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D
orothee Solle once described the effect Bach's St.
Matthew's Passion had on her as follows: 

Listening to the oratorio, I become part of the 
story .... I hear, and my inner eye is opened. What 
does this music do with me? It touches me, it 
moves me, and it teaches me; it leads me into real
ity .... This music makes me feel and see what I did 
not feel and had preferred not to see at all. 1 

Here one of the leading critical theologians of the 
past forty years testifies how music helped give rise to 
her ethical concern. Other aesthetic activities can also 
function in this way. 

Critical theologians have not given much attention to 
aesthetics, that is, the study of beauty and "the way in 
which we see, hear and feel things through sense percep
tion, primarily through the arts, and the way in which 
we evaluate and appreciate what we experience."2 The 
urgent nature of ethical concerns tends to make concern 
for aesthetics seem a luxury that those struggling for 
justice will only have time for once social change is 
achieved. However, critical theologies are concerned 
with power, for the social changes they seek can only 
be achieved through its exercise. 3 This concern should 
extend to the many kinds of power found in societies, as 
oppressed groups and movements for social justice can 
disempower themselves by overlooking and failing to 
utilize forms of power lying within their reach.4 It is this 

concern with different kinds of P2cW�rth_11.t ci;,eates a first 
connection between critical theologies and aesthetics, 
for aesthetics is in part about the non-coercive power 
that beauty and creative forms of expression can exert. 
The power of aesthetics can be a means of repression. 
During the five-year Dirty War carried on in Argentina 
in the 1970s and 1980s, "the very spectacle of force, the 
entrancing and awesome show" put on by paramilitary 
forces helped create an atmosphere of acceptance and 
acquiescence to their brutality. 5 Yet the power of aesthet
ics can also work towards liberation. 
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In recent years, critical theologians have begun to 
attend to aesthetics.6 Among the various roles that aes
thetics can play in struggles for justice are: 1) helping 
communicate a truth claim; 2) helping envision a new, 
more just social order; 3) enlivening and restraining so
cial movements through celebration; and 4) as a means 
ofresistance to evil when no other is available. 

Communicating a Truth Claim 

Communicating a truth claim is essential to any 
movement for social justice working within the legal 
limits of democracies. 7 Such movements can only suc
ceed by shaping democratic opinion and will. 8 This 
means that they must communicate their truth claims in 
a convicting way amongst competing versions of reality. 
People's consciousness must first be raised so that they 
recognize the evils present in social structures before 
they will work to change them.9 Aesthetics can play a 
key role here. 

Serene Jones gives an example of this in her analy
sis of the struggle between three labour unions and the 
Yale University administration in 1996. When talks 
between the unions and the university administration 
stalemated, union members and supporters "weary from 
the year-long struggle"10 seemed likely to concede to the
administration's terms. Then a full-page letter appeared 
in the New Haven Register, signed by over one hundred 
local Christian, Jewish and Islamic clergypersons of var
ious backgrounds. Entitled "David versus Goliath," the 
letter portrayed the unions as David versus the Goliath 
of the university administration. A week later the unions 
held a large and successful rally on the Yale campus. 
Three days afterwards the university administration 
offered terms acceptable to the unions.11 According to 
Jones, it "was the clergy letter that turned the tide in this 
protracted struggle,"12 renewing union members' com
mitment and garnering crucial support for their cause. 

It is important to note that this letter did not present 
any new information. It achieved its effect chiefly by 
describing this labour struggle in the terms of a religious 
narrative with strong moral overtones. Through this 
aesthetic technique the letter presented a truth claim that 
helped unify the three unions and forced community 
members to take a side in the struggle. 13 

A second example of the importance of aesthetics 
for presenting a truth claim comes from the anti-death 
penalty movement in the United States. Since the rein
statement of capital punishment in 1976, the number of 
state executions there increased until 1999,14 but since
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2000 has sharply declined.15 Through the 1980s and 
1990s anti-death penalty advocates presented rational 
arguments demonstrating the failings of the American 
judicial system in relation to capital punishment. Though 
their arguments were well-founded, none attained reso
nance with the American electorate. Then in 1998 a new 
strategy was adopted. In a dramatic presentation at a 
conference at Northwestern University's law school in 
Chicago, thirty-one men who had been exonerated while 
awaiting execution stepped forward one by one to tell 
their stories before television cameras. Since then the 
anti-death penalty movement in America has steadily 
gained ground, while many other liberal causes there 
have suffered setbacks. 16 The catalyst was partly the
change in focus from the arbitrariness of the judicial sys
tem to the innocence of those wrongfully condemned, 17 

but also the aesthetics of this particular presentation, the 
power of the testimony of those wrongfully convicted, 
that has made the movement more successful. 18 Again,
it was not simply the presentation of new facts or argu
ments, but the aesthetic power of the presentation that 
helped it gain a hearing where previous arguments had 
failed. The book, film and opera Dead Man Walking19 

also demonstrate this power of aesthetics to present this 
ethical concern in a compelling way. 

Further examples of the importance of aesthetics in 
presenting the truth claims of social movements could 
be given.20 Theologians have long known that the power. 
to communicate and convince of any truth claim lies as 
much in the aesthetics of its presentation as in its logic 
and veracity.21 Rational argument is necessary to test
and demonstrate truth claims. Yet, in and of itself, it is 
often insufficient to communicate these in a meaning
ful way. Art can have a transformative effect on people 
because it is able to depict the truth, to make it present, 
in ways that move people to appreciate and act on it.22 

As the ethical concerns of social movements need to be 
communicated effectively in the public sphere, critical 
theologies should reflect on how aesthetics can aid in 
doing this. As Heather Eaton notes, 

To claim that the earth is sacred is easy. To move 
people to experience and understand a sacred di
mension to life, and be inspired to protect the earth 
community is not; ... [this] requires insights into 
the processes of knowing, or epistemology.23 

Aesthetics can provide some of these insights. 



Envisioning the New 
and Articulating the Good 

In addition to helping communicate truth claims, 
the arts of all kinds have a vital role to play in helping 
imagine the new, more just. social orders that critical 
theologies intend. Movements for social justice often 
mobilize in resistance to some perceived destruction 
or threat. However, at some point they need to move 
beyond protest and negation to a constructive vision 
of what they seek. Aesthetic endeavours are essential 
to formulating this vision. Ernst Bloch has shown how 
utopian impulses towards a more humane world often 
arise in various art forms.24 Here future worlds can be 
anticipated and made present.25 As they help anticipate 
and imagine the new social order, the arts can be on
tologically productive to a limited but real extent. The 
symbols people live by, · the utopias they pursue and 
the visions of beauty that they hold influence people's 
perceptions and actions and so enter into the creation of 
social life. 26 Aesthetics is not merely about taste, but also 
about the realization of justice, as the values expressed . 
in the social visions people live by help shape the life 
worlds they inhabit. The power of art and aesthetics to 
help shape social imaginations and communicate truth 
claims means that they can become a means of politi
cal resistance, as they were against apartheid in South 
Africa in the 1980s,27 or a means of political repression, 
as happened in Argentina during the 1970s and 1980s.28 

However, aesthetics does not just serve ethical 
concerns. Aesthetic endeavours and techniques can 
also play a role in the origin of ethical commitment. 
Experiences of beauty can inspire people to struggle 
for justice. For example, Charles Taylor argues that 
ethical concerns arise as people are moved by moral 
ideals.29 These ideals awaken within people an eros to 
participate in the goodness and beauty that they portray. 
Art can express the beauty of moral ideals in a way that 
moves people to realize them. In this way aesthetics can 
awaken eros that gives rise to agape. As both Augustine 
and Jonathan Edwards argued, a person's will is moved 
by what they love. Beauty that awakens eros can exert a 
call summoning people to ethical commitment.30 This is 
illustrated in the opening quotation from Dorothee Solle 
given above. 

Aesthetics is thus deeply intertwined with ethical and 
religious concerns. The disclosive power of aesthetic en
deavours can lead people to a greater appreciation of the 
values present in transcendent moral sources. While not 
all art and music helps empower an ethically responsible 

spirituality,31 for participants, the arts "hold potential 
as a source of religious" and ethical "revitalization, at 
least insofar as artistic activities help to nurture interest 
in spiritual growth."32 For observers, the arts can inspire 
"the religious imagination."33 They do so by providing a 
means of articulating and experiencing moral sources.34 

As the arts do this, they help people connect to these 
moral sources and thus can be a source of ethical com
mitment. 

The truth disclosed in experiences of the beautiful 
and sublime must be rationally and empirically tested,35 

for as Augustine noted, there are kinds of beauty that 
lead away from justice.36 Yet what is perceived in a 
vision of beauty or goodness exceeds what can be 
grasped through explanatory or procedural reason. 37 

Explanations of what is morally right are derived 
ultimately from understandings of the good. It is an 
underlying notion of the good which "gives the point of 
the rules which define the right."38 This does not mean 
that understandings of the good are inaccessible to criti
cal reasoning and beyond its reach. Visions of the good 
can be discussed, contrasted, and critiqued. However, 
the reason that carries out this critique is never neutral 
but always "interested" itself, in the sense of being in
formed at a fundamental level by a vision of the good.39 

The receptive and critical functions of reason need to be 
held in a dialectical relationship here. A vision of good
ness and beauty that gives rise to ethical concern and 
notions of what is right needs to be tested and at times 
refined and corrected by the latter. Yet the primacy of the 
good as that which gives rise to the sense of the right
ness of procedures or principles of justice remains. The 
principles of what is right are conceived on the basis of 
an intuition of the good. It is the disclosure or intuition 
of the good that first moves one to ethical commitment. 
Aesthetic activities can be one place from which such a 
vision of goodness arises. 

Celebrating Social Justice 

Every social movement is empowered and guided by 
an aesthetic, that is, a vision of beauty or a utopia, that i_t 
seeks to realize and that it must communicate..,to others 
if it is to succeed. However, beauty and aesthetics are 
never simply a source of ethical concern and a means to 
attaining justice. They are also an end in themselves. The 
beauty of moral ideals that empower social movements 
calls not only for service, but also for celebration. 

Paul Tillich used the term "holy waste" to describe 
the action of the woman who anointed Jesus' head with 
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nard.40 Tillich interpreted the disciples who criticized 
her for wasting resources as representing the reasonable 
element of religion and ethical concem.41 The woman's 
action represented "the ecstatic element in our relation 
to God," of which Jesus approved over against her mor
alizing critics. 42 Here Tillich identified a tension at the 
heart of ethical and religious life. The good that ethical 
concerns and social movements seek to realize calls for 
celebration through aesthetic expression. The moral 
ideals that inspire protestors lead them ultimately "to 
go dancing, because they know they are released by the 
greater, deeper, and wider powers, the ones that liberate 
them from the weighty bonds of oppressive worlds."43 

Such celebration can never be fully justified by prag
matic arguments. 

From a utilitarian perspective the use of resources for 
celebration seems immoral in the face of acute material 
deprivation. Yet celebrations involving holy waste occur 
in the most impoverished of neighbourhoods. The good 
that gives rise to ethical concern and social movements 
calls for "representation and celebration" as well as ser
vice. 44 Love for God "manifests itself ethically in love 
to the neighbour but also aesthetically in festive play 
before God."45 Churches recognize this implicitly when 
they celebrate communion. To be human is to celebrate 
the values that give life meaning, as well as to seek to 
realize them further through the increase of justice and 
peace. 

When some strands of modem Western humanism 
repudiated the celebration of transcendent values, they 
inadvertently helped provoke a modem anti-humanism 
that extols an aesthetic of vitality and power over ethical 
concern for others.46 This represents a partially justi
fied protest against the tendency of utilitarian strands of 
modem humanism to stifle celebration of transcendent 
moral and religious values and to deny the ecstatic or 
sacramental nature of creation and human life. 

Shared aesthetic delight helps build the social 
power47 that movements for social justice need to real
ize their goals in democratic societies. It can also foster 
hope, preventing such movements from collapsing into 
cynicism, and humility,48 in the recognition that the good 
that is sought is greater than the movements that seek it 
and comes ultimately as a gift. However, aesthetic cel
ebrations of the good that movements for social justice 
seek to realize are justified ultimately not by their utility 
for the struggle, but by the nature of God's goodness. 
Transcendent goods by their very nature give rise to 
joy and celebration. The transcendent good that is not 
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celebrated is not truly appreciated and not fully known. 
Under the conditions of the Fall, the celebration and aes
thetic expression of divine goodness will always stand in 
some tension with the ethical concerns it motivates. The 
appropriateness of how and when a good should be cel
ebrated will always be a matter of debate and practical 
judgment. Yet such celebrations are a part ofrecognizing 
and doing justice to the transcendent realities that give 
meaning to life. The ultimate warrant for the holy waste 
they involve lies in the self-diffusive nature of God's 
goodness and beauty, which seeks to further express 
and communicate itself, and which finds a fulfillment 
when it is celebrated on earth and served through acts of 
solidarity and compassion that seek its further realiza
tion. To neglect either celebration or service is to do it 
injury. 

Aesthetic Resistance 

This leads to a fourth role for aesthetics in social 
movements. There are some situations· where evil and 
injustice are so strongly entrenched that no hope of 
overthrowing them exists. Yet here the good can still 
be witnessed to aesthetically, by symbolic acts that cel
ebrate it in :fidelity to the transcendence of the good even 
when it is materially absent. Melissa Raphael describes 
how Jewish women in Nazi concentration camps did this 
through acts of caring for one another.49 As she observes, 
there was an aesthetic dimension to the radical evil 
enacted in Auschwitz. It was intended in part to make 
God invisible50 and to destroy not just the Jewish people 
but the Jewish faith itself. It failed to do this insofar as 
Jewish women and men, interned there, continued to 
"resist violence by the spectacle oflove."51 

An aesthetic dimension, an element of perfor
mance, is intrinsic to human life.52 The theology of Paul 
recognized this in describing the calling of Christians 
as being to bear witness to whom they belong.53 This 
recognition is also present in the Johannine notion that 
people overcome one aspect of evil simply by continuing 
to have faith in Jesus Christ.54 In situations of extreme 
oppression, acts of aesthetic resistance are sometimes all 
that is possible. These have meaning and beauty as they 
help the light of God's love continue to shine in the face 
of sin and evil, preventing them from achieving a total 
victory. 

Conclusion 

Aesthetics should never be the focal concern of 
critical theologies. Aesthetic power can never replace 



rigorous social analysis or a realistic assessment of 
possibilities in critical thought. However, aesthetics 
do have a place in critical theologies and should be 
given adequate attention. People do "not live by bread 
alone."55 They also need to b� empowered, motivated, 
sustained, and enriched by beauty· and the celebration 
of goodness. 
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Introduction 

I
n the closing decades of the twentieth century, the
religious character of Canadian society has notice

ably shifted. Alongside traditional Christian churches 
which have historically dominated the Canadian land� 
scape, one now finds synagogues, mosques, Hindu 
temples, Buddhist temples, Sikh gurudwaras, and the 
now recognized sacred spaces of the indigenous nations. 
Organizations dedicated to new religious movements, 
Paganism, the occult, or "New Age" spirituality have 
become more prominent. Agnosticism. and atheism. have 
become "identities" in them.selves. Canadians are more 
and more encountering different religions and spiritual 
paths in workplaces, neighbourhoods, leisure activi
ties, politics, and the daily news. As religious diversity 
becomes more prominent, so has the range of responses 
to this variety. In Canada, where one's religious identity 
is often kept private, interfaith initiatives provide one of 
the few public forums where one is encouraged to affirm 
one's religious convictions. 

Interfaith initiatives in Canada run the gamut from 
small informal "home-study" circles, to specific out
reach efforts by individual religious communities, to 
more formal publicly identified interfaith organizations. 
As an account of all efforts is near impossible, this pa
per instead offers a preliminary profile of developments 
within the Canadian interfaith movement from its roots 
in post-WWII initiatives to the broad spectrum of the 
more formal publicly identified government and grass
roots initiatives found throughout Canada today. I do 
not offer an exhaustive account or directory of interfaith 
activities in Canada, but instead provide a generalized 
typology of the development stages and types of initia
tives found within the Canadian interfaith movement. 1 
The :findings are based on the preliminary results of 
an ongoing doctoral research project that draws from 
more than 90 in-depth interviews with active partici
pants and an examination of literature produced by and 
about publicly recognized interfaith initiatives found 
in primarily urban centres across Canada (Vancouver, 
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Victoria, Calgary, Edmonton, Toronto, Montreal, and 
Halifax). 

The Interfaith Movement in Canada 

In a 2004 essay entitled "The Interfaith Movement: 
An Incomplete Assessment,"2 Kusumita Pedersen sug
gested that the strongest catalyst for the development 
of interfaith activity in any locality is the presence of 
a multireligious population where minorities are often 
key players. Some initiatives may develop in response 
to political situations where tension or violent conflict 
has been exacerbated by religious divisions. Other 
interfaith activities have developed from the desire to 
address social justice issues including poverty, violence, 
and the concern for civil liberties, including freedom of 
religion. Still others develop out of the simple desire to 
learn more about the different religious traditions that 
are practised within one's own neighbourhood through 
shared worship services, visits to houses of worship, as 
well as educational forums and dialogues. 

In Canada, we can see the influence of each of the 
above factors in the three-phase development of the 
Canadian interfaith movement. 

Phase One - Post-World War II Period to the 

Late 1960s 

Statistics Canada census figures indicate that from 
Confederation to the late 1960s, the Canadian popula
tion was about 97% Christian.3 Throughout this period 
relations between religious communities tended more 
along Christian ecumenical lines that were centred 
primarily on the Canadian Council of Churches that in
cluded members from several of the mainline Protestant 
traditions (Anglican, Presbyterian, United Church, 
and Lutheran), several Baptist assemblies, and a few 
Orthodox churches. The Roman Catholic tradition re
mained on the margins of these efforts until well after 
the adoption of the changes introduced by Vatican II 
(1962 to 1965). Interfaith initiatives were rare until after 
WWII and were limited primarily to dialogue efforts 
between Christians and Jews in an effort to address 
atrocities of the Second World War. Some better known 
initiatives include the Canadian Council of Christian and 
Jews (CCCJ) (founded in 1947 with chapters in urban 



centres including Montreal and Toronto) and the World 
Conference of Religions for Peace which likewise had 
small but active chapters in various urban centres across 
Canada (Montreal, Toronto, Ottawa, Vancouver, and 
Calgary). 

Phase Two - 1970s to 9/11 

This second phase is marked by the introduction of 
the point-system immigration policy by the Canadian 

government, which resulted in greater ethnic and 

religious diversity within the growing immigrant popu
lation. While Christian-Jewish relations continued to 
develop, the period also includes the development of a 
number of government and grassroots interfaith initia
tives whose mandate was to build bridges between the 
'new to Canada' faith communities through programs 
that addressed a range of social justice issues. Most ef
forts began in larger urban centres of Canada (Toronto, 
Montreal, Vancouver), where immigrants clustered and 
developed more visible religious communities. 

For example, in Vancouver, on the heels of the first 
World Urban Forum-Habitat conference in 1976, two in
terfaith organizations were born: the Ecumenical Action 
Society of British Columbia (since 1997 the Multifaith 
Action Society of British Columbia-MAS-BC) and the 
Pacific Interfaith Citizens Association. Both organiza
tions continue today. From inception, the mandate of 
each organization has included the objective of raising 
awareness about the diverse religious traditions practised 
in the Vancouver area. For example, the main focus of the 

Ecumenical (later Multifaith) Action Society of British 
Columbia (MAS-BC) has 1:>een to provide interreligious 
education and social justice activities to Vancouverites. 

Social justice interfaith activities coordinated by the 
group include the founding of the Vancouver food bank 
and support of various programs to assist the homeless. 

Interreligious education initiatives promote religious 
diversity through a range of programs including the 
interfaith calendar (since 1996), greening sacred spaces 

project, day-long conferences, and an ongoing program 
of public tours of worship spaces in the community. 
Membership is voluntary. Although membership in the 
original organization was primarily Christian (Anglican 
and United Church members), the social justice agenda 
of the organization has from the first days attracted 
many individuals from the Unitarian, Jewish, Baha'i, 
Zoroastrian, Sikh, Hindu, Buddhist and, more recently, 
Muslim communities. 

In 1976, The Pacific Interfaith Citizens Association 
(PICA) was born from the efforts of a small number 
of Muslims, Sikhs, Hindu, Jews, and Christians who 
wanted to eliminate religious and racial discrimination 
by hosting public awareness events, including interfaith 
education conferences, courses, and annual dinners. 
Membership in PICA was more formal than MAS-BC 
in that each PICA member was appointed to the board 
of directors by their religious community to act as an 
official representative of their religious community. The 
formal structure of the organization has allowed it to 
serve as an advisory organization to provincial and fed
eral government consultations that request public input 
on issues of faith. Membership includes representatives 
from the Muslim, Roman Catholic, Chinese United 
Church, Sikh, Hindu, and Jewish communities. 

This second phase also, saw the development and 
adoption of interfaith policies and programs for a num
ber of government institutions (including correctional 
services, health care, education, government adminis
tration, and the military) as a means of responding to 
the diverse religious needs of the changing Canadian 
population. These initiatives will be discussed in greater 
detail below. 

Phase Three - Post 9/11 

The post-9/11 period is marked by tremendous 
growth in the general awareness of religious diversity in 
Canada and the world, in large part the result of media 
coverage of global conflicts in which religion plays a 
major role. The interfaith movement has in many re
spects capitalized on this growing awareness with the 
introduction and refinement of a number of outreach 
efforts that not only promote the positive impact that 
religion and religiously devout individuals can have on 
society, but provide the larger community with access to 
the fruits of interfaith networks and resources, including 
education programs about religion and religious diver
sity, shared worship exercises, interfaith peace efforts, 

and numerous initiatives dedicated to social justice 
issues like poverty, violence, and justice for religious .
minority groups. .., · 

Interfaith Policies and Programs 
in Government Institutions 

As mentioned above, there have been a number of 
interfaith policies and programs developed and imple
mented by various institutions representing all levels of 
government, including correction services, health care, 
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education, and the military. In many respects, it is these 
institutions that best demonstrate how Canadians have 
formally recognized religious pluralism as a social fact 
- some more successfully than others.

One of the most successful efforts to respond to re
ligious pluralism is found in the policies and programs 
adopted by the various correction services agencies in 
their effort to accommodate the religious needs of in
carcerated Canadians. Correction services at the federal, 
provincial, and municipal levels include training pro
grams for staff aimed at raising awareness of the various 
means by which the system accommodates the diverse 
religious needs of the population found within the prison 
system. Correctional chaplaincy programs have become 
multifaith and work to ensure prisoners have access 
to religious leaders when required and that the system 
provides the means for all to perform their religious 
duties. For example, according to the "Memorandum 
of Understanding between the Correctional Service 
of Canada (CSC) and the Interfaith Committee on 
Chaplaincy (IFC)", the CSC shall ensure that: 

.. . where practicable, the necessities that are not 
contraband and that are reasonably required by an 
inmate for the inmate's religion or spirituality are 

· made available to the inmate, including
(a) interfaith chaplaincy services;
(b) facilities for the expression of the religion or
spirituality;
(c) a special diet as required by the inmate's
religious or spiritual tenets; and
( d) the necessities related to special religious or
spiritual rites of the inmate.4 

To assist staff, prison chaplains, inmates, and their 
families in fulfilling the above guidelines for religious 
or spiritual practices, the Correction Service of Canada 
website provides a range of electronic resources includ
ing the official Correction Service Prayer of Canada, 
various reports and documents about chaplaincy ser
vices, and general guidelines for religious diets and 
religious accommodation in CSC institutions.5

The health care system has been slower in adapt
ing their services to accommodate religious diversity, 
with much of the pressure directed toward chaplaincy 
programs in hospitals. It is the chaplain who acts as 
the liaison between the patient and medical staff when 
religious questions or needs are raised. Most hospital 
chaplaincy programs across the country are multifaith 
or non-denominational. Increasingly, hospital chaplains 
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must complete an extensive training program offered 
by the Canadian Association for Pastoral Practice and 
Education (CAPPE) that includes a basic overview of 
diverse religious traditions. However, the emphasis 
for chaplaincy services in the hospital setting tends 
more towards "spiritual care" than "religious needs." 
Individuals who want to pursue a career as a chaplain are 
also required to have some formal training in theology 
and sponsorship from their religious community, both of 
which are not readily accessible to many non-Christians 
living in Canadian. 

The education system has had mixed results in adapt
ing to the new religious diversity. At the elementary 
and secondary level, the attempt to counter the grow
ing religious illiteracy in Canada has been limited. 6 

However, there have been some signs of progress. In 
Ontario, the Roman Catholic separate school boards 
have incorporated a course on world religions into the 
Grade 11 curriculum. In Toronto, several confessional 
secondary schools (Catholic, Jewish, and Muslim), 
along with a number of public high schools (in the 2006-
2007 academic year), have taken advantage of a program 
developed by the Canadian Council of Christian and 
Jews. The "Discovering Diversity School Program" 
takes classes on a one-day bus tour to three houses of 
worship where clergy from each faith introduce the 
students to the religious tradition. This program has 
been in operation since 2002 and currently boasts a full 
schedule of one or two group tours every school day of 
the 2006-2007 academic year.7 Meanwhile in Quebec, 
the Ministry of Education has pushed for one of the 
more comprehensive religious education programs in 
Canada, one that includes dedicated animators in the 
classrooms throughout all levels of education. However, 
as an observer and parent of two students in the Quebec 
system, I feel that the effort to incorporate the program 
into schools has been limited to date. 

Efforts at post-secondary institutions have also pro
duced mixed results. While there are vibrant religious 
studies departments in many Canadian universities 
that offer courses covering the spectrum of religious 
expressions, the secular, positivistic orientation of many 
disciplines in the social sciences and humanities is re
flected in the limited number of courses that examine 
religion or religious diversity. Often the most visible 
and vocal promotion of religious diversity on campus 
is sponsored by the various chaplaincy offices. Many 
campus chaplaincy programs have adopted a multifaith 
formula that maintains connections with local religious 



communities to provide the increasingly diverse student 
population with access to chaplains from their own re
ligious faith tradition. Multifaith chaplaincies are often 
leaders on campus with the promotion of a range of 
informal education programs including interfaith fairs, 
meditation workshops that cut across traditions, brown
bag interfaith discussions, and public education events. 
They often organize and host interfaith worship services 
to mark university events including convocation or me
morial services when tragedy (most often death) strikes 
the campus. 

In Canada, there are only a few academic research 
institutes that examine religious diversity in society, 
including Victoria University's Centre for Studies in 
Religion and Society (since 1994), the Centre d'etude 
des religions de l'Universite de Montreal (CERUM) 
(since 2001), and the recently opened Chester Ronning 
Centre for the Study of Religion and Public Life at the 
University of Alberta ( opened in the spring of 2006). 
Simon Fraser University is launching the Interfaith 
Summer Institute for the summer of 2007. 

The Canadian military has had a chaplaincy program 
since its inception. Over the past decade there has been a 
concerted effort to expand from the traditional Christian 
base to incorporate interfaith training, especially given 
the increasing call for Canada to participate in more 
military exercises outside the country. Efforts have been 
made to provide non-Christian members of the military 
(primarily First Nations) with access to chapels to per
form their religious worship activities. However, the 
Canadian Forces has been less successful in recruiting 
non-Christians into the regular forces or to the chap
laincy program. To date there are only two non-Christian 
chaplains in the military: an Orthodox Rabbi inducted in 
February 2007;8 and the first Muslim Imam (installed in 
2003), who was recently been deployed to Afghanistan, 
where he not only performed regular pastoral duties but 
also assisted the troops in the cross-cultural communica
tion needs of the mission.9 

Grassroots Responses 

Beyond the formal initiatives outlined above are the 
grassroots interfaith groups in Canada. These groups 
are primarily informal; the membership roster for most 
interfaith initiatives is populated by lay practitioners 
who self-identify with a particular faith but do not act as 
official representatives for the community (see below). 

Individual members of mainstream-to-liberal 
Christian organizations dominate Canadian interfaith 

initiatives. Christian participants are by and large se
niors, but this is also increasingly evident for individuals 
from non-Christian traditions too. The increasing age of 
non-Christian participants is due in part to the chang
ing demographics within their own communities. As 
non-Christian communities become more established 
in Canada, there are more opportunities to become· 
involved with interfaith initiatives, especially for indi
viduals who have raised their families or are reaching 
retirement age. Nonetheless, a common complaint 
raised by interfaith groups is the need for greater repre
sentation from non-Christian communities, especially 
Muslims who seem to be underrepresented given that 
they constitute the largest non-Christian population in 
Canada. However, it may literally be a matter of time 
before this problem is resolved. The Canadian Muslim 
community, like many non-Christian communities, has 
grown rapidly in the closing decades of the twentieth 
century, with a five-fold increase in the population from 
1981 to 2001.10 As with other non-Christian communi
ties, growth has been primarily through immigration. As 
such, many Canadian Muslims are busy finding work 
and raising young families. For those with strong ties to 
their religion, whatever spare time and energy they have 
is most often directed to the development of the religious 
institutions that serve their community. For many, then, 
interfaith outreach comes second to the primary needs 
of providing for one's family and building one's own 
religious community. 

Interfaith initiatives in Canada tend to attract indi
viduals with some level of post-secondary education 
(many with graduate degrees), who have been active 
participants in religious communities with moderate to 
liberal ideologies ( eg. mainstream Christians from the 
United Church, Anglican churches, and Roman Catholic 
communities; Unitarians, Conservative to Reform Jews; 
Ahmidayya and some Sufi Muslims). While some ini
tiatives include participation by individuals from more 
conservative religious expressions (e.g. Christian evan
gelicals, Pentecostals, Mormons, Eastern Christians, 
and conservative expressions of non-Christi�n. tradi-. 
tions), it is more the exception than the rule. Individual 
participants from Buddhist communities include several 
North American converts. Initiatives in most large urban 
centres include individual participants from the Sikh and 
Hindu traditions. Although the Baha'i and Zoroastrian 
communities in Canada are quite small, many initia
tives try to include at lelJ.St one or the other or both. 
Involvement by First Nations people is inconsistent or 
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absent in most grassroots initiatives across the country. 
Moreover, some groups are open to accepting Pagans or 
"spiritual but not religious" people into their interfaith 
organization, but others are not. Individuals who join 
interfaith projects are often the sole participant from 
a specific religious community and may or may not 
inform their communities of issues considered by the 
interfaith initiative. Several participants indicated that 
while their individual participation with interfaith activi
ties has been embraced by some of their co-religionists, 
many were either indifferent or negative about participa
tion and the potential outcomes of such efforts. 

At the grassroots level, interfaith groups can follow 
a formal or informal organizational structure. Members 
may be solicited by invitation only or through open 
calls to the public at large. Initiatives could be limited 
to dialogues only, or expand to trialogue or multilateral 
dialogue formats. Some groups host regular meetings, 
whereas others gather on an ad hoe basis to address a 
specific issue. Some groups may attempt to manage a 
consistent program of educational interfaith activities or 
dedicate efforts to promote one-time events. Regardless 
of the format, the aims of most Canadian interfaith ini
tiatives tend to fall into three categories: networking, 
education, and social justice work. 

Networking 

Building bridges across traditions is a goal of many 
Canadian interfaith efforts. Many initiatives begin with 
the primary intention of providing the opportunity for 
individuals from different faith perspectives to get to 
know one another better. Over time members become 
better acquainted with the activities and practices of the 
member faith communities. Friendships develop and ste
reotypes diminish. These networks serve to support one 
another especially when issues arise, locally or globally, 
For example, in Halifax, the Halifax Interfaith Council 
has issued statements to the provincial government 
encouraging the continued practice of public prayer 
when opening government sessions as a celebration of 
religiosity in society. In Montreal, the Christian-Jewish 
dialogue group has several times issued statements 
against acts of violence directed at religious groups (e.g. 
the fire-bombing of a Jewish school library in 2004). 

Dialogue groups in particular have networking as 
a common goal. Often, individual members must be 
invited to participate. Regular meetings are held where 
members or guest speakers initiate discussion through 
presentations on one tradition's approach to a particular 
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concept and/or practice that is often found in both tradi
tions included in the dialogue group ( eg. forgiveness, 
mercy, prayer, marriage, and seasonal celebrations). 
Some groups might also organize visits to worship cen
tres where they would participate in services. Still others 
gather to share information about events in their own 
communities that might be of interest to others. 

Education 

Education programs are another central goal of many 
interfaith groups, whether directed to their members 
only or to a broader public audience. Some of the more 
common interfaith education initiatives found in Canada 
include: touring houses of worship, one-off evening 
panel discussions, organized year-long programs, day
long conferences, interfaith worship retreats, multifaith 
concerts, shared meals, and multifaith centres. 

Many educational visits to houses of worship fol
low the familiar format of observing a worship service, 
followed by a panel presentation, Q&A, and a shared 
meal prepared by the host congregation. In Toronto, 
the Scarborough Missions Interfaith desk promotes 
"Interfaith Educational Series" fall and spring evening 
lectures that highlight individuals or panel discus
sions on various themes ( eg. Understanding Native 
Spirituality, Sacred Cinema, Mysticism in the World's 
Religions, Humour in the World's Religions). Many 
interfaith initiatives have also hosted cultural events that 
highlight music, art and food associated with different 
faith traditions. Shared worship services are also part 
of the outreach programs for many communities. For 
example, a Vancouver interfaith initiative has brought 
together many faith traditions for a spring salmon 
blessing service; the Edmonton Interfaith Centre for 
Education and Action hosts an annual interfaith prayer 
event; and the Halifax Interfaith Council developed in 
part from the need for the community to prepare a mul
tifaith memorial service for the victims of the Swiss Air 
crash in 2002. A few organizations have created or are 
in the process of creating interfaith centres. There is, for 
example, the Edmonton Interfaith Centre for Education 
and Action (since 1996), the Vancouver Interfaith 
Spiritual Centre (a project of the 2010 Olympics), and 
the recent announcement (March 2007) in Toronto to 
develop the Toronto Interfaith Council and Centre. 

Social Justice 

In her paper, Pedersen recognized the desire to work 
for a common purpose as a key motivator for many in 



the interfaith movement. From international initiatives 
like the World Parliament of Religions to national, sub
national, and local activities, individuals come together 
to work on a wide range of issues including "poverty, 
human rights, and the enviropment, as well as war and 
other forms ofviolence."11 While there are a number of 
non-profit: non-governmental organizations that focus 
their efforts on similar issues, what makes interfaith ini
tiatives different is that individuals who participate come 
to the table with their religious identities out front. 

Several participants expressed the satisfaction they 
felt participating in interfaith initiatives directed at 
social justice issues. Many commented that it was in 
the act of protesting, serving lunch to the homeless, 
or canvassing support that real friendships are forged 
with people from other faith traditions. For example, in 
Vancouver there is a Muslim-Jewish collective that once 
each month volunteers to manage the "Feed the Hungry" 
soup kitchen initiative that services homeless individu
als living in the drug-riddled east-side Hastings district 
in Vancouver. The interfaith group promotes friendly 
competition amongst members to volunteer for the 
activity through their on-line sign-up sheet that tallies 
the overall percentage of Muslims and Jews filling each 
position. Those who participate in the activity express 
appreciation for the opportunity to not only provide a 
service to the homeless but to build friendships between 
Muslims and Jews in Vancouver. 

Concluding Remarks 

The interfaith movement in Canada is small but has 
certainly grown from its post-WWII beginnings. As the 
above indicates, there is a range of activities that touch on 
various sectors of society. One noticeable shortcoming 
within the movement is the limited communication be
tween government, academic, and grassroots initiatives. 
An exception may be found in the Ontario Multifaith 
Council (OMC), a government-sponsored initiative that 
has brought together individuals from religious com
munities ( clergy and lay members), grassroots interfaith 
organizations, and government departments. The OMC 
operates a library, trains multifaith chaplains for correc
tion services and hospitals, and acts as a resource centre. 
In recent years the OMC has fielded more than 20,000 
questions about religious practices and accommodation 
raised by government departments, grassroot interfaith 
organizations, religious communities, and the general 
public. However, recent funding cuts by the Ontario 
government have greatly reduced the size of the OMC, 

the number of its staff, and its capacity to continue its 
education and training programs. Despite these cuts, the 
need for the information that the OMC provided remains 
the same. 

Several participants across the country expressed an 
interest in building a national interfaith council or net
work that would provide greater opportunity for sharing 
of information as well as coordinating activities among 
grassroots organizations, religious communities, and 
government agencies. This council would formalize the 
communication network that currently exists. As with 
many volunteer-based initiatives, active participants and 
leaders of the interfaith movement, particularly at the 
grassroots level,. already know or know of one another. 
This is especially the case among many Christian par
ticipants who know peoply across the country through 
previous involvement in Christian ecumenical activities, 
KAIR.OS, the Canadian Council for Christians and Jews, 
or the World Religions for Peace initiatives. However, 
national interfaith networks are not limited to Christian 
volunteers. There are many individuals from non
Christian traditions, including Muslims, Hindus, Sikhs, 
and Buddhists, who are aware of interfaith activities in 
which their co-religionists from the various regions in 
Canada are involved. These informal networks may 
provide the basis for building the more formal national 
network or council for which many grassroots partici
pants hope. 

In Canada there is a range of initiatives that speak to 
the growing diversity of the religious landscape. While 
communication among the various interfaith organiza
tions is limited, each offers another voice to the process 
of bridging religious diversity by raising the profile of 
the interfaith movement in Canada and beyond, pro
moting a sense of "togetherness" amongst religious 
practitioners from all world faiths, encouraging "coop
eration" as a normal behavior for humans, and providing 
the world with another example of how Canada makes 
its mosaic work. 

Laurie Lamoureux Scholes is a doctoral candidate at �optreal's
Concordia University. Her dissertation will look at the interfaith move
ment in Canada. 
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The Bible and Same-Sex Marriage 

Harold Wells 
Emmanuel College, Toronto, Canada 

The question of the ordination of homosexual clergy and even 

of homosexual bishops is a· lively issue today in the Anglican 

communion; the question of legal same-sex marriage is a lively 

one in many churches and in the civil courts of many countries. 

The United Church of Canada decided, through a vote of its 

General Council in 1 988, that active homosexuality was not 

in itself a bar to eligibility for ordination. When the question 

of same-sex marriage arose as an issue of law in Canada, the 

United Church supported it through legal representation at the 

Supreme Court of Canada. Following the decision of the Court 

in 2004. Parliament enacted legislation allowing for same-sex 

marriage, with the provision that no church or clergyperson 

would be required to solemnize such marriages. Local United 

Church congregations were then given the choice whether 

same-sex marriages could be solemnized by their ministers and 

within their walls. 

The following is a talk for a lay audience, specifically a local 

congregation of the United Church of Canada in the process 

of deciding on a marriage policy. It proposes a christological / 

liberationist hermeneutic of Scripture in support of Christian 

same-sex marriage. 

W
e. ':ish to m�e a theologically responsible de
c1s10n on this matter of same-sex marriage in 

church, a decision which is faithful to our Lord Jesus 
Christ and which respects Scripture and the theological 
heritage of our church, while at the same time taking 
account of all that we know today about homosexual re
lationships. I want to suggest that it is precisely because 
we love and follow Jesus, and not in spite of him, that 
we must stand in full solidarity with homosexual people 
in their quest for marriage, and it is precisely in faithful
ness to Jesus, as we know him through the Bible, that we 
must embrace them fully as members of the church, with 
all the privileges of other church members, including 
marriage. Let me explain why. 

Those who oppose this within the church usually do 
so, understandably, on the grounds that it is contrary 
to Scripture. Their reverence for Scripture is to be re
spected. We recognize that, yes, there are biblical texts 
that speak against homosexual relationships. Let's begin 
by looking at them: 

Leviticus 20:13: "If a man lies with a male as with 
a woman both of them have committed an abomi
nation; they shall be put to death. Their blood is 
upon them." 
Romans 1:26-27: (Paul) " ... God gave them up 
to degrading passions. Their women exchanged 
natural intercourse for unnatural, and in the same 
way also the men, giving up natural intercourse 
with women, were consumed with passion for one 
another. Men committed shameless acts with men 
and received in their own persons the due penalty 
for their error." 
I Corinthians 6:9-10: (Paul) "Fornicators, adul
terers, male prostitutes, sodomites, thieves, the 
greedy, drunkards, rivilers, robbers - none of 
these will inherit the Kingdom of God .. " [N.B. that 
'sodomites' (usually a synonym for homosexuals) 
is a reference to the story of Sodom and Gomorrah 
(Gen 19:1-29) which speaks of attempted homo
sexual rape, not homosexual love.] 
I suggest that these are harsh texts that we should not 

apply to homosexual people in our time. 
Basic to our decision on same-sex marriage is the 

more basic question about how the Bible should be inter
preted and applied in our lives today. This is not a simple 
matter. I propose these principles of interpretation, taken 
from the Bible itself: 

John 1:1, 14. "In the beginning was the Word ... 
and the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, 
full of grace and truth." This implies that it is the 
Word made flesh, Jesus Christ, not the Bible as 
such, that is the 'Word of God' for us. The words of 
the Bible, then, cannot be equated with the Word of 
God. Our great Protestant founder, Martin Luther, 
declared: "Christ is Lord and King of Scripture." 
That is, Christ, as God's own true Word, rules over 
our hearing of the Word from Scripture. .,. 
II Corinthians 3:6. " ... the letter kills, but the 
Spirit gives life." This text suggests that it can be 
very destructive to apply all biblical texts literally.

We follow not the letter of the law, but search for 
the spirit of the biblical message, especially the 
spirit of Jesus. 
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John 16:12. (Jesus:) "I still have many things to 

say to you, but you cannot bear them now. When 

the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into 
all the truth." This suggests that God's Word and 
truth to us did not end with the closing of the bib
lical canon. The Word is the living reality of God 

speaking, by the power of the Spirit. The Spirit still 
continually guides us into new truth. 

Just what is the Bible, then, and what is its authority 

for us? The Bible, of course, is indispensable for us, 
and must be basic to the consideration of this and every 
other question that faces us in the church. It is our pri

mary source document for the Christian faith. Without 
the Bible we would know nothing of Jesus Christ, of 

his life, deeds or teaching, or his death and resurrec
tion. Our most fundamental Christian beliefs all reach 

us through the Bible. Our basic ethics, from the Ten 
Commandments, the prophets and Jesus, derive from the 

Bible. Moreover, the Bible is full of wonderful, inspir
ing texts, which give us faith and hope, courage in times 
of trouble, and which challenge us to live in love. So 
the Bible is precious to us. That's why we call it 'Holy 
Scripture.' 

We hope and believe that God will speak to us again 
and again through the words of the Bible. However, the 

idea that the words of the Bible are identical with God's 
own words is not a traditional Christian understand

ing of Scripture. It is closer to the Muslim idea of the 

Qur'an, which Muslims generally believe is God's very 
own words, dictated directly to Muhammad. Christians 

have not usually believed that the words of the Bible 

have been dictated by God. For most Christians, the 

Bible is written by flawed and fallible human beings; 

they may indeed have been 'inspired,' but their writings 

often reflect the limitations of the times in which they 
were written. 

Now in fact, we do not, any ofus, treat the words of 

the Bible as the very words of God. Let me give you a 
few examples of texts that we do not, and should not, 

apply as words from God. 

On Women 

I Corinthians 14:34: "Women should be silent in 

the churches, for they are not permitted to speak, 
but should be subordinate . . . If there is anything 

they desire to know, let them ask their husbands 

at home. For it is shameful for a woman to speak 
in church." See also I Timothy 2:12-15: "Let a 
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woman learn in silence with full submission. I per
mit no woman to teach or to have authority over a 

man; she is to keep silent ... Yet she will be saved 
through childbearing." 

It is clear to almost everyone today that these texts 
reflect the context of the ancient world, when women 

were uneducated and had no social status. The author 
is expressing here customs and concepts of his own 

day. However, such texts were used in our church early 
in the twentieth century to argue against the ordination 

of women.After struggling with texts of this kind, the 
United Church eventually came to believe that it was 

guided by the Spirit in setting aside these texts. In fact, 

we were the first church in Canada to ordain women, in 
1936. Today most other Protestant churches have fol
lowed us in this. Not only do we ordain women, we have 

women as moderators, women theologians and biblical 
scholars, women presidents of conference, women as 

chairs of official boards, women as participants who 
debate in congregational meetings. These texts against 

women speaking and against women's authority were 
set aside because they were contrary to the spirit of 

Jesus. They were also contrary to what twentieth-cen

tury people had learned about the potential of women to 

be leaders in church and society. 

The Subordination of Women and Slaves 

Ephesians 5:22: "Wives, be subject to your hus

bands as you are to the Lord ... " 

Ephesians 6:5: "Slaves, obey your earthly masters 

with fear and trembling, in singleness of heart, as 

you obey Christ." 

This text places women on a level with slaves (and 

children), and slavery itself is condoned in this text. 
Abolitionists, who opposed slavery, constantly had to 
deflect such biblical texts, which were used for centuries 

to defend that abominable institution. Today all over the 

world we condemn and reject slavery, in spite of these 
biblical texts. We set aside these texts because they are 

contrary to the spirit of Jesus. 

On Violence, and Marriage with Foreigners 

Deuteronomy 7: [following victory in battle] 

"When the Lord gives them over to you, then you 

must utterly destroy them. Make no covenant with 
them and show them no mercy. Do not intermarry 
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with them, giving your daughters to their sons, or 
taking their daughters for your sons." 
This text condones what today we would define as a 

"crime against humanity," that is wanton violence, with
out mercy, and rejects marriage-with foreigners. It was 
used by Christians in South Africa to defend violence 
against black people and to justify the apartheid law 
against interracial marriage. This biblical text is over
ruled, I believe, by other biblical texts, such as Galatians 
3:28: "There is no longer Jew or Greek, no longer slave 
or free, there is no longer male and female, for all of 
you are one in Christ Jesus." Today, we have no prob
lems with interracial_ marriage, despite this text from 
Deuteronomy, and in the 1980s many churches declared 
apartheid a heresy. It is obviously contrary to the spirit 
of Jesus and we quite rightly set it aside, for "Christ is 
Lord and King of Scripture " as Luther said. 

Jesus on Marriage and Divorce 

This important text is different from the others, and I 
will not suggest that we set it aside: 

Mark 10:2-12: "Some Pharisees came, and to test 
him, they asked, 'Is it lawful for a man to divorce 
his wife?' ... Moses allowed a man to write a cer
tificate of dismissal and divorce her. But Jesus said 
to them, 'Because of the hardness of your heart he 
wrote this commandment for you. But from the 
beginning of creation, "God made them male and 
female. For this reason a man shall leave his father 
and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two 
shall become one flesh." So they are no longer 
two, but one flesh. Therefore what God has joined 
together, let no one separate." Then in the house 
the disciples asked him again about the matter. 
He said to them, "'Whoever divorces his wife and 
marries another commits adultery against her; and 
if she divorces her husband, and marries another, 
she commits adultery."' 
We may note that in a parallel text, Matthew 19:9, 

an exception is allowed: " ... whoever divorces his wife 
except for unchastity, and marries another, commit� 
adultery." 

Here Jesus himself overrules an earlier scriptural text, 
exercising his lordship over scripture. As in a number of 
other places, Jesus opts for the spirit rather than the letter 
of the law, in accordance with the great commandment: 
"You shall love your neighbour as yourself." 

We certainly do not set aside this important text. 
We still affirm, as Jesus did, the marriage of men and 
women as one flesh, and we still teach marital fidelity 
and life-long commitment to one's partner. Same-sex 
marriage will not change that. However, today in The 
United Church of Canada we also acknowledge divorce. 
We recognize that some marriages fail; some people find 
themselves trapped in abusive relationships. Sometimes 
people need another chance to find happiness with a 
more appropriate partner. The Roman Catholic Church 
rejects divorce, partly because of this text (and divorced 
Catholics frequently flee to the United Church to get 
married). In the fifties and sixties we in the United 
Church were arguing about whether we should marry 
divorced people in church. Our leaders at that time 
struggled over this and, in 1962, :finally decided that 
the Spirit was leading us to, new truth, and to a more 
compassionate attitude toward divorced people. Today, 
in spite of this text, we do not consider that divorced 
people, remarried, are committing adultery. 

So, am I saying that Jesus was wrong about divorce? 
No, I am saying that we must read the words of Jesus in 
their own context. It is clear from the text itself that what 
he was rejecting, in his time, was the prevailing practice 
of easy dismissal of a woman by her husband, so that a 
woman had no recourse and found herself literally "on 
the street " �f her husband was displeased with her. In a 
marriage, this threat gave the husband almost total con
trol over his wife. His saying against divorce, addressed 
to the Pharisees, was clearly a defence of women who 
were vulnerable to being discarded by their husbands. 
This teaching, then, was one of love and compassion, 
not a strict, rigid rule locking people permanently into 
unloving relationships. 

Jesus is notable for his general flexibility about 
rules and regulations, and was constantly attacked by 
the Pharisees for this reason. Just two brief examples 
of this: He healed on the Sabbath, and defended this 
as a case of "doing good," i.e., practising love on the 
Sabbath. (Mk 3:4) Then again, he picked corn on the 
Sabbath day, contrary to the law. When accused by the 
Pharisees of breaking the Sabbath, Jesus said� ''The 
Sabbath was made for humankind, not humankind for 
the Sabbath." (Mk 2:27) I believe it is entirely in keep
ing with the spirit of Jesus to say: "Marriage was made 
for people, not people for marriage." What counts, 
for Jesus, is not rigid rules, or definitions, but always 
the well-being and happiness of people: "I came," he 
said, "that you may have life and have it abundantly." 
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(Jn 10: 10) I would rather follow the attitude ofJesus than 
that of the Phari('lees who opposed him in this matter. In 
fact, the Bible offers no absolute, permanent definition 
of marriage. Marriage is in fact quite fluid in the Bible. 
In the Old Testament, Abraham and Jacob each had two 
wives and God seemed to approve; but then other texts 
speak of marriage as a one flesh relationship of one man 
and one woman. Again, marriage, in the previously cited 
texts, was regarded as indissoluble. Today we know that 
a marriage can wither and die; when marriages fail, 
people should be forgiven and given another chance at 
happiness. 

The Bible and Same-Sex Marriage 

It should not surprise us that when marriage is spoken 
of in the Bible it is always the marriage of a man and a 
woman. It would be very surprising indeed if a Jewish 
text of 2,000 years ago would have allowed for homo
sexual marriage. When Jesus spoke these words the 
question of homosexual marriage had never been raised; 
he was concerned rather with the issue of divorce. Like 
many other texts, then, even this text of Jesus reflects 
the time in which it was written. Today we are in a very 
different time, and we know and understand certain 
things that were not understood two millennia ago. The 
definition of marriage need not be frozen permanently to 
exclude same-sex couples. I believe that today the Holy 
Spirit is leading us to open up the beauty and joy of mar
riage to same-sex couples also. Why should we hoard it 
to ourselves? Do we insist that they remain celibate, or 
do we recommend that they "live in sin "? Why would we 
not encourage homosexual people to live in committed, 
loving relationships? If same-sex couples are married, 
this does nothing to diminish the marriage of men and 
women. 

And while Jesus is on record against divorce (which 
we accept), there is no evidence that he ever said any
thing against homosexuality. 

So, there are many biblical texts that we do not, and 
should not, follow to the letter. "The letter kills, but the 
Spirit gives life." I might mention, incidentally, that 
there are also many hard teachings of Jesus in the Bible 
which we do not follow literally but that perhaps we 
should, such as, from the Sermon on the Mount: "Love 
your enemies ... turn the other cheek ... If anyone asks 
for your coat, give him your undergarment as well." (Mt 
5:38-40) We do not :find it convenient to apply these lit
erally. So what about the texts on homosexual relations? 
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Why do we suddenly become so strict when we come 
to these texts? 

So how should we read the texts on homosexual rela
tions that we cited at the beginning of this sermon? 

Leviticus 20:13 says homosexual people should be 
put to death. This text comes to us from more than 2,500 
years ago, and reflects the harsh time in which it was 
written. It speaks to us from a time when infant mortal
ity was very high and no reproductive capacity could 
be wasted. As far as I know, no one today is advocating 
capital punishment for homosexual people; but there is a 
long history of executing them - often by burning at the 
stake. We must never forget that in Nazi Germany, ho
mosexuals went to the concentration camps along with 
the Jews. Many of them today are beaten and murdered, 
or excluded from families and churches. In the spirit of 
Jesus, we must stand up for them, as Jesus stood up for 
all marginalized and excluded groups. Remember: Jesus 
befriended lepers and touched them. He defended dis
reputable women - an adulteress and a prostitute. He ate 
with the hated tax collectors. Because they are excluded, 
Christians should befriend homosexual folk and defend 
their interests, in the spirit of Jesus. 

Texts, such as Romans 1 :26-27 and I Corinthians 
6:9-10, again reflect the understanding of their time. 
Homosexual activity was seen as a willful choice, a 
rebellious, perverted activity. Strangely, if we read 
Romans 1 :26 in context, Paul seems to suggest that God 
has afflicted these people with homosexual passions as 
a punishment for idolatry! It is apparent that the whole 
phenomenon puzzled him, as it did many others. The 
apostle Paul obviously had no idea of what we mean 
today by "homosexual orientation." We know today 

. that sexual desire for persons of one's own sex is some
thing that people discover about themselves; it is not 
something chosen. We all know that our own sexual ori
entation - for most of us, heterosexual - is not chosen. 
It comes naturally an!f spontaneously to us. We discover 
in ourselves, in late childhood or early adolescence, that 
we are attracted to the opposite sex. It's the same with 
homosexual people: they do not decide to whom they are 
attracted; it comes naturally to them to desire members 
of their own sex. 

Nor can we regard homosexual feelings as a kind of 
sickness that needs to be healed. All the major psycho
logical and psychiatric authorities today confirm that 
homosexuality is not a disease that needs to be cured, but 
a natural condition of a substantial minority of the popu
lation. And let there be no confusion: homosexuals are 



not pedophiles. There are more heterosexual pedophiles 
than homosexual ones. Homosexuality is attraction to 
adult members of one's own sex. It might be compared 
to left-handedness - a given, minority phenomenon. 
The whole matter is even more complex than that, in 
that a few people seem to be more or less bisexual - at
tracted to and capable of functioning happily with either 
sex. Others are somewhere on the spectrum of having 
elements of homosexuality or heterosexuality to various 
degrees. 

Conclusion: The Spirit of Love 

We have learned much in the last 2,000 years; in fact 
we have learned a great deal in the last 50 years, and we 
must bring everything else that we know into the process 
of biblical interpretation. If we simply refuse to take into 
account modem scientific information, we will swiftly 
return to the dark ages. In light of such knowledge, these 
texts by Paul condemning homosexuality should be set 
aside - as we have set aside so many others - as contrary 
to the spirit of Jesus and contrary to our contemporary 
knowledge of homosexuality. 

However, I suggest that some biblical texts can never 
be set aside, and apply to everybody all the time. These 
include the words of the prophet Micah (6:8): "What 
does the Lord require of you, but to do justice, to love 
kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?" Here, 
Micah offers this as a summary of the law, i.e., the whole 
will of God for humanity. They also include the words 
of Jesus in Matthew 22:37-40: " ... a lawyer asked him a 
question to test him: 'Teacher, which commandment in 
the law is the greatest?' He_s_�id 'You shall love the Lord 
your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and 
with all your mind. This is the greatest and first com
mandment. The second is like it: You shall love your 
neighbour as yourself. On these two commandments 
hang all the law and the prophets."' Jesus is saying that 
the law of love is the essence of God's will for us. It 
sums up the will of God for truly human existence. Note 
that he asks us to love God with our heart and soul, but 
also with our minds. Our rational, critical faculties can
not be left out when it comes to thinking about matters 
of faith. The faculty ofreason is God's good gift. 

I also see as essential the words of Paul in Romans 13: 
8-10: "Owe no one anything except to love one another;
for the one who loves another has fulfilled the law .... 
Love does no wrong to the neighbour; therefore, love is 
the fulfilling of the law." This means that when we have 
loved, we have done everything. The basic precept of 

love - caring for the neighbour, exercising respect and 
compassion for every other person - this is the funda
mental ethic which guides us in our ethical decisions and 
biblical interpretation. This will decide whether we treat 
women with equality, oppose slavery, remarry divorced 
persons, and marry homosexual persons. It is a question 
of love. We still have to think hard, then, about what is 
loving and what is not. This is a matter of discernment 
in the Spirit, seeking the mind of Christ, and cannot be 
decided simply by quoting texts from the Bible. 

Should we marry same-sex couples? Of course we 
should. Today we know that homosexual couples are in 
love. They feel tenderness and devotion for each other. 
Their sexual orientation is a given for them. They are 
asking to get married. They want to make vows to one 
another, promises of love and lifelong faithfulness. 
They want to do this before God, with the blessing of 
the church. Why would we deny them this happiness? I 
contend that it is precisely because of Jesus, God's own 
Word made flesh as we know him through the Bible 
- not in spite of him, but because of him! - that we
should fully welcome and embrace homosexual people
into our congregation and treat them as equals, with all
the privileges that the rest or'us enjoy. Make no mistake
about it: if we exclude them from marriage, we effec
tively exclude them from our fellowship.

Harold Wells is Professor Emeritus of Systematic Theology, Emmanuel 

College, Toronto. His most recent book is The Christie Center: 

Life-Giving and Liberating (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2004). 
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Civilizations. New York: Oxford University 
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Reviewed by Gregory Baum 
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A
rvind Sharma, professor at the Faculty of Religious
Studies of McGill University, is a scholar of inter

national reputation and an original religious thinker in 
the Hindu tradition. Over the years he has been engaged 
in the dialogue of civilizations and the worldwide pro
motion of human rights. In September 2006, Professor 
Sharma organized a major congress in Montreal called 
''World Religions after 9/11." He argued that 9/11 has re
vealed to religious people the potential for violence that 
inheres in their tradition and hence the need to reflect 
on their own resources to foster peace in the world. For 
many years, Professor Shaima has consulted religious 
scholars about the possibility of producing a religious 
charter of human rights, i.e. a charter of human rights 
that can be signed by the representatives of the world 
religions, each inspired by the values ofits own spiritual 
inheritance. To promote this project, Professor Sharma 
had earlier published the study Hinduism and Human 

Rights (NewYork: Oxford University Press, 2004). 
The present book, Are Human Rights Western?, con

fronts the objection occasionally raised by people in the 
non-Western world that human rights are a Western idea, 
developed by the historical process peculiar to the West, 
and hence not a set of universal values. This raises an 
important intellectual issue. It is too easy for Westerners 
to say that the non-recognition of human rights is simply 
the stubborn policy of governments in Asia and Africa 
that refuse to respect the civil liberties of their citizens. 

In the present book, Sharma offers a major study of 
this issue from a variety of points of view, taking into 
account arguments drawn from historical studies, legal 
traditions, philosophical reflection, religious consider
ations, economic analyses, theories of modernization, 
and the perspective of colonialism. He comes to a con
clusion that deserves the attention of the scholarly as 
well as the political community. 

If by human rights we mean the recognition of laws 
that protect people's rights and decree punishments for 
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agents that violate these rights, then human rights are in
deed a Western development. Yet if by human rights we 
mean the recognition of the great dignity of the human 
person that deserves to be recognized and honoured by 
society, then human rights are truly universal, founded 
upon the spiritual inheritance of every great religious 
tradition. Professor Sharma is convinced that the world 
religions, each faithful to the spiritual core of its own 
tradition, are capable of promoting human rights and 
of entering into dialogue to produce a common charter 
of human rights. At the above-mentioned congress in 
Montreal, Sharma continued this dialogue with religious 
representatives. He suggested that just as the horrors 
of World War II persuaded the United Nations to pro
mulgate the Universal Charter of Human Rights, so the 
events of 9/11 might persuade the world's religions to 
produce a common religious charter of human rights. 

At the congress an important debate took place on 
religious liberty. Religious philosophers from India 
defended the religious liberty of every person to follow 
his or her conscience in religious matters and to change 
over to another religious tradition. Yet they criticized 
the institutional effort of the churches to convert the 
people of India to the Christian faith. They argued that 
in the West, religion and culture tend to be so distinct 
that it is possible to change from one religion to another 
without creating a cultural conflict. In India, these phi
losophers argued, religion and culture are so intertwined 
that the missionary effort to convert Indians destabilizes 
the Indian culture and undermines the Indian identity. 
Religious liberty is a right of the individual; yet it does 
not justify organized efforts of the Church or other reli
gious agencies to convert the people of India. 

This argument deserves serious reflection. We tend 
to interpret religious liberty in terms drawn from the 
market, assuring the freedom to buy and to sell as one 
wishes, thus allowing the organized effort to persuade 
people to join one's own faith. But religious liberty can 
also be understood quite differently as the right to have 
one's religion respected and therefore not to be made 
into an object of organized proselytism. When a member 
of a sect comes to the door of my apartment to convert 
me, I feel that my religious liberty is not honoured. I 
respect his religious conviction, but he does not respect 
mine. In the pluralistic society in which we live, we are 
learning to honour people's religious convictions, and 



the Christian churches make no effort to convert the 

immigrants who bring their own culture and religion to 

Canada. The multiculturalism introduced by the federal 

government has obliged the churches to think of their 

mission in different terms, such as defending immi

grants and their religion against popular prejudices, and 

standing with them in their eff oit to be treated justly and 
to become respected members of society. The mutual re

spect of the religions in Canada calls for new theological 

reflection. Though our situation is quite different from 

that of India, the arguments of the Indian philosophers 

have some relevance for the multicultural situation of 

Canada. 

According to Pope John Paul II, dialogue among the 

religions leads all of them to reread their own tradition, 

discover in it new spiritual resources, and become pro

moters of love, justice, and peace in the world. Arvind 

Sharma shares this conviction. 
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