 

say, eye colour- should have given rise to the bifurcated 

division on which so much social difference has been 

predicated. We emphasize sex, she argues, because so 

much has depended and still continues to depend on 

gendered views of the human world. Sex is not entirely 

self-evident. How does one decide for certain what 

counts as male or female - by penis or lack thereof? By 

the ability to bear children? By a chromosomal explora

tion? Delphy raises the intriguing idea that sex, like gen

der, is socially, not biologically, constructed. 

Judith Butler (1990) raised the notion that gender is a 

matter of performance and that, perhaps, there are more 

than two ways of performance. Why should gender be 

bifurcated and binary, asks Butler; perhaps it is multiple. 

There are not just two genders, there are many. Delphy 

asks the same of sex: why is the sex difference empha

sized as bifurcated and binary? And her suspicion is that 

these binary differences are seen to be so important to 

keep certain social values in place - social values that 

still give males priority over females and that value het

erosexuality above same-sex relationships. 

The immediate context in which this issue arises for 

theology in Canada is the Canadian government's at

tempts at legislative reform on marriage. Of the propos

als offered for discussion and comment, one would 

extend marriage rights to same-sex couples and another 

would eliminate marriage as a civil form altogether and 

make religious institutions responsible for marriage. Be

cause the Christian church has been an institution with 

the right to marry couples, theoretical questions of sex 

and gender become important in thinking about the issue 

of marriage. 

I want to make it clear that I do not think we can, or 

ought to, totally abolish the categories of man and 

woman. What I understand myself to be doing here is 

making those categories problematic by suggesting that 

we have constructed the importance we have attributed 
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to them rather than read that importance from something 

that could be called nature. We have ascribed central val

ues to maleness and femaleness that we have not as

cribed to other physical characteristics, and those values 

have had lasting social importance. But even problem

atic categories can be useful as a way to understand and 

illuminate certain political, social, and ecclesiastical 

phenomena. So I'm not ready to abandon the category of 

woman or to stop teaching my course in Women and 

Religion. As a strategic category, it is a very useful one. 

But it masks certain problems even while it illuminates 

others. Perhaps this is a moment to shine light in a vari

ety of places, knowing that all illumination masks what 

is left in the shadows. 

Sex, Gender, and Creation 

In Christian theologies of creation, sexual division 

into male and female is seen as central to the whole of 

creation. In one biblical account of creation, woman be

comes the sought-after companion of man. As an aside, 

though, it is interesting to observe that the notion of 

companionship is not tied to the notion of man-woman 

relationship here, since the animals were first offered as 

potential companions for the first creature. In the other 

account, humanity - male and female - are said to be 

created together in God's image. Many theological ideas 

have followed from this. I will mention only two here. 

First, women and men have often been given sepa

rate roles and functions within both church and society. 

Second, women and men, especially women, have often 

been seen as incomplete without the other. This has re

inforced social views that women need protecting and 

has also often been the foundation on which traditional 

Christian opposition to same-sex relationships is seen 

to rest. 

I do want at least to raise the question of why and how 

these texts became so central for Christians considering 

other biblical and, in particular, New Testament teach

ings that would seem, at the very least, to throw them 

into question. For instance, why are these texts more 

important as a way to illuminate the constitution of hu

manity than the text from Galatians 3:28 that states that 

in Jesus Christ there is neither male nor female? Or why 

were these texts treated as central to dividing humanity 

into categories according to sex when no teaching of Je

sus does that and all the examples that we have of his 

actions suggest that he did nothing of the sort? I am not 

suggesting that all the New Testament (NT) texts avoid 

this dichotomizing, since especially the later NT texts 
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take as given the organization of Christianity along 

sexed lines. But I am suggesting that if we read the texts 

with the problem of this bifurcation in mind we might 

see that the biblical texts do not uniformly present and 

preserve this bifurcation. 
Theologians concerned with ecology have similar 

problems with these creation texts because they seem to 

support the notion of elevating humanity above every

thing else in creation - yet another bifurcation. 

Within Christian tradition, as many feminist theolo

gians have pointed out, the distinction between male and 

female has always resulted in the exaltation of males 

over females. Men were seen as normatively human and 

women as derivatively so. Feminist theologians have 

usually tackled the elevation of men over women in this 

sexed division not by arguing against the division, but 

by arguing instead for the spiritual and political equality 

of women in relation to men. Sometimes, feminist theo

logians have even themselves argued for a 

complementarity of men and women in terms of draw

ing on various strengths and weaknesses that men and 

women are said to have. The argument for spiritual and 

political equality makes a good deal of sense since 

church and society understand and operate on this bifur

cation of men and women. 

Nonetheless, it is important to notice that the argu

ment for equality is, in itself, an argument that presup

poses that women ought to be equal to men and not vice 

versa. What I am saying here is that as long as the cat

egories men and women are invoked, men are the nor

mative and the dominant, even when an argument is 

espoused for equality. Biology is still religious destiny. 

As long as we assume that the male/female division is 

somehow natural - read from nature - rather than the 

way in which we construct a particular emphasis on one 

set of (not always unambiguous) physical characteris

tics, then I think femaleness will always be treated as 

derivative humanity. 

When we enter the realm of sexuality as part of a doc

trine of creation we see even more pointedly how male/ 

female bifurcation has functioned, first, to make females 

derivative and, secondly, to make heterosexuality be 

seen as normative and natural. 

Augustine argued that man is the full image of God 

and woman is only secondarily the image of God. "The 

woman, together with her own husband, is the image of 

God, so that the whole substance may be one image, but 

when she is referred to separately in her quality as help

meet, which regards the woman alone, then she is not the 
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image of God, but, as regards the man alone, he is the 
image of God as fully and completely as when the 
woman too is joined with him in one" (De Trinitate 7 .7, 
as translated by Ruether, 1974, p. 156). Indeed, woman 
is the full image of God only as united to man, never in 
her own right. For Augustine, what unites woman to 
man - and means that man needs woman - is the need to 
reproduce the species. Reproduction is good. Yet the 
sexual desire that gives rise to reproduction is not good; 
it is the result of sin and always brings sin with it in the 
fact that desire itself - concupiscence - is sinful. 

I suggest that the assumed natural division between 
male and female is still one of the roots of the inability to 

develop a theology of creation that takes account of the 
vast diversity of human experiences without categoriz
ing them as normative and derivative. 

The views of Augustine, among others, have made it 
very difficult for Christians to develop a positive view of 
sexuality, and almost impossible to develop a positive 
view of same-sex sexuality. The emphatic bifurcation of 
humanity into males and females has allowed for the 
consistent treating of women as other. This is especially 
true around sexuality, where fear of females as the 
source of desire and the temptation to sin has allowed a 
projection onto women of those things Augustine most 
feared in himself. This is coupled with the identificatic;m 
of men with mind and women with body. Fear of desire 
and denigration of the body as less related to God than 
the mind lead to difficulties in constructing positive 
views of desire as part of God's good creation. 

Thus, the emphasis on human sexuality in Christian
ity came almost entirely to be focused on reproduction. 
When we approach the rest of creation, it is interesting 

that we do not regard the male/female division in quite 
the same way. That is, we assume the need for reproduc
tion, but we do not assume the need to classify animals 
primarily as male or female. So, even when the empha
sis is put on reproduction the emphasis does not have to 
be put on classifying according to sex. 

Christine Gudorf is one who has begun to look at the 

implications of the division into male and female as a 
question for Christian views of sexuality. 

Until the last few decades, human sexuality was usu
ally understood as a fixed phenomenon. It was thought 
to endure over time in roughly the same form, with the 
same properties. But recently we have come to see in 
sexuality, as in other areas of human existence, from 
forms of energy to the organization of space, that our 

categories for classification are not naturally occurring, 
but the result of human artifice (Gudorf, 2000, p. 45). 

Thus, we may reject the male/female dualism as natu
ral and see it as a construct that tends to benefit some and 
devalues others. In this case, the projection of the nega
tive onto women is a sign of false consciousness rather 
than something that might be seen to grow from a natu
ral division. 

The rejection of sexual dimorphism, seeing in two 
distinct forms, as a natural organizing feature of creation 
raises interesting possibilities for looking at same-sex 
relationships within Christianity. One of the common 
slogans that we hear from certain kinds of Christians 
opposed to same-sex relationships - in North America, 
at least - is: "God made Adam and Eve, not Adam and 
Steve." But if this division is a construct, a way we 
choose to look at things, then the question is not one 
about the naturalness 'or lack thereof of same-sex rela
tionships. Instead, the question changes to one that 
arises from a hermeneutic of suspicion. Why is it so nec
essary to protect the hegemony of heterosexuality with 
such force that an appeal to nature is the strongest argu
ment? 

This argument often goes on to claim that only those 
who are sexually different - or opposites - should at
tract. But what constitutes an opposite, and how does 
difference so quickly become binary opposition? This is 
often coupled with what seems to me to be crude ideas of 
what fits where. These are ideas that basically ignore all 
but heterosexual genital-genital sexuality-which seems 
to leave a lot of sexual interaction out of consideration. 

But if we read the stories of creation through the lens 
of rejecting sexual dimorphism, the need to preserve het

erosexuality as natural falls away. One can then develop a 
view of creation that sees, and welcomes, diversity -
what Gudorf (2001, p. 884) calls a "polymorphous" 
approach to sex and sexuality, not a "dimorphous" one. 

We also need to ponder the weight that is put on sexu
ality within Christian tradition. I would suggest that one 
of the reasons sexuality has been so central to the Chris
tian notion of sin, as opposed to lying or stealing or other 
sorts of sins, is that it is so easy to project the negative 
onto the other in sexuality. In this case the other, woman 
(or gay men, who often get slotted into the category -
like women), is readily at hand. By keeping sexual di
morphism as the main divider of humanity we've kept, 
but obfuscated, the problem of male and heterosexual 
normativity and made it difficult to come to views of 
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creation and sexuality that value love and justice rather 

than rules about who puts what where and when. 

If, in thinking about creation, we put less emphasis on 

division by maleness and femaleness, we might be freed 

to see a wide range of diversity. We might gain a new 

view of the wholeness and integrity of creation and see a 

wider variety of both similarities and differences. Those 

things that link humans with one another and with all 

creation can be examined, debated, and put side by side 

with the vast diversity of creaturely ways of being, and 

both can be appreciated for the values they offer. 

I now no longer know in any exact way what it means 

to be either male or female. Science has about six differ

ent sex markers: chromosomal sex, hormonal sex, sex of 

the external genitalia, sex of the internal reproductive 
organs, gonadal sex, and sex of the brain. These markers 

are not always aligned. So, what I once thought was a 

biological fact turns out to be less of a fact than I 

thought. 

As a feminist I've learned to exercise a hermeneutic 

of suspicion. Thus, I have long since asked the question 

about who benefits when women and men are separated 

according to notions about proper ways of living one's 

gendered identity as men and women. Gender identity is 

socially constructed - we traditionally attribute roles 

and status on the basis of assumed appropriateness. I've 

begun to turn this same hermeneutic of suspicion to the 

question of sex. Who benefits from the usual and ordi

nary way of thinking of sex as a fact? 

Trying to move beyond sex as a primary means of 

human classification will not happen immediately, and it 

won't solve all the problems that have resulted from 

seeing males as normatively human and females as de

rivatively so. For instance, making such a move too 

quickly might just gloss over the centuries of normative 

maleness and, under the guise of "sex doesn't make a 

difference," still enforce that normative maleness. 

That's why, for instance, I'm not willing to give up all 

female-gendered talk of God. That's another reason why 

I will not abandon my Women and Religion course -

because over the course of religious history, the category 

"woman" has been used as a specific sorting device to 

make very important distinctions. And, to redress some 

of the wrongs perpetrated in the name of the categories 

"man" and "woman," we need to use the categories 

themselves. 

I am becoming more and more suspicious of bina

ries because, in a binary distinction, it always seems 

like someone wins and someone loses. Because I am 
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suspicious and because I'm not really sure how to use 

the categories "man" and "woman" anymore - except as 

strategic categories to make a particular emphasis - I am 

beginning to rethink creation in ways that I hope will 

provide more opportunities for flourishing and right re

lationship than traditional thinking about creation. 

I have no illusion that I have provided a map for the 

future of critical theologies in Canada, but I do hope that 

I have pointed to one possible methodological way to 

proceed. I hope that critical - and, dare I say, post

critical - theologies in Canada will continue to take their 

contexts with utmost seriousness. Such theologies will 

attend to a variety of readings of the biblical and histori

cal theological texts to look for emancipatory openings. 

They will rethink theological categories in ways that 
will open fullness of life for those traditionally 

marginalized. They will align themselves with actions 

that liberate rather than oppress, and that recognize the 

fundamental interconnections of all of creation. The past 

is rich, the present is ripe with possibility, and the future 

is open to the potential of much new growth. 

Pamela Dickey Young 
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U.S Denies Visa to Prominent Scolar

In the last issue of The Ecumenist, Gregory Baum introduced 

the work of Tariq Ramadan, a prominent Muslim scholar 

who was to take up the Henry B. Luce Professorship in Reli

gion. Conflict and Peace Building within the Joan B. Kroc 

Institute for International Peace Studies at Notre Dame Uni

versity in Indiana. At the last minute. the American govern

ment revoked Ramadan's visa and prohibited him from 

taking up this position. Notre Dame University, the Kroc Insti

tute, and the American Association of University Professors 

have protested the arbitrary decision. The following column 

by Robert O'Neil appeared in the National Catholic Reporter 

on September 17, 2004. 

J
ust as the current academic year was about to begin,
Professor Tariq Ramadan received startling news -

that he would not be able to assume his teaching position 
at the University of Notre Dame because the U.S. gov
ernment had revoked his visa. His furniture had already 
arrived in South Bend, Ind., and his children were regis
tered for school there. 

A Muslim scholar of world renown, recently named 
by TIME magazine as one of the world's 100 most influ
ential people, Ramadan had accepted the Henry B. Luce 
Professorship in Religion, Conflict and Peace Building 
within the Joan B. Kroc Institute for International Peace 
Studies, and was to have started teaching this fall. A 
Swiss citizen, he had traveled freely in the United States 
as a visitor, but his employment at Notre Dame now 
made a visa essential. 

The reasons for this highly unusual action remain ob
scure. Apparently the Department of Homeland Security 
deemed Ramadan to be a person of "prominence" who 
could be excluded under a statute that denies entry to 
any person whom the government believes likely to "en
gage after entry in terrorist activity." The State Depart
ment, responding to such a finding, revoked the visa. 

Most voices in the academic community, Notre Dame 
forcefully among them, condemned this action. The 
only dissonant scholarly voice seems to have been that 
of Professor Daniel Pipes, an ardent critic of the pro
Palestinian view, writing in The New York Sun. Pipes 
ventured that Ramadan was "Islamist royalty" since his 

grandfather had founded the Muslim Brotherhood, add
ing that Ramadan's father and Osama bin Laden may 
once have studied together. 

Most of Pipes' critique, however, involved numerous 
published statements and writings that are undeniably 
unsympathetic to the West and to the United States the 
presumptive basis for TIME's accolade and Notre 
Dame's appointment. 

By any measure, the revocation of Ramadan's visa 
reflects a judgment at high levels of U.S. government 
that his views are una�ceptable, even on the campus of a 
university that values debate and diverse perspectives. 
In the absence of any evidence of terrorist activity or of 
material support for terrorism, the conclusion is inescap
able that a distinguished international scholar is unwel
come here on grounds that go to the heart of academic 
and intellectual freedom. 

Time and again, the academic community and the 
courts of this country condone and even protect the pub
lic expression of views that may deeply offend many, 
may seem irresponsible and even outrageous, reflecting 
virulent racism, sexism, anti-Semitism, homophobia or 
other abhorrent premises. 

Indeed, in the now three years since the terrorist at
tacks, our universities have occasionally been faulted for 
harboring on their faculties outspoken critics of U.S. 
policy in the Middle East and Iraq - the historian who 
told his freshman class on the afternoon of Sept. 11, 
"Anyone who can blow up the Pentagon gets my vote" 
or the English instructor who charged his Muslim stu
dents with being "terrorists" and "Nazis," or the anthro
pologist who told a teach-in during the Iraq War that he 
wished for "a million Mogadishus." 

Yet the leaders of these institutions have reminded 
angry alumni, legislators, and ordinary citizens that we 
insist on tolerating a wide range of views '-Y_ithin colleges 
and universities that seek truth by presentin.g a broad and 
often disturbing array of views. Such was clearly the 
premise of those at Notre Dame who arranged 
Ramadan's appointment, keenly aware that his views 
might upset many people. 
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Ramadan is not the first visiting scholar to find a less 

than warm welcome at our borders since Sept. 11. Two 
years ago a pair of Canadians were badly treated as they 

sought to enter the United States to continue teaching 

assignments here. One visitor, of Syrian birth, was de

ported to Jordan and effectively unable to pursue his 

teaching assignment, while the other (a Sudanese-born 
Canadian citizen) was long delayed en route, but was 

eventually allowed to resume his academic post in west
ern New York. 

Then there was a delegation of Cuban scholars, in

cluding one who had lectured regularly at Harvard and 

Johns Hopkins, whose visas were so long delayed they 

were unable to reach Dallas in time for the International 
Congress of the Latin American Studies Association. 

Thus the treatment of Ramadan may not be wholly 

unprecedented, though it does seem more egregious than 
those of other visitors, and more clearly a reprisal for the 

public expression of unwelcome views. Moreover, the 

setting - the Henry Luce chair, the Kroc Institute, the 

University of Notre Dame - hardly suggests the radical 

left fringe of academia, but rather seems very much in 
the mainstream. The degree of consensus about tolerat

ing dissonant views recently got a boost from none other 

than Fox News' Bill O'Reilly. 

When I was asked to defend the "million Mogadishu" 

anthropologist' on "The O'Reilly Factor" some 15 
months ago, I was startled to hear my host declare 

unqualifiedly, "I agree with you. You've got to tolerate 
this kind of speech." 

Now it appears that those who are responsible for re

voking Ramadan's visa would either reject even 
O'Reilly's views on academic freedom or find those 

views inapplicable to a highly esteemed foreign scholar. 

Either explanation is severely unsettling. 

Robe11 0 'Neil 

Robert M. O'Neil is a professor of law at the University of Virginia and 

director of the Thomas Jefferson Center for the Protection of Free Expres

sion. He is chair of the American Association of University Professors 

Special Committee on Academic Freedom and National Security in Time 

of Crisis. 

Reprinted with permission, National Catholic Reporter (www.NCRonline.org) 

' In March 2003, Columbia University Assistant Professor Nicholas 

DeGenova told an audience at an anti-war teach-in that he wished a "million 
Mogadishus" upon US troops fighting in Iraq. In October I 993, a fire fight 

between Somali militants and American soldiers in Mogadishu resulted in 

the death of 18 US soldiers. Casualties on the Somali side were heavy, with 

estimates ranging between 300 to 1,000, including militants and con

combatants. 

Intersecting Voices 

2-89507-383-X

336 pages, $34.95 

Critical Theologies in a Land of Diversity 

Edited by Donald Schweitzer & Derek Simon 

A fascinating journey through critical theologies - theologies that 
express the liberating effects of the hope found in the Bible - that 
have developed in Canada over the past 30 years. After setting 
the stage historically, various renowned contributers explore such 
issues as ecology, globalization, First Nations sovereignty, 
ecclesiology and more. Inspiring and challenging reading for 
communities of critical faith and theology reflection in Canada. 

.____ ___ ANOVAUS---------' 
Call: 1-800-387-7164 • FAX: 1-800-404-4140 
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Book Notes 

The Common Good from a Feminist Perspective 

Susanne DeCrane, Aquinas, Feminism and the Common 

Good. Washington, DC: Georgetown University 
Press, 2004. 220 pp. 

This interesting theological study tries to retrieve the 
ancient idea of the common good as an ethical argument 
in support of public policies that assure justice for 
women. This effort corresponds to a trend among secular 
thinkers of the left who are also retrieving the ancient 
idea of the common good as the theoretical basis of their 
struggle for social justice. In the past, socialist thinkers 
were suspicious of all talk of the common good. They 
argued that the common good of the ruling class was at 
odds with the common good of working people. There is 
a grain of truth in this radical position. Who would deny, 
for instance, that the common good of the First Nations 
profoundly challenges what Canadians regard as th!':ir 
own common good? Because we cannot face the sacri
fices that justice demands of us, we prefer to remain si
lent. 

Since the neo-liberal policies of contemporary society 
are whittling down the achievements of the welfare state 
and widening the gap between the rich and the poor, the 
left-wing opponents of neo-liberalism tum to the idea of 
the common good to demonstrate the duty of the state to 
protect the welfare of its citizens. For instance, a new 
left-wing political movement in Quebec, organized by a 
gifted woman, Fran�oise David, assigns central impor
tance to the idea of the common good. The title of her 
new book is Bien commun recherche. The author of the 
present study, Susanne DeCrane, uses the retrieved idea 
of the common good to offer a trenchant critique of the 
defective health-care system in the United States in gen
eral and its deleterious effect on poor and black women 
in particular. 

DeCrane explores the feminist suspicion of the com
mon good. She recognizes that this ancient idea, pro
posed by Aristotle and integrated into the Christian 
tradition by Thomas Aquinas, presupposes a hierarchical 
view of society defined by the structural inequality be
tween men and women and, more generally, between 
governors and the governed. Since the Catholic Church 

has made the Thomistic idea of the common oood a cen-
o 

tral concept of its official social teaching, the Church ac-
knowledges with Thomas the subjugation of women to 
male authority. To this day, highly placed prelates at the 
Vatican regard the feminist movement as a threat to the 
divine order. According to Pope John Paul II, men and 
women are equal in dignity and worth, yet enjoy differ
ent vocations: men to exercise leadership and women to 
be their helpers. Yet there are many Catholic women, 
Professor DeCrane among them, regard their religious 
tradition, despite this prejudiced inheritance, as the me
diator of the divine promises and the bearer of salvation 
and liberation. With other Catholics, DeCrane wants to 
reread her religious tradition, faithful to its divine mes
sage and rescued from its oppressive elements. 

In her first chapter, the author develops the rules for a 
feminist hermeneutics, beginning with a careful listen
ing to the suffering of women. She offers summaries of 
the hermeneutical principles worked out by feminist 
theologians Sandra Schneiders and Rosemary Radford 
Ruether - clearly written summaries that have a special 
usefulness for readers not familiar with this area of the
ology. Feminist hermeneutics, like other liberationist in
terpretative strategies, consists essentially of two 
intellectual moments: first, the exploration of the ele
ments of the tradition that cause human suffering, in this 
case the suffering of women, and second, the creative 
rereading of the tradition, capable of correcting the sys
temic distortion that has protected the conditions of in
justice. 

The author takes with utmost seriousness the 
postmodern claim that there are no universal ethical 
norms: ethical values are contextual, postmodern think
ers insist, and their application to other historical con
texts is an exercise of domination. One has sympathy for 
postmodern thinkers since they protested against both 
Marxism and Liberalism, political ideologi:cal systems 
that imposed their values on unwilling societies that 
tried to defend their cultural identity. However, for an 
older generation like my own, for people who have ex
perienced European Fascism and witnessed its denial of 
universal values, the postmodern claim that ethical 
norms are simply products of a particular culture is an 
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uncomfortable reminder of a discourse they heard in 
their youth. Since Susanne DeCrane is young, she takes 
the postmodern proposal very seriously. Yet she worries 
that the postmodern approach will not allow her to be in 
solidarity with oppressed women in parts of the world 
other than her own. She finds an answer in the philo
sophical work of Martha Nussbaum, who has formu
lated a set of anthropological constants that provide a 
minimal statement of human well-being in any and 
every part of the world. DeCrane integrates this ap
proach in her bold retrieval of Thomas Aquinas's com
mon good. 

Aquinas's common good deserves to be recovered, 
DeCrane argues, because contrary to the older, more 
Platonic Catholic tradition, Aquinas rejected the dualism 
between the spiritual and the material orders. For him, 
the human was an embodied self; the good of humans 
included their bodily and spiritual well-being; and the 
common good of society embraced the material and 
spiritual conditions that allow people to lead a happy 
life, oriented towards personal fulfilment on earth and 
perfect beatitude in the world to come. Thomas recog
nized that the material deprivation experienced by poor 
people makes more difficult their access to the spiritual 
realm. DeCrane finds remarkable quotations in the writ
ings of St. Thomas recognizing that the government 
charged with protecting the common good must - in the 
name of justice and not in the name of charity(!) - sup
port the poor so that they can live healthy lives and ac
quire knowledge and wisdom. 

Thomas's idea of women's anthropological inferior
ity was based on mistaken biological concepts inherited 
from the Greeks and sustained by the patriarchal bias of 
the Scriptures. Yet his attention to human embodiment 
and his non-dualistic understanding of the human good 
persuades DeCrane that the retrieval ofThomas's teach
ing on the common good deserves the theological atten
tion of women. 

Chapter 2 of this brilliant study examines Aquinas's 
understanding of the common good in great detail, 
Chapter 3 applies the feminist hermeneutical principles 
presented in Chapter 1 to reinterpret Thomas's idea of 
the common good, and Chapter 4 uses this Thomistic 
idea to arrive at a critical evaluation of the American 
health-care system with special attention to the impact 
of its inadequacies on the suffering of poor women. 
Again, the clarity ofDeCrane's analysis of the Thomistic 
teaching on the good and the common good makes her 
book a useful text for readers who have only a cursory 
knowledge of Thomism. The only critical remark I wish 
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to make is that it is possible to pay more attention to the 
via negativa followed by Thomas and thus arrive at an 
understanding of analogy that puts more emphasis on 
God's unknowability. 

I recommend this superb and interesting book. To 
read it is a pleasure. It is an ideal text for courses in 
Catholic colleges and universities. 

Susanne DeCrane is a young scholar. Theologians of 
my generation remember the liberal suspicion of the 
common good. I already mentioned the socialist position 
and DeCrane reminded us of the feminist suspicion. 
However, Catholics of my generation, remembering the 
Church prior to Vatican Council II, recall that it was in 
the name of the common good that the Church rejected 
civil liberties (the liberal "rights of man," as they were 
called) and condemned especially the principle of reli
gious liberty. The common good of society, it was then 
argued, included the unity of faith and the protection of 
truth. The Church opposed freedom of expression and 
hence freedom of the press and demanded that govern
ments of Catholic countries suppress the spread of he
retical movements. Mentioning the common good 
reminded Catholics with liberal sympathies of the justi
fication of censorship and repression. 

Pope John XXIII radically changed this situation. In 
Mater et magistra (1961) and Pacem in terris (1963), he 
offered a definition of the common good that protected 
human freedom. In the Pastoral Constitution Gaudium et 

spes, he wrote, "The common good embraces the sum 
total of those conditions of social living whereby people 
are enabled to achieve their own integral perfection 
more fully and more easily" (#74). For John XXIII, the 
common good included the public recognition of peo
ple's human rights. Since this dark chapter of the 
Church's history is now closed, the critical examination 
of the common good in DeCrane's excellent study does 
not even refer to it. Yet feminists know that the unwill
ingness to listen to dissenting voices continues to be a 
characteristic of the Catholic magisterium. Instead of 
engaging in an intelligent argument with feminist au
thors with whom they disagree, the authorities create a 
set of taboos that dispenses them from listening and 
renders conversation impossible. These authorities do 
not recognize that, since the common good embraces the 
total conditions of social living that allow people to live 
well, it includes institutions that facilitate dialogue. 

Greg01yBaum 

'Bien comm1m recherche: Une option citoyenne, (Montreal: Editions 
ecosociete, 2004). 



Thinking about a World on Fire 

Amy Chua, World on Fire: How Exporting Free Market 

Democracy Breeds Ethnic Hatred and Global Insta

bility. New York: Anchor Books, 2004. Pp. viii + 
346. 

Soon after the Bloodless Revolution in East Germany 
in 1989 and the dismantling of the Soviet empire in 
1991, academics working in the field of international re
lations went quickly to work theorizing how the United 
States should comport itself in a world where the balance 
of military and economic power was now concentrated 
almost solely in the capitalist West. The first out of the 
blocks was Francis Fukuyama, a former State Depart
ment official in the Ronald Reagan and George Bush ad
ministrations. Fukuyama's thesis, which appeared first 
in 1989 and later in his book The End of History and the 

Last Man (1992), was that the fall of communism sig
nalled a theoretical end to history; that is, a point when 
the dialectic between the capitalist-democratic West and 
the communist-autocratic East ended with a victory for 
the free market and liberalism. With international poli
tics stabilized by the modem-day Leviathan, namely the 
United States, capital could now move freely among 
trading states - or so the theory went. 

Samuel P. Huntington soon countered Fukuyama with 
his "clash of civilizations" thesis, which gained notori
ety through his widely read book The Clash of Civiliza

tions and the Remaking of World Order (1996). Against 
Fukuyama's somewhat utopian conclusion, Huntington 
argued that post-Cold War conflict would take place 
along so-called civilizational fault lines, the most vola
tile of which would be the Christian West facing off 
against Islamic civilization, particularly in the Middle 
East. The greatest threat to the West and the United 
States, Huntington surmised, was not a direct sovereim 

I:> 

state attack, but more likely a religiously motivated fac-
tion, perhaps sanctioned by a state, targeting US inter
ests. And if the West were going to maintain its stature as 
a global power, it.had to protect itself both domestically 
and abroad from forces that impinge on the Western way 
of life. 

The economic policies of the Bush and Clinton ad
ministrations indicated that, in spite of the Gulf War in 
1991, the Balkan crises the Somalia crisis in 1993, the 
Rwanda crisis in 1994, the failure of shock therapy in 
Russia during the mid-1990s, and civil unrest in various 
countries in Latin America, America would pursue a 
policy of market deregulation and expansion. In other 

words, by the early 1990s economic globalization had 
become the economic doctrine of the United States and 
those states who wished to share in its promised riches. 

While Amy Chua's new book, World on Fire, is not a 
direct response to either Fukuyama or Huntington, it 
does take aim at popular proponents of globalization 
who champion the peaceable virtues of the free market. 
Chief among them are the Hungarian-born gazillionaire 
entrepreneur-author George Soros and Thomas Fried
man, a New York Times columnist. To open her book, 
Chua skewers Friedman for serving up his famous Gold 
Arches theory of conflict prevention, which holds that 
no two countries with a McDonald's have ever waoed a 

I:> 

war against each other. She casually notes in passing that 
the Yale historian John Lewis Gaddis has expressed how 
unfortunate was Friedman's timing - for just as his book 
The Lexus and the Olive Tree was hitting the market, the 
US and NATO decided to bomb Belgrade, where there 
were "an embarrassing number of gold arches" (9). In
deed, this book is a sustained, witty argument that ex
poses the inherent hubris in grandiose theories of 
remaking the world order via any single ideology, but 
particularly those that dominate much of international 
relations today, namely, "the free market" and "democ
racy." 

The book consists of three general parts and twelve 
chapters that tend to focus on specific, regional cases of 
globalization's intended and unintended consequences. 
In part one, Chua examines the economic impact of glo
balization. She demonstrates that, in spite of the general 
assumptions of free marketeers, free markets outside the 
West do not spread wealth evenly or promote the eco
nomic enrichment of so-called developing societies. 
Moreover, based on her examination of Southeast Asia, 
the Middle East, Latin America, post-Communist Rus
sia, and parts of Africa (e.g., South Africa, the 
Cameroon, Kenya), she concludes that the adoption of 
free-market regimes often creates pockets of enormous 
wealth in the hands of minority "outsiders." This radical 
reshaping of power dynamics, Chua argues, frequently 
leads to an entrenchment of ethnic identification, which 
spawns ethnic envy and hatred among the impoverished 
minorities. .,

continued on p. 10 
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tlro1�zing Church 
A Catholic Theologian Remembers 
a Half-Century of Change 
by Gregory Baum 
Gregory Baum shmvs the "extraordinary evolution" of Catholic 
Social Teaching over the past half centur)< He writes: "I am 
convinced that what has emerged in the Churclis official teaching 
is a new furrn of Catholicism that finds expression in the first 
sentence of Gaudium et ,pa, the conciliar document on the 
Church in the Modem World: 'The joys and hopes, the griefs 
and the anxieties of the people of this age, especially those who 
are poor or in any way afflicted, these too are the joys and 
hopes, the griefs and anxieties of the followers of Christ." �- · __ 

He challenges those Catholics today who lament the indifference of the ecclesias
tical bureaucracy to a number of urgent pastoral problems. For Baum, inconsis
tencies in the hierarchical church are not reason enough to mute his admiration of 
the "wonderful" development of the Church's official teaching - a Catholicism. 
truly at the service of humanity. 

Christ and H�story 
The Christology of Bernard Lonergan, 1935-1982 

by Frederick Crowe, SJ 
Frederick Crowe presents a comprehensive look at the evolution 
of Bernard Loncrgan's understanding of Christ. It is a chrono
logical compilation of Lonergan's main writings and lectures 
pertaining directly or indirectly to Christology. 
Using the scissors action that Lonergan's Insight made famous, 
Crmve worl<s to verify his assumption that there is a conceptual 
unity intrinsic to Lonergan's Christology as it developed and 
matured over 45 years. For Crowe the upper blade of the scissors 
is history; that dominant theme in Lonergan's whole life-work. It 
will join the lower blade of Lonergan's christological writing ( the 
data) to create an over-arching idea. 

Frederick Crowe proudly admits to a subjective and personal side in presenting what 
he hopes is an objective view of Lonergan's work. The book is offered as a work of 
'piety'; the Latin pie/as - the 'piety' of a student for a revered teacher. The reader will 
not find engagement with other theologians or with other students of Lonergan. 
Crowe expresses his regret that age will not allmv him to take on this lru:ger task. He 
echoes Bernard Lonergan's repeated slogan, "You do what you can." 
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