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Forgiveness and Reconciliation: Introduction 

I
n October 2004, Concordia University's Department
of Theological Studies sponsored a two-day sym

posium entitled "Forgiveness and Reconciliation: The 
Theological and Human Quest for Peace" as part of 
an ongoing Peace and Conflict Resolution academic 
series. Arising in response to the 2002 protests over 
the planned lecture by former Israeli Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu, this initiative of former Concordia 
University President Frederick Lowy is designed to 
encourage dialogue and constructive engagement of is
sues that have sparked heated debate among the diverse 
religious, cultural and ethnic populations that make up 
the university community. 

In recognizing the theological dimension to the 
conflict in Israel/Palestine, and in light of longstand
ing traditions of political theology, the Department of 
Theological Studies brougl:itogether a group of schol
ars who could shed light on the meaning of forgiveness 
in the contemporary world. In this issue of the ecumenist

are four contributions on this topic, each of which deals 
with the complex interactions of politics, religion, phi
losophy, and contemporary Israel/Palestine in its own 
way. The contributions by Dr. Trudy Govier and Rev. 
Dr. Nairn Ateek derive from their respective keynote lec
tures at the symposium. The other two contributions in 
this issue are written by Dr. Yakov Rabkin and Dr. Fred 
Bird. These are responses to the question "Is Forgiveness 
Realistic?", the theme of a wide-ranging panel discus
sion chaired by the Muslim chaplain for Concordia 
and McGill University, Imam Salam Elmenyawi. Also 
present at that panel discussion were Dr. Meir Amor 
(Concordia, Sociology and Anthropology) and Dr. 

Salah Basalamah ( co-ordinator of the Montreal group, 
Presence Musulmane). (Video recordings-of_J!��se 
presentations may be viewed at http://peace.concordia. 
ea/ eventsarchives/ event32.shtml.) 

Why forgiveness? In short, it is both a religious theme 
that is ubiquitous in human history and an.idea whose 
political import is obscure. Indeed, even the religious 
traditions most closely wedded to the idea of forgive
ness often seem to prefer the language of justice, for 
reasons that are self-evidently theological. Forgiveness 
is a misunderstood reality. Frequently, it is associated 
with weakness or political disengagement. Yet, from 
Shakespeare's The Tempest, in which alternatives to 
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revenge are examined, to Quranic and biblical injunc

tions, forgiveness is an idea and a practice that is part of 

what it means to be human. 

But, if forgiveness is a human reality, how can it be 

meaningfully applied in the violent death spiral that is 

Israel/Palestine and the rest of the Middle East? This 

symposium asked: Can the religious quest for peace 

contribute to the human quest for peace by emphasizing 

the role of forgiveness? Can forgiveness and its associ

ated concept, reconciliation, be squared with justice? 

In Forgiveness in Politics, Donald Shriver calls the 

saying 'forgive and forget' a great improper slogan. True 

forgiveness, Shriver says, does not forget; it culminates 

in a confrontation with evil. The great philosopher 

Hannah Arendt advocated forgiveness as part and parcel 

of a thoroughgoing secular theory of political relations. 

A secular Jew herself, Arendt believed that the fact 

that Jesus' teaching of forgiveness was "articulated in 

religious language ... is no reason to take it any less 

seriously in a strictly secular sense." Can forgiveness be 

transposed into contemporary politics in the Middle East 

and elsewhere? 

Perhaps. Think of the role of reconciliation in South 

Africa's overthrow of apartheid. Can we dare to dream 

of an enduring peace in the Middle East resulting from 
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acts of forgiveness? The fact that all three of the mono

theistic religions, born and flourishing in the Middle 

East, advocate forgiveness is a factor favouring the 

realization of this dream one day. One way to start is to 

share with others, especially those who are not affiliated 

with any religious tradition, the unique contribution to 

genuine peace that springs from the religious traditions. 

This was one of the goals of the Concordia symposium. 

Canadians are far more secularized than the peoples of 

the Middle East. In secular institutions such as Canadian 

universities, I believe that championing the converted 

self that comes from heeding the injunction to forgive 

is one way of championing the liberating authenticity 
of the religious traditions as a whole. Forgiveness is a 

unique, theologically rooted contribution to peace that 

needs to be 'talked up.' In the 2005-06 academic year, 

there will be another symposia series at Concordia 

University examining religious pluralism (see http:// 

peace.concordia.ca). Only with sustained effort can the 

association of religion with violence that we see in the 

weekly headlines be effectively countered. 

Paul Allen 

Dr. Paul Allen teaches in the DepartrnentofTheological Studies, Concordia 

University. He co-ordinated the "Forgiveness and Reconciliation: The 

Theological and Human Quest for Peace" symposium in 2004. 



The Theological and Human Quest for Peace, 
Reconciliation, and Forgiveness 

I
n any conflict resolution, whether between individuals
or nations, the highest objective is to achieve recon

ciliation and forg�veness between the parties. When 
forgiveness is given and received, healing is consum
mated. This constitutes the mountaintop in peaceable 
relations among people. There are at least three differ
ent paradigms that are available to people engaged in 
:finding a resolution to their conflict: the subhuman, the 
human, and the divine. 

The Subhuman, Human, and Divine Paradigms 

The subhuman level is the paradigm where conflicts are 
not resolved. The conflict keeps raging and simmering. 
Violence and terrorism escalate. Hate, fear, bloodshed, 
insecurity, and revenge remain the sporadic menu. 
Tragically, in many conflicts around us, this is the para
digm that is utilized. People in conflict are not willing 
to transcend their greed, prejudice, religious extremism, 
and racial discrimination and resolve their differences. 
They demand an absolute justice and seek to crush their 
enemy. They live by and practise the subhuman para
digm. The Christian faith urges people to abandon the 
subhuman paradigm. It does not reflect God's purpose 
for human beings. It only keeps them below their God
given potential. The New Testament, therefore, points to 
two superior levels. Both of them lead to reconciliation 
and forgiveness and the restoration of the humanity of 
the conflicting parties. In order to reach the potential for 
reconciliation and forgiveness in the human paradigm, 
repentance is a precondition. According to Luke the 
commission of the Risen Christ was that his disciples 
should preach repentance and forgiveness of sins in his 
name to all nations (Luke 24:47). In this case, the guilt, 
crime, and injustice are admitted. The person expresses 
remorse and sorrow and the door is opened for forgive
ness. In the political conflict over Palestine, repentance 
would correspond to an admission by the government 
of Israel to the injustice it has committed against the 
Palestinians. Israel would recognize that it has violated 
Palestinian rights, forced them out of their land, domi
nated, and oppressed them. Such repentance combined 
with willingness to do justice and give reparations can 
open the way to reconciliation and forgiveness. 

Beyond the human paradigm, there is, however, 
the divine paradigm. It is the more radical type in the 

Christian faith. It is the paradigm of revolutionary for
giveness. This is the practice of forgiveness even when 
no admission of guilt takes place. In the Lord's Prayer, 
Jesus taught his disciples to pray, "Forgive us our sins 
as we forgive those who sin against us." Here there is 
no mention of repentance. We are supposed to practise 
forgiveness of others because it is the way God deals 
with us. As God forgives us continuously, we must 
forgive others. This is the sense of Colossians 3:13, 
" ... forgive each other; just as the Lord has forgiven you, 
so you also must forgive."' Here forgiveness is a grace, 
a free gift. This type of forgiveness is truly revolutionary 
and it reflects the very essence of the Christian gospel. 
Forgiveness is not something that a person earns or 
achieves. It is not even the consequence of repentance. 
It is the free gift of the grace of God. A person needs 
only to receive it with humble gratitude and in the same 
humble way offer it to others. 

In order to elaborate this point, we need to look at two 
themes that emerge in Paul's writings. In Romans 4:5, 
Paul speaks about God who ''justifies the ungodly." This 
is a radical form of justification whose source is God.2 

This means that God treats the criminal as if he had been 
a good person. God becomes the ultimate paradigm to 
be imitated and modelled. This is exactly what the father 
did with the rebellious son in the parable of the Prodigal 
(Luke 15). The father treated him as ifhe had never been 
away. Justification means that instead of the prodigal be
ing treated like a rebel, he is treated as a son. 

The second theme is that of reconciliation. Paul 
says that it is through Christ that we have received 
reconciliation (Romans 5:11). This is expressed clearly 
in 2 Corinthians 5:18-19, "All this is from God, who 
reconciled us to himself through Christ and has given 
us the ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ God 
was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their 
trespasses against them, and entrusting the message of 
reconciliation to us." In other words, because we·have 
drifted away from God, God takes the initiative and 
brings us back to himself. Our reconciliation with God 
is not due to anything we have done but to what God 
has done for us in and through the death and resurrec
tion of Christ. It is to be noted that the New Testament 
never speaks of God being reconciled to us, but always 
ofus being reconciled to God. The drifting away and the 
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estrangement were all on our side. The love of God was 

forever constant and unceasing towards us. When recon

ciliation takes place, the alienation disappears. 

Applying the Human Paradigm 

Some people are able to achieve the revolutionary for

giveness expressed in the divine paradigm. Most of us, 

however, feel more at home with the human paradigm. 

It is hard enough to achieve. In fact, many times we live 

by the subhuman paradigm. Although we must always 

strive for the divine paradigm, we are thankful when we 

can practise the human paradigm. Therefore, we must 

ask, what are the steps that can lead us to peace, recon

ciliation, and possible forgiveness in finding a resolution 

to the Israel/Palestine conflict? We need to climb a six

step ladder. 

Step One: The first step is to confront and analyze the 

roots of the conflict and its development over the years. 

In other words, the context of the struggle is important. 

This is where the original crime has taken place. No 

peace or reconciliation is necessary if no problem ex

isted. Without recognizing the problem, no solution is 

sought. One needs to listen to and understand the narra

tives of the two conflicting parties and look for threads 

that lead to peace and reconciliation. This first step must 

be done with sensitivity, honesty, and objectivity as well 

as judged against the demands of international law. If 

there is an injustice it must be identified. 

Step Two: In order to move towards a solution, the 

illegal Israeli occupation must come to an end and 

violence needs to stop. The weight of the international 

community must be with the oppressed and against the 

oppressor. It must be clear that the Palestinians did not 

initiate the conflict. They were dragged into it when 

the Zionists occupied their land and evicted them by 

force. No matter how influential and powerful the op

pressor is, morality and international law demand that 

pressure be placed on the aggressive party to end its 

illegal occupation. Unfortunately, this could take a 

long time. The Palestine/Israel conflict has continued 

for almost 60 years and the international community 

has been unsuccessful in forcing Israel to comply with 

international law. There is no hope for any movement 

towards peace so long as the injustice persists. Injustice 

is the main source of the violence. Suppression of the 

violence through brutal force can never endure. People 

will continue to resist the oppression and aspire for 

liberation and peace. Ultimately, freedom will triumph 

over domination and justice over oppression. The best 
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basis on which the injustice must be terminated is that 

of International Law. Without stopping the injustice the 

prospect of peace is nil. 

Step Three: Justice is done when International Law 

is implemented. It is then that peace and its derivatives 

begin to be felt. So long as the injustice persists, hate 

and its derivatives have the upper hand. The moment 

the Government oflsrael acknowledges the rights of the 

Palestinians and shows its willingness to implement the 

demands of International Law, there is hope for all the 

people of the land. This must involve Israel's willingness 

to make amends and offer restitution. In essence, justice 

and peace begin in the hearts of people. It starts when 

the oppressor becomes cognizant of its violation of the 

humanity of the other. No hope for change is possible 

unless the occupation ends. Repentance is meaningless 

unless the injustice comes to an end. Justice is done 

when the international community, through nonviolent 

methods, forces Israel to put an end to its injustice. In 

this case, justice is defined not as strict or absolute, 

but as justice that is tempered with mercy and compas

sion. This means that through the doing of justice the 

enemy must not be crushed but is held accountable 

and responsible. Both oppressor and oppressed need 

to be rehabilitated. The oppressor must accept their 

responsibility for restitution and compensation and the 

oppressed must be open to begin their new life in free

dom without revenge. 

Step Four: Once justice is done, peace is not far off. 

People everywhere need to feel its benefits. Once people 

know that the peace is based on justice, most people 

will accept it. They would put down their arms and stop 

the violence. Because this peace would be founded on 

justice, it would create security. Politically it would be 

seen in the establishment of a viable Palestinian state 

- independent, sovereign, and democratic for all of its

citizens - living in peace next to the state of Israel that

would also be independent, sovereign, and democratic

for all of its citizens. This means that all the people of the

land would stand equal under the law and their dignity

and humanity would be protected. Yet neither justice

nor peace is the final objective. Healing will not come

automatically. Much more needs to be done. In fact, the

real work begins when justice is done and peace has ar

rived. It is not enough to stop the spread of the disease.

We must find the medication that brings healing. Two

more important steps are, therefore, needed.

Step Five: For people of faith, it is important to work 

for healing. The healing process is made up of two 



important steps, reconciliation and forgiveness. It is 
debatable which comes before the other. Some people 
insist that forgiveness precedes reconciliation while 
others argue that forgiveness is the ultimate goal. Be 
that as it may, some have suggested a model for rec
onciliation that is compose� of four steps: confession, 
repentance, reconciliation, and restitution. It begins with 
an open aclrnowledgement of the injustice done and calls 
for a change of attitudes and just actions.3 A Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission is also essential. History 
must be reviewed, perpetrators held accountable, and 
narratives be reconciled. Reconciliation is a long pro
cess and some people never achieve it. It is incumbent on 
us, however, to bring about reconciliation to the greatest 
number of people on both sides. We must use all the 
expertise in the various fields to address the cumula
tive residue of hate, bitterness, and resentment that still 
lie deep in many people's hearts, minds, and emotions. 
Moreover, employment needs to be available to people 
so that their standard ofliving is raised. With the help of 
social scientists and educators active programs must be 
undertaken to bring Palestinians and Israelis together in 
order to encourage their reconciliation. Indeed, recon
ciliation will take place because there is still so much 
goodness and goodwill in many people's hearts. 

Step Six: Forgiveness is the final and highest step in 
the process of healing. It takes us to the highest peak 
and brings us to the top of the ladder. It completes the 
process of reconciliation and goes even beyond it. Once 
forgiveness occurs, healing has been effected. Genuine 
forgiveness occurs once and for all. The forgiven person 
has been freed from all the charges. The slate has been 
wiped clean. The file for the crime has been annulled. 
The debt has been cancelled. The accused has a new 
lease on life. In essence, it is the criminal who is forgiven 
and not the crime. The crime can still be condemned. 
Forgiveness, however, has transcended the crime and 
there is no desire or need for revenge. 

When forgiveness is offered and received, full lib
eration takes place. Both parties are liberated. Both 
are set free. The forgiver is set free from the burden of 
revenge. Although one might not be able to forget, one 
can forgive and live in forgiveness. Forgiveness sets the 
forgiver free. Equally, the forgiven is set free from being 
haunted by fear, guilt, and remorse. In fact, both the for
giver and forgiven need to find healing of memories. The 
forgiver is the initiator. Theologically speaking, God has 
taken the initiative in the death and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ. In the New Testament, this initiative stems from 

the unconditional love of God. It is the way that God as 
loving Parent relates to us. God in Christ has liberated 
us. This does not, however, mean that forgiveness of
fered is forgiveness received. The forgiven must respond 
with thanksgiving and begin a new life. The point is that 
forgiveness has been offered. God has offered it to us 
and it is up to us to receive it, to act on it, and to offer it 
to others. 

Conclusion: 
Forgiveness, Reconciliation, and Justice 

In the case oflsrael and Palestine, the possibility ofrec
onciliation and forgiveness is enhanced when the process 
is based on justice and when confession and admission 
of wrong take place. The international community 
has the responsibility to end the illegal occupation of 
Palestine. Once that happens, Israel needs to change 
its behaviour, share the land with the Palestinians, and 
abandon its Zionist ideology and strategy of domination. 
I believe that many Palestinians, though experiencing 
the oppressive measures of Israeli occupation, will live 
in peace and accept to be reconciled and even offer for
giveness. So long as the injustice persists, the door to 
reconciliation and forgiveness is slammed shut. Justice 
is the key that opens the door. 

When the door is opened, we might be surprised to 
find that people who have suffered torture, humiliation, 
oppression, and loss ofloved ones are open to reconcili
ation. Indeed, many times it is those who have suffered 
the most who are the first to forgive. They are willing 
to give and receive forgiveness. It is wonderful when 
the process begins with justice and ends in forgiveness. 
Forgiveness is a grace. Those who achieve forgiveness 
live in a state of grace. 

NaimAteek 
The Reverend Dr. Naim Ateek is the director of the Sabeel Ecumenical 
Liberation Theology Center in Jerusalem. 

1 See also Colossians 2: 13 and Ephesians 4:32; see also the parable of 
the Unforgiving Servant in Matthew 18:21-33. 

2 See also Romans 3:24-26.
3 John Dawson, "Hatred's End," in Forgiveness and Reconciliation: 

Religion, Public Policy, and Conflict Transformation, eds. Raymond G. 
Helmick and Rodney L. Petersen (Templeton Foundation P..ress, ·2001) 
[ebook]), 226-227. 

The Ecumenist Vol. 42, No. 4 Fall 2005/ 5 



A Context for Forgiveness? 

I
n the context of the conflict between Israel and the 

Palestinians, it may seem naively premature to speak 

of forgiveness. Before explaining how such a prospect 

might make sense, even in such an apparently intractable 

context, I will consider several important arguments 

against its possibility. 

Two Pessimistic Arguments Considered 

First, one might argue that forgiveness is a matter for 

religion and theology, that the ethics of forgiveness can

not stand independently of its theological background, 

and that, accordingly, when fundamental oppositions 

are due in part to religious differences, it will make no 

sense to appeal for forgiveness. Given two strongly op

posed religions, it might be claimed that there can be 

no common grounds for seeking forgiveness. There is 

an answer, though: forgiveness can be defended from 

a secular point of view and from several different theo

logical points of view. Thus the existence of significant 

religious differences does not render it impossible. 1 

A second argument is that it can make no sense to 

forgive wrongs when they continue to occur. To for

give, people must overcome their anger and resentment 

against those who have wronged them. When an op

ponent continues to commit acts of political violence, 

anger and resentment receive sustaining support. When 

acts of violence are ongoing, it would make little sense 

to think that one could reasonably overcome such 

feelings and replace them with a desire for improved 

relationships. In such contexts, there seems to be no 

prospect for reconciliation or anything even vaguely 

resembling it. The problem is that there is no aftermath 

of violence, because the violence continues. Parties who 

continue to commit acts of violence against each other 

will nearly always tend to feel fearful and vindictive. Far 

from seeking to regard each other as potential colleagues 

and friends, they are likely to nurse their grievances and 

seek deterrence and revenge. Sensing that their physi

cal security is gravely jeopardized and their survival 

threatened, they will be in no mood for forgiveness and 

reconciliation. 

A compounding factor is that coping with physi

cal violence and ongoing threats of further physical 

violence puts people under great stress. Lacking basic 

physical security, groups are often internally divided and 

do not agree as to what is the most appropriate response 
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to their situation. It is an understatement to say that there 

will be distrust between contending individuals and 

groups. Given distrust and animosity, anyone aspiring 

to take initiatives towards sustainable peace is likely to 

encounter considerable difficulties, risking credibility, 

reputation, and all too often life itself. 

The problem of 'no aftermath' is serious. To address 

it, I will begin by recollecting that forgiveness is funda

mentally a matter of attitudes, attitudes to persons one 

thinks have done one injury or harm. That is to say, for

giveness has to do with what people believe about each 

other; what motivations and tendencies they attribute to 

each other; how they feel about relationships with each 

other; what capacities and possibilities they attribute to 

each other; and what prospects they see in future rela

tionships. It concerns also the values people attribute to 

others and those they hold themselves.2 In human rela

tionships such attitudes affect interpretation, policy, and 

actions. They are enormously important. 

Reflecting on prospects for forgiveness in the context 

of the conflict between Israelis and Palestinians, we may 

begin by considering that such attitudes matter not only 

in the aftermath, when people begin to seek, and speak 

about, peace and reconciliation, but also while a violent 

conflict continues. It makes a difference, for example, 

whether one thinks of the enemy as moral monsters or as 

human beings who may have legitimate grievances and a 

valid cause, human beings who have resorted to violence 

because they thought they had to do so to survive. Such 
attitudes affect how one conducts a violent struggle; they 

also affect how and whether one will reach a ceasefire 

and achieve a sustainable peace and, eventually, some

thing like reconciliation. 

The Unforgivable 

Prevailing in many contexts is the idea ofunforgivability. 

It is often presumed that some actions and policies - and 

by implication the agents and groups who have commit

ted them - are absolutely unforgivable. Implied in the 

rhetoric of unforgivability is the claim that people who 

have committed such wrongs should not be forgiven un

der any circumstances. If we begin to think in practical 

terms about what it means to regard people as absolutely 

and forever unforgivable, we will see that this notion has 

highly counter-productive implications for policy and 

action. To accept such notions will, in practice, corn-



mit one to despair about the prospects for peace, given 
that there are so often literally thousands of persons 
who share responsibility for serious wrongdoing. What 
would one do with thousands of 'unforgivable' people? 
Kill them all? Jail them forever? Release them after 
a time, but refuse ever to re-:admit them into society? 
Clearly, such approaches would be extremely negative 
from the point of view of building a sustainable peace. I 
urge that we resist any notion of absolute unforgivability 
by recalling the distinction between the actor and the act 
and the potential for agents to change, especially when 
background circumstances are fundamentally altered.3 

Pockets and Beginnings 

When we consider people engaged in violent politi
cal struggles, there are bound to be differences within 
groups. People will differ in their attitudes to the enemy 
people and leaders and to the prospects for peace. Given 
such variability, we might find pockets of tolerance and 
forgiveness even while a violent conflict is going on. 
Such pockets are important so far as the pursuit of peace 
is concerned; persons with more positive and collabora
tive attitudes can undertake constructive initiatives that 
may affect the others. And there is another sense of 
partiality that is relevant to the case. There are ways in 
which people may partially forgive; they may cultivate 
attitudes that do not quite amount to forgiveness but 
nevertheless bear significant and beneficial resemblances 
to it. Whether a person or group forgives is not a simple 
yes or no question. Some elements of forgiveness may 
be present while others are absent. We may even regard 
such cases as showing degrees of forgiveness. 

To forgive wrongdoer_s_ is to overcome the resent
ment, hatred, and vindictiveness one feels about them; 
it is to relinquish a sense of grievance fixed on the past 
and replace it with an acceptance of the positive human 
potential of the other, and a resolution to go forward 
within a decent relationship not defined by the wrong. 
To forgive an enemy is to stop seeing him or her as an 
enemy and to move . in the direction of accepting that 
person as a fellow human being, someone who might 
become one's colleague and a person with whom one 
had ongoing collaborative relationships. The enemy can 
be seen as a person who is a potential partner in building 
and maintaining a peaceful society. 

Five Elements of Forgiveness 

The emotional and attitudinal shifts involved in for
giveness occur over time and, in a case of serious 

wrongdoing, will typically involve considerable reflec
tion and struggle. In cases of full-fledged forgiveness, 
there are five central elements. These are: 

I. Letting go of hard feelings. A common metaphor
here is that one is lifting a burden off one's heart, so as to 
overcome negative feelings toward the person regarded 
as a perpetrator of wrongs. Lifting this burden ofresent
ment does not mean condoning, excusing, or forgetting 
the wrongs that were committed. 

2. Locating the wrongdoing in the past, so that past
grievances do not dominate one's feelings and responses 
in the present and future. Wrongs that are forgiven are 
now regarded as lying in the past - however profound 
they might have been. It is accepted that past wrongs 
have happened and cannot be undone, but they should 
not be allowed to dominate life now. After forgiveness, 
life is conducted in the present, in a manner that does 
not involve a keen focus on' the wrongs of the past. What 
lies ahead for people and relationships is the future; 
those who forgive will refuse to allow their future to be 
shaped by grievance, resentment, and bitterness. Setting 
past wrongs in the past may sound like endorsing a mere 
logical truism, but this matter is far from being emotion
ally trivial. To many, the wrongs of the past feel real and 
present; there is a significant sense in which they have 
not passed - and are not past. In a kind of bad dream, 
past wrongs are revisited and relived, so that they seem 
real and present. These are unforgiven wrongs, wrongs 
that have not been put in their proper time, so far as 
emotional response is concerned. To forgive is to move 
outside beyond this sort of bad dream so as to locate the 
wrongs of the past firmly in the past, where they belong, 
thereby freeing one's present and future from a disturb
ing re-living of traumatic past events. 

3. Refiwning, that is, conceiving the person or group
that committed the wrongs as capable of better things. 
To forgive a person or group is to refuse to reduce them 
to their wrongs. People may have perpetrated wrongs 
without being regarded as only, and forever, the perpe
trators of such wrongs. Theologically, this non-reductive 
standpoint is expressed in terms of distinguishing the 
sinner from the sin. From a logical perspe_fttve, it 
amounts to a firm insistence on the distinction between 
the agents who have committed these acts, and the acts

committed. 
4. Releasing moral claims against these persons,

based on one's sense of their wrongdoing. The sense that 
these people are perpetrators who have to repay a moral 
debt is relinquished when.there is forgiveness. Instead, 
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forgiveness amounts to allowing a fresh start. In The 

Human Condition, Hannah Arendt expressed the idea of 

the novelty and originality allowed by forgiveness. 

5. Committing to core values essential to forgiveness.

When one forgives, one implicitly commits to certain 

values. First of all, there is an implication that the per

son or group forgiven is morally responsible for having 

committed wrong/it! acts; if these conditions were not 

met, there would be no need to forgive. There is also 

recognition of the humanity and moral capacities of the 

persons forgiven. As human beings, these persons have 

a capacity for moral transformation and an intrinsic 

worth and dignity. They are one's fellow human beings 

and merit respect as such; to forgive them is to regard 

them in this light. Even granting that those forgiven are 

former enemies who have committed acts of violence 

against oneself and one's group, even granting that they 

have threatened one's security and very survival, in 

forgiving them, one nevertheless ceases to regard them 

in that light. Instead, one sees them as fellow human be

ings, persons with whom one can stand in constructive 

relationship of moral equality so as to make possible 

co-operation and peace. 

Reflecting on this account of full-fledged forgiveness, 

we can see immediately why it scarcely makes sense to 

urge forgiveness in contexts of ongoing violence. One 

cannot reasonably set violence in the past when it con

tinues in the present. If violence is still occurring, any 

conviction that it is past is unreasonable; and if the en

emies continue to commit harmful acts, any notion that 

they should be trusted and regarded as future partners 

will appear unwise. 

Beginnings of Forgiveness 

What could be said about 'something like forgiveness' 

in a context in which violence persists? As counterparts 

to the five conditions mentioned above, I suggest the 

following: 

(a) One can work against a sense of grievance based

on the idea that it is one's own side, and only that side, 

that is suffering. 

(b) One can attend to the realization that attack and

counter-attack, hatred and revenge, cannot be the end of 

the story. At some point, people must go forward and 

emerge from the violence. One can conceive and plan 

one's actions in a framework that envisages the end of 

violence and the beginnings of nonviolent coexistence, 

collaborative partnerships, and - eventually - mutual 

forgiveness. 
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( c) One can attend to the fact that the enemies are

people with their own needs and view of the world, 

people seeking their own security and that of their com

munities. One can regard these others as real human 

beings sharing some common interests and values. In 

short, one can struggle against enmity and de-humani

zation and seek to cultivate empathy and sympathy. 

( d) One can undertake unilateral initiatives in ques

tions of improved relationships, resisting those who 

insist that the other side has to give in first. Similarly, 

one can resist simplistic insistence on full reciprocity as 

a condition of further initiatives. Unilateral initiatives do 

not exactly amount to allowing a fresh start but they may 

open doors, and attending to their possibility preserves 

at least some notion that fresh starts are possible. 

( e) One can recall and publicly insist that the others

are human beings and, as such, merit consideration and 

respect. As human beings, they are deliberative and 

choosing creatures, capable of reflecting and of amend

ing their attitudes and actions in changed situations. One 

can act and speak so as to hold out the possibility of a 

world in which more humane values prevail. 

There is, then, space for attitudes that open doors to 

forgiveness. Such attitudes allow space for the making 

of peace, even in contexts in which political violence 

continues. We need not counsel despair: the pockets and 

pieces are real. 

Trudy Govier 
Trudy Govier teaches in the Department of Philosophy, University of 

Lethbridge, Alberta, Canada. 
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Jewish Continuity and Reconciliation 

W
hat could be more normal than to associate Jews
with the State oflsrael? Are not the Jews of the 

Diaspora often seen as aliens, outsiders, or perhaps 
even as Israeli citizens taking a long holiday far from 
'home'? Such insinuations have always been dear to 
anti-Semites, for whom a world Jewish conspiracy is an 
incontrovertible fact. B�t the linkage of Jews with the 
State of Israel is also a theme popular with the Zionists 
who, ever since the creation of political Zionism more 
than a century ago, have claimed to be the vanguard of 
the entire Jewish people. 

Reality, in fact, is far more complex. Both Zionist 
intellectuals and the anti-Zionist Orthodox rabbis agree 
that Zionism represents a negation of Jewish tradition. 
Yosef Salmon, an Israeli authority on the history of 
Zionism, writes: 

But it was the Zionist threat that offered the gravest 
danger, for it sought to rob the traditional commu
nity of its very birthright, both in the Diaspora and 
in Eretz Israel, the object of its messianic hopes. 
Zionism challenged all the aspects of traditional 
Judaism: in its proposal of a modern, national 
Jewish identity; in the subordination of traditional 
society to new life-styles; and in its attitude to the 
religious concepts of Diaspora and redemption. 
The Zionist threat reached every Jewish commu
nity. It was unrelenting and comprehensive, and 
therefore it met with uncompromising opposi
tion.1 

The religious Jews whq publicly criticize Zionism do 
so in the belief that the Torah obliges them to do so. The 
Torah sets man two obligations, they argue. The first of 
these is to avoid profaning the name of God. And since 
the State of Israel often pretends to be acting on behalf 
of all the world's Jews, or in the name of Judaism, these 
Jews feel it incumbent upon themselves to explain to 
the public, and primarily to non-Jews, that they consider 
this pretension to be fraudulent. The second flows from 
the commandment that human life must be preserved. 
By laying emphasis on the Judaic rejection of Zionism, 
they hope to divert away from the Jews the sense of out
rage they believe the State of Israel has generated in the 
world. They intend to prevent the Jews from being taken 
hostage by Israeli policies and their consequences. They 
insist that the State of Israel be known as the "Zionist 
State" and not the "Jewish State." 

The Jews have demonstrated that a people can 
preserve its identity over the course of more than two 
millennia, without a state of its own and in conditions 
often unfavourable to physical survival itself. Have the 
growth of Zionism and the creation of the State oflsrael 
so transformed the Jewish people as to bring its unique 
history to an end? 

The Zionist experience confronts Jews who respect 
the Jewish tradition with important questions: How 
is one to interpret the return of the Jews to the Land 
of Israel before the coming of the Messiah? Has this 
return obliterated the unique nature of Jewish history 
and its metaphysical dimension? Does political docility 
constitute a practical accommodation to exile or a reli
gious doctrine conceived by the founders of rabbinical 
Judaism? Aviezer Ravitzky, the Israeli expert who has 
devoted years of study to Haredi attitudes to Zionism, 
raises the question: what are the Zionists' real aims? 
Is their political rebellion directed only against Jewish 
political docility, or do they intend to eradicate Judaism 
entirely, that is, to uproot the religious tradition that 
they accuse of having led to submission and political 
inaction? 

Judaic criticism of Zionism reflects deep-seated 
theological convictions. Zionism strikes at the heart of 
messianic redemption. What is at stake is not simply the 
continued practice or the disregard of Judaism, but the 
entire theological interpretation of Jewish history, even 
the consciousness and meaning of Jewishness itself. 

Zionism and Secularization 

Secularization, that is, the full-scale abandonment of 
the 'yoke of the Torah and of its commandments,' has 
driven a wedge between 'Jewishness' and 'Judaism' in 
the last two centuries. To speak of the Jews before the 
French Revolution is to refer to a normative connotation: 
a Jew is someone whose behaviour must by definition 
embody a certain number of principles originating in 
Judaism. A remark found in a popular history of the 
Jews offers an insight into the character of their tdentity: 
"[ ... ] Judaism has always been greater than the sum of 
its adherents. Judaism created the Jews and not the other 
way around. [ ... ] Judaism comes first. It is not a product 
but a programme and the Jews are the instruments of 
its fulfilment."2 A Jew may transgress the Torah, but he 
does not reject the validity of the Torah framework. A 
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modem German-American rabbi sums up the essence of 
traditional Jewish life: 

... the Jewish people on every continent lived its 
own life, devoted to its Divine culture, set apart 
from the political history of the world around it, 
which had bestowed on it alternatively grudging 
love and boundless hatred .... There was within 
Judaism only one interpretation of Jewish purpose, 
history and future that was considered authentic. 
Loyalty to the Law of God was life's ultimate pur
pose for every individual. It was also basic for the 
ethnic existence, the national unity oflsrael, which 
survived the collapse of all Jewish political inde
pendence. . .. And then was the yearning for the 
Messiah of God who would rally a united mankind 
about the sanctuary of God, a fervent hope, an all
consuming yearning for a still veiled future.3 

Secularization was to bring about a radical change in 
Jewish identity. From a normative concept, Jewishness 
became a descriptive one. The traditional Jew could be 
distinguished by what he did or should do; the new Jew 
by what he is, regardless of what he does. Secularization 
of the Jews is a key to any understanding of Zionism. 
Of all the European movements set out to transform 
society in the 20th century, Zionism alone remains as a 
final vestige. Both Zionists and their adversaries agree 
that Zionism constituted a sharp break in Jewish history 
stemming from the Emancipation and the secularization 
of the Jews of Europe in the 19th and 20th centuries. 

Zionism represents a nationalist movement with four 
principal objectives: 1) to transform the trans-national 
Jewish identity centred on the Torah into a national iden
tity modelled on those of the other nations of Europe; 
2) to develop a national language based on biblical and
rabbinical Hebrew; 3) to transfer the Jews from their
countries of origin to Palestine; and, 4) to establish po
litical and economic control over the Holy Land. While
other nations needed only to struggle for control of their
countries, to become 'masters in their own houses,'
Zionism faced a far greater challenge in attempting to
achieve all these objectives simultaneously.

Divergent Courses of Action 

But the challenge was also internal. The very concept 
of return to the Land, central to the Zionist enterprise, is 
antithetical to the Jewish tradition that views the disper
sion of the Jews from the Holy Land as a consequence 
of their own fault. Jeremiah offers a summary of this 
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attitude: "It is your iniquities that have diverted these 
things, your sins that have withheld the bounty from 
you " (Jeremiah 5:25). This normative, contractual rela
tionship with the Land oflsrael is reiterated many a time 
in the Pentateuch. 

The Talmud relates the three oaths sworn on the eve 
of the dispersal of what remained of the people oflsrael 
to the four comers of the earth: not to return en masse

and in an organized fashion to the Land of Israel; not 
to rebel against the nations; and that the nations do not 
subjugate Israel in excess.4 Several rabbinical sources 
have interpreted these oaths, asserting that, even if all the 
nations were to encourage the Jews to settle in the Land 
of Israel, it would still be necessary to abstain from do
ing so, for fear of committing yet other sins, and of being 
punished by an exile even crueller still. Not surprisingly, 
this interpretation constitutes one of the most significant 
bases of the opposition of many rabbis to Zionism. The 
injunction against violating the oaths found particular 
expression in the thought of Rabbi Yoel Teitelbaum, 
head of the Hassidic Satmar group and standard-bearer 
ofHaredi anti-Zionism.5 

Traditional Judaism and Zionism 

Traditional Jewish culture discourages political and 
military activism of whatever variety, particularly in 
the Land of Israel. However, for those Jews who place 
the values of modernity on at least the same level as 
traditional Judaic values, the interpretation of tradition 
becomes selective. They accord great importance to 
Jews returning to historical praxis, and take pride in the 
normalization of the Jewish people that Zionism has 
freed from its "age-old passivity." But what is at issue 
is not a transcendental principle of passivity, but one of 
resistance, most often difficult and courageous, against 
the feeling of national solidarity, a feeling so natural that 
some Jewish thinkers have characterized it as "today's 
most dangerous evil inclination." Two visions, each an 
activist one in its own way, collide. 

Indeed, several rabbinical authorities reject all at
tempts to reconcile Zionism with Jewish tradition. This 
school of thought rejects Zionism for intrinsic reasons 
unrelated to the status of religion in the Zionist proj
ect, and makes illegitimate a synthesis of Judaism and 
Zionism. Zionism appears as a heresy, a denial of funda
mental messianic beliefs and a violation of the promise 
made to God never to take possession of the Holy Land 
by human effort. Some, like the Satmar Hasidim, inten-



sified their anti-Zionist activism after the Shoah, which 
they interpreted as punishment for embracing Zionism. 6 

The Haredirn have not been alone. Reform Jews have 
also formulated Judaic critiques of Zionism based upon 
their own interpretation of the Torah. Like virtually all 
the currents of Judaism in the early years of the 20th 

century, the Reform movement was firmly opposed to 
Zionism. Principled anti-Zionism in the ranks of Reform 
Judaism has survived mainly within the American 
Council for Judaism, but the synthesis of Reform 
Judaism and Zionism remains conceptually difficult: 
"Reform Judaism is spiritual, Zionism is political. The 
outlook of Reform Judaism is the world. The outlook of 
Zionism is a comer of eastern Asia."7 

Zionism proposes to redress what it perceives as an 
historical injustice, rather than an event of religious 
or messianic significance. There lies the core of the 
conceptual conflict over Jewish return to the Land of 
Israel. It is therefore plausible that, for many religious 
Jews, Zionism is seen as the obstacle to the redemption 
of Israel, for the reality of the Zionist return is of an 
entirely different nature: in open revolt against "prayer 
and the plea for compassion," the Zionist pioneers relied 
instead on hard physical labour and armed struggle. In 
this perspective, the outcome of the physical reconstruc
tion of the Land by the secular could only bring spiritual 
destruction. The Zionists would then be responsible for 
leading the whole people oflsrael into an atrocious ex
ile, one far crueller than the two that preceded it. 

Zionism as a New Jewish Identity 

Doubts about the place of the State of Israel in Jewish 
continuity have reached �y_en the National-Religious 
camp, committed by definition to the Zionist idea. 
According to Rabbi Mosher Sober: 

. . . in all honesty, I have no certain answers. As a 
theologian, I am acutely aware that it is impossible 
to limit G-d's freedom of action. He may indeed, 
for some inscrutable reason of his own, have de
cided to let us down, so to speak, as He did during 
the Holocaust. In 1948, there was a great religious 
thinker, Rabbi Teitelbaum of Satmar, who warned 
the Jewish leadership that based on his understand
ing of G-d's Will, establishing the State of Israel 
would be a costly mistake in the long run. His 
words were overwhelmingly rejected by a Jewish 
community mesmerized by waving flags and 
marching armies and blooming deserts, but he may 
yet prove to have been a true prophet, in the tradi-

tion of Jeremiah and the other unpopular prophets 
of doom. We cannot know for sure. 8 

The Judaic opposition to Zionism may seem neg
ligible. In terms of sheer numbers, it remains modest; 
the majority of Jews are unaware of the Judaic concerns 
that motivate it. But it is not merely the longevity of this 
opposition that makes it significant: " ... the whole his
tory of the Jews suggests that rigorous minorities tend 
to become triumphant majorities."9 After all, today, the 
secularized majority of the Jewish people surely appears 
marginal in relation to Jewish continuity of more than 
three thousand years: 

If the Jews as a group grow few in numbers, the 
life of the religion, Judaism, may yet flourish 
among those that practice it. And if the Jews as a 
group grow numerous and influential, but do not 
practice the religion, Jul:l.aism ( or any other reli
gion), or practice a religion other than Judaism, 
then the religion, Judaism, will lose its voice, even 
while the Jews as a group flourish. 10 

Today, in the eyes of many Jews, "the very existence 
oflsrael as a state is of normative significance and mean
ing to Diaspora Jewry . .. .Israel is conceived not only 
as an aggregate of its population, but its very existence 
has immanent value and normative standing."11 When 
support for Israel has come to represent the core of the 
new Jewish identity, the slightest calling into question of 
Israel provokes anger and indignation. Israel has become 
a religion to many people who consider themselves 
Jews, and the fear of the emergence of this alternative to 
normative Judaism was precisely what made most rab
bis oppose Zionism when it was taking root in Europe. 
The value system of the new religion differs radically 
from that of traditional Judaism that expects the Jew to 
be "bashful and merciful." Many a partisan of Zionism 
hold these values in contempt: they expect the Jew to be 
proud and strong. The two value systems, and the con
comitant behaviours, are so different that some scholars 
see a new religion take leave from traditional Judaism. 

However, Rabbi Sober believes that it is traditional 
Judaism that offers the best hope to resolve the �opflict 
in Israel/Palestine: 

A solution is not impossible; it is not even particu
larly costly. But it will never be achieved unless 
we can allow ourselves to forget for a moment our 
cherished beliefs for which we have sacrificed so 
many lives, and look instead at the actual realities 
of the situation. We must stop treating Israel as 
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a romantic dream and learn to see her as a het

erogeneous country in which two fiercely proud 

ethnic populations of similar size are struggling 

for control. ... We, the people who gave the world 

the words of the prophets, must find the humility 

to admit that we were wrong, and the courage to 

do that which is right. 12 

Several prominent rabbis of our times would support 

this view, which, after all, calls for repentance that is the 

very essence of Judaism. Accusing, blaming, chastizing, 

and pointing fingers may have become customary with 

quite a few Jews, for whom the State oflsrael is the cen

tre of their identity and beliefs; yet it neither represents 

Judaism, nor promises a hope for reconciliation. Or, to 

quote the Chief Rabbi of Great Britain, Jonathan Sachs, 

"Righteousness and self-righteousness are mutually 

exclusive." 

Yakov Rabkin 
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Is Political Forgiveness Possible in the Middle East? 

!write this essay as a set of interrelated thoughts
occasioned by this question of whether political

forgiveness is possible in the Middle East. I write as a 
Christian hoping for peace and also deeply troubled by 
the way Christians over the centuries have acted bru
tally towards both Muslims and Jews. The histories of 
these faiths have been intertwined for two millennia. As 
Christians we misunderstand our own history- socially, 
politically, and intellectually- if we attempt to recount it 
in isolation from its interaction with Muslims and Jews. 
This essay consists in reflections rather than definitive 
arguments. 

1) The Earth is the Lord's

My initial thought about this question begins with recall
ing the biblical affirmation which says that the earth is 
the Lord's. Whatever names we might give to the land 
between the Mediterranean Sea and the Jordan River 
from Lebanon to the Sinai Peninsula, this land, like 
other lands all over the earth, is said to belong funda
mentally to the Lord. In practical terms, this affirmation 
means that humans are called to exercise a :fiduciary 
responsibility to care for these lands for the time being. 
But ultimately, fundamentally, these lands are not ours. 
If we as humans make claims on lands, we should do so 
provisionally, recognizing they are not ultimately ours 
and that we are to take care of them in ways that respect 
the earth and all that lives on it. More particularly, we are 
called upon to recognize that all humans depend upon 
lands, their resources, and their fruits, for their lives 
and livelihood. Correspondingly none can legitimately 
hoard lands in ways that thereby deprive others of re
sources they need for their lives and livelihoods. In order 
to reflect further on the implication of this basic affirma
tion for current conflicts in the Middle East, we need to 
consider as well a couple of additional observations. 

The first of these observations cautions us to recall that 
for most of the past three millennia, the land between the 
Mediterranean and the Jordan has been a home for both 
various Israeli people, called at different times Judeans, 
Jews, Samaritans, and Benjaminites, and other names 
as well as various Palestinian peoples, called at differ
ent times Philistines, Canaanites, and other names. In 
ancient times, when there were for short periods of time 
in parts of this land Israeli and Jewish autonomous king
doms or colonies under Persian or Hellenistic rule, there 
were still numerous Palestinian peoples living amongst 

them. That was why the leaders of the Jewish people 
cautioned them about intermarriage in order to maintain 
their religio-ethnic identity in a land shared with other 
peoples. For long stretches of time - probably for most 
of the past 3,000 years - neither Jews nor Palestinians 
exerted autonomous, sovereign authority in these lands. 
Rather, they lived side by side within empires or king
doms governed by Persians, Romans, Egyptians, Turks, 
British, and others. The challenge today, as it has been 
for most of this history, is to explore ways ofliving side 
by side, as self-governing communities, while co-exist
ing on lands, ultimately belonging to the Lord, who has 
momentarily offered them so that these people might 
live well in these lands. 

A second observation calls us to reflect on different 
ways of understanding the relation between belong
ing, control, and lands on which people live. Over time 
humans have developed notions of sovereignty and 
property to express these different attitudes towards 
belonging, control, and land. All over the earth particu
lar political communities have assumed something like 
sovereign authority over particular lands. They have 
correspondingly established rules about transfers of 
land, about which particular lands should be regarded 
as public or common lands that should not be marketed, 
and about who can makes private claims to lands and 
how they can do this. Most of these political commu
nities have in various ways attempted to restrict the 
extent to which particular lands can be bought and sold 
as marketable goods both by community members and 
non-members. Additionally in ways that vary consider
ably from country to country, political communities have 
set rules about who could rightly make claims to use of 
minerals, water, and air found on, below, and above 
these lands. These political communities have variously 
established institutions - land registries, courts, park 
administrations, citizenship, and immigration offices 
- to put their particular ideas and rules about access and
uses of land into practice. For the most part, the power
to make these rules and to establish these in§.tig.itions
are held by central governments, at the national, state,
or municipal levels. In some countries, self-governing
ethnic communities have been able to exercise some of
the land-governing powers as these have been delegated
to them by central governments. Within the context of
these governing rules and institutions, private individu
als, organizations, and groups are then able to inherit,
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purchase, trade, borrow against, and otherwise make 

claims on particular lands as their property. 

Over the past hundred years there has been consider

able conflict and controversy over these issues in the lands 

between the Mediterranean and the Jordan. Minimally, it 

would seem fitting for both Israelis and Palestinians to 

be able to exercise effective sovereign authority over the 

lands that have become associated with each political 

community. They should be able to indicate which lands 

were or were not public lands, to delineate suitable rules 

for the exchange and acquisition of lands, and to estab

lish courts and tribunals to adjudicate conflicts. These 

issues have become extremely difficult and complex. 

They have become highly politicized. Nonetheless, it is 

useful to think further about these issues and to explore 

ways apart from overt political limelight for adjudicat

ing some of these often acrimonious claims, some going 

back over two generations. 

2) Those who take up the sword
will die by the sword

My second general approach to the basic question con

cerns the use of armed attacks against civilians. Political 

communities do possess the right and the responsibility 

to defend themselves against armed attacks. Ordinarily 

humans have limited this right/responsibility within giv

en territories to the political authorities of the dominant 

political community. However, at times it has seemed 

right and fitting to extend this right/responsibility to 

accountable authorities of other political communi

ties within these areas so that the latter might defend 

themselves against tyrannical rule and armed attacks by 

the dominant groups. This is a provisional rather than 

an absolute right/responsibility called for in relation to 

particular historical circumstances. Calvin, for example, 

extended this right/responsibility to magistrates in his 

time, who could thereby lead the people to resist and 

defend themselves against tyrannical rule. Over the past 

century authorities recognized within both Israeli and 

Palestinian political communities - albeit not always 

recognized by each other or by other nations - have 

exerted this kind of right/responsibility in the Middle 

East as both people have struggled to become legitimate 

political communities within defined territories. 

However, even when political authorities justifiably 

are called upon to exercise this right/responsibility on be

half of their communities, there are important moral and 

strategic guidelines for the justifiable exercise of armed 

force. These guidelines spelled out variously in the just 

war traditions call for the following: a) Authorities may 
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use armed force to defend themselves against the armed 

attacks of others. They may use this force to disarm or 

render ineffective the armed assaults by others. The 

use of armed force is not an alternative means to realize 

political objectives. From time to time, authorities are 

called upon to use armed force in order to create a space 
so that political processes and negotiations can take 

place. To be sure, there may be times when authorities 

are called upon to use force pre-emptively but only in 

settings where the failure to act thusly would then leave 

their political community so incapacitated that they 

could not subsequently respond effectively in defence 

of their community. b) Whenever they resort to the use 

of armed force, authorities should do so such that the 

means are proportionate and fitting for the strategic ends 

and the ends chosen are ones consonant with the means 
available. It is not morally justifiable to use excessive 
force when less force will do. Furthermore, it is morally 

unjustifiable to use or continue to use armed force, or 

certain types of armed force, to pursue objectives that 

do not seem realizable by these means. c) There is no 

moral or strategic justification for the direct armed at

tacks on civil populations. Civilians have been attacked 

for centuries on the assumption that these attacks would 

so affect the morale of the people that they would yield 

in the ways the attackers desired. There is little evidence 

in support of this assumption. On the contrary, there is 

considerable evidence that such attacks tends to rally 
those attacked in support of what otherwise might be 

discredited leaders. In the meantime, since civilians do 

not pose threats to enemies, there is no moral justifica

tion for these attacks. 

These just war principles have frequently been ig

nored in the struggles between Israelis and Palestinians 

in the Middle East. Both sides have used armed force 

not just to defend themselves and disarm combatants 

but in crusading ways to punish and humiliate enemies. 

Both sides have at times violated the ancient Biblical 

prescriptions that called for equivalent responses, an 
eye for eye, when they have instead retaliated to acts of 

violence with even more violence. Both sides have tar

geted civilians, their houses, and places of commerce. If 
political forgiveness is going to become possible in the 

Middle East, it would greatly help if both sides would as 
a beginning forswear direct attacks on noncombatants 

and their dwellings. 

It is obvious that defence becomes more difficult 
when enemy combatants hide among noncombatants. 
Nonetheless, before abandoning the traditional just 

war teachings, it is important to explore alternatives in 



imaginative ways. It becomes especially important in 
these settings to act in constructive ways to build links 
with these civilian populations. 

3) False prophets cry 'Peace, Peace, Peace'
when there is no peace

Whenever I hear news of more violence in the Middle 
East, I recall the words of the prophet Jeremiah when 
he said that although false prophets may talk end
lessly about peace, there is no peace. Interesting, he 
did not then counsel Judah to prepare for war against 
Babylonians coming from the Tigris and Euphrates. 
Judah lacked the means then to defend itself adequately 
against disproportionate forces. Rather, Jeremiah called 
on the people to discern God's judgment in the events 
unfolding around them. Does Jeremiah's counsel have 
any relevance today? The answer to this question de
pends on how we read Jeremiah. The situation today 
differs markedly from the situation Judah faced at the 
beginning of the sixth century before the Common Era. 
Today at least we can observe similarly that there ex
ists no real peace and that establishing the basis for real 
peace will take time. In contrast, to be sure, Israel today 
has developed the means to defend itself adequately and 
has correspondingly assumed this responsibility. How 
then today might we interpret Jeremiah's words about 
God's judgment? These words were used to call people 
to recognize that they were living in times of crises and 
that in times of crises they were called upon, as ser
vants of the Lord, to exercise responsible judgment. As 
Jeremiah amply reminded his audiences, all peoples fall 
under God's judgment. Therefore, then as well as now, 
to exercise judgment effectively, under God's judgment, 
means to use our intelligence and our imagination, to 
respond fittingly to contingencies, to recognize that 
our enemies are as much children of God as are we, 
and to seek to learn from unfolding events both what 
we have tended to overlook and possibilities to which 
we are called upon to respond. Correspondingly, today 
if existing policies have not brought the peace many 
people hope for, then we are called upon to explore other 
alternatives. 

Those who write about political forgiveness remind 
us that forgiving, unlike forgetting, calls for a realis
tic recognition of how past activities have occasioned 
significant hurts and harms. Forgiveness call for us 
to re-establish viable relations with those who have 
harmed us. It is an ethic for our relations with those who 
have been our enemies. Forgiveness calls both sides to 
acknowledge the hurts they endured, to admit as well 

and not to disown their complicity in the harms suffered 
by others at their hands, to forgo acts of revenge, and 
to work to re-establish reciprocating communications. 
Any effort to arrive at better working relationships must 
begin with honest and realistic recognitions of current 
difficulties. Jeremiah's words about the absence of peace 
are a corresponding reminder that efforts to achieve rec
onciliation must begin with the recognition of current 
feelings of hurt, current fears of more suffering, as well 
as the recognition by both sides that they have in part 
helped to occasion the present situation by their own 
policies, by what they have done as well as by what they 
have not done. 

4) Work for the well-being
of the cities wherein you live

Jeremiah did not just warn Israelis of the crisis they were 
about to face. Recognizing perhaps in prescient ways 
that Jews would be living dispersed over many lands in 
part as a result of previous as well as the current crises, 
Jeremiah counseled Jews to seek to foster the well-being 
of the lands and peoples wherever they found them
selves. This counsel remains relevant today especially 
in the lands between the Mediterranean and the Jordan. 
Since Israelis and Palestinians will continue to live in 
these lands side by side, it is in their mutual best inter
ests to seek to foster the well-being of those with whom 
history has fated them to live. The attempts rigidly to 
isolate these peoples from each others are not likely to 
work in this comer of the earth any more than similar 
attempts in South Africa and North America. Attempts 
to isolate these people from each other are likely to occa
sion increased misunderstandings as well as aggravated 
hostilities to the extent that the natural resources of the 
lands, including both opportunities to travel as well as 
access to fresh water, seem to those involved to be in
equitably allocated. 

What seems most promising are all of the noteworthy 
initiatives to foster dialogues and collaborative projects 
between Israelis and Palestinians. These kinds of en
deavours seem to offer the best hope for reducing the 
long-range threats to both communities. As well, these 
hopes are also supported by all commercial and.. indus-
trial enterprises in which Israelis and Palestinians work 
together. In these ways as they promote the well-being 
of the peoples and land wherein they find themselves, 
both realize some minimal mutual interests. 

Frederick Bird 

Frederick Bird is Professor of Religious Studies in the Department of 
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The Cardinal and the Pope (11) 

I
n 2002, three years prior to his election to the
papacy, Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger published the 

book Glaube, Wahrheit, Toleranz, translated into 
English as Truth and Tolerance: Christian Belief and the 

World Religions. 1 Because I was struck by the difference 
between the theology of the Cardinal and the teaching 
of Pope John Paul II, I wrote a first article in which I 
studied the contrasting approach of the two churchmen 
toward the world religions. (See The Ecumenist, 42/3 
[Summer 2005]: 1-5.) In this second article, I compare 
the contrasting attitude of the two churchmen towards 
the modem world. One reason for their different ap
proaches to world religions, I said in my first article, is 
the fact that the Cardinal wrote as a theologian while 
the Pope offered his teaching as a pastor, in fact as the 
universal pastor of the Church. I was able to show that 
when Joseph Ratzinger became Pope Benedict XVI, he 
modified his discourse on religious pluralism, following 
the pastoral approach of his great predecessor. 

The Cardinal's Evaluation of Modernity 

In his book Truth and Tolerance, the Cardinal looks 
upon the modem age largely in terms of its scientific and 
technical achievements. The newness of modernity is the 
scientific worldview and the technological control of the 
conditions oflife. This technical culture, at first confined 
to Europe and North America, is now spreading to all 
parts of the globe. The dark side of this development is 
that reason has been reduced to scientific rationality and 
that empirically verifiable knowledge has become the 
only valid approach to truth. In modernity, reason has 
lost its metaphysical and ethical competence. Reason 
no longer opens people's mind to divine transcendence 
nor does it provide ethical guidance. In this situation, 
people's values are chosen arbitrarily, following their 
taste or their self-interest. As a result, modem society is 
dominated by ethical relativism, and as the technical cul
ture spreads across the world, destabilizing traditional 
wisdom and values, ethical relativism is becoming the 
universal condition. 

In this condition, the Cardinal argues, people feel 
free to please themselves. Selfishness, greed, conquest, 
unjust practices, lying propaganda, cheating in busi
ness - all these have become acceptable because ethical 
norms have lost their authority and belief in God has 
been abandoned. Relativism or the absence of binding 
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moral principles is the cultural source of the conflicts, 
the violence, the wars, and the genocides that define the 
present age. 

In the first article, we noted that in dealing with the 
Church's increasing awareness of religious pluralism, 
the Cardinal's principal worry was the spread of reli
gious relativism. Now, in responding to contemporary 
culture, the Cardinal again denounces ethical relativism 
and the indifference to truth. 

The North American reader is a little puzzled by this 
analysis because the threat to world peace and social 
well-being seems to be produced by powers defend
ing absolute truth. The religious discourse of radical 
Muslims blesses the jihad against the infidel West, and 
the religious discourse of the White House, the Christian 
Coalition, and wide sectors of conservative American 
Protestantism legitimates present American foreign 
policy and its wars. What frightens thoughtful people 
in North America is not relativism, but the claim to 
absolute truth. They recognize that fundamentalism in 
religion and other spheres has become a major cultural 
phenomenon. 

In the book Truth and Tolerance, the Cardinal of
fers no analysis of religious absolutism. He is not yet 
aware that many people in modem society are becoming 
increasingly afraid of religion. They fear that because 
religion claims to know the truth, it inspires contempt 
for heretics and infidels and produces a passion for truth 
that easily makes concessions to violence. 

The pastoral statement of the Quebec bishops on 
religious pluralism, already referred to in my first ar
ticle,2 rejects a "relativistic" as well as an "absolutistic" 
attitude towards religious difference. The bishops define 
the absolutistic attitude as a refusal to acknowledge 
any truth in other religions, accompanied by the rigid 
adherence to the sacred text as a way of resisting the 
relativism of modem society. No such warning against 
the fundamentalist temptation is contained in Truth and 

Tolerance. 

Did modernity, in addition to promoting relativism, 
also make a positive contribution to society? To answer 
this question, the Cardinal offers his interpretation of the 
Freiheitsgeschichte, the history of human freedom, i.e., 
the struggle for emancipation culminating in modernity. 
He distinguishes between two different visions of hu
man freedom. First, there is the freedom expressed in 
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the democratic tradition of the Anglo-Saxon countries, 
including religious liberty and human rights, which 
- according to the Cardinal - has been derived from the
Christian gospel and is supported by the Church. What
is new in modernity, he writes, is a more radical desire
for freedom, the freedom to do as I please, to pursue my
happiness and self-interest, to act in accordance with my
own wishes without responsibility for the people that
surround me or the community to which I belong. This
hidden longing produced by modernity is the wish to
become independent and sovereign, i.e. to become like
God- as was suggested by the snake in Genesis 3:5.

Absent in the Cardinal's analysis of the freedom char
acteristic of modernity is admiration for the men and 
women who wrestled against slavery, against tyranny, 
against colonial domination, against fascism, against 
apartheid, against communist dictatorship, and against 
world hunger. The Cardinal does not acknowledge an 
affinity between the gospel and human emancipation. 
In a few sentences, he refers to politics as the sphere 
where there is no one truth, where decisions are made 
according to prudential judgments, and where Christian 
faith has no special competence. This view of the politi
cal order may be correct in many historical situations, 
but there are also circumstances where Christian faith 
calls for political commitment. Following his Christian 
conscience, Joseph Ratzinger's own father repudiated 
the Nazi ideology spreading in his country. In Truth and

Tolerance, the Cardinal criticizes Latin American lib
eration theology because it "politicized" the gospel and 
thus distorted its religious meaning. We shall see further 
on that John Paul II recognized the emancipatory dimen
sion of the Christian gospel. 

What the Catholic faith offers us, according to the 
Cardinal, is to rejoice in God and the universe ordered 
by God. In his autobiographical reflections, Joseph 
Ratzinger recalls the profound religious experience he 
had as a boy in the liturgy of his village church, celebrat
ing the ordered community in which God was graciously 
present. The vision of a society ordered by God, in 
which there is room for everyone, even if on different 
levels - imaged in the liturgy itself - has often been 
extolled in the Catholic literature of the past. Yet has this 
vision retained its power? 

It is interesting to contrast the experience of the 
young Ratzinger in his village church with that of an
other young Bavarian German, Johann Baptist Metz, 
who later became a famous critical theologian. They 
were both boys during World War II. Metz remembers 

that in his village the farmers went to Mass every morn
ing before they bicycled to their fields where they did 
their daily work. Metz also remembers that thirty kilo
metres from his village was a small concentration camp 
where the enemies of the Nazi regime were locked up 
and many of them killed. What deeply bothered Metz 
in subsequent years and influenced his critical theol
ogy was that no one in his village and no priest at Mass 
ever referred to the camp. We never even prayed for the 
people who suffered there, he remembers. We did not 
know about the camp, and yet we all knew about it. The 
ambiguity of the ordered society celebrated in the liturgy 
has influenced Metz's critical theology. 

Pope John Paul Il's Evaluation of Modernity 

With the Cardinal, Pope John Paul II has lamented the 
cultural domination of scientific rationality produced by 
the spread of modernity, undermining people's trust in 
faith and in reason. The Pope fully shared the Cardinal's 
worry about the spread of ethical relativism. 

Pope John Paul's evaluation of modernity differed 
from the Cardinal's in two regards. First, as I mentioned 
above, the Pope recognized the positive dimension of 
modernity: the struggle for emancipation. Second, the 
Pope was keenly aware of the impact of institutions on 
human consciousness and thus introduced the idea of 
'social sin,' absent from the Cardinal's vocabulary in 
Th1th and Tolerance. 

First, the Pope's recognition of the emancipatory 
struggle. As a Pole, John Paul II was keenly aware that 
in the feudal-aristocratic order, his own nation had been 
colonized and divided up between empires, and that 
it was only the passage to modernity - the collapse of 
the monarchies - that allowed the reconstitution of the 
Polish nation. In his shrewd analysis of capitalism and 
communism, moreover, the Pope recognized the eman
cipatory starting point. The free market, i.e. freeing the 
market from the economic control of the Crown, opened 
the door to human resourcefulness and produced great 
wealth. Yet when the free market was made into an ide
ology presenting it as the mechanism that would move 
history toward progress, it became an idol with harmful 
effects on the common good. Similarly, the 19,;;,_c-entury 
struggle of workers for conditions of justice was ethi
cally justified. Yet when the struggle against the owners 
of the industries was made into an ideology presenting 
the class struggle as the mechanism that moved his
tory toward the classless society, it became an idol with 
damaging effects on human well-being. In his criticism 
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of these two modem ideologies, the Pope does not over
look the aspiration for freedom that gave birth to them. 

In Truth and Tolerance, the Cardinal mentioned de
mocracy and human rights only in passing, hinting that 
they were derived from the gospel and supported by the 
Church. Yet the emergence of democracy and the recog
nition of human rights constituted a major breakthrough, 
a cultural revolution, which the Catholic Church opposed 
throughout the 19th century and recognized only under 
John XXIII and at the Vatican Council II. John Paul II 
agreed with the Cardinal that these modem values were 
ultimately rooted in the Christian heritage, but the Pope 
recognized that implicit in them was a new understand
ing of the human person, demanding a new vocabulary. 
According to John Paul II, human beings are "subjects," 
i.e. historical agents responsible for themselves and the
world to which they belong. This was new teaching.

In the Church's past teaching, the ruling authorities 
were responsible for society and expected to promote 
the common good, while the task of the people, the 
ruled, was to serve the common good by obeying the 
rulers. According to John Paul II's new teaching, all 
persons are "subjects"; all are co-responsible for the 
society and institutions to which they belong; all are 
called to participate in the decisions affecting the collec
tive well-being. The Pope called this vocation of people 
their "subjectivity" and demanded that all governing au
thorities respect this "subjectivity." Here democracy, i.e. 
people's freedom to debate public issues and their right 
to participate in political decision-making, is grounded 
in the human vocation. 

Because he had suffered with other Poles under the 
totalitarian regime of his country, John Paul II became 
a passionate defender of civil liberties and democratic 
:freedoms. On his travels all over the world, John Paul 
became a champion of human rights. Needless to say, 
the liberty he preached was not the freedom to do what 
one wishes (the freedom denounced by the Cardinal); it 
was rather the freedom to participate in the public debate 
and the decisions that affect the well-being of society. 
Believing that we are called by God to be free, i.e. to be 
"subjects," the Pope recognized a political dimension 
implicit in the Gospel. 

While the Cardinal saw in modernity the spread 
of ethical relativism and the desire for the freedom to 
please oneself, the Pope also recognized the positive 
dimension of modernity. Modernity is an ambiguous 
historical age that fosters relativism and individualism 
and at the same time, contrary to these, human rights and 
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responsible citizenship. In a sinful world, all historical 
ages are profoundly ambiguous. No reform movement 
or any reconstruction of society, however dedicated in 
the service of justice, can ever escape the ambiguity that, 
according to Scripture, marks the human condition. 

Second, John Paul II recognized the impact of insti
tutions on human life and consciousness. Traditional 
Christian preaching analyzed people's virtues and vices 
and urged them, in the name of Jesus, to follow the path 
of virtue. Cardinal Ratzinger stands in this tradition. 
John Paul II, possibly due to his critical conversation 
with Marxism, realized that people's virtues and vices 
were related to the institutions in which they lived. Thus, 
for example, the Pope argued that the organization of 
labour in the industries has an impact on the workers' 
consciousness: if they are treated as objects or instru
ments of production, they become frustrated and suffer 
damage in their humanity; if they are treated as subjects 
of production or responsible agents, they are able to 
enrich their humanity through their work. The Pope also 
analyzed the impact of the market, especially the free 
market system, on human consciousness: it fosters the 
spirit of competitiveness and self-promotion; it under
mines concern for the common good; and it encourages 
people to look at all aspects of life, including love and 
loyalty, as commodities to be bought and sold. In the 
1990s John Paul became critical of the globalization 
of neo-liberalism, i.e. the extension of the free market 
to the entire globe, because it eliminates the traditional 
subsistence economies, undermines the inherited cul
tural and religious values, and widens the gap between 
the rich and the poor. 

To render a theological account of the evil in the 
world, the Pope enlarged the idea of human sin and 
recognized, in line with critical theology, the reality of 
social or structural sin. The awful things we humans do 
to one another are not simply the result of our malice; 
they are also the result of the institutions produced by us 
that have damaging effects on people's lives. Thus, for 
example, imperialism that controls the destiny of other 
nations and the division of labour in society that allows 
massive unemployment are, according to the Pope, so
cial or structural sins.What follows from this is that the 
ethical vocation of humans - and Christians in particular 
- is not only to increase in virtue but also to transform
the sinful structures of society. As we noted in a previ
ous paragraph, ethics - in particular Christian ethics
- includes a political dimension. Admittedly, struggles
for a more just society and the universal recognition of



human rights may not always succeed. They may even 
be influenced by false ideas and become instruments of 
domination. Still, people's passionate engagement for 
justice and peace fulfills the vocation God has placed in 
their hearts, a surrender to divine grace that is not invali
dated by subsequent failure. I am convinced, as I wrote 
in the first article, that the deep yearning for peace and 
justice is a participation in the prayer of Jesus that God's 
will be done on earth. 

The Message of Pope Benedict XVI 

It is too early to say whether in his evaluation of mo
dernity the new Pope will follow Cardinal Ratzinger's 
theology or John Paul II's pastoral teaching. In my first 
article we saw that on the topic of religious pluralism 
and interreligious dialogue, the new Pope dropped his 
own theology to follow the approach of his esteemed 
predecessor. How will Benedict XVI deal with the two 
issues of ethical relativism and Christian political en
gagement? 

In the few texts published by Benedict XVI, we no
tice the importance he assigns to the Church's mission 
to promote peace in a world of violence. Peace was a 
central concern for John Paul II. The threat of violence 
produced by today's political, economic, cultural, and 
religious tensions was for John Paul II "a sign of the 
times," in the light of which he interpreted the gospel 
and the Church's mission. In these times, the Church is 
sent to foster the dialogue of civilizations and promote 
mutual understanding, peace-making, and reconciliation 
in the world. In this context, Christian truth is interpreted 
as a saving message rescuing humanity from its self-de
structive forces. 

While this approach to truth does not correspond to 
the Cardinal's theology, Pope Benedict XVI's recent 
texts offer an interpretation of the Church's mission in 
terms of peace-making and reconciliation. In his ad
dress of April 25, 2005, to the representatives of other 
Churches and other religious traditions, the new Pope 
quotes the words of his predecessor that, in the new 
millennium, "the name of the one God must become 
increasingly what it is: a name of peace and a summons 
to peace." In his general audience of April 27, 2005, the 
new Pope offers the following explanation: 

I wanted to be calied Benedict XVI in order to cre
ate a spiritual bond with Benedict XV:, who steered 
the Church through the period of turmoil caused 
by the First World War. He was a courageous and 
authentic prophet of peace and strove with brave 

courage first of all to avert the tragedy of the 
war and then to limit its harmful consequences. 
Treading in his footsteps, I would like to place 
my ministry at the service of reconciliation and 
harmony between persons and peoples, since I am 
profoundly convinced that the great good of peace 
is first and foremost a gift of God, a precious but 
unfortunately fragile gift to pray for, safeguard and 
build up, day after day, with the help of all.3 

In a letter of May 24, 2005, written at the occasion 
of a General Conference of UNESCO, Benedict XVI 
expresses his understanding of the Church's mission. 

To proclaim the Gospel's liberating newness to 
every human person, to reach out to him in all 
that makes up his life and expresses his humanity, 
is the Church's ongoing challenge. This mission, 
received by the Church from her Lord, basi
cally corresponds with your initiative [the United 
Nations] and highly justifies the desire that the 
Holy See has always had to take part, through the 
presence of a Permanent Observer, in your reflec
tions and commitment. This is what the Catholic 
Church will continue to do, mobilising her own 
forces which are first and foremost spiritual, to 
contribute to the good of human beings in all the 
dimensions of their being. 4 

Because Joseph Ratzinger here speaks not as a private 
theologian but as the Church's universal pastor, he puts 
a new emphasis on the Church's humanistic mission 
and the practical task or praxis of Christian truth. To 
what extent this new thinking will influence his first 
encyclical remains to be seen. In the meantime, we ad
mire his commitment to serve peace in today's world of 
violence. 
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