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Consuming Religion: The Church and the Mark�t Society 

In April, the world was witness to one of the great 

media spectacles of the young twenty-first century: 

the death of Pope John Paul II. One of the most 

common and ironic obseNations by media com

mentators was surprise over the extraordinary 

media interest in the pope's death. Not only Roman 

Catholics, but everyone seemed fascinated by the 

passing of John Paul II. Catholics themselves were 

alternately baffled and encouraged by this sudden 

interest in all things Catholic. In order to shed light 

on this phenomenon, The Ecumenist has excerpted 

a portion of Vincent Miller's extraordinary book, 

Consuming Religion: Christian Faith and Practice in 

a Consumer Culture (Continuum, 2003). In this ex

cerpt, Miller discusses the phenomenon of religious 

celebrity in the modern world. He writes, 'With the 

Dalai Lama and Mother Teresa, John Paul has joined 

a late-twentieth-century media pantheon of reli

gious figures." In a consumer society, these religious 

"superstars" are widely appreciated, but only in the 

most superficial way. They are admired as icons of 

human decency or as objects of "exotic or moralistic 

nostalgia." Such is the ambiguity of religious leader

ship in a consumer society. Only in understanding 

the context of consumerism can we understand the 

nature of the current fascination with John Paul II 

and his successor. 

In Consuming Religion, Miller avoids the now com

mon Christian critique of "consumerism" that 

focuses on the values and ideas that maintain our 

current lifestyle. While sympathetic to such books, 

Miller argues that they are too easy for theologians 

who draw consumerism, which is essentially a set of 

practices, into the arena of academic theology, 

which has a special competence in the realm of 

ideas and values. These analyses that contrast the 

self-interested, materialistic individualism of consum

erism with the altruistic, spiritual communitarianism 

of Christianity rely on a more ancient division of real

ity into "the Church" and "the World" relating to "the 

spiritual" and "the temporal" or "the material." Miller 

argues that since the market (under the sponsorship 

of the absolutist state) has now expanded into every 

area of society and into every institution, Christians 

can no longer claim to live in a "societas perfecta," an 
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autonomous community outside of the consumerist 

world. As Miller points out, there is no "elsewhere" 

when it comes to the market society. The Church 

today is as implicated in the market society as it used 

to be in European feudalism. The final irony, he 

points out, is that Christian criticisms of consumerism 

(including the burgeoning field of eco-theology) 

themselves become new consumer products that 

people can buy, consume, and discard without 

changing their lives or ignore altogether. 

For Miller, the urgent question becomes what happens 

to religion in a consumerist society? Like everything 

else, he responds, it becomes a commodity. In a 

society in which culture itself is commodified, all 

cultural products enter the market as commodities -

including religious products. Recalling Marx's analysis 

of "commodity fetishism," Miller argues that com

modities appear before us almost magically. The 

chicken breast in the grocery store cooler appears 

wrapped in shiny plastic. The consumer is totally 

unaware of how the sectioned, de-boned, skinless 

chicken came to be. There is no connection be

tween the commodity and community. We do not 

know about the farmer and do not care about her 

well-being. We do not ask whether the production 

of the animal/commodity meets our standards of 

justice or ecological wisdom. In the same way, cul

tural products (including religious ones) appear 

before the modern consumer abstracted from tradi

tion, community, and the demands of social and 

ecological justice. 

Miller uses modern and postmodern social critics 

/Guy Debord, Pierre Bourdieu, Jean Baudrillard) to 

argue that, in a consumer society, commodities are 

valued not for their use or exchange value but for 

their symbolic value. In an affluent society, people 

buy things not so much to use them or exchange 
them for profit, but to communicate to others some

thing about themselves. How else could we explain 

paying for luxury cars when more modestly priced 

cars would be an equally efficient means of transpor

tation? Buying a luxury car or wearing a suit is a way 

of communicating to others who we are. It is a way 

of establishing our status, our relationship to other 

people, and our identity. The last half-century has 

witnessed the expansion of this behaviour into all 

realms, including religion. Religious music, beliefs, 

values, and practices are abstracted from commu

nity, tradition, and the demands of social justice. 

They are consumed and discarded. And so a decade 

ago a CD of the music of Hildegard of Bingen 

topped the European pop music charts. Hildegard's 

particular Christian beliefs, values, and teachings are 

still ignored. Her music now becomes part of some

one's CD collection. 

What impact will the great current media-filtered ex

posure to Roman Catholic sacred sites, rituals, 

theology, governance, and values have on the 

world? If we read Miller seriously, we cannot ignore 
the ambiguity of John Paul !I's global ministry or the 

media frenzy that attended his death. In spite of his 

strong critique of consumerism and consumer reli

gion, Miller is not a conseNative who anathematizes 

the modern world. Readers of Consuming Religion 

will discover that Miller is constantly aware of the 

ambiguity of modernity, including the media and 

consumerism. Because Miller's book is so important 

and his argument so nuanced, we are reproducing 

a section of it in this issue of The Ecumenist. In the 

next issue, I will present a full book review. 

David Seljak 

Religious Leaders in a Consumer Society 

N 
o consideration of the commodification of reli

gion would be complete without examining the

impact of celebrity upon religious leadership.

Whatever the popular evaluation of their particular doc

trines, religious figures remain attractive subjects for 

media coverage. This interest seems a perfect example 

of the dynamics of commodification. Revered by people 

outside of the communities they lead, they are living 

symbols who share the same fate of other postmodern 
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symbols, being susceptible to interpretation and use ac

cording to logics outside of their own traditions. This 

applies to both institutional leaders and holy figures past 

and present who form an important component of reli

gious traditions as exemplars of their ideals. We will 

consider the fate of such figures in consumer culture in 

two ways. We will begin with Guy Debord's notion of 

spectacle, because it provides an illuminating key for 

understanding the fate of religious leaders in a media-



. . 

. . 

. . 

. 
. 

. · . -
--- -: 

saturated culture. The media provide greatly expanded 
access to the public, but this comes at the risk of being 
reduced to abstracted media content, interesting prima
rily as exotic or moralistic nostalgia. We will consider 
how religious traditions change when the media supple
ment or supplant traditim�al community structures. The 
quip that Moby is a one-man religious movement 
touched on the rising importance of what Pierre 
Bourdieu has termed the new class of cultural mediators. 
We will consider not simply the rise of new figures such 
as Mother Angelica and Dr. Dobson [Focus on the Fam
ily] but also how this new sort of cultural authority feeds 
back into the structures of traditional religions. When 
traditional religious leaders exploit this new social posi
tion, they import with it the habits and dispositions their 
followers use to interpret popular media content. 

Spectacle and Celebrity 

Once the scene would have been surprising, perhaps 
even disorienting: the pope celebrating mass in Yankee 
Staclium, Camden Yards, or Maracana Stadium in Rio de 
Janeiro. Twenty-five years into John Paul II's papacy it 
is something to be taken for granted. Despite his increas
ing physical frailty, the former actor can still mesmerize 
crowds numbering in the hundreds of thousands. Close
ups of his preaching and celebration of the Eucharist are 
amplified on the DiamondVision screens, just as close
ups of players at bat or Mick Jagger or Madonna are at 
other times. What would have been unimaginable four 
decades ago has become routine. The pope's aggressive 
use of global travel and the modern media make his the 
first postmodern papacy. With the Dalai Lama and 
Mother Teresa, John Paul has joined a late-twentieth
century media pantheon of religious figures. As was the 
case with Christianity's much earlier appropriation of 
Roman imperial spectacle, modern media spectacle both 
benefits and deforms Christianity. 

What is the problem? Certainly, the ability to attract 
media attention is not a bad thing in itself. On the positive 
side, these leaders are interesting and compelling people; 
on the negative, their distinctive dress and exotic beliefs 
make them particularly media-genie. Each of these figures 
has used her or his personal charisma to further their 
message. What could be the problem? Recall Debord's 
description of the society of the spectacle. The dominance 
of the visual accompanies a disconnection between 
what is represented and what is going on in people's 
lives. "Everything that was once directly lived has 

moved away into a representation."53 The spectacle is a 
realm of virtual fulfillment abstracted from the political 
forces that shape people's lives. The price for access is 
playing by the rules of media, not one's tradition. Chester 
Gillis notes the symbolism of John Paul's appearance at 
Camden Yards in Baltimore-the first of the current 
wave of retronostalgia ballparks. While American 
Catholics enjoy such pageantry and continue to revere 
and respect the pope as a religious figurehead, many 
question or ignore the moral and doctrinal positions that 
he has so forcefully asserted and defended during his 
pontificate.54 Leaders of religious communities are 
transformed into media celebrities: no longer the Four
teenth Incarnation of Avalokitesavara, the Bodhisattva of 
Compassion; the 262nd Bishop of Rome; or the foundress 
and superior of the Missionaries of Charity, but proper 
names-the Dalai Lama, John Paul II, Mother Teresa
like other celebrities. In addition to being able to offer a 
universalist religious message, each is notable as a per
sonality: John Paul's grandfatherly mix of playfulness 
and sternness, Teresa's simple speech and garb, the 
Dalai Lama's aura of wisdom and playfulness. Each has a 
distinctive vocal style: the thickness of Eastern European 
(Polish or Albanian) accents, the Dalai Lama's Tibetan 
musicality. The list of candidates for the next spot in this 
pantheon of media religious figures is informative. If 
Princess Diana fits better than Desmond Tutu, it is because 
the latter is associated with the quite particular politics of 
South Africa. Figures too closely associated with particular 
communities and particular interests are not susceptible 
to abstraction and are not attractive as celebrities. 

The Dalai Lama is an obvious example of religious 
celebrity for reasons more profound than his association 
with Richard Gere. The 14th Dalai Lama has become an 
international religious celebrity whose dress includes 
Western projections of oriental exoticism as much as the 
saffron robes of the Tibetan monk. In the minds of many, 
he is the religious leader of Western myths of Shangri-La 

more than the particular, historical nation of Tibet. The 
Dalai Lama represents peace, innocence, ancient ti;a.dition, 
environmental harmony-and vegetarianism. In the 
liner notes of the album discussed earlier, Moby quotes the 
Dalai Lama in a collection of texts supporting veganism. 
Yet Tibetan Buddhism never embraced vegetarianism, 
because of the harsh climate of Tibet (notably harsher 
than Shangri-La). Modern environmental concerns do not 
appear in Tibetan literature until 1985.55 As for ancient 
tradition, the current Dalai Lama has undertaken a number 

The Ecumenist, Vol. 42, No. 2 Spring 2005/ 3 



of significant innovations in response to the exile. He has 

expanded his office to become the political representative 

of the nation in exile and protector of its culture. 

His religious role is much expanded as well. Histori

cally, the Dalai Lama was not the leader of all Tibetan 

Buddhists, but was more properly associated with one 

particular sect within Tibetan Buddhism, the Geluk .. 

Theologically, the Dalai Lama is an advocate of "Buddhist 

modernism," which, like its Christian counterpart, em

phasizes those aspects of Buddhism that are most 

amenable to universalistic interpretation and downplays 

its cultural and national particularities.56 Thus, much of the 

universalism and abstraction surrounding the Dalai Lama 

is due to his particular religious doctrine and policies. 

Nevertheless, as Donald Lopez argues, the cause of Tibet 

continues to be held prisoner to the Western, romantic 

image of Shangri-La. Its power as an abstracted symbol of 

nostalgia hinders pragmatic consideration of its particu

lar problems. "To the extent that we continue to believe 

that Tibet prior to 1950 was a utopia, the Tibet of 1998 

will be no place."57 The character of the Dalai Lama 

puts it well in Martin Scorsese's Kundun. At the end of 

his journey into exile, he is asked by an Indian border 

guard, "Are you the Lord Buddha?" He replies, "I think 

I am a reflection, like the moon on water. When you see 

me and I try to be a good man, you see yourself." 

Clearly, the Dalai Lama's modernism and promotion 

of an abstract "Tibetan culture" are considered re

sponses to a desperate political situation, but his 

policies are well suited to his success as a religious ce

lebrity. Were he actually to reign in an autonomous 

Tibet, the Western myth of Shangri-La would likely be 

tempered by criticisms of medieval religious theocracy 

and obscurantism of the sort that are currently issued by 

the Chinese government to justify its occupation. The 

same sorts of criticisms are frequently heard concerning 

the Vatican's political standing in the United Nations. If 

the Dalai Lama did reign in Tibet, his celebrity standing 

would likely be reduced to that of a patriarch of a na

tionalist Orthodox church. 

A similar tension between celebrity and abstraction is 

evident in the career of Pope John Paul II. His extensive 

"theology of the body" is frequently criticized for em

ploying evocative metaphor to gloss over the concrete 

problems that married couples face regarding sexuality 

and reproduction. This theology is evident in his 1988 

Apostolic Letter Mulieris Dignitatem, "On the Dignity 

and Vocation of Women." While John Paul repeatedly 

4 I The Ecumenist, Vol. 42, No. 2 Spring 2005 

condemns sexism as a sin in both society and the church 

community, he made very few concrete changes in 

ecclesial discipline to address the historical legacies and 

ongoing presence of this problem. His call for full ac

ceptance of women into the positions permitted under 

canon law rests upon previous revisions in the code.58 

His permitting women as altar servers-perhaps his 

most significant reform in this regard-is notable for its 

concession to local gender norms, allowing bishops to 

decide against the practice, and the subsequent Vatican 

decision granting any individual priest the right to 

refuse to celebrate the Eucharist with female altar servers. 

Here the disconnection between his evocative, romantic 

rhetoric concerning the "genius of women" and his 

concrete policies is of a piece with the generalized ab

straction of belief from practice in consumer culture. 

Mother Teresa can be criticized in a similar way. The 

austere poverty she demanded for her community made 

for striking television. Malcolm Muggeridge and Richard 

Attenborough's Something Beautiful for God featured a 

powerful sequence where the sisters systematically dis

mantled the Western conveniences in a new convent 

they were occupying in San Francisco. Mattresses and 

plumbing fixtures were stripped from rooms and flung out 

a window into a waiting dumpster. Less inspirational, 

however, was Teresa's insistence that the missionaries 

use equally primitive practices in their clinics, severely 

diminishing the care they offered their patients. Her in

sistent refusal to address the politics of poverty, in 

service of an emphasis on "charity," is a textbook case of 

abstraction. 

Again, media attractiveness is not a bad thing in it

self. The problem lies in the abstracting effects of 

commodification that accompany it. Stripped of their 

traditions and practices, religious figures are more readily 

made objects of consumption, ready to signify whatever 

sentiments we need. John Paul II and the Dalai Lama are 

widely known and much admired, but the particularities 

of their beliefs are either unknown or ignored. Both 

hold views on sexuality that would be considered 

quaint, if not unintelligibly bizarre, by many of their 

admirers. The transformation of religious leaders into 

celebrities directly parallels the abstraction of doctrines 

and belief from practice. Religion does not disappear but 

is reduced to commodified consumer content. Lopez 

finds a metaphor for this problem in the Dalai Lama's 

visit to Madame Tussaud's wax museum to inspect his 

own image. Religious celebrity strengthens the power 



of the nostalgic simulacrum over against the real leaders 
of concrete religious communities. During his visit, the 
Dalai Lama would have had . the opportunity to view 
wax figures of Mother Teresa and John Paul II ... as well 
as Princess Diana. 

The Catholic Church and the Media 

Analyzing religious celebrity in terms of spectacle is 
helpful for calling attention to the ways in which reli
gious leaders are drawn into the commodification of 
culture. Religious leaders do not, however, only use the 
media to increase their influence and support outside of 
their own religious communities; they increasingly use 
the modem media as part of the internal governance of 
their own communities. In the Roman Catholic Church, 
this embrace of the media comes in the wake of more 
than three decades of reflection on the changes taking 
place in, and being wrought by, the modem media. It 
has done so in documents stretching from the Vatican II 
Decree on the Means of Social Communication (Inter 

mirifica), through annual papal declarations on World 
Communications Day since 1967, to the recent docu
ments "Ethics and the Internet" and "The Church and 
the Internet." These documents have generally taken an 
instrumental view of the media as a "means" for spreading 
the gospel message and enhancing the common good. 
Michael Budde criticizes this approach for a naive "sac
ramental liberalism" that concludes from the goodness 
of creation that "all natural and human projects can 
in principle be revelatory of God and useful for divine 
purposes. "59 As a result, the media is considered a benign, 
neutral infrastructure that can be put to any use. I suspect 
that optimism regarding ecclesial use of the media is 
grounded equally in centuries of centralized Roman ad
ministration of the church. The Roman Catholic Church 
has been a global institution for at least four centuries 
and thus has confidence born of long experience that it can 
wield such infrastructures to its own ends. That said, all of 
the documents also acknowledge the destructive potential 
of the media, and more recent Vatican documents have 
been even more critical. The Pastoral Instruction Aetatis 

Novae in 1992 demonstrated awareness of the problem 
of the globalization of the media and the erosion of 
local culture as well as the related problem that has since 
become known as the "digital divide." The documents 
on the Internet have also been critical of the destructive 
potential of the media. Nevertheless, the nature of this 
critique does not alleviate Budde's concern. 

Earlier distress about the misuse of the morally neutral 
media has been replaced with more systematic questions 
about the "culture" of the media. The thickest consid
erations of culture appear in the repeated assertions that the 
new media constitute a culture that must be taken seriously 
as a field for evangelization like any other. Thus, John 
Paul identifies the media as the "new Areopagus," which 
should not only be used as a means for communication 
but also be engaged in its own right.60 The new media 
are "part of an unfolding culture whose full implications 
are as yet imperfectly understood."61 Thus, there is need 
for "the development of an anthropology and theology 
of communication."62 The depth of the notion of culture 
markedly thins, however, when these documents shift to 
critique. The document "The Church and the Internet" 
provides a number of examples."Media culture," it 
warns, "is deeply imbued with a typically postmodern 
sense" that rejects the existence of absolute truths.63 

Likewise, the document warns that the Internet can 
"plunge" the young into "consumerism, pornographic 
and violent fantasy."64 No attempts are made to link 
these cultural tendencies or particular temptations to the 
structures of the medium itself. There are more devel
oped reflections on the nature of the Internet, however, 
in discussions of its likely ecclesiological impact. The 
interactivity of the medium fosters an expectation of 
enhanced multidirectional communication in the church 
(something the document takes care to defend and situate 
in the ecclesiology of Vatican II and canon law). The 
ease of choice on the Internet may spill over into religion 
and reinforce the tendency toward selective adherence 
to doctrine, which is a "recognized problem in other 
contexts."65 (In this case, as the reference to an address 
by John Paul II in Los Angeles suggests, the "other con
text" is the United States.) The document also expresses 
concerns about virtual reality. It lauds the potential of 
the Internet for fostering religious affiliation and global 
solidarity, but warns of the isolating tendencies of the 
medium, contrasting it with "flesh and blood human 
community." Furthermore it contrasts virtual reality with_ 
the Real Presence, asserting that there are "no sacraments 
on the Internet."66 

These concerns about the negative aspects of the new 
media have not prevented the church from engaging 
the media as an instrument for the dissemination of its 
message. John Paul II made an explicit decision to update 
Vatican media relations in 1984 when he appointed 
Joaquin Navarro-Valls as the first lay leader of the Holy 

The Ecumenist, Vol. 42. No. 2 Spring 2005/ 5 



See press office, the Sala Stampa. Under his leadership, 

the Vatican has broken somewhat with its traditional se

crecy and has sought positively to craft the impact of the 

pope's message in the media, to use the media both as a 

tool "for reformation . . .  in the Church" and "for shaping 

the world." Navarro-Valls illustrates the success of his 

strategy by telling the story of an encounter between a 

young boy and the pope in Bogota, Colombia. The boy 

called out to John Paul, "I know you; you're the pope. 

You're the same one I saw on television." For Navarro

Valls, the boy's recognition shows that the policy has 

not achieved mere "ephemeral celebrity," but a "ministry of 

global presence from the Church and from the priest

hood. "67 We will consider the impact of such uses of the 

secular media on the internal lives of religious communities 

in order to judge whether Navarro-Valls's confidence is 

well founded. 

The New Cultural Intermediaries 

Deregulation suggests that the "new channels of 

communication" provided by the modern media lessen 

the power of traditional religious leaders.68 A careful 

consideration of the intracommunal consequences of 

leaders' use of the media reveals a more complex reality. 

When religious leaders use the media to communicate 

with members of their communities, they are to some 

extent trading their traditional institutional infrastructures 

for those of the contemporary media. Although this 

does not necessarily mean that they abandon or abdicate 

their traditional networks of power, it does change those 

traditional structures. This has paradoxical effects. On 

the one hand, as Lyon suggests, it reduces their impact 

by forcing them to compete with the myriad other 

voices in the media. On the other, it also enhances the 

authority of leaders within their own communities over 

against the ranks of lower authorities that once mediated 

their contact with rank-and-file believers. It is a shift in 

mediating structures-from traditional religious insti

tutions to the modern media. 

When religious leaders employ the infrastructure of the 

popular media, they function as members of what Pierre 

Bourdieu has termed the "new cultural intermediaries." 

The term is related to other well-known attempts to 

describe a "new class" and its particular interests

such as the "service," "knowledge," or "professional 

middle class" and popular terms such as "yuppie." Roof 

has offered a "demand-side" analysis of how the interests 

of this new class have encouraged the emergence of new 
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types of religious "suppliers" to cater to their interests.69 

We will pursue a contrasting "supply-side" analysis that 

considers how the "cultural intermediaries" associated 

with the rise of this new middle class are fostering 

commodified habits of interpretation that religious be

lievers then use to engage the leaders of traditional 

religions. These new cultural intermediaries work 

in professions that produce symbolic goods; they are 

marketers, advertising agents, public relations profes

sionals, radio and television producers, presenters, 

magazine journalists, fashion writers, and members of 

the helping professions (social workers, marriage 

counselors, sex therapists, dieticians, play leaders, and so 

on).70 In addition to providing knowledge for developing 

personal taste in the maelstrom of consumption options 

(e.g., Martha Stewart or Playboy) they also provide 

guidance for life choices in the post-traditional culture 

where the heads of each nuclear family are expected to 

make their own choices concerning sexuality, child 

rearing, meaning, and so on. Family and community 

traditions are replaced by advice from professionals 

such as Drs. Spock, Ruth, Laura, and Phil distributed 

through radio, television, books, and magazines. 

A New Hierarchy? 

The problem with religious leaders being assimilated 

to this class involves more than a negative judgment of 

the value of these figures or others like them. Here, 

again the issue is form, not content. Just as these mass

mediated professionals replace traditional communal 

and kinship sources of guidance, religious leaders' use of 

these media replace local communal and generational 

mediations of religious traditions. We have noted how 

media celebrity has reinforced the other historical factors 

that have led to the consolidation of the office of the Dalai 

Lama. The case is similar with Pope John Paul II. One of 

the key characteristics of his papacy has been the resur

gence of Roman centralization. Collegial decision-making 

structures such as national and regional conferences of 

bishops and the International Commission on English in 

Liturgy have had their power greatly diminished. Such 

ultramontane strategies are nothing new for Roman Ca

tholicism. What is new, however, is the way in which 

these dynamics have been reinforced by the pope's use 

of the media. Consider again his celebrity as pope. He is 

instantly recognized the world over. Even the sound of 

his voice is known widely enough to support imitation 

both admiring and comic. But more than this, like the 



Dalai Lama, he enjoys direct access to believers in a 
way his predecessors would have found unimaginable. 
Both write books that are purchased by millions (and 
likely even read by a fair percentage of purchasers). Alfred 
A. Knopf paid a $9-million advance for John Paul's
Crossing the Threshold of Hope.71.His commercial pub
lishing builds upon his singularly prolific production of
papal documents. His innovations in papal writings are
qualitative as much as quantitative. He has transformed the
genre of the encyclical letter from relatively diffident,
unelaborated magisterial interventions and judgments
to extended, creative theological reflections. These offer
not just judgments and decisions but extended treatises
on controverted theological and moral topics such as the
persons of the Trinity, gender, the nature of moral norms,
and the relationship between faith and reason. John Paul
has transformed the office of pope into something of a
theologian to the world. His documents are widely read
not just by theologians, ministers, and church bureaucrats
but by large numbers of laity as well.

John Paul's increased access to believers has, to some 
extent, replaced or "leapfrogged" more traditional insti
tutional channels of communication. Gone are the days 
when papal decisions and initiatives were handed down 
through diocesan and parish infrastructures, mediated 
through the interpretations of national or diocesan theo
logical professionals. Some theologians speak of the 
decline of hierarchical control over the reception of 
church teaching in tones that echo Lyon. David Power 
notes, "The Vatican can put the latest papal discourse on 
the Internet, with very little control over how it is re
ceived or how it is treated when placed there."72 This

,_ 

decline of traditional controls is not, however, a slide 
into an empty vacuum. Media infrastructures replace 
religious institutions. Now Catholic laity learn of Vatican 
decisions through the news media-both secular and 
religious. The la�er play an increasingly influential role 
in the reception of papal teaching. Mother Angelica's 
Eternal Word Television Network claims to reach as 
many as fifty-four million homes.73 It maintains an 
online archive of church documents and commentary on 
them. These resources consistently appear near the top of 
internet searches for topics related to the Catholic Church. 

Angelica's clash with Cardinal Roger Mahony, arch
bishop of Los Angeles, in 1998 illustrates the growing 
ecclesial influence of the new cultural intermediaries. In 
1997, she sharply criticized the eucharistic theology of 

the cardinal's pastoral on the liturgy, "Gather Faithfully 
Together: A Guide for the Sunday Mass," in terms that 
the archdiocese contended amounted to accusing the 
cardinal of heresy. Mahony protested to her local bishop 
and to several Vatican offices. In addition to demanding an 
apology, the cardinal challenged Angelica's contention 
that she was "not responsible to the National Conference 
of Catholic Bishops or to any of the individual bishops" 
in terms of Canons 753 and 1373, which establish the 
authority of the local bishop and reserve correction of 
this episcopal teaching solely to the pope.74 Aside from
a grudging apology (accompanied by her proclamation 
of a miraculous healing by Mary and Jesus), Mahony's 
petition had little public effect. Whatever the ideological 
biases of Roman officials who may favor Angelica's 
perspective over Mahony's, one cannot help but notice 
their disproportionate impact on believers. Mother An
gelica's network reaches thirteen times the number of 
people Mahony leads in the largest archdiocese in the 
United States, in a manner much more direct than any 
pastoral letter a bishop could ever write.75 Tens of thou
sands tune in daily to watch "Mother Angelica Live," 
whereas bishops' pastoral letters are read mainly by 
pastoral ministers and an occasional highly motivated 
layperson. Likewise, Mother Angelica's impact also far 
outweighs that of trained theologians. In an article calling 
attention to what he terms the new "E-Magisterium," 
Richard Gaillardetz observes that the EWTN Web site 
likely gets more hits in a single day (more likely hour or 
minute) than the original press run of 750 copies of 
Tissa Balasuriya's book Mary and Human Liberation, 

for which he was (temporarily) excommunicated.76 

Studies confirm the importance of religious media for 
contemporary Catholics. While more than half of young 
Catholic adults surveyed report listening to religious 
programming on radio or television, they are much less 
likely (from 7 to 28 percent) to report participating in 
church-related groups such as those devoted to scripture 
study, prayer, faith sharing, or social justice.77 

The example of Mother Angelica clearly illuminates the 
intradenominational power of this new social position, but 
her neotraditionalism may obscure an equally important 
dynamic-how religious use of the media diminishes 
denominational identities. The study of young Catholics 
just cited found interviewees just as likely to "refer to 
popular writers and spiritual authors as diverse as M. 
Scott Peck, Joseph Campbell, Laura Schlessinger, and 
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James Dobson" as to Catholic authors such as Thomas 

Merton or Henri Nouwen.78 

Thus, the growth in the importance of the new cul

tural intermediaries can either enhance or erode the 

authority and power of traditional religious leaders. This 

results in significant power shifts within communities. 

In addition to creating new positions such as Mother 

Angelica's quasi-episcopal status, it shifts the balance 

of power among traditional religious authorities to 

those best positioned to exploit the media. Thus, John 

Paul's media celebrity reinforces the ultramontane ten

dencies of his pontificate. This comes at a significant cost. 

It furthers the corrosive effects of commodity abstraction 

by eroding local mediating structures such as episcopal 

conferences, dioceses, and parishes. Religious beliefs are 

further drawn into the virtual realm of the contemporary 

media as the local communal structures that are neces

sary to connect them to lived practices fade in 

importance. There is a deep irony here. Use of the popular 

media to augment the authority of church leaders ends 

up eroding the traditions they hope to strengthen. 

Excerpts from CONSUMING REUGION: Christia11 Faith a11d Practice 

in a Consumer Culture by Vincent J. Miller. Copyright (c) by the Author. 

Reprinted by permission of The Continuum International Publishing 

Group, New York/London. 
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Resisting Empire 

Gregory Baum was invited to give a paper at the First People's 
Forum on Peace for Life. held November 28 to December 4. 
2004. in Davao Cily. Philippines. Although he was unable to 
attend, he sent his paper to the First People's Forum. The 
following is his text. After his paper. The Ecumenist presents 
the final statement of the Peace for Life conference. 

S 
ince the end of the Cold War we have entered into 

a new phase of history. The unique superpower 

has chosen to become an empire exercising military, 

economic, and cultural domination over major sections 

of the globe. American military bases constitute a network 

of power across the continents; the globalization of the 

free-market economy, promoted by the international fi

nancial institutions, serves the interests of the capitalist 

class, especially of the United States; and the culture of 

consumerism and US-based entertainment fostered by 

the mass media undermines the cultural and religious 

traditions that had sustained the identity of peoples. We 

now live in an age of empire. 

The new historical situation has had an effect on the 

human sciences. New studies in various disciplines focus 

on the history of empires and the impact of colonialism 

on the colonized peoples as well as on the colonial powers 

themselves. In the academy, this new area of research is 

referred to as "postcolonial studies." This new interest 

has also affected theology and the study of religion. 

Biblical scholars have become keenly aware that 

imperial domination played an important role in the story 

of the people of Israel. First, there was Egypt. The Exo

dus, the rescue of the people from the oppression 

imposed by the Egyptian emperor, became the symbol 

of divine redemption in the Old Testament. In the New 

Testament, Jesus adopts the Exodus as the symbol of his 

own redemptive mission. He is the new Moses, his Sermon 

on the Mount proclaims the new law, and his bread from 

heaven is the new manna nourishing the people in the 

desert. 

But Egypt had been just the beginning. In its subse

quent history, the people of Israel were colonized by a 

series of empires: the Babylonian, the Median, and the 

Persian. Yet the worst colonial oppression was imposed by 

the Macedonian army led by Alexander the Great in 330 

BC. Biblical scholars agree that the vision of the four 

beasts recorded in the Book of Daniel refers to the 

successive colonial conquests, the worst being the 

Macedonian Empire: 

I saw a vision. There was before me a fourth beast, 

fearful, terrifying, very strong. It had great iron 

teeth, and it ate its victims, crushed them, and tram

pled their remains underfoot. It was different from 

the previous beasts and had ten horns. (Dan 7 :7) 

Daniel predicts that the fourth beast, the Macedonian 

Empire, will oppress the faithful, try their faith, and kill 

many of them. Yet in the end, the Empire will not last 

before God; it will be humiliated, and God's people will 

be freed. In 175 BC, the Macedonian Empire made an 

alliance with the Jewish priestly aristocracy, which was 

willing to promote the Hellenization of culture and foster 

among the people a friendly attitude towards the 

colonizer. Fidelity to Torah and Temple led to the 

Maccabean Revolt in 168 BC, recorded in the First 

Book of the Maccabees. Yet very soon the Maccabean 

(also called Hasmonean) priests became the new aris

tocracy, co-opted by the Empire. Then, in 63 BC, the 

Romans conquered the entire area, privileged the Jewish 

aristocracy and created the Herodian client kings, who 

belonged to the Hasmonean dynasty. In 37 BC Emperor 

Augustus won the battle of Actium and imposed the 

strictest subjugation on the people of Israel. They were 

ruled by Jewish client kings, they had to pay tribute to 

the Emperor (non-payment was regarded as an act of 

rebellion and punished accordingly), and they saw their 

culture becoming increasingly Hellenized with the 

support of Jewish upper-class collaborators. 

This was the period of Jesus' public ministry. In 66-70 

the Jewish Revolt took place, ending in the conquest 

and destruction of Jerusalem and the exile of the Jewish 

people from this area. .., · 

Jesus lived in a society marked by extreme violence. 

Thanks to The Jewish Wars by Josephus, a contempo

rary historian, we have a good record of the conditions 

of repression and violent protest that prevailed in the 

Roman colony of Palestine. The imposed Hellenization of 

culture was resisted by various groups: i) "the intellec

tuals," who defended the faith tradition; ii) the so-called 

The Ecumenist. Vol. 42, No. 2 Spring 2005/ 9 



bandits, dispossessed peasants who roamed the region 

and robbed from the rich; and iii) the "sicarii," who kid

napped and murdered with their short daggers important 

personalities. Against these forms of resistance, the Empire 

inflicted new means of repression. Since the Romans 

did not keep a large army in Palestine, they relied on the 

Jewish client kings to keep order and imposed terrible 

punishments on villages that they suspected of harbouring 

the resistance. The Romans enslaved or killed entire 

populations in the hope that inflicting this terror would 

frighten the people and make them subservient. 

Because of these oppressive conditions, religious 

festivities that attracted large gatherings of people con

tinued to be times of unrest and upheaval. The high 

priests, subservient to the Empire, were nervous: they 

wanted the people to remain quiet. They promoted a piety 

that emphasized ritual observance and bracketed Israel's 

bold prophetic tradition. Since they were afraid of a distur

bance during the Passover celebration, they planned to 

have Jesus arrested and executed (Mt 26:4-5, Mk 14:1-2). 

It is a terrible irony that in subsequent years, Christians 

accused the Jews of having betrayed Jesus and being 

responsible for his death. In fact, the Jewish people were 

betrayed by their aristocracy- that is, the Jewish vassal 

kings and the temple hierarchy. We know from many 

historical examples that colonial domination has always 

relied on the co-operation of small groups belonging to 

the upper classes. 

History tells us, moreover, that the colonization of 

peoples also affects the culture of the imperial society. 

Rome became increasingly a dictatorship and betrayed 

the republican tradition and the civic virtues it had ad

mired in the past. While Rome allowed the colonized 

people to keep their religion, the Emperor demanded 

that in addition to their gods, the people also worship 

him. When the Empire in 60 AD decided to introduce 

the imperial symbols in the temple of Jerusalem, the 

Jewish revolt started. It ended in the destruction of the 

Temple and the exile of the Jewish people from the area. 

How did Jesus react to his people's oppression by 

the Roman Empire, supported as it was by the Jewish 

aristocracy? One answer has been that Jesus shrugged 

his shoulders in regard to society and urged people to 

turn inward, to save their soul and strive for personal 

holiness: their reward would be in heaven. According to 

this interpretation, Jesus offered a supernatural solution 

to people's suffering. Yet this answer is not persuasive, 

although it does explain why Jesus was seen as a trou-
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blemaker and a radical, a threat to the existing order, a 

man deserving punishment on the Roman cross. If Jesus 

had simply preached inwardness and personal salvation, 

the Empire would have been pleased. 

According to the New Testament, Jesus preached the 

coming of God's reign - God's gracious entry into history 

to transform human life in accordance with justice. Jesus 

presented himself as the new Moses, sent to rescue the 

people from their prisons, offering them in the Sermon 

on the Mount a new law. Jesus gave his blessing to the 

poor, the humble, the afflicted, the persecuted, the de

spised, and the yearners for justice -terms that describe the 

colonized Jews, burdened by heavy taxes and deserted 

by their aristocracy. Strengthened by God's blessing, 

they are to start acting among themselves according to 

principles that are at odds with the dominant society. 

They are to love one another, help one another, practise 

justice, be generous, abandon sentiments of hatred and 

revenge, and be ready for persecution. This new way of 

life was a service of God's coming reign. This alternative 

community was not to be a spiritual way for the few. 

Jesus said, "You are the salt of the earth, you are the 

light of the world" (Mt 5: 13, 14). What you do is to create 

communities as alternatives to empire. You are the 

model for a social movement that seeks to reconstruct 

the dominant society. Jesus preached God's coming 

reign as a challenge to the Roman Empire. That's why he 

was dangerous. His preaching undermined the legiti

macy of the existing order of things. 

After Christ's death on the cross and his resurrection, 

the disciples recognized that his dramatic mission in Israel 

had a truly universal meaning. What had taken place in 

him would affect the whole of human history. Again, 

many Christians interpreted the redemption brought by 

Christ in purely supernatural terms: he was for them the 

saviour of souls; he paid the price for their sins and 

opened the gates of heaven for them. Yet this interpreta

tion deprives the Gospel of its socio-political meaning. 

In the New Testament, Jesus is the saviour of the world, 

salvator mundi, whose redemptive ministry affects the 

whole of human history. His preaching of God's coming 

reign reveals God's judgment on the sins of every soci

ety, on its unjust and oppressive structures; his 

preaching proclaims God's gracious presence prompt

ing people to create an alternative society, at odds with 

empire and domination, defined in terms of justice, co

operation, peace, and the simplicity of life. When we 

confess that Jesus takes away the sins of the world, we 
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think especially of the social or structural sins that hu
miliate, starve, and even kill great masses of  
humanity. As during his life in Israel, Jesus remains in 
solidarity with the great masses in today's world: his 
Spirit makes them yearn and reach out for an alternative 
society in keeping with God's will. 

This biblical teaching helps me to understand St. 
Augustine's famous theology of the two cities. Even though 
the Roman Empire had become the protector of the 
Catholic Church in the fourth century, Augustine grew 
increasingly critical of it. The sack of Rome in 410 AD 
by "the barbarians" profoundly shocked the Roman 
world. It provoked Augustine to develop his critique of 
empire in his famous book The City of God. Augustine 
introduced the distinction between two cities, created 
by two different kinds of love. On one side was the 
Proud City, the City of Man, produced by the love of 
self, expressed in the will to power and the desire for 
wealth; on the other side was the Humble City, the City 
of God, created by the love of God and neighbour, ex
pressed in mutual assistance and the works of justice. 
There are texts where Augustine identified the City of 
God with the Church: these texts were used in the Middle 
Ages to claim the Church's superiority over the secular 
society. Yet other passages show that Augustine had a 
wider and more subtle view of the Humble City, referring 
to any community of people who, in the name of God, 
served one another and practised love, justice, and 
peace. According to Augustine, the great society, the 
empire, remains forever marked by its origin, by domi
nation and greed. The humble cities are able to influence 
the great society and introduce just practices in it, but 
they cannot transform the empire into a just society. So
ciety, he argues, remains a co,pus mixtum, a mixed bag. 
It remains an unjust structure in which, nonetheless, 
many good things happen to people because of social 
movements for justice. 

I think that the movement for an alternative globali
zation and the forums of people dedicated to peace and 
co-operation correspond to the humble cities described 
by St. Augustine. 

But let us return to the New Testament. We notice 
that Jesus did not recommend violent action against 
Rome. He was careful in his choice of words: he did not, 
at first, want to provoke persecution and punishment. 
When his enemies tempt him by asking whether Jews 
have to pay tribute to Caesar, Jesus refuses to give a 
clear answer (Mt 22: 15-22). Everyone knew that to resist 

the imperial tax was a crime equivalent to revolt and 
hence was punishable by death. But Jesus' hour had not yet 
come. So he said, "Give unto Caesar what is Caesar's, 
and unto God what is God's" - words that have often 
been used to discourage Christians from speaking out 
against the government. Yet Jesus was a radical in the 
tradition of the Hebrew prophets. When his hour came, 
he provoked the temple clergy, he stood in judgment over 
the existing order, and he prepared himself to suffer cru
cifixion, the capital punishment imposed by Rome upon 
rebels resisting the imperial power. 

Social scientists distinguish between violent and 
non-violent radicals. During the 1960s, Americans dis
tinguished between "power radicals" and "flower 
radicals." Power radicals argue that the dominant society 
is too strong to be transformed, and yet they believe that 
occasional acts of violence symbolize that this society is 
troubled by internal contradictions and hence will ulti
mately destroy itself. Flower radicals also believe that the 
dominant society will destroy itself, and yet they sym
bolize this by making provocative gestures of innocence. 
If I am allowed to use this terminology, I would say that 
Jesus was a flower radical. When he was arrested, his 
simple gesture of peace made the police fall to their knees 
(Jn 18:6). He was a flower radical because he responded 
to his enemies by loving and forgiving them. 

If we think of Jesus as saviour and liberator of hu
manity, we have to reply to the following question: Why 
were the first words Jesus addressed to the people "Repent, 
for the Kingdom of God is at hand"? (Mk 1: 15) Why did 
the exploited and oppressed Jews have to repent? They 
were the victims, the sinned against, the objects of 
unjust and cruel burdens. Why did they have to practise 
repentance? The answer is simple. The sad truth is that 
exploitation and oppression have such a soul-destroying 
impact that, in most cases, the victims lose their inno
cence. Their frustration and despair prompt them to 
become quarrelsome, act resentfully, insult their neighbour, 
and hate their oppressors. While these people are truly 
the sinned against, they are still in need of repentance. 

The Brazilian theologian Ivone Gebara has _£r(?ated 
an original vocabulary to express this sad reality. She 
distinguishes between transcendent and immanent evil. 
"Transcendent evil" refers to the hurt and damage in
flicted by imperial domination that controls the life of 
society, while "immanent evil" refers to the hurt and 
damage inflicted by the oppressed against one another. 
As she lives among the poor in an urban neighbourhood 
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in Brazil, she observes with sadness the destructive 
things that the poor do to themselves - the conflicts, the 
insults, the fights, the stealing, the meanness -in addition 

to their great generosity and spontaneous solidarity. The 
destructive actions, she writes, are reactions provoked 
by despair over their exclusion from the recourses of 
life, yet this behaviour still marks their souls. That is 
why Jesus said to the victims of empire, "Repent, for the 
kingdom of God is near." With God, you will start a new 
way of life. 

That oppression and persecution tempt victims to 
lose their innocence is an important insight. The 
Afrikaner people conquered and humiliated by the British 
in the Boer War were truly victims: they resisted and 

clung to their collective identity with all their might, 
producing an energy that was eventually directed against 
the Black population. The Jews of Europe, persecuted, 

imprisoned, and murdered by Nazi Germany, were truly 
victims: they resisted and clung to their collective identity 

with all their might, producing an energy that went into 
the creation of the State of Israel, leading to the oppression 

of the Palestinians. What follows from the teaching of 
Jesus is that victims struggling for liberation must at the 
same time engage in critical self-examination. 

Jesus, I wish to conclude, was not a political leader. 
He was a prophet, and more than a prophet, who sum

moned the world to a vision of society at odds with 

empire, who challenged the mighty of this world even 
when it meant persecution and crucifixion. When glorified 
by the Father in his resurrection, he sent his divine 

Spirit into humanity, prompting people to work for a 
world of peace and justice, a world of mutual respect and 
co-operation, a world of gratitude and spiritual yearning. 

Greg01yBaum 

Gregory Baum is editor emeritus of The Ecumenist and former professor 

of theology at McGill University in Montreal. His latest book, Amazing 

Church: A Catholic Theologian Remembers a Half Celllury of Change 

(Novalis), was published in Spring 2005. 

Sowing Seeds of Peace between Muslims and Christians 

Because of the importance of the Muslim-Christian dialogue in 

today's political circumstances, The Ecumenist is pleased to 

reprint the final statement of the 2005 Conference spon

sored by the First People's Forum on Peace for Life: "Sowing 

Seeds of Peace in the Era of Empire: Christians in Solidarity 

with Muslims." For more information on the First People's 

Forum on Peace for Life, contact confab@philonline.com. 

Sowing Seeds of Peace in the Era of Empire: 

Christians in Solidarity with Muslims 

Final Conference Statement of the 
First People's Forum on Peace for Life 
November 28-December 4, 2004 
Davao City, Philippines 

K
eeping the 2002 Manila Covenant alive,' we, 
people of faith from 19 countries, mostly of the 
global South -Asia-Pacific, Middle East, Latin 

America, Africa- along with those from North America 
and Europe, come together in Davao City, Philippines, 
to inaugurate Peace for Life, a people's forum and 

interfaith peace movement for life and justice. 
Our meeting in Davao City presents itself in a moment 

of kairos, when events in our midst impel us to delve 
deep into the imperatives of our faith, when concern for 

12 / The Ecumenist, Vol. 42, No. 2 Spring 2005 

the victims requires the necessity to act and take sides. It 
marks a critical step towards building people's solidarity 

and mobilising faith-based resistance to the empire's 
war on terror and destructive forces of corporate 
globalisation. We join together to call on people of all 
faiths and convictions to speak out and rise up against 
the violence, fear, and greed that drive empire. 

By "empire" we mean the combined economic, military, 

political, and cultural domination by a powerful state, 
assisted by satellite states and aided by local elites of 
dominated countries, to advance its own interests on a 

global scale. U.S. dominance (US $400+ billion military 
spending per year _and bases in over 150 countries)

conjointly with transnational corporate power makes up 
the heart of today's empire. 

Like past empires, today's empire has religious 

voices who claim war is God's will; who demonise 
Muslims and other groups that oppose empire; who 
criminalise peacemakers; and who celebrate Pax 

Americana as the highest form of civilisation. We reject 

this misuse of faith; this is a sin against God and against 
our sisters and brothers. Like past empires, today's empire 
will not last. We call on people of faith to repent from 
worshiping the false gods of empire and war. 



Solidarity with and among Peoples of Mindanao 

We heard testimonies from Moros and Lumads,

women and children who survived bombings, who were 
detained and tortured by the. military, youths who re
fused to be cowed to silence; they are speaking out 
against increasing militarisation and oppression. We 
met with communities displaced by military violence 
who desire to return home but cannot yet. We met with 
small-scale miners and their families left with no options 
but to eke out a living in the midst of major health and 
environmental hazards. Now they may lose it all with 
the transnational corporations from the North coming to 
mine ores. 

We, the participants of this conference, in solidarity 
with the tri-peoples of Mindanao - Moro, Lumad and 
marginalised migrant settlers - stand against the forces of 
war and militarised globalisation. We stand with farmers 
whose communities are about to be flooded by a large 
dam project. We have become aware of the legitimacy of 
the Bangsamoro struggle for the right to self-determination. 

We are gravely concerned about the affliction that 
we have heard and seen. They are the faces of the victims 
of the resurgence of a new colonisation by the forces 
of empire. Sustained U.S. war exercises and increased 
interference with the internal peace process heighten 
the menace they face, and renewed influx of aid 
and corporate investment deepen the exploitation of 
Mindanao's patrimony and natural resources. 

We celebrated with the tri-peoples of Mindanao who 
danced and sang and drummed their struggles for peace 
and justice in Mindanao . .We take strength from their 
determined resistance and stand in solidarity with them in 
saying no to corporate exploitation and no to the Philippine 
government's policy of an all-out-war to impose corporate 
control over Mindanao peoples' land and resources. 

The story of the people of Mindanao is the same 
story for many other people of the non-industrial South, 
pushed to the peripheries where no opportunities exist, 
untouched by economic programs, and unbenefited by 
development aid. 

Christian-Muslim Solidarity 

The mighty have become more brazen, more arrogant 
in their exercise of power; the powerless and disenfran
chised who cannot find any effective resistance to global 
hegemony and state terrorism have embraced the agents of 
privatised terror. Imperial occupation and subjugation is 
alive and well, bearing weapons of mass destruction and 

the modern-day evangelism on 'democracy,' 'freedom,' 
free market and the global economy. 

We are people of various faiths - Christians, Muslims, 
Buddhists, and Hindus - who celebrate our common 
humanity and the universality of our spiritual heritage; 
who recognise that solidarity among people of all reli
gions and convictions is necessary if we are to frustrate 
the certainty of an all-powerful empire and its wars of 
occupation and plunder. We are Christians whose faith 
teaches us the spirituality of resistance against those who 
arrogate power and use the scriptures to divide people 
according to religious beliefs and cultural practices; we 
gather to reclaim the progressive tradition of the world 
ecumenical movement. We are Muslims who believe 
that Islam is a religion of tolerance, compassion and 
peace, and we disapprove of the terrorist acts committed 
by the militant fringe within the community. Together, 
Christians and Muslims, we take an unequivocal stand 
against the Empire. 

Religious extremists/fundamentalists believe war is 
part of God's will and they have been chosen to impose 
'God's will.' They exist on both sides of the current 
Christian-Muslim divide in the U.S. war on terror. One of 
�e gravest threats to people's security today is the merg
mg of Christian religious extremism with the political,
economic and military power of empire.

We call for an end to violence done in the name of 
religion and an end to intolerance. We call on people of all 
faiths and convictions to reject war; to reject fear-based, 
militarised national security; and to work for lasting 
peace grounded in justice. 

Peace for Life: Our Common Vision and Principles 

Peace for Life envisions a new world of peace with 
justice that embraces equality and the fullness of life for 
all. It embodies peoples and communities, working in 
solidarity, who oppose the destructive forces of empire. As 
a movement for change, it derives its impetus from the 
global uprising for peace and the transformative force 
of faith. It is also a space for sharing cultural heritage, 
mutual support and reflection, and a site of oi1�ooino 
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contestation and change. The shared stories of women 
and their discourse have sharpened our understanding of 
power and subjugation challenging us to forge diverse 
local and transnational coalitions. They have enriched our 
vision of peace based on radical egalitarianism, inclusivity 
and compassion. We strive for a new world nurtured by 
peoples upholding human dignity and human rights. 
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Peace for Life stands for freedom from occupation by 

military forces in Palestine, Afghanistan, Iraq, and any

where; gender justice and women's leadership in 

peacemaking at all levels; the protection of religious, ra

cial, ethnic minorities and other marginalised 

communities from all forms of discrimination, persecution, 

and violence; respect and the celebration of God's gift of 

diversity - each of our many cultures and religions con

tributes to the fullness of Peace for Life for all; economic 

systems and financial institutions that place people and 

the environment before profits and in which decisions 

are made by those most affected; food security for all; 

the rights and well-being of children who are most vulner

able to war and exploitation; respect and recognition of 

the aspirations and efforts of self-determining peoples. 

We condemn and resist the displacement of peoples 

from their lands and livelihoods by transnational corpo

rations, large landowners and their use of military force; 

the plunder of earth's resources and the exploitation of life 

forms by global corporations; threats against indigenous 

peoples and their traditional lands and life ways; the eco

nomic domination of capital that pushes wages and working 

conditions to lowest levels for the sake of profit; economic 

and political pressures through the International Monetary 

Fund, World Bank, and World Trade Organisation over 

dependent and poor countries; all forms of commodification 

of people including sex trafficking of women and children. 

We say no to war and to the continued development 

and use of weapons of mass destruction; to pre-emptive 

strikes, policies of unilateralism and national security 

that impose military bases, military exercises, and in

creasingly repressive police and surveillance measures; 

to the violence of the armed against the unarmed, which 

devastates the lives of communities across the globe. 

14 / The Ecumenist, Vol. 42, No. 2 Spring 2005 

Our Common Call 

We dare to live our hopes that a new world is not only 

possible but is already being built through people's 

movements, through solidarity among people of the 

South and the people of differing faiths and convictions, 

and through our common struggles to realise for all hu

manity and all creation peace for justice and life. 

We call for vigilance in unmasking the deceptive and 

ever-changing face of globalisation and the empire. We 

urge people of all faiths and convictions to work in soli

darity with one another on the following urgent calls: 

• an immediate end to U.S. domination and military

occupation in Iraq;

• the permanent removal of U.S. troops, bases and

military exercises from Mindanao and other parts

of the world; and

• international solidarity for Mindanao (e.g., inter

national fact-finding missions, an international

people's tribunal).

Peace for Life stands with a variety of networks, alli

ances, and movements where the poor, deprived and 

marginalised play a central leadership role. We draw 

strength in sharing one another's grassroots stories and 

experiences to inspire, motivate, sustain and transform us 

in our struggle for just and lasting peace. We celebrate 

people's victories, however small, as moments that foster 

an ethic and spirituality for overcoming empire. 

' In September 2002, the International Ecumenical Conference on 

Terrorism in a Globalized World produced a statement, "Manila Covenant 

on Peace for Life: Another World Is Possible!" The Manila Covenant is 

available on the Peace for Life website: www.peaceforlife.org. 



Theology for "Another World" in the Quebec Context 

Michel Beaudin, professor of theology in the Faculty ofThe

ology and Religious Studies at the University of Montreal and 

co-founder of the Centre de theologie et d'ethique 

contextuelles quebecoises (CETECO - Quebec Centre for 

Contextual Theology and Ethics), participated in the first 

World Forum on Theology and Liberation at Porto Alegre, 

Brazil, in January 2005. The conference consisted of 180 

theologians from every continent except Oceania. The meet

ing preceded the fifth World Social Forum, which gathered 

some 155,000 participants on the theme of "another possi

ble world": that is, an alternative to that put forward by 

neo--liberal sponsors of a globalized free market supported by 

militarization. In the spirit of all Contextual Theologies, the 

first World Forum on Theology and Liberation intended to 

"accompany· this new social movement. It reflected on the 

dream of "another world" that is already emerging and on 

the vision of God, religion, and theology this dream requires. 

Professor Beaudin was invited to present a report on theol

ogy, the Church, and the social context of Quebec, for the 

opening session, which was dedicated to reports from all 

regions of the world. The following is a revised version of his 

remarks which, he warns, cannot do justice to the complex

ity of the situation. 

The Social Context 
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eh-speaking population of 

more than seyen million, Quebec today 
seems to be experiencing a societal tsunami, 

if this metaphor may be permitted. This tsunami is 
slowly sweeping over it and flooding it at every level: 
economic, ecological, political, social, ethical, and even 
anthropological. The shock of a neo-liberalism that now 
threatens the whole world is only the latest source of the 
disaster. It mingles it$ tsunami waters with those of a 
series of tremors that have punctuated the history of 
Quebec, weakening its identity and thus its capacity for 
resistance. The traumas of our history include i) the 
French settlement on Amerindian lands at the dawn of the 
seventeenth century; ii) the British conquest of 17 60 and the 
flight of the colonial French elite, leaving behind 60,000 
peasants who clung to their language, faith, ethnicity, 
and "the revenge of the cradle" ( a strategy of producing 
abundant offspring) to assure the survival of an identity 
that was not allowed political expression until the 1960s; 

iii) the insurrection of Lower Canada in 1837-1838; iv) the
Quiet Revolution of the 1960s, during which Quebeckers
made the State the main agent of development through
concertation, 1 rejected traditional religious authority,
and created a progressive social and political movement
that both called for national sovereignty and generated a
new collective identity committed to integrating large
numbers of new immigrants; v) the cruel setback produced
by the defeat of the 1980 referendum on sovereignty,
which was followed by vi) the irruption of neo-liberalism
that still reigns today ; and finally, vii) the defeat of the
second referendum on political sovereignty in 1995.2 

We are currently suffering the erosion of employment, 
democracy, and other social achievements. More than 
17.8 per cent of Quebec children live in poverty,3 and 
food banks proliferate. As elsewhere in the world, the 
North-South "frontier" now passes through this society 
in disarray that no longer produces children and main
tains one of the highest youth suicide rates in the West. 
Taking advantage of the disintegration of our traditional 
values and the fragility and uncertainty of our new 
cultural references, the market offers itself as the tran
scendent horizon of our social relations. It seeks to define 
competition as the essence of social relations, which are 
now devoid of symbolic meaning and abandoned to the 
immediacy of monetary gain. People are left without 
hope, without a dream or project either for society or for 
Les exclus.4 A dynamic of anthropological dissolution is 
taking place. 

The New Social Movements 

Yet this context has also a brighter side: a civil society 
is being reconstructed by a social movement born of the 
solidarity among and with the people excluded by neo
liberalism. This movement currently numbers 9,000 
organizations, which represents the largest number per 
capita of such organizations among the North Atlantic 
countries. Rather than simply talking about social prob
lems and putting forward claims, these groups provide 
people with various skills and offer them participation 
in wider networks, thus creating empowered citizens. 
They improve the conditions of life, strengthen social 
bonds, and introduce social and economic innovations. 
Their main concerns include the struggle against poverty,5 
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defence of social rights ( e.g., housing, welfare), assistance 

and services for people in need (e.g., women who have 

suffered violence, youth, the handicapped, poor immi

grants), critical evaluation of government policies, 

organic farming, ecology, consumer protection, daycare, 

women's equality,6 peace activism (including giant demon

strations against the war in Iraq), international solidarity, 

and the "social economy"7 (including 6,000 businesses 

and co-operatives).8 

This social movement includes trade unions. While 

40 per cent of Quebec workers are unionized, the trade 

unions themselves are under attack by the current govern

ment's labour laws and constrained by neo-liberalism. 

Naturally, unions are concerned with their members' 

immediate collective interests. However, they are also 

socially active in both broader political issues that concern 

the whole of society and financial investments directed 

at creating or saving jobs in small- and medium-sized 

firms and in the social economy projects.9 

In the manner of the World Social Forum, except on a 

much smaller scale, these somewhat heterogeneous 

groups have learned how to combine their efforts. They 

constitute a social Nous. Because of the withdrawal of 

the State and of the main economic actors from this role, 

they also represent the framework of the Quebecois nation. 

As such, they pressure the State and market leaders to 

assume their raison d'etre: the promotion of the common 

good and the responsibilities derived from it. From this 

movement has emerged Option citoyemze, a new political 

movement currently negotiating with other groups to 

form a coalition committed to forming a political party 

of the left. This party would seek to create an egalitarian, 

ecological, and feminist Quebec that would be opposed to 

globalization and open to the possibility of sovereignty. 

An alternative to neo-liberalism is emerging in Quebec, 

and it is not an exaggeration to say that its deep roots lie in 

the largely secularized tradition of social Catholicism. 

The Ecclesial Context 

During the 1960s, under a strong influence of 

secularization and also of the political maturity that put an 

end to the Duplessis era, 10 the Catholic Church, which 

was responsible for education, health care, and most social 

services, willingly turned them over to the State. Even so, 

to this day there is a strong resentment towards the strict, 

authoritarian, and moralizing religion that accompanied 

the Church's control over the public sector. If the Second 

Vatican Council raised the hopes of Quebec Catholics in 
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the early 1960s, Humanae Vitae (1968) greatly alienated 

lay people from the Church. In the 1970s, the Church 

failed to accept the recommendations of its own 

Dumont Commission to renew itself by fostering base 

ecclesial communities11 and serving society by following 

the model of Catholic Action. Instead, the Church turned 

in on itself, becoming concerned almost exclusively 

with its internal activities and with faith understood as a 

private experience. While many Catholics became socially 

involved, they did so without reference to the official 

Church. The Quebec bishops published progressive so

cial statements, but the Christians at the parish level did 

not pay attention to them. Puzzled and confused, the 

baby boomers have been unable to hand down their 

faith to the next generation. 

Today, francophone Quebeckers are mostly indifferent 

to the death or at least to the rapid decline of the traditional 

Church, which is dying both in terms of numbers 12 ( either

through desertion or the aging of its members) and social 

influence (through its spiritual and theological irrel

evance). Parishes are being consolidated and, in the last 

ten years, five hundred churches have been closed and 

put up for sale. Lay pastoral workers, once numerous, 

are leaving, discouraged and stifled by the return to a 

traditional pastoral environment limited too narrowly to 

sacraments and liturgy. This environment is increasingly 

defined by Rome's project of conservative restoration. 

The discourse and practices of this restoration are alien 

to today's spiritual experience and confusion. 

In contrast to this situation, there exist a small 

number of movements and youth groups that promote a 

faith in touch with the present context and its culture. 

More importantly, about fifty Christian socially committed 

groups or networks have created the Reseau cecumenique 

Justice et Paix (ROJeP; Ecumenical Network for Justice 

and Peace), 13 an outcome of the Jubilee Coalition. With the 

exception of Catholic Action groups, these organizations 

were created after the 1960s by missionaries, religious 

communities, bishops, and lay people. They are equally 

committed to participating in the social movement de

scribed earlier and to deepening their Christian identity. 

Although it is difficult, these groups try to define in the 

public sphere and popular imagination an alternative way 

of living the Gospel that differs both from the traditional 

public Catholicism that colluded with the system and 

from privatized religion. This search for an alternative 

way of being Church that is meaningful in the local context 

goes unnoticed and unsupported by pastors and bishops. 



Theology in Quebec Today

In Quebec, professional theologians are usually pro
fessors at secular universities. Three of the six theology 
departments at francophone universities were closed re
cently because of a lack of �tudents. The remaining 
three departments also find their enrolments declining, 
a sign of the disaffection from the Church. These faculties 
are not yet threatened but, along with the university itself, 
they are submitted to the criteria of efficiency; they 
must enter the race for students, now defined as "clients"; 
research grants, defined as "income"; and readership, 
now defined as "markets" for their knowledge. This dif
ficult situation weighs heavily on the priorities of the 
theological faculties. Some of the pressure has been re
lieved because they have integrated the broader 
discipline of "religious studies" into their programs in 
response to the renewed interest in religious phenomena. 
But where does this leave theology itself? 

After a long period of being mired in European theol
ogy, Quebec theologians have increasingly turned to 
local concerns with issues such as secularization the 

' 

relationship between faith and culture, ecclesiology, 
pastoral practices, bioethics, sexual ethics, spirituality, 
religious experience, pluralism, interreligious dialogue 
and, needless to say, biblical studies with an emphasis 
on exegesis and interpretative methods. This theology is 
competent and relatively well integrated into ecclesial 
structures and concerns. It also seeks to remain in 
dialogue with contemporary thought and science. How
ever, it seems to regard the actual societal context as 
merely an incidental matter. For example, its public pro
nouncements are generally limited to current religious 
issues, and its analysis of practices more often than not is 
limited to the micro level. While it is recognized that the 
socio-political excitement of the 1970s had an impact 
on the theological sensitivity of a generation, no one 
( except those few individuals who are identified with the 
"social" sector) studies seriously the structural dynamic of 
neo-liberalism that emerged in the 1980s. The tsunami, 
or societal emergency, is not generally acknowledged. 
In fact it continues to be ignored as a challenge to theology 
and remains foreign to its framework of interpretation. 

Contextual Theology in Quebec 

Yet Contextual Theology remains dynamic. It is 
practised by socio-politically engaged Christian organi
zations and by a number of academics, some retired, 14 

others not, who work closely with these groups. At 

ROJeP, groups are rereading the Bible and reflecting 
theologically upon issues similar to those dealt with by the 
social movements. For example, the ROJeP groups deal 
with neo-liberalism and globalization, the environment, 
the situation of indigenous peoples, immigration and 
refugee policies, corporate social responsibility, gov
ernment policies, free trade, the situation faced by 
different groups of excluded persons, human rights, the 
situation of women, war and peace, political independ
ence, international solidarity, sustainable development, 
personal and group development that comes out of social 
commitment, etc. 

There are other experiments as well, such as that of 
L 'Autre parole, which over the past 30 years has developed 
a Quebec feminist theology and ecclesiology. Various 
conferences, such as the annual meetings of L'Entraide 
missionnaire and the biennial Joumees sociales du Quebec 
(Quebec Social Study Days), two member organizations 
of ROJeP, provide opportunities for substantial theo
logical reflection upon important social issues. 

Because of the widespread resentment towards the 
Catholic Church in the general population as well as in 
progressive circles in the 1970s, politically active 
Christians participated in social movements anony
mously. After 1980, the severity of neo-liberalism and 
the disappointment caused by the referendum defeat 
forced Christian groups to return to the sources of their 
commitment. These circumstances, along with the in
spiration provided by Latin American liberation 
theology, gave birth to the interest in Contextual Theology. 
They also inspired the Groupe de theologie contextuelle 
quebecois (GTCQ), which will celebrate its twentieth 
anniversary in 2005. This manner of doing theology is 
now integrated into the practices of ROJeP members. 
Certain organizations, such as the Centre Saint-Pierre 
and the Centre de pastorale en milieu ouvrier (CPMO
Workers' Pastoral Centre), regularly offer courses in 
Contextual Theology. 

Though their numbers are declining, certain academics 
still identify with Contextual Theology. 15 In Montreal, 
four of us have just founded the Centre de theologie et 
d'ethique contextuelles quebecoises (CETECQ).ili This 
Centre allows us to combine our different approaches 
and gives an institutional character to Contextual The
ology. Above all, the Centre aims at providing a space 
for freedom and creativity, where partners in different 
academic circles and social action networks, working 
both locally and internationally, can join their efforts in 
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common projects of justice and solidarity, animated by 
the hope that "another world is possible."17 Among its 

non-academic partners in Quebec, CETECQ has an es

pecially close connection to ROJeP, of which it is also 
member. Along with these groups, CETECQ wants to 

explore the unrealized potential of the revolutionary and 

salvific character of a biblical tradition and prophetic 

theology that can be proved relevant only by addressing 

the challenges of the present moment. 

I will conclude by sharing the following conviction: the 

current situation demands that we collectively retrieve a 

standpoint in solidarity with excluded persons, from which 
we could express our indignation about the increasingly 

pervasive inhumanity and its ongoing normalization. 

Moreover, we are called to reinvent for our times a 

"socio-logos" that would correspond to the divine logos 

- the logic of grace to which the Spirit call us as the

foundation of all social life.

Michel Beaudin 

Michel Beaudin is a professor of theology in the Faculte de theologie et de 

sciences des religions at the Universite de Montreal and founding member 

of the Celltre de theologie et d' ethique colltextuelles quebecoises 
(CEI'ECQ). 

1 Collcertatioll refers to a government-sponsored co-ordination of 

labour, business, and government agencies for the good of the whole 

economy. "The Quebecois model," as it is sometimes called, is rooted in the 

long history of the cooperative movement in that province. 
2 The names by which we have identified ourselves mirror these 

historical shockwaves: Habitant (settler), then Canadian, then French

Canadian, and finally Quebecois. 
3 "La pauvrete au ferninin made ill Canada en chiffres," Alternatives, 

vol. II, no. 6, March 2005. 
4 The term exc/us is used by French-speaking social critics to designate 

all who are excluded by the neo-liberal project, the poor at home and across 

the globe. 

Windhoek Document available 

5 A bill for the elimination of poverty, worked out by popular regional 

assemblies, was supported by 215,000 signatures and, after a lively debate, 

was adopted by the National Assembly. 
6 The World March of Women in 2000 came about from the March of 

Women in Quebec in 1995. 
7 In Quebec, the term "social economy" refers to the network of small

scale businesses founded to address local issues of work, housing, 

immigrant integration, and other social issues. There is a lively debate as to 

whether these initiatives are the seeds for a more human economy outside 
the free market or whether they are a distraction for activists and a part of the 

informal safety net that neo-liberalism requires after it dismantles the state 

welfare system. 
8 For a more substantial description of this movement, see Isabelle 

Gregoire, "Quebec: le pouvoir communautaire," L'Express, 13 decembre 
2004, 1-8. See also Michel Venne, "Le pouvoir communautaire," Le 

Devoir, 20 decembre 2004. 
9 For example, Le Fonds de solidarite of the F ederatioll des travail/eurs 

du Quebec (FTQ) and Folldactioll, created by the Collfederatioll des 

syndicats nationaux (CSN). 
'° Except for a short period, Maurice Duplessis governed the province 

of Quebec with an iron hand from 1936 to 1959. 
11 During Vatican IT, Jean-Paul Audet, a Quebecois theologian who 

specialized in the early Christian Church, had more success on the same 

subject with the Brazilian bishops. 
12 Quebec has more bishops than seminarians! 

13 These groups include the Centre Justice et Foi, Developpement et 
Pav:, Comite pour Les droits de l'homme en Amerique latille, Entraide 

missiomzaire, Joumees sociales du Quebec, the Social affairs offices of 

various dioceses, the Celltre de pastorale ell milieu ouvrier (CPMO), 

Camino de Emaiis (United Church of Canada), the Anglican Church, the 

Canadian Religious Conference, Jeunesse du monde, le Mouvement des 
travailleuses et travail/eurs clzretiens, etc. See www Justicepaix.org. 

14 Forexample: Gregory Baum, Andre Myre, Guy Paiement, Yvonne 
Bergeron, Monique Dumais, Florent Villeneuve, Guy Cote, Louis O'Neill, 

and others. 
15 Such as Jacques Racine and Robert Mager at Laval University, 

Quebec City. 
16 Lise Baroni, Denise Couture, Jean-Marc Gauthier and the author. 
17 This phrase comes from the 2002 International Ecumenical 

Conference on Terrorism in a Globalized World, which released the 
statement "Manila Covenant on Peace for Life: Another World Is Possible!" 

In the Spring 2004 issue of The Ecumenist (Vol. 41, N o. 2), Douglas J. Hall reported on an important conference 
of Christian theologians on the topic of HIV- andAIDS-related stigma. The conference, organized by UNAIDS, 
issued a document (the Windhoek Document), which was excerpted in the same issue. UNAIDS had just re

leased the full report of the workshop, entitled A Report of a Theological Workshop Focusing on HN-and 

AIDS-related Stigma. It is available in its entirety: visit www.unaids.org and search "Windhoek". 
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Book Notes 

Compendium of the 

Social Doctrine of the Church 

Produced by the Pontifical Council for Justice and 
Peace, published by the Canadian Conference of 
Catholic Bishops, Ottawa, 2004, 446 pages. 

This beautifully produced book is a great disappoint
ment. Its purpose is "to present in a complete and 
systematic manner, even if by means of an overview, the 
Church's social teaching, which is the fruit of a careful 
Magisterial reflection." Drawing upon the papal encycli
cals and other authoritative Roman documents, the 
authors of the Compendium have produced a systematic 
presentation of the Church's social teaching in a series of 
chapters, where each chapter summarizes what was said 
on a particular topic. Yet making a system out of Catholic 
social teaching is at odds with the method used in the pa
pal encyclicals and other ecclesiastical documents. 

The practical usefulness of papal encyclicals was that 
they first analyzed the social problems produced in the 
present historical situation and then presented the social 
teaching as the Church's answer to these difficulties. Be
cause historical conditions change, each encyclical had to 
formulate Catholic social teaching in a new way. Catholic 
social teaching is a living tradition that enables the 
Church to respond creatively to new historical chal
lenges. By making a system out of this living tradition, 
the Compendium lifts Catholic social teaching out of his
tory and disguises its ongoing creativity. 

Here is one example of the historical evolution of 
Catholic social teaching. In 1891, in Rerum novarum, 

Leo XIII, believing that society was threatened by 
Marxist socialism, defended private industrial property in 
an unqualified manner (see #4); in 1931, in Quadragesimo 

anno, Pius Xl, deeply shaken by the Great Depression, 
admitted that under certain conditions the nationaliza
tion of privately owned industries was ethically acceptable 
(#45); and in 1981, in Laborem exercens, John Paul II, 
reacting to the domination exercised by private property 
in the West and State property in the East, formulated 
the radical doctrine that all ownership of productive 
property is conditional, depending on whether capital is 
used in the service of the common good (#14). 

Catholic social teaching is an evolving tradition. If 
we want to be guided by this tradition, we must first 

analyze the structures and attitudes that are currently 
threatening human well-being and then, drawing upon 
the inherited wisdom, formulate the Catholic response 
to the contemporary threat to peace and justice. Thus, the 
globalization of the free market economy in the 1990s 
prompted John Paul Il to make a critical assessment of the 
economy that was not yet contained in his earlier teaching. 

By offering Catholic social teaching as a system, the 
Compendium creates the impression that if you want to 
know what the Church teaches on various issues, you 
just look it up in the appropriate chapter of this volume, 
without having to do a critical analysis of the destruc
tive forces operative in the present historical situation. 
Despite the good intentions of its authors, the Compen

dium makes the readers close their eyes to the painful 
drama of contemporary history. 

Another puzzling feature of the Compendium is its pre
conciliar ecclesiology. The volume restricts the Church's 
magisterium to the papal office, while according to Vatican 
Council Il the bishops participate with the pope's exercis
ing of the Church's teaching responsibility. The 
Compendium brackets the principle of collegiality. It does 
not mention the important contributions to Catholic social 
teaching made by various national episcopal conferences. I 
am grateful to the social teaching offered by the Canadian 
bishops who, in their various pastoral statements, always 
followed the above-mentioned method of first analyzing 
the contemporary situation and only then responding to it 
by drawing upon the inherited Catholic wisdom. 

Since their teaching is often overlooked, I wish to recall 
the pastoral methodology recommended by the Canadian 
bishops in their 1983 statement ''Ethical Reflections on 
Canada's Socio-Economic Order." We must 1) be present with 
and listen to the experience of the poor, the marginalized, 
the oppressed in our society; 2) develop a critical analysis 
of the economic, political, and social structures that cause 
human suffering; 3) make judgments in the light of. gospel 
principles and the Church's social teachings concerning 
social values and priorities; 4) stimulate creative thought 
and action regarding alternative visions and models for so
cial and economic development; and 5) act in solidarity 
with popular groups in their struggles to transform eco
nomic, political, and social structures that cause social and 
economic injustices. 

Gregory Baum 
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Torture deals with a timeless, yet current social and political issue. John Perry 
traces the ways in which torture has been condoned and even practiced within 
the history of Catholicism. He explores the ways in which contemporary 
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