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Christian Canada No More? 

On November 19. 2004. Paul Bramadat of the University of 

Winnipeg delivered a lecture entitled "Christian Canada No 

More? The Changing Religious Landscape" at the St. Jerome's 

Centre for Catholic Experience at St. Jerome·s Universily in the 

University of Waterloo. The following article is based on his 

talk and retains its colloquial tone. 

C
anadian multiculturalism, both as a policy and a
cultural tradition, has had a dramatic impact on the 

religious landscape of this country. For academic out
siders as well as for religious insiders, it is quite 
problematic that religion, one of the most powerful 
forces underlying contemporary global and national social 
changes, is also one of the forces that has for decades 
been most scrupulously ignored by so many in positions 
of power. There is now plenty of evidence that in 
Canada we are ill-equipped to respond meaningfully to the 
ambiguous place of religion in the contemporary world. 
In this essay I discuss some of this evidence, as well as 
three practical ways we might improve our individual 
and social capacity to navigate our new religious terrain.1 

As a country we face great challenges and opportunities 
as a result of the dramatic changes at work in the reli
gious makeup of Canadian society. 

Demographics 

It has become almost.a cliche to say that things are 
changing in Canadian religion. According to the 2001 
Census, what do these changes look like? 

• in 2001 roughly 76% of Canadians identified them
selves as Christians, whereas 82% of the country
identified themselves in this manner in 1991

• roughly 43% of Canadians are Roman Catholics, a
figure that represents a slight increase in numbers
over the past decade

• overall, the percentage of Canadians who define
themselves as Protestants has declined from 35%
in 1991 to 29% in 2001

• there has been significant growth in the unaffiliated
conservative Protestant traditions

• the Jewish population has grown roughly 4% in
the past decade; there are now approximately
330,000 Jews in Canada

• the number of people describing themselves as ad
herents of Aboriginal Spirituality has increased by
175% (though the total number is still low, at
roughly 30,000 people)

• similarly, the number of people describing themselves
as "pagans," including "Wiccans," increased by
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281 %, though again, the total numbers are only 

21,000 

• the Muslim community has grown by 129% since
1991, and now numbers roughly 580,000

• the Hindu and Sikh communities have each grown
by roughly 89% in the past decade; approximately
300,000 Hindus and 280,000 Sikhs live in Canada

• the Buddhist community has increased by 83%,

with a total population of about 300,000
• religious nones, those indicating that they have no

religion, have also increased significantly, from
12% to 16% of the total Canadian population in
the past 10 years

• weekly religious attendance has fallen from 53%

in 1957 to about 19% in 2000
So, Canadian religious groups are clearly undergoing 

dramatic changes. 

Major trends 

There are at least three main changes at work here: 
1. significant changes and declines within Canadian

Christianity (especially "mainline" churches);

2. a growing tendency to opt out of traditional categories
(the "nones");

3. a dramatic growth within the major non-Christian

traditions associated with "visible minority" ethno

religious populations (Muslims, Sikhs, Hindus,
Buddhists, Chinese).

The headline-grabbing part of this demographic 
story is the fact that each of the Muslim, Hindu, Sikh, 
and Buddhist communities have either more than dou

bled, or nearly doubled, in size in the past ten years. I want 
to argue that as a society we are not really prepared to 
understand or respond meaningfully to these changes. 

One of the most problematic and fascinating features of 
these changes is the fact that in virtually all minority 
religious communities, the overlap between religious 

identity and ethnic identity is profound. Consider this 

list of recent news stories: 

• the terrorist attacks in the United States on Sep

tember 11 th, 2001
• the proposed changes to Canadian immigration and

refugee policies in order to pursue the post-9/11

"security agenda"
• the carrying of a kirpan (a ceremonial Sikh dagger)

in public schools

• the requests of Aboriginals that their spiritual

practices be respected, and perhaps funded, as
parts of a holistic mode of treating illness
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• the conflict over the presence of tables and chairs

in British Columbia gurdwaras
• the request by some Muslim families that pictures that

show human faces be removed from classrooms

• the conflict over turbans in the RCMP and Canadian

legion halls
• the controversy caused when the president of the

Canadian Islamic Congress seemed to endorse the
idea that all Israelis are legitimate targets of Pales

tinian aggression
This list could be much longer, of course, but the point 

is that almost every news story involving religion in fact 

also involves significant, even perhaps determinative, 

ethnic and political themes. Often, it's hard for journalists 
and the rest of us to know if in fact a given story is re

ally, ultimately, basically about religion or really, 

ultimately, basically about ethnicity and politics. 

Many of the issues academics study are, of course, 
strictly academic, which is a way of saying that the debates 

are only relevant to a very small and highly trained 

cadre of specialists. However, I would say that under
standing the relationship between religion and ethnicity 
is integral to understanding a great deal of what is hap

pening in the contemporary world. I want to look at two 
case studies that I think illustrate that as a society we are 
not well prepared to understand and respond to the 

changes occurring in our religious landscape. 

Case Study One: Chinese Religion 

First, let's consider Chinese Religion. Some scholars 
have argued that the autonomous traditions of Bud
dhism, Daoism, Confucianism, and folk religion are 

merely cobbled together in the religious lives of Chinese 
in Canada and abroad. It is true that an observer can see 

evidence of each of these traditions in the Chinese com
munity. The question is: do these traditions combine in 

such a way in the lives of Chinese people that we might 
think of them as constituting a separate entity called 

"Chinese Religion"? 
Of course, answering this question properly would 

involve discussing definitions of religion, historical evi

dence, and diasporic communities that we do not have 
time to consider here. I can report, however, that many 

scholars believe that, indeed, Chinese religion is a separate 
tradition. Chinese Religion is not monolithic, but this 
does not mean we cannot call it a religion. After all, we 

recognize readily that Christianity is not monolithic, but 
we never question that it is a religion. 



One of the reasons we even need to make the claim 
that Chinese Religion exists as a separate entity is that when 
many people in the West consider non-Western reli
gions, they bring to this consideration all of the conceptual 
baggage carried by their own-religions. This is to be ex
pected, but it is worth remembering that not all religions 
will seem like bona fid� religions if in fact we are con
stantly looking for tidy parallels to Western concepts 
and roles, such as clergy, bureaucratic centralization, a 
single text, a single prophet or moment of revelation, and a 
systematic theology. 

Chinese Religion and the Census 

If you accept the argument that there is such a thing 
as "Chinese Religion," and that this tradition exists in 
China, but also among some of Canada's over one million 
Chinese, it would make sense for you to ask how many 
adherents of this tradition live in Canada, and how these 
figures have changed over the decades. However, Sta
tistics Canada does not provide Chinese Religion as one 
of the options or suggestions on the census. 

When we speak with people from the academic com
munity, and the Chinese community, the estimates for 
numbers of people who might be considered to be adherents 
of this tradition are high. There is no way to determine 
the figures precisely, but one scholar of Chinese Religion 
remarked that one way we can estimate the size of this 
particular community is to consider the amount of space 
Chinese grocery stores devote to selling paraphernalia 
related to Chinese religious practices. He says that since 
some of these stores in Vancouver and Toronto use as 
much as 25% of their space to display and sell these ob
jects, the numbers of adherents must be significant. He 
also estimates that likely over 70% of Chinese Canadians 
could be said to be attached to this broad category of 
Chinese Religion; since Chinese Religion is relatively 
inclusive and non-dogmatic, this estimate would in
clude some of the people who indicated on the Census 
that they were Buddhist or Christian. 

Anecdotal evidence suggests that in the absence of 
Chinese Religion as an option on the census, many Chi
nese select either "no religion," Christianity, or 
Buddhism. In fact, the most popular religious self-defi
nition for over half (to be precise: 603,115) of Canadian 
Chinese is "no religion." Apparently, Chinese will often 
define themselves this way even though they may have 
statues of various Buddhist figures in their homes, prac
tise ancestor veneration, celebrate Chinese religious 
festivals, organize their homes according to Jeng shui 

principles, and endorse familial structures that come out 
of the Confucian tradition. 

If we accept the 2001 Census at face value, then 
roughly four times as many Chinese have no religion 
compared to the general Canadian population. Frankly, 
this just does not make sense. A more compelling expla
nation for the large number of Chinese who clearly 
engage in religious practices, but who claim to have no 
religion, is that they simply do not see on the census 
forms a way to define themselves. In other words, the 
implausible and disproportionate figure ( of over 50%) 
exemplifies the ways in which social exclusion can occur 
by virtue of the ways we choose to frame a particular 
question. As the saying goes, we look where the light is. 

Recognition and Public �olicy 

One might well ask what difference it makes that the 
census does not capture this form of religion. The ques
tions that make it onto the census help to guide 
policy-makers in their attempts to express Canadian social 
principles. My colleagues in the federal government tell 
me that prior to every census, there are heated debates 
about the questions Canadians are asked and the options 
they are given. It costs money to ask these questions and 
there are prolonged struggles over which questions get 
into the census and how those questions are worded. 
The thing to bear in mind here is that these questions 
matter because, according to the metaphor I just used, the 
answers are the light that tells politicians where to look. 

If there were only 6,000 Muslims in Canada, the gov
ernment would still have a responsibility to see to it that 
they were treated fairly and their demands were ad
dressed. However, when the census tells policy makers 
that there are in fact closer to 600,000 Muslims in 
Canada, then the claims of the Muslim community will 
have far greater clout. We already see this: the government 
has shown itself to be quite interested in the recent 
claims of religious discrimination against Muslims. 
This is not just because the Muslim community has be
come more proficient at public relations; it is because 
we know their community is growing. We know thls, of 
course, because the census tells us so. 

Now, the majority of Chinese Canadians belong to a 
religious tradition that fulfills some of the same functions 
that Islam does for the 600,000 Canadian Muslims -
that is, Chinese Religion provides a common set of sym
bols, a context for forming bonds of solidarity, a religious 
framework for preserving and passing on religio-cul
tural customs and convictions, etc. However, because 
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Statistics Canada does not recognize their tradition as a 

tradition, it simply does not exist in the eyes of a great many 

Canadians. At the present time, the Chinese community 
is not facing anything like the kind of discrimination the 

Arab and Muslim communities have faced since Sep

tember 11 th. So, the good news is that our public 
ignorance about Chinese Religion is not nearly as prob

lematic in practical terms as is the public ignorance 

about Islam. 
However, the bad news is that because we are reluc

tant to bring out into the open the deep connections 

between ethnic and religious modes of identification, and 
because we tend to interpret non-Western religions in 

distinctly Western terms, we are still ignorant of some 
of the core religious sensibilities of probably well over 

half a million people in this country. Moreover, there is 

no reason to expect that all of the complex social forces 

that exist within the Chinese Religious community will 
remain enclosed within the group indefinitely, so it 

would be wise to start paying attention to them sooner 
rather than later. 

Case Study Two: Islam and Public Discourse 

A second case study involves the nearly non-stop 
post-9/11 public discussions about Islam. I want to suggest 

that when we consider the responses to September 11 th 
and the apparently interminable "war on terrorism," we see 

two patterns. The first is the pattern of "Islamophobia," 

a term coined a few years ago to describe a deep, irra
tional fear of Islam. Islamophobia sometimes inspires 

people to see all Muslims as belonging, as Samuel 

Huntington claims, to a "civilization" with which the 
"West" must by definition "clash." It gives them the 
sense that "our" society and "their" society are categori

cally different. According to this set of assumptions, 
Muslims can never really fit in here - or anywhere else 

in the "West" - due to their supposedly inherent "for

eign" or "exotic" status. 

We hear arguments based on this hypothesis frequently, 

in Canadian newspapers, on call-in radio shows, and in 
other parts of our public discourse: even though Muslims 

- not to mention those other-others, Hindus, Buddhists,
and Sikhs - have been part of "our" society for over a

century, and even though the Muslims who are sup
posed to belong to a single threatening "civilization" speak

dozens of different languages, are spread out literally

across the globe, are rich and poor, educated and unedu

cated, rural and urban, pre-modern, modern, and
postmodern.
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Although Islamophobia is a problem in Canada, brazen 
instances ofislamophobia are fairly rare in public discourse. 

This is due, I suppose (and I hope), to the general ethos 
of tolerance and multiculturalism Canada has fostered. 
In the context of tonight's lecture, I would imagine that 

debunking the paranoid stereotypes that one sometimes 
hears would be like "preaching to the converted." In

stead, I will discuss the second, less visible, but very 
common pattern in the comments I have observed in the 
media, from government officials and others in Canadian 

public discourse. While the first pattern is problematic 
because it is based on dark, paranoid stereotypes of the 
dreaded Arab terrorist, the second pattern is problematic 

because it is based on a naive, summer-camp, cartoonish 

image of Islam and religion in general. 
This second pattern is evident whenever we hear 

government officials, Muslim leaders, and sympathetic 

liberals say that the attacks of September 11 th have 
nothing whatsoever to do with Islam. These attacks, 

Bush, Blair, and Chretien assured us, were simply criminal 
or political acts. A strange consensus on this issue among 

many people emerged very soon after the attacks, and 

has remained strong since. This naive reading can be 
crudely summarized as follows: religion is at heart a 

virtuous enterprise, so anyone who claims to have reli
gious reasons for doing something violent or hurtful 

must, by definition, be a) insane, b) completely ignorant 

or misguided about the true, peaceful nature of his reli

gion, ore) using religion as a smokescreen behind which 
he is hiding his true motivations, which are typically un

derstood to be essentially political, sexual, or economic. 

The Ambiguity of Religion 

I want to suggest that the basic model at work in the 

naive reading of religion is based on an almost willful 

ignorance of human history, and a desperate wish to 

avoid conflict in our society. To define religion as a solely 
virtue-seeking project, as a basically sweet and lovely 
thing, is to deny the complex role of religion in countless 

examples of cruelty and injustice: it makes no more sense 
to say that Islam had nothing to do with the attacks on 
the United States in 2001 than it does to say that Christi

anity had nothing to do with the ravages of Canada's 

residential schools. 
It is convenient for progressive liberals to define "true 

Christianity," "true Islam," or "true Hinduism" as being 
oriented essentially toward so-called progressive, lib

eral values. This selective definition of religion is very 
useful for people who are interested in using a religion, or 



several religions, to support their own spiritual quest. This 
selective definition of religion is not, however, very 
helpful for dealing with the ways religion actually func
tions in the contemporary world. 

Islam is like any other human structure -like democracy, 
feminism, capitalism, Christianity; and technology - in 
that it is an ambiguous. system of ideas, texts, values, 
art, institutions, and aesthetics that has been built over 
centuries by many people. As such, we should expect 
that there will be a great many legitimate expressions of 
this tradition, and we should be suspicious of people 
who claim to speak on behalf of the single authoritative 
version. We should also be cautious about people who 
seek to correct Islamophobic stereotypes by offering 
strictly sunny stereotypes. 

This is not to suggest, with some postmodernists, that 
we cannot talk about mainstream or traditional Islam, or 
that we must speak only of "!slams." We can still say 
that according to traditional Islam, and according to the 
overwhelming majority of Muslims in Canada and else
where, the attacks of September 11th are considered 
abhorrent. However, it seems to me that whether we are 
talking about Islam in Canada, Islam in the rest of the 
world, or even Christianity in Canada, we should always 
strive to understand as many forms of these traditions as 
we can. Most importantly, if we continue to accept the 
nai:ve account of Islam that is often offered or assumed 
in liberal public discourse, we will never take the time to 
grapple with the coherent and powerful minority form 
of Islam that motivates people to give their own lives 
and take the lives of others in the name of Allah. 

The political consensus that the attacks in 2001 bad 
nothing to do with Islam may have reduced the post-
9/11 backlash against my Muslim friends and colleagues. 
I think that this is a good thing in and of itself, but there 
are many laws and customs in place in Canada that 
might also have mitigated this backlash. It seems to me that 
our public figures fail us if they offer us only simplistic 
accounts of any religious tradition or of any religious issue. 

Such sanitized accounts of Islam, Christianity, and 
Judaism are conducive to the interfaith dialogues that are 
desperately needed in these troubled times. Obviously, it 
is far easier to.get people to talk with one another when 
they feel they are not going to be attacked. However, 
what these nai:ve accounts of religion also guarantee is 
that the kinds of people likely to be drawn to these 
interfaith conversations are the kinds of people who 
were already inclined to like one another anyway. For 

example, two years ago, I attended an interfaith dia
logue about the Arab-Israeli conflict. Since the invited 
speakers included Palestinian refugees, Israeli peace 
workers, and local members of the Palestinian solidarity 
movement, it was relatively simple to achieve consensus 
on the current state of affairs in Israel/Palestine. However, 
I doubt that the meeting actually challenged any fears or 
false assumptions. 

It seems to me that if we want to foster productive 
conversations between people who actually disagree 
fundamentally, then we need to get such people in
volved in the conversation. This is impossible as long as 
participants in public discourse (this includes almost 
everyone) continue to be so unaware of the legitimate and 
sometimes conflictual diversity within these traditions. As 
I suggested, we do not need to choose between mislead
ing negative stereotypes of Islam and misleading positive 
stereotypes oflslam. I think that at the very least, the 
common framing of religion as either dangerous, cultish, 
and militant, or beautiful, true, and peaceful is not working. 
The problems associated with the Islamophobic model 
are obvious. The problems associated with the nai:ve 
model are less obvious, but still real. 

The Solutions 

If you agree with me that these case studies indicate 
that Canadian society is not prepared to deal with the 
increase in religious diversity we have witnessed in the 
past twenty years, then we need to work together to find 
solutions to this problem. Here are three possible ways 
to respond to the awkward situation in which we find 
ourselves today: 

1. Mandatory education about religion: based on
the assumption that religious literacy is as important
a component of informed 21st-century citizenship,
as is a basic grasp of Canadian geography or history.

2. No more evasion of explicitly religious claims:

taking religion seriously means refusing to allow
ourselves, our peers, and our policy-makers to
gloss over or bracket the explicitly religious fea-
tures of a social or political issue. � ·· 

3. Challenge/discuss the secularization hypothesis:

an increased religious literacy would allow us to
face what is for some commentators the baffling
evidence that religion has not retreated in the face
of modernization and industrialization. It is time
we developed the capacity to consider why this
did not happen.
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After George Bush's re-election in November, many 

journalists in Canada and the U.S. found themselves 

wondering how they had so underestimated the power 

of the conservative Christian voting bloc (since that was 

clearly one of the decisive features of his victory). 

Given the solid research we have about the considerable 

power of this tradition in the United States, it is odd that 

Bush's victory surprised so many commentators. But this 

is the point. Some of the leading American intellectuals, 

policy-makers, and journalists were so out of touch with 

the actual religious sensibilities of the society they are 

supposedly addressing, that this crucial component of 

the election was underemphasized by many pundits. 

tradition, Christianity is still an important force in Canada, 

but one of the most pressing challenges and exciting 

opportunities Canadians face is the rapid growth of non

Christian traditions. My hope is that with some effort, 

and some compassion, in ten or twenty years Canadians 

will not find themselves scratching their heads and won

dering: how did we miss that? 

Paul Bramadat 

Paul Brarnadat is Associate Professor in the Department of Religious 

Studies at the University of Winnipeg. His latest book is Religion a11d 

Eth11icity i11 Ca11ada (Pearson, 2005) co-edited with David Seljak. He also 

published The Church 011 the World's Turf: An Evangelical Christian 

Group at a Secular University (Oxford, 2000). 

Proportionally speaking, there are roughly three times 

as many evangelical Christians in the United States as 

there are in Canada. Moreover, Canadian evangelicals tend 

to be politically quiet, so they do not attract the kind of 

attention their co-religionists do in the United States. As a 

1 This article grows out of a book I co-edited with David Seljak, entitled 
Religion and Ethnicity in Ca11ada. However, the Department of Canadian 

Heritage recently asked me to provide federal policy-makers with a full 

critique of the way the Multiculturalism Program responds to religious 

diversity in Canada. Parts of my comments grow out of this project 
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The Apostle Paul was a transformational genius. The details of his 
life offer remarkable insights for present day leadership in the 
church. This is the starting point for this new book by an expert in 
organizational leadership and change and a noted Bible scholar. 

Leadership is a popular topic. Yet the curious and consistent omission 
among all the biographies, testimonials and training manuals is Paul 
of Tarsus - the apostle who "founded' the Christian Church as we 
know it. He took a new and struggling faith out into the world 
with nothing but faith and passion. He built and sustained a 
fragile network by coaching, cajoling and inspiring hesitant 
followers. Almost two thousand years later the heritage of the 
churches he founded continues in the faith communities of 

the Christian tradition. 

Charles Cotton and Richard Ascough are adamant that we have much to learn 
from Paul. They state that "Paul essentially wrote the book on how transfor
mational leaders should act." 

Passionate Visionary illustrates Paul's singular contribution to the idea of a 
nurturing community and paints a portrait of Paul as a leader of compassionate 
concern. Ten principles drawn from Paul's transforming leadership are outlined 
for the reader in this unique blend of leadership theory and biblical spirituality. 

Available at your local bookstore or call 1-800-387-7164 to order
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AIDS, Faith, Knowledge, and Care 

In preparation for the Xv International AIDS Conference at 
Bangkok (11-16 July 2004), a pre-conference organized by 
the Ecumenical Advocacy Alliance, Norwegian Church Aid, 
World Conference of Religions for Peace, Catholic Relief SeN

ices, and the Church of Christ in Thailand, brought some 250 
people from over 40 countries together in listening, discus
sion, and worship. The pre-conference was genuinely 
representative of Catholic, Anglican, and Protestant traditions, 
along with two Orthodox representatives from India. The sig
nificance of this gathering of faith leaders was marked by Peter 
Piot (Executive Director of UNAIDS): "Politicians, businesses, 
NGOs come and go but the long-term perspective, the 
memory and the future, is with religions. This is a perspective 
that has been missing .... AIDS must become a core issue for 
every faith because it is a part of life." There were plenary ses
sions, which shared successes and challenges in addressing 
HIV/AIDS, and there were more focused workshops as well. 
Among the plenary sessions, there was a panel entitled "Access 
for All: Communities of Faith Making It Possible" moderated by Dr. 
Christoph Benn, Director of External Relations, the Global Fund to 
Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria. Canadian Jesuit Fr. Michael 
Czemy, who seNes as Director of the African Jesuit AIDS Net
work (AJAN), made one of four presentations. The following is 
a text of his remarks. 

A
s Director of the African Jesuit AIDS Netwo

_
rk

based in Nairobi, I am very grateful for the opportumty 

to take part in this panel, ''Access for All: Communities 

of Faith Making It Possible." The enormous task of 

making access possible may be implemented in three di

mensions or steps: faith, knowledge, and care. 1 

Faith in God and Man 

Poverty is both a cause and a consequence of HIV/ 

AIDS, with more than 95% of the estimated 38 million 

people infected with HIV living in the developing world. 

According to the African Bishops, "Poverty goes hand in 

hand with HIV and AIDS. It concerns us that our already 

fra!!ile economies should be further weakened with much 
C, 

of the trained labour force lost to HIV and AIDS. Poverty 

facilitates the transmission of HIV, makes adequate treat

ment unaffordable, accelerates death from HIV-related 

illness, and multiplies the social impact of the epi
demic."2 Poverty reduces people's choices and capacities 

and, obviously, poverty is an enormous obstacle - per-

haps the principal one - to access to care and treatment. 

Many people in Africa are dying of AIDS because of poverty. 

From a Christian perspective, faith not only puts us in 

relationship with God, but also entails - essentially - our 

lifelong striving to see others as God sees them and to 

respond appropriately. God clearly regards people living 
with HIV and AIDS - especially those who are poor - as 

his beloved sons and daughters who suffer. Accordingly, 

everyone is called to regard them as beloved brothers and 

sisters. The refusal to treat them so, which is fundamen

tally a lack of faith, and the ensuing stigma and 

discrimination, are also enormous obstacles to access. 
HIV and AIDS should be seen as the greatest threat 

to Africa since the slave trade. Those infected need and 

deserve the same attention which our biblical tradition 

requires for "the orphans, widows, and strangers in your 

midst," that is, a response which conveys God's prefer

ential love for them.3 

Knowledge and Competence 

The prophet Hosea (4:6) laments, "My people perish 

because of lack of knowledge." Many people in Africa 

are dying of AIDS for lack of basic knowledge about 

prevention, about the various stages of development of 

HIV and AIDS, about opportunistic infections and their 

causes and signs, and about practical ways to avoid in

fections or to treat HIV-related illnesses. This is a case 

of "if you don't know, you can't do." If people had such 

information, even in a resource-poor setting, they could 

fight HIV/AIDS, and many could live longer and better. 

So "with deep commitment and fervent hope," Caritas 

Intemationalis and AJAN have co-sponsored a new 

manual. It was prepared by a young Jesuit, Pateme

Auxence Mombe, from the Central African Republic, who 

has a background in biochemistry and microbiology, theol
ogy and ethics, and with recent experiences Bf AIDS · 

ministry in Kenya, Tanzania, and Uganda. Rays of Hope 

intends to answer the need for practical information appro

priate for resource-poor settings such as African countries. 

It explains the virus, the medical treatment of HIY, the pre

vention and treatment of opportunistic infections, and the 

nutritional treatment of HIV/AIDS. In it, Mombe writes: 

This is a handbook for those infected by HIV/ AIDS 

or caring for them: for home-based caregivers, 
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volunteers or relatives who do not have a scien
tific background, but who need the most basic 
knowledge to ensure a better management of the 
disease. It is geared to the needs of Catholic or
ganizations, parish clinics and faith-based 
organizations. It includes ethical, pastoral and 
theological frameworks; it relates the clinical and 
medical focus to a Christian understanding of 
service to those who suffer.4 

In addition to compassion, we also need competence. 
We need scientific, medical, and professional knowledge 
- shared not only amongst experts, but also amongst
non-experts who must manage HIV and AIDS. And
such compassionate competence includes the spiritual

and the ethical. This requires its own "close to the
ground" competence. The Church doesn't "deliver"
services to a "target group"; she is already there
amongst and with God's people. This "horizontal" ap
proach is an indispensable quality of our approach
which nearly no one else can emulate.

So if"our people are dying out of ignorance," appropriate 
knowledge may help them to live - and empower them 
in tum to help others to live. As Mombe states in Rays of 

Hope: "A maximum of information is given so that the 
vast majority of infected people, especially in Africa, 
might stop dying from the lack of knowledge."5 

Care and Advocacy 

A man suffering from leprosy came up to Jesus, knelt 
down, and begged him for help: "If you want to," he said, 
"you can make me clean." Jesus was filled with pity, 
and reached out and touched him. "Of course I want to," 
he answered. "Be clean." (Matthew 8:2-3) The pity or 

compassion Jesus feels motivates him to reach out. "Of 
course I want to" expresses the faith of Jesus; he really 
sees the leper as God sees him, and is not afraid to touch 
him. Jesus touches the man, turning faith and knowl
edge into commitment and action. This response is what 
the Church and faith-based organizations (FBOs) seek 

to imitate- both personally and structurally. Personally, 

to touch is to touch the person, not a mass of population, 
or a sector, or a statistic. This touch is the most impor
tant antidote to HIV and the biggest aid to access. 

Structurally, the Church denounces structures of in
justice and promotes more just solutions. For example, 
Catholic Social Teaching advocates for the right to access 
to antiretroviral medicines (ARVs) on behalf of the 
poor. Not content that access to ARVs be restricted to 
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those in high-income countries who can afford the 
prices imposed by pharmaceutical companies, Pope John 
Paul II has consistently taught that there is a "social 
mortgage" on all private property; that this concept 

must also be applied to "intellectual property"; and that 
"the law of profit alone cannot be the norm of that 
which is essential in the struggle against hunger, sick
ness, and poverty."6 Since 1987, the Catholic Bishops of 
Africa and Madagascar (SECAM) have been speaking 
out on HIV and AIDS. But last year's plenary assembly 
in Dakar was the first occasion for them as a continent
wide body of Church leadership to give a common 
message on HIV and AIDS entitled "Our Prayer Is Al

ways Full of Hope." The brief and powerful message 
includes an action plan on access to ARVs. It includes 
recommendations to: 

• Make sure that the health services of the Church,
the social services, and the educational institutions
respond appropriately to the needs of those who

are ill with AIDS (I, 2).
• Focus on the particular vulnerability of girls and

the heavy burden on women in the context of the
HIV pandemic in Africa (I, 3).

• Advocate vigorously for access to treatment for
those who are prevented from obtainino it throuoh

o o 

poverty and structural injustices (I, 4).
• Adequately support those affected by HIV and

AIDS [and] provide access to care and treatment
and a life of dignity for people living with HIV and

AIDS (ill, 4).
• Encourage people living with HIV/AIDS or affected

by it to become actively involved, in our local
communities, as resource persons in the struggle
against the pandemic (IV, 4).

• Provide doctrinal, spiritual, and social formation,
and the best possible professional training, for
those willing to become involved in caring for and

in accompanying those who are living with and
affected by HIV/AIDS (V, 2).7 

The Church's responsibility is not optional, but 
guided by faith and knowledge, by compassion and 
competence. The Church both responds (often with 
great human generosity but very few material re

sources) and advocates vigorously too. 
In April 2004, a working group of Catholic agencies 

and institutions convened to review, update, and recom
mend policies regarding access to antiretroviral therapies 
in developing countries. The group developed the fol
lowing principles on access: 



• Well-designed and comprehensive treatment pro
grammes run by faith-based organizations (FBOs)
have proven to be feasible, successful, and beneficial
to people and families affected by HIV and AIDS.
These experiences need to be _shared.

• Catholic organizations should continue their advo
cacy on the lowering of costs for branded and
generic pharmaceuticals.

• Catholic organizations should increase advocacy
efforts to make appropriate drug formulations for
children available. The lack of paediatric drug for
mulations is a serious constraint to the treatment
of children under the age of three. 8 

In conclusion, since the onset of HIV and AIDS, 
members of the Catholic hierarchy, assisted by theologians 
and pastoral ministers worldwide, have insisted on the 
need for the Catholic Church to adopt a compassionate, 
non-judgmental response to the pandemic and to share 
the resources and the expertise abundantly present 
within the community of believers with those living 
with or affected by this virus. Perhaps the strongest 
voice in this regard has been raised by Pope John Paul 
II. During his 1990 visit to Tanzania, he observed:

The drama of AIDS threatens not just some na
tions or societies, but the whole of humanity. It
knows no frontiers of geography, race, age, or so-

African Jesuit AIDS Network 

I
n 1997 the Jesuit Conference for Africa and Madagas
car (JESAM) decided to begin a network on AIDS to 

support Jesuits who had already become involved in 
HIV/AIDS work or were developing new initiatives in 
half a dozen African countries. In mid-2002, the Jesuit 
Major Superiors of Africa founded the African Jesuit 
AIDS Network (AJAN) as a common shared continent
wide work. AJAN's mission, in the 32 countries of the 
continent where the Society of Jesus exists, is to encour
age and support Jesuits and their colleagues in 
responding to HIV and AIDS effectively and evangeli
cally, in a co-ordinated manner and in collaboration with 
others. Typical efforts include raising awareness in 
Jesuit schools and parishes and so helping to prevent the 
spread of HIV; ministering to the ill, the orphaned, and 
the vulnerable; taking stock of the disease's catastrophic 
consequences; developing appropriate spirituality, 
moral and pastoral theology; and working for needed 
changes in society and culture. 

cial condition .... Only a response that takes�into 
account both the medical aspects of the illness, as 
well as the human, cultural, ethical, and religious 
dimensions of life, can offer complete solidarity 
to its victims and raise the hope that the epidemic 
can be controlled and turned back.9 

Michael Czemy, S.J. 

A Canadian Jesuit, Michael Czemy, S.J. is the director of the African 

Jesuit AIDS Network. 

1 For great help in preparing this paper, I want to thank Mr. Matthew 

Livingstone, an intern at the African Jesuit AIDS Network in Nairobi and 

now a Canadian Jesuit novice. 
2 Symposium of Episcopal Conferences of Africa and Madagascar 

(SECAM), The Church in Africa in Face of the HIV/AIDS Pandemic: Our 

prayer is always full of hope, 2003.,See Catholic Bishops of Africa and 

Madagascar Speak out on HIV &AIDS, Nairobi: Paulines Publications, 2004. 
3 Society of Jesus, 34th General Congregation (1995), Decree 3, n.15. 

'Pateme-Auxence Mombe, S.J., Rays of Hope: Managing HIV & AIDS 

in Africa (Nairobi: Paulines Publications, 2004), 16. 

'Mombe, 15. 
6Pope John Paul II, "Message to the Jubilee 2000 Debt Campaign" (23 

Sept. 1999), L'Osservatore Romano, 25 September 1999, 5. Quoted by 

AJAN and Caritas lntemationalis in Mombe, 12. 
7 Symposium of Episcopal Conferences of Africa and Madagascar 

(SECAM), The Church in Africa in Face of the HIV/AIDS Pandemic: Our 
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8 AIDS Funding Network Group (AFNG), "Concluding 

Recommendations," Meeting of the Ad Hoe Working Group on Access to 

Care, Paris, 6-7 April 2004. 
9Pope John Paul II, Address during visit to Tanzania, 1990. 

The first step, in each of the 32 African countries 
where there are Jesuits, is to appreciate what is already 
being done and, on this basis, to develop appropriate 
responses to AIDS. A second step is to bring the patch
work of efforts together into an effective continental 
network which communicates, co-ordinates, and speaks 
with its own voice. The two steps begin together. 

The co-ordinator of the African Jesuit AIDS Network 
is Fr. Michael F. Czemy, S.J., who for eleven years was 
Social Justice Secretary at the Jesuit headquarters in 
Rome and is based in Nairobi, Kenya. Assisting-tin the 
AJAN office are Mr. Elphege Quenum, S.J., of the West 
African Province (PAO), Ms. Grace Njoroge, and Mr. 
Stephen Omondi of Nairobi. Visit www.jesuitaids.net 
for news and information on the fight against AIDS. To 
receive the monthly e-bulletin AJANews, please send 
your name, postal address, and e-mail address to 
<ajanews@jesuits.ca> and ·state your language prefer
ence: English, French, or Portuguese. 
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The Canadian Forum on Religion and Ecology 

Our situation today is determined by the ecologi
cal crisis of our whole scientific and technolocical 

0 

civilization, and by the exhaustion of nature 
through human beings. This crisis is deadly .... 
Unless there is a radical reversal in the fundamen
tal orientation of our human societies, and unless 
we succeed in finding an alternative way of living 
and dealing with other living things and with na
ture, this crisis is going to end in a wholesale 
catastrophe. 1 

A
round the world, �e ecological cri�is is provoking
a deep re-evaluation of the dynarruc between reli

gion and culture in a multitude of religious contexts. 
There are local efforts to reclaim the sacred dimensions 
of water, land, or seeds. There are thousands of small 
projects in diverse religious communities, such as those 
helping to make water accessible or potable. Religious 
activists are participating in social movements, joining 
campaigns for corporate resistance, and forming global 
networks of socio-ecological sustainability that tran
scend customary ethnic and religious boundaries. A 
group of Canadian religious scholars has worked quietly 
but consistently at this nexus of religion and ecology for 
a decade or more at the local, regional, national, and in
ternational levels. Their contributions included research, 
public policy formation, issue-specific efforts, activism, 
education, as well as popular and scholarly publications. 

Some of us decided it was time to consolidate and or
ganize our efforts in Canada. In March 2004, we officially 
launched the Canadian Forum on Religion and Ecology, 
CFORE (www.cfore.ca). The group is affiliated with the 
Forum on Religion and Ecology (FORE), a U.S.-based in
ternational initiative (http://environment.harvard.edu/ 
relicion). which provided a start-up grant. CFORE repre
sents a desire to invoke and evoke religious responses to 
the ecological crisis in Canada. Its mission is to facilitate 
transforrnative dialogue and education. Over the next few 
years, CFO RE will establish a national presence with a series 
of lectures and discussions across Canada. Our aim is to 
bring people together in interdisciplinary and interreligious 
forums to foster dialogue, gather information, and stimulate 
a transforrnative spirit. CFORE's goal is also to advocate 
for ecological sustainability in Canada and influence public 
policy. We represent a blend of activism and academia. 
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The launch took place at the University of Toronto on 
March 7, 2004, with a talk by Dr. Kenneth Kraft who 
represented FORE. A renowned Buddhist scholar and 
practitioner of Engaged Buddhism, Kraft offered insights 
into the nature of awareness. Kraft introduced a classical 
teaching called "how to hear the birds sing," a simple
sounding practice that, in fact, exposed the challenges 
of being attentive to and aware of the present moment. 
He gave this practice an ecological interpretation, arguing 
that we need to bend our awareness to the earth, to what 
it teaches, and to its suffering. 

The CFORE launch drew some two hundred people. 
Countless more who could not attend expressed interest 
in and appreciation for this initiative. The following day 
we held a consultation on the development of CFORE 
with activists and academics, including people from re
ligious and environmental studies, as well as from the 
Jewish, Buddhist, Baha'i, Daoist, and Christian tradi
tions. The interest in CFORE has been overwhelming 
and exciting. We have been contacted by numerous in
dividuals and groups with requests for materials, offers 
to organize conferences and collaborative efforts, as well 
as countless expressions of solidarity. We have received 
notices from Turkey, Denmark, India, the United King
dom, and the United States commending the launch and 
notifying us of similar efforts elsewhere. Canadian media 
have publicized what we are doing. CFORE is revealing 
and facilitating, rather than creating, a consciousness 
that is emerging both in Canada and around the world. 

CFORE Events in Canada 

Since March we have held meetings and consultations, 
provided two public lectures, and presented papers at the 
Canadian Society for the Study of Religion at the Congress 
of the Social Sciences and Humanities in Wmnipeg as well 
as at the Parliament of World Religions in Barcelona, 
Spain. We are organizing a series of dialogues in Nova 
Scotia, Alberta, and Ontario and have plans for more in 
other provinces. We are currently working on academic 
consultations, research, and publications. Moreover, we 
plan to develop CFORE as a public presence on the eco
logical scene in Canada. We have connections with the 
Sierra Club of Canada, Greenpeace, the Environmental 
Association of Canada, and Faith and the Common Good. 



The CFORE Mission 

Available at www.cfore.ca 

1. Overall Educational Goals

1. Promote research ,and teaching about religion and

ecology in Canada

2. Engage Canadians in dialogue about the role of re
ligious values in shaping attitudes and behaviours

towards the natural world

3. Make a Canadian contribution to revisioning human

earth relationships

4. Advocate for a sustainable ecological future .and

influence public policy on key issues

2. Strategies

l. Gain objective understanding of current state of religion

and ecology in Canada and make this knowledge

more widely available so as to gain wider public

awareness of this issue

2. Engage in educational outreach by organizing public

dialogue forums across Canada

3. Engage in academic research on religion and ecology

to make a Canadian contribution to the field

4. Identify issues where CFORE can partner with

government and NGOs

3. CFORE Orientations

1. A CFORE event is interdisciplinary and/or inter

religious, with activists and academics

2. CFO RE is explicitly transformative: to foster dialogue

for transformation (ecological, socio-political,

among activists and engaged academics)

3. CFORE is specifically Canadian: regional repre

sentation, engage with particular projects in diverse

bioregions, reflects Canadian culture(s), landscapes,

and consensus building

4. CFO.RE will host events across the country

CFORE is now on the scene. It is a modest effort but 

with a large vision and concrete plans. There is a steering 

committee consisting of the co-chairs James Miller of 

Queen's University in Kingston (Daoism and ecology) 

and Heather Eaton of Saint Paul University in Ottawa 

(ecology, feminism, and theology), as well as members 

Peter Timmerman (Buddhism and environmental activism) 

of York University in Toronto, Anne Marie Dalton (gender, 

ecology, development, and religion) of St Mary's University 

in Halifax, and Stephen Scharper (religion and ecology) 

· of the University of Toronto. While the committee does not

represent the full diversity of Canadian society, we hope

that CFORE can become inclusive of the many voices,

perspectives, cultures, and spiritual traditions in Canada.

The Ecological Challenges to Religions

The intellectual horizon of CFORE is formed by the 

ecological challenges to religion today. The power of 

religion is formidable, and can be harnessed for social 

change: good, ill, and the customary mix. We cannot avoid 

the ambiguous nature of religion, nor can we ignore the 

power, potential, and indeed profundity of religions. In 

response to ecological issues, religions have been slow 

to respond. Yet it is obvious that we are in acute need of 

both reverence for and responsibility towards the natural 

world. Some suggest that nothing less than a major 

change in our religious attitude towards the natural world 

will suffice to avert ecological catastrophe. Historically, 

religions have been deeply embedded in the natural 

world, meaning that religious insights have often been 

drawn from the processes of the earth. It is not just a 

matter of symbols such as fire, water, wind, or earth, or 

seasonal changes that are part of religious rituals. The 

reality is that religious understandings and teachings have 

been infused with the presence, limits, rhythms, and proc

esses of the natural world. In addition, many of the 

cultural attitudes towards the natural world have been 

formed by traditional religious worldviews. 

While it is relatively easy to research these connections, 

they are often not part of the religious imagination, 

teachings, and practices of many contemporary forms 

of the classical world religions. Furthermore, each religion 

carries obstacles to developing a radical ecological 

paradigm. Some emphasize an other-worldliness, or 

disregard altogether the phenomenal order and material 

reality. The monotheistic religions, with their focus on 

specific revelation and dogmas, all marked by anthro

pocentrism, have had, at times, difficulties acci,ptirig an 

intricate relationship between religious awareness and 

the natural world. 

Ecologically speaking, religions have been ambiguous. 

Every world religion provides both life- and earth-affirming 

orientations, and life-negating or ecologically destructive 

elements. While each tradition requires significant re

interpretation in light of- the ecological crisis, I will 
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emphasize the challenges facing the larger confluence 

of world religions at the nexus of religion and ecology. 

For religious traditions to engage effectively with the 

ecological crisis they must adopt, at least, the following 

five practices: 

I. Critical appraisals of the individual traditions in

relation to the attitudes, ethics, and ideologies of

the natural world, and human-earth relations;

2. An in-depth self-evaluation concerning those aspects

of the traditions that have promoted or ignored

ecological ruin;
3. A genuine openness to other religious traditions with

alternative perspectives, including those traditions

which have developed a high degree of sensitivity

to the natural world - both historically and in their

current forms;

4. A radical shift in emphasis towards awareness of

the rhythms and limits of the natural, and towards
acceptance of the basic reality of humanity's

emergence from and dependence upon the earth;

5. Constructive re-evaluations and re-appropriations

of resources within the traditions that can reshape

understandings of human-earth relations.

New insights and religious sensitivities need to be 

encouraged while other beliefs and practices need to be 

discarded. Specific teachings, insights, rituals, and eth

ics can be reclaimed in order to promote ecological 

sustainability. For example, it is appropriate to expand 

specific teachings to include an ecological dimension, 

such as reinterpreting the Christian tradition's "preferential 

option for the poor" to include an option for the earth. 

Yet there is a great need to reclaim a more foundational 

aspect of religion, one that cannot be approached 

instrumental! y. 

Spirituality and Ecology 

Religions influence cultures, worldviews, and horizons 

of meaning. Religions are elaborate stories, symbol systems, 

and social codes that orient and guide human communities. 

Religions are related to ultimate values and horizons 

that motivate and activate a deep energy within. Mary 

Evelyn Tucker and John Grim, co-founders of FORE, 

remind us that religions begin and end in mystery.2 

Religions address an ineffable dimension of life: the 

overwhelming yet mysteriously affirming sense of the 

wonder of life. Religious sensitivities urge us to be identified 

with something larger than ourselves. The lure of the 

beyond, the enticement of an unfathomable universe, 

and the attraction to the transcendent are integral to the 
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religious impulse. While these experiences are bio-cultur

ally mediated, they nonetheless awaken and expand 

human consciousness. Religious experiences thus tend to 

affirm the transcendental and ultimate value of life itself 

even in the face of the particularities of despair, mean

ingless, and death. 
Religions also discern hidden patterns of connection. 

Tucker believes that religions promise an understanding 

of the coherence, structures, and archetypes hidden 

within the mysteries of life. For Hindus and Buddhists, 

it is the dhanna or law; for Con:fucians, it is li or principle; 

for Daoists, it is Dao or the way; and for Christians, it is 

the logos. At some level, all of these patterns resonate 

with the unfolding rhythms of the natural world. 

A central concern for the academic study of religion 

must therefore be to recognize the primacy of the natural 

world for spiritual development. For cultural historian 

Thomas Berry, our religious sensitivities developed be
cause we marvelled at the magnificence of life around 

us and engaged in the challenges that life presents.3 

It is the wind, colours, butterflies, wolves, worms, 

flowers, and the invigorating challenge of life that 

shape our religious experiences. There is a return to and 

resurgence of an earth-consciousness at the heart of all 

spiritual awareness. It is an awareness that has been 

present throughout most of human history even though 

it was diminished with the rise of modernity. This 

awareness is re-emerging inside and outside of religious 

traditions today. 

A further challenge of the present era is not only to 

include the earth and its ecosystems within the purview of 

religious sensitivities but to situate the historical devel

opment of religious traditions within the evolutionary 

processes of the earth and the cosmos. Increasingly, we 

are recognizing that the larger framework of life is the 

unfolding story of the cosmos, or cosmogenesis. For 

many who work in. religion and ecology, this is the 

larger and primary religious story. It is the context of all 

other stories. An evolutionary framework is central to the 

ecological challenge to religion, and is evoking an enormous 

religious transformation, even a new religious moment. 

Interreligious Co-operation 

The world religions are being called upon to address 

the spiritual and moral dimension of the ecological crisis. 

Many international organizations, including the United 

Nations, the Union of Concerned Scientists, the World 

Watch Institute, and the Earth Charter Initiative, have 

called for religious leadership on ecological issues. Cana-



dian organizations such as the Sierra Club of Canada and 
the David Suzuki Foundation have explicitly included 
members from a variety of spiritual traditions in their 
events. This phenomenon is_ generating new forms of 
interreligious co-operation that are oriented to the re
construction of new moral attitudes towards the natural 
world, the development of ethics infused with a rever
ence of and responsibility for the natural world, and the 
encouragement of a religious sensitivity towards the 
earth. While each religion has distinct limitations and 
contributions, common ground is necessary. We can begin 
to appreciate each religious tradition as offering spe
cific insights and teachings within a single tapestry of 
revelations. 4 

In this new context, four elements of interreligious 
dialogue are changing dramatically: 

Form: There is a shift from studying the religious 
histories, texts, doctrines, worldviews, and differences 
to calling forth the spiritual resources of the world's re
ligions to become a political force for an ecologically 
sustainable future. These resources are pooled rather 
than compared or analyzed. Moreover, academics are 
working increasingly in public policy. Interreligious 
statements and policies address various organizations 
from local governments to the United Nations, asking 
them to deal more effectively with ecological problems. 

Content: The interreligious and ecological conversa
tions are raising questions about the nature of religious 
knowledge. It is deeply unsettling for some to appreciate 
each religion as part of a tapestry of revelations. This 
requires, at times, relativizing specific truth claims in 
light of the histories of religion, multiple truth claims, 
and religious consciousness. Moreover, there is a resurgence 
of interest and research into the nature of religious ex
perience as an anthropological constant, a quest of the 
human spirit embedded within the processes of life itself. 
To shift our gaze from the primacy of humanity to an 
awareness of the whole of life is difficult. Regardless, a 
religious worldview in which the natural world is sacred 
and not secondary is what is required of religions today. 

Ethics: Given the rapid rate of ecological destruction 
and the uncertainty of a sustainable future, we need a 
substantial change in religious attitudes towards the 
natural world that includes a shift from dogma to ethics. 
The work of rethinking the relationship of humans to 
the earth has implications for economic patterns, issues 
of equity and justice, as well as lifestyle choices. The 
challenge is to develop ethics that are not exclusively 
human-centred, but are explicitly earth-centred. Work is 

under way that draws from-the ethical core and codes of 
each religious tradition to include the natural world in 
ethical considerations. 

Religious Experiences: Awe and wonder are re
nowned as the basis of religious experience and lead to 
reverence, contemplation, and responsibility. Awareness 
of the power of wonder and awe is available to anyone 
who spends time in the natural world. A central religious 
task today is the recovery of a profound sense of wonder 
and awe in response to the numinous dimensions of life 
itself. Each tradition has an awareness of the natural 
world as a primary place of revelation and religious ex
perience. The beauty and elegance of the natural world 
have been inspirational and revelatory since time imme
morial. Wonder is an auth�ntic response to the elegant 
universe whence we came. The immensely complex 
creativity of the earth evokes wonder and awe, that is, the 
most intimate heart of religious experience and a decisive 
part of human consciousness. Wonder can galvanize 
human energy, imagination, wisdom, and insight. Wonder 
and awe lead to reverence, and reverence leads to responsi
bility and ethics. Reverence for and responsibility to the 
natural world are intimately connected to each other. 

Conclusion 

The ecological crisis is remaking the world. Climate 
changes, water shortages, and soil erosion are restruc
turing our planetary bio-systems. The United Nations 
estimates that between 150 and 200 species of life become 
extinct every 24 hours. There is an alarming increase in 
skin, lung, and breast cancers, allergies, and numerous 
respiratory ailments. Water, land, and air are becoming 
increasingly toxic with pollutants from industries and 
militaries. Toxins are now embedded within most mammals 
and amphibians on earth. Job loss and economic and 
social stress are creating further problems, such as migra
tion, violence, and militarization. The State of the World

Reports reveal escalating food shortages in most parts 
of the world and this will only increase. Large mammals 
in Africa will be gone in twenty years due to PRafhing,. 
hunting, and loss of habitat to human migration. This exten
sive extinction of life and the disruptions of bio-systems 
are changing the constitution, functions, and health of 
the planet to the degree that the future is unpredictable. 

Awareness of the magnitude of the ecological crisis 
is only beginning to dawn on many, and coincides with an 
exponential increase in knowledge about the earth, knowl
edge not available to previous generations of humans. 
The sophistication of ecosystems, the hydro-logic cycle, 
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interspecies co-operation, habitat and migration patterns, 
the plethora and ingenuity of species, and the sheer and 
dazzling magnificence of earth life are entering human 
consciousness at the same time as is their destruction or 
diminishment. Both the creativity and the crisis of earth 
are central issues at the nexus of religion and ecology. 

At its centre, the ecological crisis is an invitation to 
be inspired by the elegance and gracefulness of earth
life that is imbued with a sacred presence. It calls us to 
be intellectually and ecologically responsible to the de
mands of our age, and impelled to political action. The 
Canadian Forum on Religion and Ecology is one avenue 
of possibilities. In this era of ecological, religious, and political instabili

ties, much is required of us. New insights and energies 
are emerging from a sustained reflection on religious 
experience, the cosmos, and the natural world. This is a 
new form of interreligious consciousness. Socially engaged 
religious activists are immersed in the World Social Forum 
and other progressive citizens' movements in order to 
bring international religious pressure on gender inequi
ties and ecological concerns. Most of this work remains 
off the public radar screen, and yet it testifies to the con
structive power and potential of religions. However, 
religions need to be fully engaged in ecological issues. 
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Healing the Wounds in 
Couple Relationships 
BY MARTIN ROVERS 

Martin Rovers wrote that this book is "for people who want to 
love and be loved; who want to know where love comes from; 
how it works; how love can live or die; and especially how to 
live a fuller loving life with a partner." 

Two people seeking to build a life together face a host of 
challenges and difficulties. Couples may not know how to 
handle inevitable tensions and conflicts with one another. 
There is less and less support from families and society 
and couples have to work hard. 

Martin Rovers shows how the families in which we were 
raised continue to influence our relationships long after childhood has 

ended. This influence can take the form of deeply felt wounds. When love 
is wounded, ho� does love get healed? In order to help readers grapple with 
this "woundedness," he presents a series of individual-focused and couple
focused therapeutic strategies for emotional growth and health. 
Communication and self-awareness are the bases of the process in this very 
readable and highly practical self-help book. 

Available at your local bookstore or call 1-800-387-7164 to order
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Book Notes 

Genocide and the Churches 

Carol Rittner, Hubert S. Locke, and John K. Roth, eds. 
Genocide in Rwanda: Complicity of the Churches. 

Minnesota: Paragon House, 2004. Pp. 319. 

OnApril 7, 1994, RwandanArmedForces (FAR) and 
Hutu militia (the interahamwe) began killing Tutsis and 
moderate Hutus in a genocide that would eventually 
claim over 800,000 victims. Approximately 90 per cent 
of Rwandans identify themselves as Christians and attend 
church regularly, and ironically "more people were killed 
in church buildings than anywhere else" (Preface, xi). In 
these churches, parishioners, clergy, and other religious 
were not only victims, but also murderers. The fact that 
Christians and Christian leaders were perpetrators of 
horrific atrocities against fellow Christians has focused 
attention on the role that Christian churches, and in par
ticular the Roman Catholic Church (whose members 
account for about 65 per cent of the population), played in 
the Rwandan genocide. Rwandans and others have begun 
to ask: were the churches complicit in this slaughter? 

Genocide in Rwanda: Complicity of the Churches 

examines this question from a variety of perspectives. 
Many of the writers are religious clergy and laypersons, 
but there are also contributions from journalists, UN 
staff members, a Red Cross worker, and experts in the 
field of Holocaust and Genocide Studies. The authors 
include both Rwandans and others. The book is organized 
into four main parts: The Church and Power, The 
Church and People, The Church and Responsibility, and 
The Church and Complicity. For the most part, these 
essays are insightful discussions of complicity of the 
churches in Rwanda that examine lapses of faith and action, 
acts of courage and solidarity, and examples of hatred 
and violence. The essays do this through comparative 
analyses, historical appraisals of the role of churches in 
Rwanda, personal reflections, interviews, and a haunting 
photo essay by James M. Smith and Carol Rittner. 

This book places the situation in Rwanda in the context 
of other events of recent history such as those that occurred 
in Nicaragua, Chile, and Nazi Germany, where the role 
of the Church and its members had a significant impact, 

both for good and bad, on human lives. Particularly 
compelling are the chapters written by people with direct 
involvement during the genocide such as Red Cross worker 
Philippe Gaillard, and Rwandan Sister Marie Cesarie 
Mukarwego. Their stories paint moving pictures of the 
heroic efforts of many clergy and Christians to protect 
those under threat from the genocidaires but also of 
Christian betrayal that drew neighbours and friends into 
acts of brutality, violence, and degradation. 

The Complicity of the Churches 

The question of complicity is answered with some 
ambivalence. Many of the essays in this work give a re
sounding "Yes!" to the question of complicity in the 
churches through their disturbing and disheartening sto
ries. However, there are other voices that tell of clergy, 
laity, and officers of the Church speaking against the 
slaughter, providing sanctuary at great risk, and sacri
ficing their own lives in solidarity with Rwandans. 
Several writers argue that the genocide could have been 
prevented if, at all levels, the churches had taken greater 
responsibility and used their power and influence to oppose 
the conditions in Rwanda leading up to the massacre. 
However, Sr. Marie Cesarie Mukarwego argues, "What 
one must understand is that the Church is made up of 
human beings and thus is not shielded from the fragility 
and weaknesses of our humanity .... The killers had 
heard the Gospel, many times, in fact .... Nevertheless, 
they chose to put the Gospel aside. They allowed themselves 
[to] be manipulated by those whose devilish project was 
the extermination of others" (117). 

The idea of confession of sin and a commitment to 
change are central to this book. This is a call not only to 
confession of sins of both commission and omission, 
but also to transformation of hearts and minds in the . 
hopes of reconciliation in Rwanda. In addition""'tO pro
viding some answers to the question of complicity, the 
insights from these essays provoke further thought and 
discussion on this important question. One significant 
conclusion in this book is its recommendations for healing 
in Rwandan society: the authors are adamant that healing 
and reconciliation cannot come before offenders both 
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recognize and take ownership of their sins. In taking 

ownership, the Church and its people must reject their 

racist ideologies and embrace the commandment to 

"love your neighbour as yourself." It is only after the 

important acts of confession and commitment to change 

that reconciliation and healing might come to Rwanda. 

In the words of David P. Gushee, the churches 

must be the social institution ... most sensitive to 

the rise or spread of ideologies that promote hatred, 

torture or genocide. We [the churches] must be the 

most fiercely independent and unselfish social in

s ti tu tion in society, far more committed to 

truth-speaking and defending the innocent than to 

personal self-interest or ecclesial power. We must 

be the social institution that offers the most care

ful scrutiny of government and its leaders .... We 

must be the social institution whose identity and 

mission are the most closely guarded ... because 

the earthly well-being of many millions of people 

depends on our faithfulness to our calling, and our 

Lord. (265). 

Genocide in Rwanda makes an important contribution 

to the study of the Rwandan genocide by describing the 

situation at the time of the conflict and its aftermath. At 

times, it gives grisly descriptions of the massacre that 

cause the reader to shrink from further reading. It also 

describes some of the complicating factors that make it 

difficult to explain easily the cause of the Rwandan 

tragedy. Readers of history, religion, culture, and society 

will appreciate this book. Genocide in Rwanda: Com

plicity of the Churches will also be helpful to students 

and researchers in the fields of Religious Studies, Ethics, 

Genocide and Holocaust Studies, Sociology, International 

Studies, and Peace and Conflict Studies. This book 

makes an important contribution to the story of Rwanda 

by identifying the powerful role the Christian churches 

have in influencing the moral and ethical behaviour of 

their people. 

Joanne Rennick 

University of Waterloo 
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The Myth of Jewish Unanimity 

Prophets Outcast: A Century of Dissident Jewish 

Writing About Zionism and Israel. Ed. Adam Shatz. 

New York: Nation Books, 2004. 

Wrestling with Zion: Progressive Jewish-American 

Responses to the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict. Ed. Tony 

Kushner and Alisa Slomon. New York: Grove Press, 2004. 

Contrary to the claims of the American Jewish es

tablishment and the Israel lobby, Jews do not 

speak with one voice about the Middle East. Since 

the late nineteenth century some of the fiercest 

and most eloquent critics of Israel and Zionism 

have been Jewish thinkers. Unconditional sup

porters for the State of Israel have denounced 

them as heretics or "self-hating Jews." Yet as Pal

estine and Israel are again engulfed in violence, 

their warnings about the Zionist project, with its 

vision of an ethnically pure Jewish Sate, have 

never seemed more prescient. Theirs is a tradition 

which it is ever more urgent to reclaim. 

This paragraph is taken from the back cover of a new 

book, Prophets Outcast: A Centwy of Dissident Jewish 

Writing about Zionism and Israel, edited by Adam Shatz. 

The purpose of the book, the editor explains in his intro

duction, is to refute the myth of Jewish unanimity 

regarding the State of Israel, a myth fostered by the Jewish 

establishment in North America and, ironically, by the pro

moters of anti-Semitism. In fact, the editor argues, Jews are 

deeply divided over many issues related to Zionism and 
Israel. Since the large Jewish organizations have created a 

set of taboos, it has become difficult for dissident Jews to 

raise their voices in public. To foster an open public debate, 

in which all Jewish voices are respected, Shatz has selected 

critical texts written by 26 prominent Jewish authors, some 

of them from the late nineteenth century, who caution 

against the destructive consequences of an increasingly 

aggressive Zionism. Among these authors are well-known 

Jewish personalities such as Martin Buber, Hannah 

Arendt, Albert Einstein, Sigmund Freud, Isaac Deutscher, 

I.F. Stone, Noam Chomsky, and Yehudi Menuhin. Other

authors are scholars and journalists from Israel and North

America who deal with Israel's oppressive policies regarding

the Palestinians that remain largely hidden from the wider

public. At the same time, all of these authors are passionately

Jewish: they define their identity through the ethical voca

tion constitutive of the Jewish tradition, and they envision

an Israel that honours the rights of the Palestinian people.



A second book that wants to refute the myth of Jewish 
unanimity is Wrestling with Zion: Progressive Jewish

American Responses to the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict, 

edited by Tony Kushner and Alisa Sloman. On the back 
cover we read, "All the participants .share three things: a 
Jewish identity, an American identity, and a sense of ur
gency, refusing to ignore the catastrophic injustice that has 
been visited upon the Palestinian people, while at the same 
time being passionately committed to Jewish and Ameri
can legacies of compassion and justice." Wrestling with 

Zion offers a collection of Jewish texts that are similar to -
and in a few cases identical with - those published in 
Prophets Outcast. What is different is that Wrestling with 

Zion has collected over 60 relevant texts, most of them not 
taken from famous personalities, but from a wide spectrum 
of Jewish observers ofisraeli politics and Palestinian con
ditions. The Canadian reader will notice that Naomi Klein 
is cited without reference to her Canadian nationality. 
Readers interested in religious dialogue between Chris
tians and Jews will recognize the names of Rabbi Michael 
Lerner and Rabbi Arthur Waskow, who have, over the 
years, consistently commented on Israel/Palestine from 
the prophetic Jewish theological perspective. 

Israel and Anti-Semitism 

These two volumes demonstrate that it is absurd to ac
cuse indiscriminately of anti-Semitism people who 
criticize the Israeli occupation and regard the Jewish set
tlements on Palestinian territory as illegal. Such an 
indiscriminate accusation is absurd because there exists 
among these critics a long list of respected Jewish voices. 
An article by Judith Butler, published in both collections, 
deals specifically with a statement made in September 
2002 by Lawrence Summers, the President of Harvard 
University, according to which to criticize Israel at this 
time and to call on universities to divest themselves of 
investments in Israel are "actions that are anti-Semitic in 
their effect, if not their .intent." Professor Butler recognizes 
the force of anti-Semitism in the world and the need to 
reveal and denounce it, but she disagrees with Mr. Summers' 
proposal that critics who exert pressure on Israel to change 
its policy towards the Palestinians are necessarily anti
Semitic. She rejects this unthinking equation between the 
State of Israel and the world-wide Jewish community. In 
her reply to Mr. Summers, she first describes the destructive 
and humiliating impact of the occupation on the Palestinian 
people and then recalls the thousands of American Jews 
committed to justice who have signed petitions demanding 
the end of this occupation. She mentions only one such 

petition, the one that she has signed herself, yet many 
Jewish petitions of this kind can be found on the Internet. 

The divestment issue concerns the Churches. In June 
2004, the 216th General Assembly of Presbyterian Church 
U.S.A. reaffirmed a resolution of 1948 that recognized 
Israel and a Palestinian State existing side by side with 
safe borders and a subsequent resolution that called 
upon Israel to end the occupation, which is the principal 
cause of the spiral of violence. The General Assembly 
also rejected the claims of Christian Zionism as based 
on an idiosyncratic interpretation of Scripture and 
harmful to the quest for justice and peace. Furthermore, 
the Assembly objected to the wall of separation under 
construction, since it causes great harm to the local 
population. More controversially, the Assembly authorized 
the Church's investment committee to explore the se
lective divestment of church funds from companies 
whose business in Israel supports activities that directly 
or indirectly cause the suffering of innocent people. 

That the Presbyterian Church U.S.A. has had excellent 
relations with the American Jewish community was ad
mitted by Rabbi Gary Bretton-Branatoor, the Interfaith 
Director of the Anti-Defamation League. Yet, he expressed 
his disappointment that before adopting the controversial 
resolution, the Church did not consult with the leaders 
of the American Jewish community. But do these leaders 
speak for all American Jews? To be well-informed about 
the Middle East conflict, the church people responsible 
for this topic were certainly in conversation with many 
knowledgeable observers, probably including many 
Jewish political scientists and journalists. Their reasoning 
is reflected in Professor Butler's article published in 
Prophets Outcast and Wrestling with Zion. 

Christians who have been in touch with Jewish human 
rights and peace organizations in Israel and are acquainted 
with Michael Lerner's Tikkun Community and Arthur 
Waskow's Shalom Center have been aware of the dissent 
in Jewish community regarding the Israeli occupation 
of Palestine. Prophets Outcast and Wresting with Zion 

will extend this awareness to a wide readership and 
have an influence on public opinion. The editors regard 
these books as important instruments in the fight against 
anti-Semitism since they refute the frequently made ac
cusation that the humiliation and degradation of the 
Palestinian people by the expansionist policies of the 
Jewish State have the unanimous support of the world
wide Jewish community. Like the rest of humanity, 
Jews are divided in their political options. 

Greg01yBaum 
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Christ and Liberation 

Harold Wells. The Christie Center: Life-Giving and Lib

erating. Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2004. Pp. 
339. 

Harold Wells' important new book is a sign that lib
eration theology continues to affect thought and actions 
in the Christian churches. Wells wants to show that 
God's self-revelation in Israel and finally in Jesus Christ 
is a life-giving and liberating power acting in the history 
of the human family. Is this really the message of the 
Scriptures? Many readers find in the Bible quite differ
ent messages. Some read the New Testament as God's 
gracious offer of salvation and eternal life, creating a 
certain aloofness from the world. Others hear in Scrip
ture a divine summons to respect and obey the public 
authorities, producing a conservative political outlook. 
The question Christians must ask is what principles 
should guide them in interpreting Scripture. 

The first part of Wells' book deals with this methodo
logical question. As a Protestant thinker, he wants to 
protect the sofa scriptura principle: the saving truth, 
transformative of human life, is found in Scripture. At 
the same time, he recognizes that the Bible has become 
problematic for contemporary readers. Why? Because it 
communicates a culture of inequality that subjugates 
women, ostracizes Jews, and commits outsiders to the 
powers of darkness. How then shall we read the Scrip
tures? Wells offers us two principles: he calls them the 
praxis principle and the Christie centre. 

The praxis principle assigns priority to the biblical 
passages that have an emancipatory message. Several 
authors - for instance Paul Tillich, Rosemary Ruether, 
and David Tracy- have called this the prophetic principle 
because the biblical prophets announced God's judgment 
on the sinful world and God's promise of regenerating 
grace. God judges the oppressive, exploitative, and de
humanizing features of society and gives power to act to 
men and women who yearn for peace, justice, and uni
versal solidarity. Wells prefers to call this the praxis 
principle since it interprets Scripture as a call to action: the 
biblical message delegitimates the established powers 
that oppress and exploit human beings and prompts be
lievers to support freedom and justice in their society. 

While the praxis principle is indispensable, it is not 
sufficient. In reading Scripture, Wells argues, we must 
listen to Jesus Christ, the incarnate Son of God, who has 
sent his divine Spirit into the world to liberate humanity 
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from the multiple prisons it has created for itself and 
reconcile humanity in communion with God. Wells 
calls this listening to Jesus the Christie centre, the nec
essary guide for interpreting Scripture. 

Wells realizes that many theologians do not agree with 
this. I recall that the great theologian Reinhold Niebuhr 
assigned such central importance to the prophetic principle 
that little room was left for christology. Wells is keenly 
aware that many contemporary theologians are content 
with the praxis principle and hesitate to put Jesus at the 
centre of their theology for fear of creating an imperialistic 
discourse that divides humanity and legitimates colonial 
patterns of superiority and inferiority. These theologians 
feel that the praxis principle allows them to be universal 
in their concern, while the doctrine of Jesus creates rifts 
in an already deeply divided humanity. 

Wells argues against this position in the second part 
of his book. He wishes to be both radical and orthodox: 
faithful to the prophetic message and faithful to God's 
self-revelation in Jesus Christ, whom he interprets in line 
with the early ecumenical councils, expressed in the an
cient doctrines of Incarnation, Resurrection, and 
Trinity. Wells argues that according to a better reading 
of Scripture, the crucified and risen Lord reveals God's 
solidarity with sinful and vulnerable humanity and 
sends God's Spirit as divine actor in people's historical 
struggle to create a peace-loving community in just 
structures. Jesus Christ, the critic of empire, persecuted, 
crucified, and risen, forgives the sins of humanity - the 
murders, the oppressions, the tortures - and creates new life 
toward universal solidarity and the rehabilitation of the 
despised. Wells argues with several feminist theologians 
that since Christ's redemptive action involved his humanity 
but not his maleness, his saving message transcends the 
inherited patriarchal rule. 

What does Jesus tell us about the followers of other 
religions? Here Wells summarizes rather briefly the 
contemporary theological debate and, if I read him correctly, 
hesitates to make up his own mind. He might have taken 
up Jurgen Moltmann's proposal that, because of the 
kenosis or self-emptying of Jesus, the Church itself has 
a kenotic vocation: it is not destined to embrace the 
whole of humanity but appointed by God to give thanks 
for the pluralism of religious or sapiential traditions. 

In the third part of the book the author explores the 
contextual character of Christian preaching and Christian 
theology. Christians live inevitably in concrete historical 



conditions that are marked by sin and suffering. These 
conditions shape their experiences and demand to be 
critically analyzed. The task of theology is to interpret 
the biblical message so that it b�comes God's Word for 
people in their historical situation. It is possible, of course, 
to develop a conservative contextual theology that 
blesses the existing order. The Christian Right in the US 
has even developed a contextual theology that appoints 
America, the Christian nation, led by a Christian president, 
to fight the evil in the world and prepare for Christ's 
second coming. By contrast, the contextual theology 
advocated by Wells is worked out by listening to the 
crucified Jesus and hence in solidarity with the victims 
of society, the poor, the despised and marginal. With Jesus, 
his theology is opposed to empire. According to the 
praxis principle, then, not only does thinking influence 
action, but action in turn affects our consciousness and thus 
our thinking. Only solidarity with Jesus on the cross and 
the oppressed of our society will enable us to interpret 
the life-giving and liberating message of the Gospel. 

Wells is keenly aware that the same Gospel must be 
preached with different accents depending on the historical 
context. Reciting the common creeds is not enough. The 
Gospel summons Native communities to be proud because 
colonial domination has undermined their self-respect; 
yet the selfsame Gospel demands humility of a white 
congregation that, unbeknownst to itself, has preserved 
a colonial mentality. The need to be contextual prevents 
Christians from developing a liberation theology for the 

whole world. In each place, Christians have to listen to 
what God's Word is telling them, and only patient dialogue 
and common action will allow different Christian com
munities, each with their own problems, to come up with 
a common statement of what Jesus Christ means to them. 

How do I, as a Catholic theologian, react to Wells' 
liberating theology? I share with him the desire to be 
both radical and orthodox. I find that I support most of 
his theological conclusions, even though I arrive at 
them following a different method. Wells makes a great 
effort to save the sola scriptura principle; yet since he 
reads the New Testament in fidelity to the early ecu
menical councils, he appears to a Catholic reader to listen 
to God's Word as mediated by Scripture interpreted by 
tradition. Since Catholics r�ad the Scriptures in this 
way, they pay attention to how different ages have inter
preted the Bible and hence have no hesitation to rely on 
cultural and philosophical ideas in their theology. As the 
ancient Christian writers were in dialogue with Plato 
and the medieval thinkers in dialogue with Aristotle, so 
do contemporary liberation theologians engage in dia
logue with praxis philosophy and the sociology of 
oppression. Nor are Catholic theologians as shy of 
metaphysics as most of their Protestant colleagues. 
While Wells and I follow different methods, our conclu
sions are similar and our solidarity and co-operation 
spontaneous. 

Greg01yBaum 
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Amazing Church 
A Cat1wlic Theologian Remembers a Half-Century of Change 
BY GREGORY BAUM 

Amazing Church 

Gregory Baum shows the "extraordinary evolution" of Catholic Social Teaching over 
the past half century. He writes: "I am convinced that what has emerged in the Church's 
official teaching is a new form of Catholicism that finds expression in the first sentence 
of Gaudium et spes, 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 

A catholic Theologian Remembers anxieties of the followers of Christ." 
a Half.century al C1iange 

He challenges those Catholics today who lament the indifference of the ecclesiastical 
�--G_RE_GO_RY_B_A_U_M __ � bureaucracy to a number of urgent pastoral problems. For Baum, inconsistencies in the 
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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 History 
The Christology of Bernard Lonergan 
BY FREDERICK E. CROWE, SJ 
Frederick Crowe presents a comprehensive look at the evolution of Bernard 
Lonergan's understanding of Christ. It is a chronological analysis of Lonergan's 
main writings and lectures pertaining directly or indirectly to Christology. 

Using the scissors action that Lonergan's Insight made famous, Crowe demon
strates 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 ofLonergan'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 pietas - the 'piety' of a student for a revered teacher. 

ChristmHistory 
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