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Muslim-Christian Dialogue after 9/11 

On Friday. January 20. 2006. more than 500 people heard 

Dr. Gregory Baum deliver the 2005-2006 Devilin Lecture 

"Muslim/Christian Relations after 9/ I 1 ... at the St. Jerome·s 

Centre for Catholic Experience at St. Jerome·s University in 

Waterloo. Ontario. The talk was recorded by CBC Radio 

One's program Ideas for future broadcast. 

Long known for his work in ecumenism and Jewish/ 

Christian dialogue. Baum argues that Muslim/Christian 

dialogue has taken on a new urgency in the new environ

ment created by the attacks of September 1 1 and the War 

on Terror. However. Christians must first learn about the full 

spectrum of modern Islam instead of relying on news reports 

that focus on its most conservative and anti-modern articu

lations. He highlights two contemporary Muslim thinkers. 

Fethullah GOien and Tariq Ramadan. who want to remain 

faithful to this ancient tradition_ .while affirming modern val

ues of democracy and human rights. The following is a text 

of his talk. 

A
fter September 11, 2001, North Americans have
been preoccupied with Islam. They do not realize 

that Islam is a cultural and religious continent of great 
richness, variety, and subtlety. Attempts to understand 
this religious tradition in a perspective derived from 
September 11 lead inevitably to a caricature. Singling 
out the passages in the sacred texts that express contempt 
for outsiders and permit the use of violence creates the 
impression that Islam is an aggressive religion defined 
by v&lµes iIJ,q9:µipatible with our own. 

· · -. - • . :-7r,·., · ,· 

;il'This ·is ii prejudice that had already been articulated 
in Samuel Huntington's book The Clash of Civilizations,

published in 1996. According to the American author, 

conflict between the two civ-ilizations, Islamic and 
Western, is almost inevitable because Islam is inimical 
to the Western values of human rights and democratic 
freedom. Because the West has abandoned its Christian 
roots, Huntington argues, the West lacks the spiritual 
power to resist Islamic enthusiasm. What is needed for 
the safety of America, according to this author, is that 
America return to its Christian roots and affirm its 
cultural power. This theory has appealed to the new 
Christian Right in the US and is not without influence 
on decision-making at the White House. 

Since September 11, prejudice and discrimination 
against Muslim citizens in the US and even Canada 
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have greatly increased. The anti-terrorist legislation in 
the two countries has assigned new powers to the police, 
permitting them to arrest and detain persons in protec
tive custody on suspicion alone, suspicion that may be 
raised by language or appearance. Even if the Canadian 
legislation is milder than its American counterpart, 
Canada's Bill C-36 effectively suspends the centuries
old common law principle of habeas corpus. If you look 
like an Arab or are dressed like a "Muslim," you could 
be arrested at any time. Canadian citizens of Arab origin 
or Muslim faith feel a certain insecurity and, if at all 
possible, avoid crossing the American border. Bill C-36 
institutionalizes prejudice and assigns it a legitimate 
place in Canadian culture. Islamophobia differs there
fore from anti-Semitism, which is fostered by right-wing 
currents in fOCiety without approval from on high. Bill 
C-36 has been severely criticized by Canadian human
rights organizations and church committees.

Interreligious Dialogue 

Against the the01y of the clash of civilizations, the 
UN has promoted 'ihe dialogue of civilisations." I am 
glad to report that the same dialogical approach has 
been adopted by the federal government in articulating 
Canada's relationship to countries of the Muslim world. 
The Report of the Standing Committee on Foreign 
Affairs and International Trade published in March 2004 
and the Government's Response published in March 
2005 are enlightened documents that deserve to be read. 
I am grateful to the Christian churches and leaders, es
pecially Pope John Paul II, for supporting the UN in its 
call for "the dialogue of civilisations." 

Since I am a Catholic, I wish to quote a number of 
Catholic texts in support of interreligious dialogue, even 
thought I am well aware that other Christian churches, 
and especially the World Council of Churches, fully sup
port interreligious dialogue and co-operation. 

The Catholic Church committed itself to dialogue and 
co-operation at the Second Vatican Council (1962-65). 
This is what the Council said about Muslims: 

The Church regards with esteem also the Muslims. 
They adore the one God, living and subsisting in 
Himself; merciful and all-powerful, the Creator 
of heaven and earth, (5) who has spoken to men; 
they take pains to submit wholeheartedly to even 
His inscrutable decrees, just a� Abraham, with 
whom the faith of Islam takes pleasure in link
ing itself, submitted to God. Though they do not 
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acknowledge Jesus as God, they revere Him as a 
prophet. ... Finally, they value the moral life and 
worship God especially through prayer, almsgiv
ing and fasting. 

Since in the course of centuries not a few quarrels 
and hostilities have arisen between Christians and 
Muslims, this sacred synod urges all to forget the 
past and to work sincerely for mutual understand
ing and to preserve as well as to promote together 
for the benefit of all humankind social justice 
and moral welfare, as well as peace and freedom. 
(#3)' 

I will not discuss in this lecture the theology that al
lows the Church to foster interreligious dialogue. In the 
past, it is well remembered, the Church thought of itself 
as sent to convert to Christian faith the followers of other 
religious traditions. The urgency created by a world 
deeply divided by political power, economic inequality, 
and ideological differences has persuaded the churches 
to see themselves as agents of peace and reconciliation. 
Let me quote a text from a speech delivered by John 
Paul II at the Great Omayyad Mosque in Damascus on 
May 6, 2001. 

Christians and Muslims agree that the encounter 
with God in prayer is the necessary nourishment 
of our souls, without which our hearts wither and 
our will no longer strives for good but succumbs 
to evil. 

Both Muslims and Christians prize their places of 
prayer, as oases where they meet the All Merciful 
God on the journey to eternal life, and where 
they meet their brothers and sisters in the bond 
of religion.... It is my ardent hope that Muslim 
and Christian religious leaders and teachers will 
present our two great religious communities as 

communities in respect.fit! dialogue, never more as 

communities in conflict. (#2-3)2 

In this context, I would like to quote one of the Ten 
Commandments of Peace composed by John Paul II in 
2002. 

We commit ourselves to frank and patient dia
logue, refusing to consider our differences as an 
insurmountable barrier, recognising instead that 
to encounter the diversity of others can become an 
opportunity for greater reciprocal understanding. 
(#5)3 



Learning about Islam 

Because I am deeply disturbed by the prejudice in
flicted on Muslims living in North America, I have taken 
the call to dialogue very seriously and started to study 
the Muslim tradition. This has been a great spiritual 
adventure for me. I discovered the creative reflections 
of contempora1y Muslim intellectuals who want to be 
faithful to the Qur'an and the Tradition and at the same 
time respond with openness to the challenges of modern 
society. Because these thinkers are not well-known in 
our society, I wish to speak about them in this lecture. 

Let me first say a few words about the internal 
pluralism of religious traditions. At one time scholars 
believed that it was possible to gain a deep insight into 
a religion and define its essential characteristics. At the 
beginning of the 20th century, Adolf von Harnack, the 
famous Protestant theologian and historian, published 
The Essence of Christianity and Leo Beck, the learned 
German rabbi, published The Essence of Judaism.

Today, scholars no longer suppose that religions have an 
essence. What is recognized today is that religions are 
produced by communities of interpretation whose faith 
is based on sacred texts or sacred persons, sources that 
summon them to worship and guide them in their daily 
life. Religions are constituted by faith communities that 
read and reread their sacred texts in the ever-changing 
circumstances of history. In the search for fidelity to the 
originating texts or persons, the hermeneutic communi
ties are involved in internal debates and in conversation 
with the culture in which they dwell. Religions thus have 
no permanent essence: their identity is created by their 
effort to remain faithf{!l to the sacred texts. Religions 
are therefore inevitably marked by an internal pluralism. 
Each religion has many faces. 

This dynamic understanding of a religious tradition 
obviously applies to Christianity. The biblical texts have 
been read and reread in different contexts; there have al
ways been ongoing internal debates as well as influences 
derived from different cultures. Christianity has many 
faces. This internal pluralism of Christianity not only 
defines the different confessions and denominations, but 
it also inhabits each Christian church. In each church we 
witness a lively debate over what fidelity to the gospel 
means at a particular time. Among the many faces of 
Christianity are also sinister ones: in our long history 

we have blessed aggressive wars, colonialism, the use of 
torture, and contempt for outsiders. Yet, by returning to 
the sacred texts and engaging in dialogue with cultural 

movements, the churches have experienced spiritual 
renewal. 

The same dynamism is operative in the other world 
religions. The open-ended nature of religious tradi
tions accounts both for their creativity and for their 
deviations. Religions have.the capacity to respond in an 
original way, faithful to their sacred texts, to new histori
cal challenges. Yet they are also vulnerable to a reading 
of the sacred texts that supports an alliance with politi
cal and cultural domination. Religions have thus many 
faces: they are ambiguous historical realities. 

Like Christianity, Islam has many faces. It is a grave 
error to approach the study of Islam from the perspec
tive of the religious fanaticism revealed on September 
11, 2001. Such an approach, as I said earlier, produces 
a caricature of Islam. Islamic extremism exists; it is a 
dangerous phenomenon like all forms of fanaticism, 
and it deserves a careful analysis, taking into account 
the various factors, and not only the religious one, that 
have produced it. This is not my task here. Still, I wish 
to quote a paragraph dealing with this issue, taken from 
the speech of October 15, 2001 given by Archbishop 
Rafael Martino, then the Vatican's Permanent Observer 
at the United Nation. 

We do a disservice to those who died in the tragedy 
of September 11 ifwe fail to search out the causes. 
... Though poverty is not by itself the cause of 
terrorism, we cannot successfully combat terror
ism if we do not address the worsening disparities 
between the rich and poor. We must recognise 
that global disparity is fundamentally incompat
ible with global security .... Poverty along with 
other situations of marginalisation that engulf the 
lives of so many of the world's people, including 
the denial of human dignity, the lack of respect 
for human rights, social exclusion, intolerable 
refugee situations, internal and external displace
ment, and physical and psychological oppression 
are breeding grounds only waiting to be exploited 
by terrorists. In searching out the root causes of 
terrorism, we are in no way condoning t�m:>rism.· 
But any serious crime reduction effort cannot be 
confined only to intensified police work. Any seri
ous campaign against terrorism needs to address 
the social, economic and political conditions that 
nurture the emergence ofterrorism.4 

This is all I shall say on the topic of Islamic fanati
cism here. 
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The Renewal Movement 

The principal error committed by people who ap

proach Islam from the perspective of September 11 is 

that they interpret the astounding revitalization of Islam 

beginning in the 1970s as an expression of fundamental

ism. Yet this is not what happened. What took place was 

an emergence of religious enthusiasm among Muslims 

in the Middle East and the Maghreb5 that revealed to 

people on all levels of society the practical relevance of 

Islam. I think it is possible to compare this renewal to the 

18th-century great awakening in British North America 

that produced a common consciousness among people 

belonging to the different colonies and thus contributed 

to the eventual revolution against the British Crown. 

The Islamic awakening of the last three decades is 

a phenomenon that has a variety of sources. One of 

them has been the disappointment of people in Islamic 

countries that the struggle to improve their collective 

well-being by nationalism or socialism - both ideoloaies 
0 

derived from Western modernity - has not been success-

ful. The political ideas of the elites have not been able 

to inspire the hearts of the great majority. People were 

therefore ready to listen to the message that their own 

inheritance, the Islamic faith, was the spiritual resource 

that would allow them to create a more just and more 

humane society. Obedience to divine revelation made 

known through the Great Prophet Muhammad would 

generate a social order of justice and peace. 

The theological preparation for this awakening was 

the Islamic renewal movement with roots in the second 

part of the 19th century. 6 In that century, the Islamic 

societies encountered modernity in its colonial form. 

Muslims confronted the contradiction of modernity 

that advocated democracy at home and imposed colo

nial domination abroad. Algeria became a colony, then 

Tunisia, Morocco, Egypt, Libya, and India; eventu

ally, after WW I, colonial mandates were established in 

Palestine, Lebanon, Syria, and Iraq. It is not surprising 

thatArabs interpreted the creation oflsrael as part of this 

colonial wave, while we in the West thought of Israel as 

a house against death, a national home for a persecuted 

people. 

Already in the second part of the 19th century, 

Muslim thinkers, humiliated by the colonial conquests, 

asked themselves how this defeat could have happened. 

Why had they been unable to resist the European em

pires? Religious thinkers among them argued that Islam 

had become stagnant: it had ceased to inspire people, it 
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had made them complacent, and consequently it offered 

no resistance to the foreign invasion. 

One of the reactions to this stagnation was the effort 

of certain religious thinkers to interpret the Qur'an as 

the divine message allowing believers to react creatively 

in a new situation. The first theologian calling for re

newal was the Persian known as al-Afghani (d. 1897). 

His work was continued by the Egyptian Muhamed 

Abdou (d. 1905), the Indian Ahmad Khan (d. 1898), 

and the Lebanese Rashid Rida (d. 1935). These thinkers 

lamented the spiritual decline that Muslim culh1re had 

experienced: Islam had ceased to be a creative force. To 

revitalize their faith, these authors read the Qur'an in 

the light of an ancient Islamic tradition - the Mutazili 

School - that trusted human reason as God's oift to 
0 

humanity and thus saw no contradiction between reason 

and faith. Studying modem science was no danger to 

Muslims' faith. These authors regretted that the elite 

in Muslim countries often abandoned their faith and 

turned to secular Western ideas. What was necessary, 

they argued, was to wrestle against Western colonial

ism, create greater unity among Muslims of different 

regions, introduce social reform to overcome the exist

ing inequalities, and give men and women access to 

education. It is not surprising that these revolutionary 

thinkers were denounced by the colonial powers, by the 

ruling sultans, and by conservative representatives of the 

Islamic tradition. 

A second reaction to the stagnation of Islam moved 

in a different direction. These religious thinkers argued 

that the domination of the Western empires happened to 

Muslims because they had adopted a liberal interpreta

tion of religious laws, become lax, and made life easy 

for themselves. What was demanded was not greater 

openness to reason, but the,retum to a rigorous fidelity 

to the divine laws. The conservative leaders retrieved the 

rigid interpretation oflslam made in the 18th century by 

Muhammad lbn Abd al-Wahab who had denounced the 

dominant form of Islam as false and corrupted. The new 

voices of radical conservatism rejected the hermeneutic 

approach to the Qur'an and refused to dialogue with 

their critics. We have here the beginning of Muslim fun

damentalism. It is well-known that Wahabism has been 

sustained and promoted in the world by the royal house 

of Saudi Arabia. Still, fundamentalist Muslims did not 

approve of the arbitrary use of violence. 

The Muslims' response to modernity in its contradic

tory colonial form was therefore twofold: it gave birth 



-

to a renewal movement and to a fundamentalist current. 
The German sociologist Max Weber, a scholar of the 
world religions, paid special attention to the impact of 
piety on society. He offered the famous arguments that 
the genius of Calvinism had been to generate a piety 

that urged believers to b�come active in the world. 
Sociologists argue that every faith or spirituality has a 
certain impact on society, and they refer to this as the co
efficient of secular commitment. Using this vocabulary 
allows us to say that the versions of Islam promoted by 
the renewal movement and the fundamentalist current 
greatly increased the coefficient of secular commitment. 
The two movements made Islam an activist faith. 

The New l\tluslim Intellectuals 

W hat interests me are the contemporary Muslim 
intellectuals who play a creative role in the renewal of 
Islam, even though most of them find themselves op
posed by governments, by the guardians of orthodoxy, 
and in many cases by secular Western thinkers. 7 Until 
recently, these intellectuals were not well known in the 
West. However, e-mail and the Internet have enabled 
these thinkers from all over the world to be in conversa
tion with one another and allowed Western observers to 
follow their debates. 

In 2002, a large conference on the topic of Muslim 
reactions to modernity was held in Leyden, Holland, 
which was attended by Muslim scholars from Africa, 
Asia, and Europe. The conference revealed the creativ
ity of these new Muslim intellectuals. They define 
themselves against conservatives who respond to mo
dernity by repeating the discourse of the past and against 
modernists who willing adopt a secular discourse. They 
want to be faithful to the Qur'an and at the same time in 
an open dialogue with modernity. 

The new intellectuals in Muslim countries repudiate 
theocratic regimes as contrary to the Qur'an. Sovereign 
is only God: government and people are both subject to 
the Islamic law. These thinkers advocate the reform of 
society from below, i.e. the creation of a culture of faith 
that fosters social involvement and solidarity. The new 
intellectuals living in Western pluralistic societies argue 
that the Qur'an calls Muslims to promote justice and so
cial peace and serve the common good of their country 
and the world. 

Further on, I shall discuss two Muslim thinkers, 
Fethullah Giilen and Tariq Ramadan, who have inspired 

many people and have a strong following - and whose 
work I greatly admire. There are, of course, many other 
scholars whose work deserves to be studied. 

These new Muslim intellectuals are often misun
derstood by Western secular thinkers. Because these 
men and women are believers, because they revere the 
Qur'an as divine revelation and want to be faithful to it, 
they are often seen by secular thinkers as clever apolo
gists for Islam or, worse, disguised fundamentalists. As 
a Catholic theologian, I find it easy to understand these 
Muslim thinkers, because I too, while open to critical 
thinking, want to remain faithful to the Christian gospel. 
Christian theology lives out of a double fidelity, fidelity 
to divine revelation and fidelity to human intelligence. 
This double fidelity is shared by the new Muslim intel
lectuals in their own religious context. 

There is another reason why I, as a Catholic theo
logian, find it easy to understand the present debates 
in the Muslim community. In the Catholic Church, the 
encounter with modernity has also produced turmoil, 
condemnations, debates, and new ideas. The papacy 
repudiated modernity in the 19th century; it rejected 
democracy, the liberal State, human rights, separation 
of Church and State, as well as the principle of religious 
liberty. The papacy demanded that government protect 
the true religion, i.e. Roman Catholicism, by appropriate 
laws restraining heretics and infidels. In countries where 
Catholics were a minority, they were permitted to advo
cate religious liberty because there this freedom served 
the true religion. Theologians who disagreed with papal 
teaching, beginning with Lamenais in the 1830s, were 
censored or even excommunicated. We had to wait for 
the great thinkers of the 20th century, such as Jacques 
Maritain, who were able to combine a critical openness 
to modernity with classical theological orthodoxy. Yet 
their message was not heard at first. Today, the new 
Muslim intellectuals, offering a novel interpretation of 
their tradition, are not widely heard in Muslim countries. 
Their situation reminds me of the Catholic theologians 
who rethought their own tradition, were frowned upon 
by the ecclesiastical authorities, and had relatively little 
influence on ordinary church-going Catholics;,yet whose 
thought eventually received official recognition. In the 
1960s, relying on these thinkers, the Second Vatican 
Council was able to offer a reading of the Bible and the 
Catholic tradition that urged the Church to endorse hu
man rights, democracy, and religious pluralism. 
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The Islamic Debate 

Today, the worldwide Muslim community is involved 

in a public debate. I interpret this as a positive phenom

enon. Internal debates make people critically aware of 

what they believe and allow them to discover the practi

cal consequences of their faith. To listen to these debates 

is an instructive exercise. For example, on the web site 

"Islam21" (www.islam2l.net), we find a collection of 

statements, articles, and exchanges of ideas offered by 

thinking Muslims, and if we then punch "links" (www. 

islam21.net/pages/search/links.htm), we find a long 

list of other websites where Muslim believers are in 

conversation. Let me add as an aside that the recent 

controversy over the institution of Muslim arbitration 

courts in Ontario was a painful experience for many of 

my Muslim friends; yet it served an important function: 

it brought the entire believing community into critical 

conversation. By examining this issue, the Internet al

lows us to follow the changing self-understanding of 

women in Islam. A starting point is the website of the 

Canadian Council of Muslim Women (www.ccmw. 

corn). 

Let me now turn to two particular Muslim thinkers. 

Fethullah Gillen 

Fethullah Giilen is a Muslim thinker who is both a 

mystic and an organizer of the renewal movement in 

Turkey (en.fgulen.com).8 To understand his bold origi

nality we must take a look at the situation of Islam in 

the Turkish State that has been formally declared secu

lar by its founder Kemal Atatiirk. From the beginning, 

the governing elites were not only secular; they were 

in fact suspicious of religion. Islam, which remained 

the faith of the majority, was strictly controlled by the 

government. It had to be interpreted as personal piety; 

its ethical teaching had to support government poli

cies; and it had to refrain from contact with Muslims in 

other countries. The Turkish government prohibited any 

Muslim-inspired social movement. Yet in its struggle 

against communist influence in the 1970s, the govern

ment permitted the political organization of Muslims, 

opposed as they were to communist atheism. This 

opened a door for Giilen's social movement. 

Fethullah Giilen grew up as a pious Muslim; as a boy 

he learned the Qur'an by heart. Very early in his life he 

was influenced by the Sufi tradition that had survived in 

Turkey and had recently been revived by a gifted spiri

tual author, Said Nursi. Sufism represented a mystical 

tradition in Islam. Putting the emphasis on the inner life 
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allowed Giilen to read the Qur'an by giving priority to 

the passages that proclaim the universal virtues of jus

tice, honesty, respect, and compassion and summoned 

Muslims to act responsibly in society and foster the 

education of men and women. With other new Muslim 

intellectuals Giilen retrieved the ancient Muslim tradi

tion - the Mutazili School - that regarded intelligence as 

a divine gift to men and women and promoted education 

as a religious duty. In fact, he founded many schools 

that cultivated faith as well as science. He was critically 

open to Western thought, but strongly resisted Western 

secular presuppositions. The study of science and tech

nology, he argued, did not have to lead to the domination 

of instrumental reason and "the disenchantment of the 

world," as it did in the West. Instead, this study could 

intensify worship of the Creator whose supreme intel

ligence was embodied in the material world. 

Giilen insists that in today's world the Qur'an calls 

upon true believers to honour religious pluralism. 

Summarizing passages from the Sunna, he writes, "The 

Prophet, upon him be peace and blessing, defined a true 

Muslim as one who harms no one with his or her words 

and actions, and who is the most trustworthy represen

tative of universal peace." Because he respected the 

pluralism in God's creation and recognized the need 

for freedom to converse about the truth, Giilen admired 

democratic political institutions and advocated inter

religious dialogue. He visited the head of the Orthodox 

Church in Istanbul, the Chief Rabbi of Jerusalem, and 

Pope John Paul II in Rome. 

Giilen is a controversial thinker. Because he is an ar

dent believer and a man of prayer, Turkey's secular elite 

tends to mistrust him. Some of them fear that hidden 

behind the liberal vocabulary is the intention to trans

form Turkey into a Muslim State ruled by Muslim law. 

In reality, Giilen envisages the renewal of society from 

below through education, co-operation, and economic 

creativity. He refuses to join a political movement; he 

even remains aloof from the democratic Islamic party 

that has gained some power in Turkey. Islam for Giilen is 

a social faith, a culture-creating religious movement that 

should stay away from the ups and downs of political 

life. What he dreams of is a Turkish modernity sustained 

by the Muslim faith of the people. 

Tariq Ramadan 

A Muslim theologian whose work I have studied and 

whose pastoral engagement I greatly admire is Tariq 

Ramadan (www.tariqramadan.com). He was born in 



Switzerland of Egyptian parents and received an edu
cation in Western thought and subsequently in Islamic 
science. With millions of Muslims living in Europe and 
NorthAmerica, Ramadan thinks of himself as a Western 
Muslim. He wants to be faithful to the Qur'an, but as an 
active citizen of a Westei;-n democracy. His theological 
approach is revealed in the titles of two of his books 
translated into English, To Be a European Muslim and 
Westem J,,,fllslims and the Future of Islam.9 He argues 
that Western Muslims must do their own theological 
thinking; they cannot rely on counsels and judgments 
made by Muslim religious leaders living in the East. In 
the name of their faith, Western Muslims will want to 
take an active part in the political life of their country, 
a role of which they are deprived in Muslim countries 
ruled as they presently are by authoritarian governments. 
The call of the Qur'an for equality among humans, the 
sharing of wealth, and concern for the needy has politi
cal implications that make Muslims into critical citizens 
who promote social justice in their country and the 
world. 

With the new Muslim intellectuals from East and 
West, Ramadan raises the hermeneutical question: How 
shall we read the Qur'an and the Sunna in a new histori
cal context? What does it mean to be faithful to divine 
revelation when you live in a Western society? Living in 
a pluralistic society makes Muslim pay special attention 
to the passages of the Qur'an that respect differences, 
call for peaceful conviviality, and offer wisdom ad
dressed to all. 

Secondly, with the new Muslim intellectuals, 
Ramadan emphasizes the universal message of the Great 
Prophet Muhammad. What is primarily revealed in the 
Qur'an are transcendent ethical principles like justice, 
compassion, human equality, honesty, and the love 
of truth, which apply to all cultural situations, even if 
their concrete implications must be worked out in each 
particular culture. By following these principles, people 
surrender themselves to God's will. Ethics is here divine 
worship. 

In addition to the universal message, Ramadan 
continues, Muslims have been honoured to receive a 
detailed set of laws and practices that allow them to sur
render themselves to God more intimately and thus find 
in God the strength to live up to the universal ethical de
mands. Ramadan does not use the universal message of 
the Qur' an to render less significant the ritual practices 
and legal traditions of Islam. He is both modem and 
boldly conservative. 

According to Ramadan, the Muslim tradition urges 
believers living in a pluralistic society to follow the laws 
of the country and to rely on Islamic law only in cases 
where public legislation diverges from Islamic ethical 
teaching. That is why, on his many visits to Canada, he 
has expressed himself against the institution of Muslim 
arbitration courts. He argues that Canadian law offers 
an adequate protection of the family and the interests 
of husband and wife. In fact, one of his major pastoral 
principles is that Western Muslims should stop thinking 
of themselves as minorities and understand themselves 
rather as responsible citizens. Transcending the preoc
cupation with their own communities, Muslims must be 
concerned with the common good of society. Faithful 
to the divine message, they must promote justice and 
peace. 

Ramadan is quite wiJling to confront the hard texts of 
the Qur'an and the Sunna that shock modem ethical sen
sibilities, such as those concerning corporal punishment 
and the death penalty by stoning. Since "the consensus 
of the learned" has interpretative authority in Islam, 
Ramadan holds that an agreement among believers 
could offer a new reading to these texts. In March 2005, 
he published a declaration calling for a moratorium of 
all corporal punishments in Muslim countries in order 
to promote a debate on this topic in the world-wide 
Muslim community. Ramadan also deals with the posi
tion of women in Islam. He respects the scholarly work 
of Muslim feminists. With them, he argues that Islam 
favours the education of women and recognizes women 
as responsible agents in society. The subjugation of 
women practised by Muslims is a cultural inheritance; 
it is not grounded in divine revelation and hence should 
be abolished. He wants women to be free - free also to 
decide whether or not to wear the veil. 

In France, Ramadam is a controversial thinker. The 
French Republic is committed to a doctrinaire form of 
secularism that tolerates religion as a private faith, but 
will not allow religious ideas to be heard in public de
bates. There is no place for religion in public discourse. 
In this cultural climate, many French intellectuals are 
suspicious of Tariq Ramadan because he waats-Musliins 
to participate in society in the name of their faith, i.e. 
out of obedience to divine revelation. Ramadan has 
been accused of being a fundamentalist in disguise. He 
wants Muslims in France to integrate in society, yet 
without abandoning their Muslim faith and their Muslim 
identity. Because he advocates social justice on a uni
versal scale and is critical of neo-liberal globalization, 
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he is often referred to as "un tiersmondiste," which is 

a pejorative term in France. Ramadan has been critical 

ofisrael's expansionist policies, and yet has always de

nounced the anti-Semitism widely spread among Arabs. 

Despite these public denunciations, Ramadan has been 

accused by some French intellectuals of anti-Semitism. 

He is also vilified because his grandfather was Hasan al

Banna who, in 1928, founded the Muslim Brotherhood 

in Egypt. Having carefully studied the controversy in 

France (there are entire books on the topic), I have come 

to the conclusion that this great Muslim theologian has 

been unjustly denigrated. 

Islam after 9/11 

As a Catholic theologian, I understand the new 

Muslim intellectuals better than many secular commen

tators. Being acquainted with our own debates over the 

relation between faith and reason and with the tension 

between the personal and social meaning of religion, 

I have a certain affinity for the religious thought of 

contemporary Muslim thinkers. In Montreal I regularly 

attend the meetings of the Muslim association Presence 

musulmane, which offers a forum for Muslims to discuss 

the power and relevance of their faith in contemporary 

society. 

Like Christianity, Islam has many faces. Thanks to 

the mass media, it is the political Islam oflslamic coun

ties and the rigid Islam of the fundamentalists that are 

widely publicized. What is often overlooked is that like 

all religious traditions, Islam is enlivened by internal 

debates and conversations with adjacent cultures. The 

purpose of this lecture was to present a brief intro

duction to the renewal movement in Islam and more 

especially to the new Muslim intellectuals. It is the task 
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of the Christian churches, especially after September 11, 

to defend Muslims against prejudice and discrimination 

and to support the humanism implicit in the Muslim 

tradition. 

Grego1y Baum 
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Are All Religions Equally Valid? 

In the face of increasing religious diversity. Roman Catholics 

have encountered two positions: relativism and absolutism. 

An easy (and increasingly popular) relativism states a priori 

that all religions are equally valid, c:lifferent paths up the same 

mountain. Absolutism, on the other hand. insists that only 

the Church possesses. the truth in its fullness. Other religions 

are either in error or in possession only of inferior truths. The 

Theological Committee of the Assembly of Quebec Catholic 

Bishops argues that. in order to remain faithful to the gospel 

of Jesus Christ, Catholics must avoid these extremes and 

open themselves to the transformative power inherent in 

inter-religious dialogue. Authentic inter-religious dialogue 

deepens our faith while opening room in our hearts for the 

acceptance and affirmation of the "other.· In response to 

the increasing religious diversity in Quebec. the committee 

released the following text on June 16, 2005, in French. 

The English translation is reproduced here with permission 

from the Comite de theologie de l'Assemblee des eveques 

catholiques du Quebec. 

F
or several decades, religious pluralism has pre

sented new challenges for the pastoral activity of the 

Church. The Protestant and Jewish minorities and lately 

the increased presence of Muslims have made it neces

sary for Catholics to revisit their practices and beliefs 

with respect to those of other faiths. 

Religious affiliation in Quebec has changed signifi

cantly since the Quiet Revolution. The influx of various 

religions and spiritualities, particularly Eastern tradi

tions, has raised serious concerns not only for pastors of 

Catholic Churches, butfor the faithful themselves. How 

do we nourish and deepen the faith, hope, and charity 

of the faithful assembled in Christian communities with 

respect to an authentic witnessing within a multi-re

ligious context? In the face of contemporary opinion 

that believes all religions are the same, what approach 

should we take to convince others of the incomparable 

hope that the Christian faith gives us? How should we 

respond to the Holy Spirit's invitations that are offered 

through humanity's rich heritage of spiritual traditions? 

How can we contribute to build a world that is more just 

and fraternal? 

The recently published document by the Assembly 

of Quebec Catholic Bishops on the training and de

velopment of a Christian life, Jesus Christ: The Way 

to Humanization, offers several pastoral reflections on 

these issues. Among the characteristics of a Christian 

profile that we should develop, this document indicates 

that Jesus' disciples will learn to find partners for reflec

tion, dialogue, and commitment among religious experts 

and those who hold different world views. They will 

look upon these colleagues as brothers and sisters in 

communion with God's plan for the world. 1 

This characteristic of the Christian profile comprises 

both openness to others and their differences, and a 

commitment to deepen and witness to our own faith. 

The challenge of such inter-religious dialogue is how 

to function best within this atmosphere of openness 

and commitment. The purpose of this document is to 

develop a dialogical approach when encountering our 

brothers and sisters of other religions. It is prepared for 

priests, permanent deacons, lay pastoral agents, as well 

as everyone who wishes to reflect on the question of 

inter-religious dialogue. 

Religious Pluralism or Culture Shock 

The appearance of religious and cultural diversity has 

become increasingly evident. It is no longer necessary to 

travel far to experience a plurality of beliefs, rituals, and 

lifestyles that characterize the world of religions.2 

Not only do we encounter people of different re

ligious denominations in our neighbourhoods, our 

workplaces, and sometimes even in our own fami

lies, but in thousands of ways the media connects 

us immediately with the religious traditions of hu

manity. This experience may awaken our curiosity 

and desire to learn about other people's beliefs. 

However, it may also give rise to perplexity and 

even hostility when the convictions of others ques

tion our own or are openly opposed to them. One 

challenge of religious pluralism is learning how to 

deal with these differences. 

More than the simple fact of diversity, religious 

pluralism implies the recognition and acceptance of 

differences at the level of profound beliefs cherished 

by people and communities that inhabit the s,iime social 

space. It's not easy to embrace religious pluralism with 

respect and tolerance, particularly if our most cherished 

values are questioned. Recent incidents, fueled by reli

gious confrontations, have taught us that differences at 

this level are often profound, emotionally charged, and 

laden with prejudices and preconceived ideas. 
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Believers of one faith can neither ignore nor remain 

ignorant of another's, and the impact of these differ

ences ultimately leads to asking what constitutes truth 

in religions. This radical and covert question could lead 

to a superficial assessment that declares all religions are 

the same. Questions about truth in religions can be asked 

several ways. They can focus on the salvific or liberat

ing value when facing weighty issues such as suffering, 

evil, and death. These questions can also explore the 

ethical values promoted by different religions. Do these 

religions promote human life and its full development 

in justice and peace and with respect for the integrity of 

creation? These questions may also explore the mysti

cal value of various religions as ways of knowing and 

participating in the mystery of God, of the Absolute, or 

of ultimate Reality. 

What Degree of Openness? 
What Degree of Commitment? 

What responsible attitude should we adopt toward 

these differences? How should we express our openness 

to others and what should our commitment be to our 

own faith? A rigid categorization of positions leads us to 

identify two opposing poles: relativism and absolutism. 

With the former, openness to another's religious 

heritage leads us to realize that believers of any faith are 

convinced that they possess the truth. Doesn't religious 

adherence often initially depend on a person's place of 

birth and culture? The various religious traditions offer 

an extensive choice of wisdom and spirituality. As these 

traditions lead to the same ultimate Reality, though by 

different pathways, a claim by one or another to uni

versal truth only leads to exclusivity and intolerance, 

possibly resulting in violence and fanaticism. 

In contrast to a relativist position, others refuse to 

believe that truth exists in any other religion, often in 

the name of their absolute commitment to the integrity 

of their faith. This absolutist position frequently reveals 

itself in a form of religious fundamentalism: a system of 

beliefs and practices based on scriptural absolutism, a 

literal interpretation of sacred text, an opposition to the 

pluralism and relativism of modern society. 

For Christians, these attitudes represent extreme posi

tions, neither of which is acceptable. Though the Second 

Vatican Council recognized that the practices and lives 

of people of other faiths often reflect a ray of the Truth 

that illuminates humanity, the position of the Church has 

always been to proclaim that Christ is the way, the truth, 

and the life (Jn 14:6). (Cf. Vatican II,NostraAetate, 2.)3 
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John Paul II wrote: "Other religions constitute a posi

tive challenge for the Church: they stimulate her both to 

discover and acknowledge the signs of Christ's presence 

and of the working of the Spirit, as well as to examine 

more deeply her own identity and to bear witness to the 

fullness of Revelation which she has received for the 

good of all" (Redemptoris missio, 56).4 

Belief in Christ, the way to humanization for all, and 

in the Holy Spirit who acts through the members of other 

religions and their traditions, introduces a criterion of 

discernment to inter-religious encounters. In the light 

of the Gospel, the responses from the various religions 

to the mysteries of the human condition are not equally 

valid. Should we object to this discernment? Does it 

not imply a claim to superiority that threatens the inter

religious harmony that is indispensable for peace in the 

human family? How do we reconcile openness to the re

ligious truth of others and our commitment as witnesses 

to the Christian truth, ,vithout either taking a relativist 

or absolutist stance? These are some of the challenges 

which the development of a dialogical approach must 

consider. 

The Paradox of Inter-religious Dialogue 

In raising questions about believers' identity and 

responsibility, religious pluralism reveals the challenges 

of a dialogue, of free encounters among people with a 

mutual openness that seeks to know others better, and of 

their commitment and witnessing to the service of truth. 

For Christians, the inter-religious dialogue is neither a 

strategy to convince others nor an exploration of anoth

er's spiritual benefits for [one's] own gain. It is a means 

to test [one's] own faith. This work of shared exchanges 

through dialogue, under all forms of expression where 

human relationships are woven, demands total loyalty to 

one's own faith, for all dialogue takes place within the 

participants' claim to truth. 5 

Each participant's claim to religious truth is the 

core of inter-religious dialogue. The recognition of the 

participants' equal dignity is essential to this dialogue. 

However, this does not indicate that actual differences 

between religions are insignificant. This would lead to 

indifference, which is not to take seriously the claim to 

truth, either of one's own religion or that of another's.6 

Such indifference would deprive any dialogue of its dy

namism as vital research for truth through encountering 

others. However, radical relativism or skepticism con

cerning the existence of religious truth which transcends 



the limits of different religions would short-circuit the 
dialogue to any new insight and render it useless. 

Openness to others through an acceptance of differ
ences and a resolute commitment to the service of truth 
comprise the framework for inter-religious dialogue. 
In the spirit of the Second Vatican Council, the Church 
has committed herself irreversibly to this paradoxical 
dialogue. Claude Geffre describes the significance of ac
tually facing the challenges of encountering people and 
cultures. "I believe that it is the paradox itself of inter
religious dialogue that is exemplary and full of teachings 
for all encounters of cultures and people in general. It 
reconciles the absolute commitment that is implied in 
every religious process with an attitude of dialogue and 
openness to the convictions of others."7 

The paradox of inter-religious dialogue involves the 
very essence of the Christian faith. The absolute com
mitment of Christians toward the truth does not call 
for blind and intolerant fanaticism. This commitment 
is precisely what establishes their openness to others' 
convictions to the point that we may even say that 
inter-religious dialogue is "co-natural to the Christian 
vocation. "8 

In fact, the Christian faith is the response to a dia
logue of salvation, or God's plan for the world, which 
manifests itself in the invitation to a communion of life 
that is open to all. The truth of Christianity is not about a 
doctrine, a law, or a religious ritual, but the Good News 
of God's attentive and universal love that is revealed and 
given to us through Jesus of Nazareth. Through their 
faith, Christians welcome this incredible reversal of a 
religious quest that God has revealed to us. In Christ, 
the Word made flesh, God himself encounters human 
beings, out of the abundance of His love speaks to men 
as friends and lives among them, so that He may invite 
and take them into fellowship with Himself (Vatican II, 
Dei Verbum, 2).9 

As Christians respond to this vocation, their faith will 
grow as a result of the dialogue with their colleagues 
from other religious beliefs whom they consider as 
brothers and sisters in communion with God's plan for 
the world. 10 The document, Dialogue and Proclamation,

expresses how the claim of the truth of the Christian 
faith does not justify any feeling of superiority and is 
itself deepened through dialogue. 

The fullness of the truth received in Jesus Christ does 
not give Christians the guarantee that they also have 
fully assimilated this truth. As a final analysis, truth is 
not something that we possess, but a Person by whom 

we must allow ourselves to be possessed. This is a 
continuous process. While keeping their identity intact, 
Christians must be ready to welcome and receive oth
ers, and through them to learn about the positive values 
of their traditions. Through this dialogue, they may be 
led to overcome deeply rooted prejudices, to revise pre
conceived ideas, and at times to acknowledge that their 
understanding of faith needs purification. If Christians 
undertake such openness and if they accept that their 
faith will also be tested, they will be able to harvest the 
fruits of dialogue. They will be awestruck to discover 
what God, through Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit, has 
fulfilled and continues to reveal in the world and among 
humanity. Far from weakening their Christian faith, true 
dialogue will deepen their experience_ll 

Promoting Exchange and 
Deepening our Faith· 

If religious pluralism is a primary concern for the 
pastoral activity of the Church, it also offers the possibil
ity of harvesting the fruits of dialogue that will nourish 
Christian life. The development of a dialogical attitude 
with the enthusiasm of inter-religious encounters ne
cessitates an appropriate pastoral approach. To qualify 
this pastoral approach, we are inspired by the words of 
Bruno Chenu: "We are invited to respect the two phases 
of dialogue: a time for exchange, when the partners 
share what they believe and have set out to discover, 
and a time to deepen the experience, where concern for 
the truth leads the partners to a 'de-centering,' to an a_t
tentive listening to the other whereby each will grow in 
their own truth. "12 Let us go back to these two points of 
reference: a time to exchange and a time to deepen the 
experience. 

To encourage the development of a dialogical attitude 
within a context of religious pluralism, pastoral activi
ties must first promote exchanges between people in a 
spirit of openness and welcome. Because accurate infor
mation about different religions is so essential, hearsay 
is never conducive to positive interactions, hospitality, 
and friendly gestures. Information will dispel fears, 
prejudices, and misunderstandings. Furthermore, only 
authentic human relationships will make recipr�cal wit
nessing possible in time and place. Through dialogue, 
the value of each religion is demonstrated by speaking 
the truth in a spirit of love (Eph 4: 15). 

This pastoral approach must also promote the 
deepening of the Christian faith beginning with the 
awareness of differences. It may also purify the faith of 

The Ecumenist. Vol. 43, No. I Winter 2006/ 11 



forms of expressions previously accepted as absolute 

through lack of comprehension or by intransigence. 

This approach may lead to welcoming and recognizing 

the call to a more profound conversion to God. It is only 

by reaching out to the more specific and universal limits 

of what the Christian faith offers, which are service and 

gift of self, as Christ did, that Christians can have an 

authentic experience of openness and commitment that 

is required for inter-religious dialogue. 

Published with permi�sion from the Assemblee des eveques eatholiqucs 

du Quebec, 1225, boul. St-Joseph Est, Montreal (Quebec) H2J lL 7, WIVW. 
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Looking for Hope at Ground Zero 

Scared Sacred (2004) by Velcrow Ripper. National Film 
Board of Canada, 104 minutes. 

H
annah Arendt, one of the most insightful social
thinkers of the twentieth century, once suggested 

that the human condition is such that pain and effort 
characterize life itself, and that the "easy life of the 
gods" is ultimately a lifeless life. 

If Arendt is right, then Scared Sacred, directed by the 
Canadian filmmaker Velcrow Ripper, is a journey into 
life's pain and suffering in search of hope. Over the span 
of five years, Ripper visited dozens of "Ground Zeroes" 
searching for "the sacred." Although Ripper never clear
ly defines "the sacred," viewers get the impression that it 
is something like "hope and beauty amidst great human 
misery." And however paradoxical it may sound, there 
is much hope and beauty in places such as Bhopal, the 
killing fields of Cambodia, sniper alley in Sarajevo, the 
refugee camps along the Afghanistan-Pakistan border, 
and the burned out remains of the World Trade Center. 

The film opens with Ripper introducing his project, 
including his motives and anxieties in doing the docu
mentary. We learn that he was raised in the Baha'i faith, 
a religion that teaches world peace and the unity of all 
religions. We also learn that Ripper follows no orga
nized religion today. Instead, he portrays himself as a 
spiritual seeker. At first, this personal disclosure seems 
oddly out of place. But soon we understand why Ripper 
chose to do this: Scared Sacred is first and foremost a 
video diary of Ripper's five-year spiritual quest to find 
light in the darkness. 

In Bhopal, Ripper boasts that he sneaked under a 
barbed-wire fence to gain access to the rusted Union 
Carbide plant. In Cambodia, he becomes skittish when 
a former Khmer Rouge soldier toys with landmines. He 
laments that his camera was stolen in Lourdes and that 
his shoes were stolen outside a Buddhist temple. Along 
the Afghanistan-Pakistan border, he feels like he is being 
watched by Taliban informants during a protest march 
calling for women's education. Near the wall in Israel
Palestine, he races in fear from soldiers firing warning 
shots at his crew -his Israeli companions laugh at him, 
and the camera turns to Ripper, who is dazed in fright. 
In post-9/11 New York City, during the 2001 Halloween 
Parade, he tracks down party-goers wearing angel cos
tumes -declaring at one point," ... the angels, the angels 
are glorious. I am an angel hunter." 

Despite Ripper's central role in this film, which is 
further enhanced by his melancholic narration, we do 
encounter stories of genuine suffering and hope. For 
instance, in Bhopal, we visit a clinic for locals still feel
ing the toxic effects of being doused by four million tons 
of the pesticide gas methyl isocyanate. In Afghanistan, 
we meet courageous women struggling to create institu
tions that will provide education for young girls. And in 
Israel and Palestine, we are introduced to the Bereaved 
Families Circle, a group oflsraelis and Palestinians who 
collectively remember their lost children. 

I h::id heard a lot about this film through social justice 
networks and the independent media. It was being talked 
about in the same breath as Michael Moore's Fahrenheit 

9111. I had also heard offapper's technical work on the 
documentary The C01poration, which was a stinging 
critique of unbridled corporate capitalism. As a result, 
I expected a film that would challenge the dominant 
consumerist-oriented approach to other cultures and 
religions. Even before seeing the film, I had decided that 
it would be required viewing for students in my religion 
and social justice class. 

Sadly, this film not only fell far short my expecta
tions, but many of my students were put off as well by 
Ripper's rather easy appropriation of"the sacred" for his 
own self-fulfillment. In the last lines of film, for exam
ple, Ripper sermonizes:" .. .  dread allows me to see each 
face as my own ... We cannot lose the freedom to choose 
the way we respond to whatever comes our way." One of 
my students summed up the general, though raw frustra
tion that my class had toward this film: "The narrator is 
so narcissistic -I wanted to know what the people were 
feeling and doing, not listening to Mr. Velcrow drone on 
about how sensitive he is." 

Far from counter-cultural or politically provoca
tive, this film ends up promoting a kind of "consumer 
religion." In consumer religion, the consumer treats re
ligion as a "brand," whose wares can be bought and sold 
on the open market. Because the consumer takes only 
what he or she wants from the religion, the actual social 
and political contexts that support a religious tradition 
remain both unknown and unimportant. What matters 
is how the religion benefits the consumer physically, 
spiritually, and culturally. It is precisely this kind of con
sumer religion that has given us countless Tai Chi retreat 
centres, trendy yoga clothing stores like Lulu Lemon, 
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and popular self-help books touting Buddhist medita

tion as an answer to much that is missing in our overly 

materialistic society. In Ripper's film, the mass-market 

appeal may be missing, but the DIY C'do-it-yourself') 

approach to religion remains. 

Absent in this film is any sustained discussion of the 

social and political dimensions of the sacred. At one 

point, Ripper mentions that the Khmer Rouge consid

ered Buddhism subversive, but there is no discussion 

why. It would seem that the real sacred, for Ripper, is 

found inwardly, and it is basically apolitical. After fran

tically rushing around Europe, to Auschwitz, Flanders 

Fields, and the site where Joan of Arc was burned, he 

declares in the face of his burn-out, "I must go inward." 
And he did. He retreated to India, where he studied with 

a Buddhist community for six months. Buddhism also 

gives him the insight, "breathe in suffering, breathe out 

compassion" - the theme that frames much of the film. 

Buddhism appears again as a refuge for Ripper in the 

days following 9/11. He meets a WASP-ish Buddhist 

nun in New York, who tells him the purpose of visiting 

sacred sites is to bind humanity together in peace - miss

ing here is how New York City and other Ground Zeroes 

can mobilize people to fight in the name of the sacred. 

Regrettably, some viewers may walk away from 

this film with the mistaken belief that Buddhists never 

resort to violence in times of suffering and pain. Ripper 

actually misses a grand opportunity to point out the 

ambivalence of the sacred in a 1999 speech by the Dalai 
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Lama. Speaking before an exiled Tibetan community in 

India, the Dalai Lama entreats the young monks to quit 

thinking of "we" and "they," and to get rid of destruc

tive, violent thoughts. To Ripper, the speech seems to 

reinforce the pacifism of Tibetan Buddhism. The real

ity, however, is that the speech was necessary because 

of the growing disillusionment among some Tibetan 

young people who have begun to see the usefulness of 

violence in insurgent activities (see the 2004 film We 're 

No Monks). 

This is a beautiful film, based on a wonderful idea. It 

has won numerous film festival awards - and it should. 

The cinematography is captivating, and the soundtrack 

haunting. But artistry aside, Ripper would have been 

well advised to consult with scholars who have studied 

the tenuous relationship between violence, peace, and 

the sacred. He could have examined in some depth and 

with nuance the ambivalence of the sacred, instead of 

just cleverly playing with the anagram sacred/scared. 

Moreover, he could have developed the radical idea that 

compassion must be accompanied by both an analysis 

of unjust social structures and the promotion of actions 

leading to social justice and solidarity. For without a 

critique of social injustice and engaged participation in 

struggles for liberation, compassion remains little more 

than a bourgeois emotion. 

Scott Kline 

St. Jerome s University, Waterloo, ON 



Women and God's Presence at Auschwitz 

Melissa Raphael. The Female Face of God in Auschwitz:

A Jewish Feminist Theology of the Holocaust. New 
York: Routledge, 2003. xii+ 228 pp. $49.95 (paper). 

M
elissa R�p�ael, Princ�pal Lecturer in Theology
and Rehg10us Studies at the University of 

Gloucestershire, has written a groundbreaking book on 
the presence of God in the Holocaust. It deserves to find 
a broad audience and be widely discussed. 

She begins by noting that Holocaust theologians 
have typically not attended to gender differences in 
experiences of the Holocaust, and have tended to work 
with patriarchal understandings of God as one who acts 
or fails to act with sovereign omnipotence. She argues 
that by studying women's memoirs of their experiences 
during the Holocaust, situating these in relation to the 
constraints imposed by patriarchal Jewish traditions 
and then bringing to bear insights from Jewish mysti
cal traditions, one can discern that God was present in 
the death camps in a symbolically powerful way. These 
camps were intended to destroy the humanity of Jewish 
people. Jewish women resisted this by recognizing each 
other's humanity through acts of care for one another. 
However symbolic these actions may have been, they 
prepared the way for the presence of God and helped 
make a desecrated place holy. God's Sheldnah or radi
ance was present, even in the death camps, in the beauty 
of women's gestures of care for one another and in their 
refusal to surrender to the overwhelming forces of 
de-humanization and destruction. The truly numinous 
here was not the horror of mass death and the crema
toriums, but the mystery of life-affirming love (p.74), 
demonstrated in wiping filth off a neighbour's face or 
supporting a faltering person. Such gestures expressed 
recognition by the victims of each other's humanity and 
their calling by God to care for one another. 

Christians are familiar with arguments invoking 
Jesus' death on the cross as grounds for claiming that 
God was present in and with the victims of the Holocaust. 
Drawing upon the work of Buber, Heschel, Fackenheim. 
Levinas, and Baumel, Raphael shows how God was also 
present here in a different way: in the victim's gestures 
of care for each other. She argues that through such ac
tions, Jewish women carried the divine and cared for 
God amidst the Holocaust's structures of evil. From an 
Augustinian perspective, one might suggest that these ac
tions of love were themselves made possible through the 

courage, strength, and compassion given to the victims 
by the divine presence. Regardless, Raphael's argument 
commands respect: though God was diminished in the 
Holocaust, still God was present there (p. 125). These 
symbolically powerful actions beckon one to find mean
ing and truth and discover God's continuing presence in 
similar acts today. Through her careful study, the ancient 
saying, "wherever there is love, there is God," takes on 
new meaning and relevance. 

According to Raphael, a struggle of apocalyptic di
mensions was waged in the death camps, between those 
who denied the power and presence of God as well as the 
value of Jewish lives, and those like the Jewish women 
she discusses who affirmed these. Most Holocaust 
theologians have wres'tled with the way Jewish lives 
were destroyed in the death camps with impunity. This 
seems to indicate a material victory there for the forces 
of death. Emil Fackenheim subsequently argued that in 
moral terms, the struggle is not over. It continues in the 
lives of Jewish people today, who are commanded to 
affirm God's presence that Hitler sought to eradicate. 
Raphael presents a different perspective. She argues 
that in aesthetic terms, the forces of death lost this 
struggle. They were unable to extinguish the light of 
God's presence and the Jewish faith. Although this was 
often reduced to a mere flicker onl�· present in gestures 
of compassion here and there, still in ideological terms 
these gestures, as evidence of God's continued presence, 
shone in the darkness, and continue to shine, bearing a 
powerful witness to a love and divine presence that radi
cal evil could not extinguish. 

Raphael goes on to draw a questionable dichotomy 
between the aesthetic power of such gestures to move 
people to love, and the power that works more coercively 
to directly effect events in history. She describes tradi
tional Jewish conceptions of God as having the power 
to determine events in history, drawn from the Exodus 
traditions, as masculinist and patriarchal. Against these 
she poses a notion of Mother-God, as "ethically inter
ruptive, interceptive, protective and consolfug," whose 
only power is that of moving others through the beauty 
of love to resist violence and care for others (p. 127). 
Raphael's argument significantly broadens previous 
theological discussions of the Holocaust. Yet she tends 
to discuss the Holocaust as a discrete event, without 
attention to how it came into being and eventually was 
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ended by the exercise of many different kinds of power. 

The coercive power as masculinist and patriarchal, 

which she denigrates, played a crucial role in bring

ing the Holocaust to an end. Is it a gain for Jewish and 

Christian communities to criticize identifications of God 

with one type of power, only to limit God to another 

form of power, when both are necessary for resisting evil 

and sanctifying life? 

The intention of the radical evil expressed in the 

Holocaust to crush the spirit of its victims was defeated 

aesthetically by Jewish women continuing to demon

strate care for one another. As 1 John 5:4 suggests, the 

continued faith in God that such actions demonstrated 

represents a victory of sorts over the world. However, 

radical evil tends by its very nature to be unsusceptible 

to moral or aesthetic appeals. Consequently, exercises 

of coercive power may be necessary to overcome it. 

Western nations are sometimes accused that they could 

have used coercive power to end or slow the Holocaust 

Postmodemity and Liberation 

Ed. Joerg Rieger. Opting for the Margins: Postmoder

nity and Liberation in Christian Theology. New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2003. xiii+ 208 pp. $96.50 

(hardcover). 

T
his book presents an important assessment of the 

relationships between liberation theology and 

postmodern forms of thought in the present context of 

globalized capitalism. The introduction by Joerg Rieger 

outlines the current economic background and the new 

intellectual climate of postmodernity, where wealth 

is produced more through investment and trade than 

productivity (p. 6) and themes of difference, play, and 

an increased interest in aesthetics threaten to displace 

concerns for justice and liberation. The nine chapters 

that follow discuss how liberation theology is both chal

lenged by this and how it must challenge it in return. 

Mark Lewis Taylor asks how entitled advocates for 

the poor and oppressed can avoid the danger of becom

ing agents of imperialism in their advocacy because of 

distortions introduced into their thought and perceptions 

by virtue of their entitlement (p. 33). This question is 

particularly important in Canadian contexts haunted by 

the legacy of residential schools. These schools were 

supported and frequently staffed by Christians operat-
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much sooner than they did. Part of the guilt of Western 

nations in regard to the genocide in R,vanda is that they 

could have deployed coercive power to stop the slaugh

ter there, but didn't. Both aesthetic and coercive power 

are necessary for the establishment and preservation of 

justice. Neither can take the place of the other. Aesthetic 

power alone is not enough to mend a world plagued by 

radical evil. By suggesting that it is, Raphael runs the 

risk of aestheticizing existence and placing the seeking 

of justice on a very short leash. 

This being said, Raphael's book is a groundbreaking 

and thought-provoking study of the presence of God in 

the face of radical evil. It will be useful for theologians, 

religion majors, and ethicists working in Holocaust 

theology, the problem of evil, or the presence of God in 

contemporary experience. 

Don Schweitzer 

St. Andrews College, Saskatoon, SK 

ing with good intentions. Yet their history reveals that 

in many respects these schools, even at their best, exem

plified the danger that Taylor lifts up (p. 32). Teachers, 

administrators, and staff in these schools were frequent

ly unapologetic in presenting Western European cultural 

values as a good to be sought by and forced upon all. A 

similar tendency is often unintentionally present in the 

efforts of what Taylor calls entitled advocates. Taylor 

argues that to avoid this, entitled advocates need to first 

acknowledge the danger and forego claims to innocence. 

Second, entitled advocates need to work at being in soli

darity with oppressed and marginalized persons present 

where they as advocates live and work. Third, entitled 

advocates need to acknowledge that their advocacy 

is part of their .own search for personal freedom and 

well-being. Fourth, they must allow their own sense of 

identity to become disoriented, complicated, and con

flicted by the voices of those they seek to aid. 

Taking a different tack, David Field and Kwok Pui

lan explore the continued relevance of the preferential 

option for the poor in the context of postmodernity. This 

is a key debate running throughout the book. All con

tributors agree that increasing inequities brought about 

by globalized capitalism make the preferential option 

for the poor still relevant, but that liberation theologies 



for their part need to increase their recognition of the 
diversity existing among marginalized and oppressed 
peoples. Field notes that, in addition to those with power 
who oppress, there are also those who are beneficiaries 
- who are not directly responsible for injustices but who
benefit from them. In addition to the poor who suffer
economic exploitation, there are also the abandoned,
those who are simply excluded from effective participa
tion in the global economy, or whose sufferings are not
recognized as deserving compassion (p. 49). In her beau
tifully written and compellingly argued chapter, Kwok
Pui-lan adds that liberation theology needs to pay more
attention to the specific difference of gender among the
victims of society, and how women frequently suffer
oppressions and exclusions that men don't.

In his chapter, Gustavo Gutierrez argues that libera
tion theology faces three challenges in the postmodern 
context: the tendency of postmodern discourse to cre
ate apathy in regards to social problems (p. 91-92), the 
continuing existence of widespread poverty, and the 
need for inter-religious dialogue in response to religious 
pluralism. Gutierrez notes that the exclusion of millions 
from effective participation in the global economy is not 
a natural but a moral evil (p. 100). He acknowledges that 
the new context presents an opportunity for deepening 
and expanding Christian thought. However, his assertion 
that liberation theology has always taken into account 
women's issues in recognizing the complexity of pov
erty (p. 97) is challenged by Elina Vuola's argument that 
liberation theology has not adequately recognized and 
responded to gendered aspects of oppression. Dwight 
Hopkins and Roberto Goizueta repeat the theme that 
postmodernity presents liberation theology with a genu
ine demand for a greater recognition of difference that 
broadens the concerns ofliberation theologies, while the 
preferential option for the poor continues to be needed in 
the face of present conflicts. 

Gail Hammer addresses a question similar to Taylor's: 
how love, communication, and solidarity are possible 

across the divides of gender, class, and race. Drawing 
on the work of Luce Irigaray, Hammer argues that this 
requires a self-imposed negativity, a self-withdrawat

°

for 
the sake of the other that creates a space for their being 
(p. 173). This argument is similar to that found in some 
contemporary work on the Holy Spirit. It raises the 
question: when should one withdraw for the sake of the 
other, and when should one raise up demands of justice, 
which are inevitably shaped by one's own culture and 
traditions? 

Joerg Rieger concludes this volume by reiterating 
that the preferential option for the poor needs to be 
broadened by postmodern concerns for the recognition 
of difference, and that in turn, the ethical commitment of 
postmodern thought needs to be deepened by the prefer
ential option for the poor. 

There is a genuine give and take throughout this 
book, as authors repeatedly stress that the encounter 
with postmodern thought enhances liberation theology 
by pushing it towards a greater recognition of the di
versity of forms of oppression and difference amongst 
the oppressed and marginalized. The book demonstrates 
how postmodern forms of thought provide a critique 
of misleading abstractions in liberation theologies. 
Conversely, the authors in this book see the ethical 
urgency of the preferential option for the poor to be a 
necessary challenge to temptations to frivolity, super
ficiality, indifference, and misplaced concreteness in 
postmodern thought. 

The initial kairos of the 1960s and 1970s in which 
liberation, feminist, and Afro-American theologies 
came to prominence is over. Yet these essays show the 
continuing relevance of their key themes, and how they 
are adapting and responding to new challenges in the 
present. The preferential option for the poor remains an 
enduring contribution to Christian theology. 

Don Schweitzer 

St. Andrews College, Saskatoon, SK 
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Empire Remembered and Forgotten 

Rashid Khalidi. Resurrecting Empire: Western Foot

prints and Americas Perilous Path in the Middle 

East. Boston: Beacon Press, 2005 <2004>. 

D ashid Khalidi, who holds the Edward Said Chair in 
1'.Arab Studies at Columbia University, argues that 
we cannot understand the attitude of Arabs and Muslims 
to the American occupation of Iraq unless see it in the 
context of the domination of the Middle East by Britain 
and France shortly after the twentieth century began. 
Like Britain a hundred years before, the United States 
towers strategically over the whole region, from the 
Atlantic Ocean to Central Asia. Despite differences 
between the two countries and historical periods, Arabs 
have come to look at the American presence as the resur
rection of empire. 

Khalidi first wrote this book immediately after the 
March 2003 invasion oflraq. This edition was published 
against the backdrop of the spiral of chaos and violence 
that has engulfed Iraq in the months after President 
George W. Bush optimistically declared an end to hos
tilities. Khalidi argues that only "America's historical 
amnesia" could have led U.S. leaders to believe the 
fantasy that they would be greeted as liberators. For 
Iraqis - as for any people who .have been invaded - his
tory is important. Iraqis recall how the British used 
overwhelming force to crush local opposition to foreign 
rule. Given that historical context, Khalidi concludes, it 
was inevitable that Americans (and their coalition of the 
willing) would be seen as colonizers and occupiers. 

Americans did not see this coming, Khalidi argues, 
because the invasion and occupation were planned 
and executed without reference to history. He writes: 
"The hubris that allowed Pentagon planners to think 
that they were somehow immune to the lessons of his
tory produced a grossly mismanaged occupation that 
has become hated by most Iraqis and has engendered 
a fierce resistance." As an example of the importance 
of history, he points out that Falluja, a small city on the 
Euphrates River, became one of the major flashpoints 
of the resistance for two reasons. First, the Sunnis of 
Falluja (known as the city of mosques) had been ex
posed to radical Salafi and Wahhabi doctrines because 
of the city's geographical location at the centre of a 
religious and tribal network. Second, Falluja had been 
the site of a killing of a British colonial official by a lo-
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cal sheikh in 1920. The killing sparked an Iraqi revolt 
that resulted in the British losing control over major 
parts of their colony. Indeed the British only regained 
control by massive bombing of civilian populations. 
That sheikh's grandson is now spokesperson for the 
Council of Muslim Ulema and is a well-known critic of 
the U.S. opposition. The Iraqis had made the connection 
between the imperialism of old and the new imperialism 
even if the Americans refused to do so. 

In the five chapters that follow, Khalidi writes a brief 
and accessible history of the American presence in the 
Middle East. In the early years of the 20th century, 
while the many Arabs were under British and French 
control, they admired the United States as a democratic 
power. This changed as American oil interests began 
to collude with the British in order to maintain control 
over the region. The history after the Second World War 
(when the West understood the necessity of control of 
petroleum for modem warfare, economic growth, and 
political power) soured that good will. 

Khalidi 's history is written from an engaged and 
critical perspective. He frankly confronts and counters 
many of the myths and cliches about Iraq, the Middle 
East and Islam emanating from the White House and 
its supporters. He is also critical of Arabs and Middle 
Eastern regimes. However, his criticisms come from 
an informed historical perspective. For example, on the 
question of democracy and human rights in the Middle 
East, he admits that countries in the Middle East have 
a dismal record. However, he challenges that idea that 
the "democratic deficit" in the Middle East is a prod
uct of Islam. Indeed, he argues, there have been many 
democratic movements, initiatives, and institutions in 
these countries and many have received support from 
the Muslim religious establishment of the time. On the 
other hand, the Arab tradition of a strong central state 
with unrestricted power is an indigenous and real bar
rier to democracy. This tradition was encouraged by 
British, French, and American forces who traditionally 
opposed the development of democratic movements and 
supported reactionary political regimes that guaranteed 
their access to oil. Often the colonizers - and not Islam 
- have been the real obstacle to democracy in the Middle
East. He writes: "It almost seems as if the obsessive and
unfounded focus on Islam as the reason for the lack of
democracy in the Arab or Islamic world is intended to



distract attention from other more obvious reasons, like 
the incessant interference of the Western powers." 

In the end, K.halidi 's book is an ethical appeal to his 
fellow Americans to question the ethics of empire to 
which they have committed themselves in the 21st cen
tury. The American dream of empire, rooted in a tragic 
historical amnesia, .can only lead to more violence. For 
students of peace and coµfl.ict studies, religion and ide
ology, modem Islam, Muslim-Christian relations, and 

social ethics, this short and readable history is an in
valuable resource that provides the historical context for 
the current debacle in Iraq and growing tensions in the 
Middle East. It is elegantly written for an educated, non
specialist audience. In this day of instant "experts" on 
the Middle East, this contribution by someone steeped in 
the history of the region is indeed welcome. 

Christ and History 
The Christology of Bernard Lonergan 
BY FREDERICK E. CROWE, SJ 

Frederick Crowe presents a comprehensive look at the evolution of Bernard 
Lonergan's understancling of Christ. It is a chronological analysis of Lonergan's 
main writings and lectures pertaining directly or indirectly to Christology. 

Using the scissors action that Lonergan's Insight made famous, Crowe demon
strates that there is a conceptual unity intrinsic to Lonergan's Christology as it 
developed and matured over 45 years. For Crowe the uppe} blade of the scissors is 
history; that dominant theme in Lonergan's whole life-work. It will join the lower 
blade of Lonergan's christological writing ( the data) to create an over-arching idea. 

Frederick Crowe proudly admits to a subjective and personal side in presenting 
what he hopes is an objective view of Lonergan's work. The book is offered as a 
work of 'piety'; the Latin pietas - the 'piety' of a student for a revered teacher. 

David Seljak 

ChristmMistory 

2-89507-630-8
$29.95 Cdn, 280pp

Available at your local bookstore or call 1-800-387-7164 to order 
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Torture 
Religious Ethics 

'"" 

National Security 

Religious Ethics and National Security 
BY JOHN PERRY, SJ 

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 
social justice and moral/ethical teaching can help eradicate torture from the 
world. At the core, Perry emphasizes the importance of torture victims 
speaking for themselves. 

John Perry 
John Perry is a Jesuit priest who teaches ethics at St. Paul's College, 
University of Manitoba. 

2·89507-604·9 
Paperback, $21.95 Cdn 

Globalization and Catholic Social Thought 
Present Crisis, Future Hope 
EDITED BY JOHN A. COLEMAN, S.J. AND WILLIAM E RYAN, S.J. 

Bill Ryan and John Coleman bring together an international group of writers 
and thinkers that will help readers find the real stories behind and below the 
headlines of globalization. 

Each contributor presents a uniquely Roman Catholic response to globalization's 
impact on human dignity and the common good. The presentations include a 
special emphasis on the poor and the marginalized, with a particular focus on 
issues of North-South discrepancies in wealth and political influence. 

Presentations of Catholic social thought include its relation to other faiths; 
ecology; just war theory - continually current issues in view of Kyoto, Iraq 
and a seeming rise in sectarianism . 

2-89507-602·2
Paperback, $36.95 Cdn

.__ ___ ,_ Available at your local bookstore or call 1-800-387-7164 to order 
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