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The Kosovo Crisis: An Ethical Dilemma 

The public, nationally and internationally,. has been 
deeply divided over NATO's air strikes against Ser

bia from March 24 to June 9, 1999. What is more re
markable is that ethically concerned people, people well 
known for their commitment to peace and justice, have 
been and still are in disagreement over this issue. Chris
tians and their churches have b~en equally divided. The 
passions have been high on both sides. In this article I 
wish to analyze the ethical reasoning proposed by these 
two sides. The Kosovo crisis has been experienced as an 
ethical dilemma: every possible policy had a sinister di
mension. 

Approving the NATO Attack 

Many ethically motivated people have defended 
the NATO air strikes that began on March 24, 1999. 
They argued that the oppression and ethnic cleansing of 
Kosovar Albanians by Slobodan Milosevic's army 
called for outside intervention, and if negotiations failed, 
as they did during the Rambouillet accords, then a mili
tary attack was justified. The ethnic cleansing planned 
by Milosevic was the climax of the oppression inflicted 
on the Kosovars (almost 90% of the population) that had 
gone on since 1989, when the Serb government repealed 
the autonomy of the province of Kosovo and began to 
repress the language and culture of the Kosovar people. 

The ethical arguments in defence of the NATO 
strike tended to be inspired by memories of the past. 
Many of those who approved of the bombing remem
bered the Munich Agreement of 1938 when England and 

France agreed ~o allow Hitler to invade Czechoslovakia 
and integrate the region of the Sudeten Germans into the 
Greater Germany. This event remains alive in the minds 
of many people. It must have persuaded the German 
Protestant Church to express its approval of the NATO 
attack at the beginning. In Germany the Social Demo
cratic Party and even the Greens supported the NATO air 
strikes at the outset. These Germans did not want an
other Munich. There was also an outpouring of Jewish 
solidarity with the Kosovar people. In Montreal La trib
une juive published an entire issue (June 1999) in sup
port of the NATO strike. In a speech given at the White 
House on April 12, Elie Wiesel, recipient of the Nobel 
Peace Prize, lauded the military intervention to rescue 
the Kosovar people, persecuted and expelled because of 
their ethnicity. Madeleine Albright, herself the daughter 
of Czech refugees, evoked the western passivity at the 
Munich Agreement and wondered whether-the absence 
of a strong intervention at the beginning of the Bosnian 
crisis had not encouraged Milosovic to proceed with his 
plan to cleanse Kosovo of its Albanian population. 1 

The memory of totalitarian regimes in the Soviet 
Union and the Soviet bloc moved many thoughtful per
sons. to support the NATO air strikes. A representative of 
this group is Vaclav Havel, the president of the Czech 
Republic, known for his wisdom and love of peace. On 
his visit to Canada, he called NATO's military interven
tion "a selfless war" because, according to him, it was 
not motivated by self-interest such as gaining access to 
oil or industrial resources. In a television interview, he 
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argued that Milosevic exercised the same kind of dicta
torship that had oppressed his own and many other Euro
pean countries. These dictators, lacking any respect for 
human beings, are willing to imprison, expel or kill any 
number of people in order to achieve their purposes. 
Their time is gone. Democratic countries must not allow 
the return of this kind of dictatorship in Europe. 

Other observers have insisted that the western 
powers have done nothing to prevent ethnic cleansing in 
African and Asian countries and that the perpetrators of 
massive crimes against humanity have been pennitted to 
exercise their will with impunity. Allowing the ethnic 
cleansing of the Kosovar people on the European conti
nent would give a green light to other governments hos
tile to ethnic minorities at home. The hawks in Israel, we 
read in the above-mentioned issue of La tribune juive, 
sympathized with Serbia in its effort to rid itself of a 
problematic ethnic minority. 

Those who defended the NATO attack argued that 
national sovereignty, formerly regarded as inviolable, 
has been relativized by the international laws on human 
rights. National governments are no longer so sovereign 
that they may persecute sectors of their own population. 
While admitting that war is a terrible thing, these ethi
cally concerned people argued that the military attack on 
Serbia was a just war. Its aim was to make Milosevic 
stop expelling the Kosovar people and allow the refu
gees to return to their homes. To abstain from action af
ter having threatened Milosevic for months would have 
been interpreted by him as approval. The western pow
ers, some observers remarked, were offering support for 
a Muslim population, in contrast to the suspicion of 
Muslim communities usually entertained by the West. 

Condemning the NATO Attack 

The ethically motivated people who condemned 
the NATO attack were, needless to say, not in sympathy 
with Misolevic's policy of ethnic cleansing. They did not 
believe the story told by Milosevic and his wife that no 
ethnic persecution had taken place in Kosovo and that 
the flight of the Kosovars was simply the consequence of 
the NATO air strikes. The West was well aware of the 
Racak massacre of Kosovars on January 15, 1999, and 
the plan of ethnic cleansing, called "Operation Horse
shoe," that went into action prior to March 24. The ethi
cally motivated people who opposed the NATO attack 
were in solidarity with the persecuted people of Kosovo. 

Reading the texts condemning the war against Ser
bia, I find three main arguments against the military in-
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tervention. There were, first of all, people with pacifist 
convictions. They oppose all wars in today's world. 
They do not believe that in the age of technology, wars 
can ever be just. The massive destruction caused by air 
strikes inevitably kills innocent civilians and devastates 
the environment. This was the position adopted by the 
Catholic Worker. In Toronto, Ursula Franklin, scientist 
and well-known peace activist, made a passionate appeal 
to the Canadian government to withdraw its support for 
the bombing which caused such terrible suffering to in
nocent people.2 She recalled her own terror in a city 
bombed during World War II, an experience that had 
turned her into a pacifist. 

Another group of people, not committed to a paci
fist position, condemned the NATO bombing because 
they did not believe that this was a just war. They argued 
that the bombing would not only not stop Milosevic's 
ethnic cleansing, but even give him a good opportunity 
to intensify his persecution. Organized violence would 
increase in Kosovo and masses of refugees would seek 
safety ~cross the border. The bomb attacks would maim 
and kill innocent Serbian people, themselves oppressed 
by a dictatorial government. Bombing would intensify 
human suffering, generate Serb national solidarity, cre
ate wide-spread resentment, destroy the hope for a po
litical compromise, and lay the foundation for future 
violence. The war, it was argued, would do more damage 
and cause more suffering than it was intended to fore
stall. 

After some weeks of the bombing, this argument 
gained support among many people (including myself) 
who, at the outset, had approved NATO's violent inter
vention. On April 14, three weeks after the start, the Ca
nadian Christian Churches sent an urgent message to the 
prime minister demanding an unconditional halt to the 
bombing and the return to negotiations. Several Euro
pean political leaders asked for a temporary halt of the 
war to create conditions for a peaceful settlement. These 
people (including myself) had originally thought - quite 
wrongly, as it turned out - that after a few days of the air 
strikes, Milosevic would be ready to stop his persecution 
of the Kosovar people and be willing to negotiate a 
peace. These same people were now appalled by the lack 
of planning, the incompetence and the stubbornness of 
NATO's military leaders. More and more voices, espe
cially in the European countries, urgently demanded the 
end of the war and the return to the negotiating table, this 
time with the Russians included. 

An even more serious argument against the war 



was offered by persons who stressed the powerful role 
played by the USA in the defence alliance of NATO and 
who interpreted the military intervention in terms of 
American geopolitical interests. One such voice was the 
Canadian senator Douglas Roche, well known for his 
dedication to peace, who used strong language to con
demn NATO's violent attack as a self-interested political 
policy and a tragedy of world historical significance.3 

NATO, as the western military alliance against aggres-· 
sion, had no authority whatever to intervene militarily in 
Europe to protect human rights. The European nations, 
including Russia, should have been urged to put pressure 
on Milosevic . In this war, the United States, using 
NATO, set aside the leadership of the United Nations, 
spurned the responsibility of the Security Council , and 
violated a whole set of international laws. Bombing Ser
bia was an act that invalidated the charter of the United 
Nations. For Roche, the bombing was not "a selfless 
war"; instead, it was a war in which the American super
power, acting through NATO, sought to undermine the 
leadership of the United Nations in the promotion of hu
man rights, the achievement of peace through negotia
tions , and the demand for a more just distribution of 
wealth and power in the world. Through this war NATO, 
led by the USA, tried to define itself as the shaper and 
master of the world's future . For the USA, the war had a 
geopolitical purpose. 

Roche urged that the war be halted, that the leader
ship of the UN be restored, and that a summit meeting 
take place between President Clinton and President 
Yeltsin (or his representative) to symbolize respect for 
Russia and the need for its participation in negotiations 
with the Serb government. The leading role in restrain
ing Milosevic's political project must be assumed by the 
UN or the Organization for the Security and Coopera
tion in Europe (OSCE) which included Russia. 

Looking Back to the Past 

The difference in evaluating the NATO war against 
Serbia cuts right through various groups committed to 
the same set of values. Christians were divided: so was 
the Left, so were liberals and conservatives. I call an his
torical challenge an ethical dilemma .when every action 
taken for ethical reasons ha~ some clearly perceivable 
sinister consequences. Conflictive situations created by 
an accumulation of historical sins cannot be resolved 
without creating, in one way or another, some new injus
tices. 

This is not the place to give an account of the his-

torical sins that have shaped the fate of the Balkans. The 
entire region had over the centuries been occupied by 
two hostile empires, Ottoman and Austrian, whose shift
ing boundaries destabilized the colonized nations in the 
region. The Serbs lost their sovereignty in 1389, at a 
time when they lived in Kosovo. It was only in 1912 that 
they wrested Kosovo from the Ottoman Empire. They 
regarded Kosovo as the cradle of their civilization when 
in fact its population had, over the centuries, become 
largely Albanian. All the nations living in the Balkans 
have been victims . The question is: "How do people re
member past experiences of oppression?" In his remark
able book, Exclusion and Embrace, the Croatian Protes
tant theologian Miroslav Volf discusses at length right 
and wrong ways of remembering. In the Scriptures, God 
asked the people of Israel to remember that they were 
slaves in Egypt so that now, divinely rescued, they stand 
for justice and mercy. 

Were there occasions in the recent past when the 
crisis might have been forestalled? In 1989, Slobodan 
Milosovic stripped the province of Kosovo of its au
tonomy, closed the provincial civil and educational insti
tutions, and tried to eliminate from public life the Alba
nian language spoken by almost 90% of the population. 
At this time, a remarkable man who was committed to 
non-violence, Ibrahim Rugova, became the leader of the 
Kosovar resistance movement. He was an admirer of 
Gandhi and Martin Luther King, Jr. In 1992 he was 
elected president of Kosovo, although the election was 
not recognized by Belgrade. Rugova's policy was to 
build, from below, the institutions of civil society with
out provoking direct confrontation with the Serb govern
ment. However, this situation changed after the Dayton 
Agreement of 1995 when the Muslim minority in Bosnia 
received its own protected territory. The use of violence 
seemed to achieve results, many Kosovars now felt, and 
for this reason shifted their support from Rugova to the 
KLA (Kosovo Liberation Army). Rugova continued to 
stand for non-violence; he visited the Pope to gain sup
port for his cause; he was willing to make a few common 
gestures with Milosevic in favour of peace; he strongly 
opposed the NATO bombing. One must hope that 
Ibrahim Rugova will play an important role in the future . 

The growing strength of the KLA, in response to 
increasing repression, gave Milosevic a pretext to send 
Serb troops to Kosovo to protect the integrity of the Serb 
state against the armed separatist movement. Were there 
still opportunities to find a peaceful solution for the cri
sis? Many critics have argued that it was a grave mistake, 
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from the very beginning, not to have tried harder to in
volve Russia in the negotiations with Milosevic. In July 
1998, Alexander Vershbow, the US Ambassador to 
NATO, recommended that appropriate gestures be made 
to respect the Russians' concern for their fellow Slavs 
and to urge their participation in a joint effort to find a 
peaceful solution. But his voice was not heeded in Wash
ington. In the end, after several weeks of continuous air 
strikes, Russia's involvement was what led to the peace 
agreement reluctantly signed by Milosevic. 

Disagreement by ethically motivated people over 
the NATO war continues. Some observers rejoice over 
the speedy return of the Kosovar refugees to their 
homes, a phenomenon unparalleled in recent refugee 
history. They are reassured by this of the justice of the 

' Eric Laurent, Guerre de Kosovo (Paris: Pion, 1999), 79. 
2 Ursula Franklin, Catholic New Times, April 25, 1999. 
' Douglas Roche, Catholic New Times, April 25, 1999. 

NATO war. Yet other observers, appalled by the violent 
acts of revenge against the local Serbs, see this as a con
firmation of their judgment that this war was irrational 
and unjust. This disagreement is symbolized by two ~ti
cles of well-known personalities, published in August 
1999, one by Salman Rushdie approving of the war" and 
the other by Edward Said vigorously condemning it.5 

Gregory Baum 

Note: Available on the Internet are the history of Kosovo, the devel
opment of the crisis, the course of the war, the reports from American 
and European newspapers, web sites of the Socialist Party of Serbia 
and Kosovar information centre, the texts of the Dayton Peace Agree
ment, the Rambouillet Accords, the Report of the High Commissioner 
for Human Rights (May 31, 1999) and the final Peace Agreement 
signed on June 3. 

' Salman Rushdie, The Globe and Mail, August 6, 1999. 
' Edward Said, Le Monde Diplomatique, August, 1999. 
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Christian-Muslim Encounter: A Bibliographical Introduction 

Recent events in the Balkans have highlighted for us 
the impact of internalized memories of the long cen

turies of Christian-Muslim conflict, among peoples like 
the Serbs and the Albanians. We read how Milosevic in
flamed extreme nationalist feeling by stirring up Serbian 
memories of a battle on the Kosovo Fields six centuries 
ago, a battle in which the Orthodox Christian Serbs were 
defeated by the powerful Ottoman Muslim Empire. This 
humiliation was never wholly forgotten. Milosevic per
suaded contemporary Serbs to identity themselves with 
that old cause and to take up arms again in the ancient 
battle. Such a cry is yet another version of "Onward 
Christian Soldiers," with the Pope crying "God wills it," 
as he called for the first Crusade (I 096) and the Spanish 
Christians drawing their swords to purify Spain of the 
Muslim presence (fifteenth century). Our common his
tory with the Muslims is full of instances like this. 

The notion that Islam is the enemy of Christianity 
and western civilisation is both old and new. The new 
forms of the old idea are presently mediated particularly 
through the public media in which Muslims are por
trayed as the threatening enemy. One of the best analy
ses of negative images has been written by Edward Said 
in a book entitled Covering Islam. 1 The title implies both 
the activities of the western journalists and the image - a 
"cover-up" - that controls what most of these journalists 
report. The negative stereotypes are already present in 
the minds of those who cover the phenomena, and thus 
they select what fits into the stereotypes in their report
ing. Most media coverage of Islamic phenomena tends 
to re-enforce the pre-existing stereotypes, so that visual 
images - like an Arab head dress - stimulate the pro
grammed responses. 

Muslims in North America and Europe are begin
ning to organize and to put pressure on the media to be
come more just in its coverage of Islamic phenomena. 
The North American organization which combats the 
negative stereotyping is CAIR, Council on American-Is
lamic Relations [www.cair-net.org]. CAIR reacts 
through e-mail and other means to alert Muslims when
ever a case of negative stereotyping has been published. 
Letter writing campaigns follow. Yvonne Haddad has 

published a number of useful books about the Muslims 
of North America in which she analyzes their various 
modes of adapting themselves to North American life.2 

Studies have also been done of the Muslims in Britain 
and Europe. 

An American political scientist, Samuel 
Huntington, published a controversial article several 
years ago in which he suggested that future conflict be
tween Islamic civilization and the western world is 
highly probable. 3 John Esposito, a well-known expert on 
Islamic life and thought, has written a specific critique 
of that approach in his recent book, The Islamic Threat: 
Myth or Reality ?4 

One can easily see that the theory that a future war 
with the' Muslim world is inevitable could well be an ef
fective type of self-fulfilling prophecy, not least if such a 
fear is stimulated by what Dwight Eisenhower called the 
military-industrial complex in order to pour a lot of 
money into arms production and preparation for defence. 
This is the most serious aspect of the negative stereotyp
ing of Muslims which has become so prevalent. What 
makes the Huntington thesis appear credible is the general 
ignorance of Islamic life and thought. 

The most positive step that can be taken to combat 
this danger of future conflict with the Muslim world is 
the promoting of better and more accurate understand
ing of Muslims. Of course, the economic misery of 
many Muslim countries stirs up anti-western sentiment. 
This only means that the sooner the economic conditions 
are improved, the better the hope for improved relations. 
Yet the negative stereotyping is a factor making for mu
tual hatred between Muslims and westerners over and 
above the economic causes. 

Christians could play an effective role in stimulat
ing better relations with Muslims if they saw to it that 
theological training included a better understanding of 
Islam. The fact is that the negative stereotypes that domi
nate the western media today took their origin in the 
writings of Christian theologians in the ninth century 
and earlier. This is the original source of the image that 
Islam is a religion spread by force and that Muslims are 
lecherous and sensual. 

October-December 1999 / 5 



Runciman's History of the Crusades is a masterful 
historical account.5 The author, in three volumes, left 
this reader feeling that she had personally relived the 
whole, complex, historical experience. Before we begin 
talking to Muslims, we need to reflect upon the history 
of Christian responses to the rise of Islam, look at the 
rhetorical forms which Christian apologetics took in 
these responses, and ask why the rhetoric took those par
ticular forms. The Serbs killed in the struggle to oust the 
Muslim Kosovars tried to relive the ancient conflicts and 
are, in a certain sense, victims of the shape that Christian 
rhetoric has traditionally taken in response to Islam. If 
we teach our children to die fighting the enemies we 
point out to them, are we not responsible for what hap
pens? 

Norman Daniel's Islam and the West is an impor
tant analysis of the long history of Christian theological 
statements about the Muslim religion.6 Daniel indicates 
that the form of Christian rhetoric about Islam took 
shape in the ninth century, and continued relatively un
changed until the nineteenth century. This means that 
generations of students in Eastern Orthodox and Roman 
Catholic seminaries absorbed and transmitted this rhe
torical pattern, a pattern that went unchanged into the 
language of the Protestant Reformers and of Enlighten
ment writers like Voltaire. The pattern begins to change 
with Gibbon, and is finally questioned by Goethe and 
Thomas Carlyle. But the questions asked by persons of 
wisdom like Goethe and Carlyle have by no means per
meated western culture very widely even now. While 
"enlightened" thinkers have questioned the medieval 
stereotypes, popular culture is still dominated by them. 

The rhetorical forms used by medieval Christian 
writers tended to present "the other" as wicked and hos
tile to true religion. Norman Daniel comments: 

The "fraudulent" or "hypocritical" character of 
Muhammad's claim to prophesy, while he was an 
ambitious schemer, a bandit and a lecher; the em
phasis on Islam as falling short of Christianity, a 
sum of heresy, particularly in connection with the 
Trinity; preoccupation with the Qu'ranic teaching 
of Christ...; the public reliance on force and the 
supposed private laxity in se)!:ual matters; the ridi
cule and contempt of the Qu'ranic Paradise; the 
suspicion of determinist and predestinarian ethics: 
... all these ... with continuity in the attitude of in
tellectual contempt, long dominated Christian and 
European thought.7 
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The negative Christian stereotypes focused particu
larly on Muhammad as a liar. He lied, he was sensuous 
and degenerate, and his religion was spread by force, by 
holy war. These are the dominating themes that have char
acterized Christian thinking about Muslims for centuries. 
One example of change is the work of an English scholar 
who taught in India in the late nineteenth century and 
wrote one of the most significant rebuttals of the stereo
typed notion that Islam had conquered half the Christian 
world in the seventh century because Islam was a religion 
advocating force. The English scholar is Thomas Arnold 
and his book is called The Preaching of Islam. 

Arnold demonstrates that the successes of the early 
Muslim armies resulted from a number of factors, chief 
among them being the responses of populations of territo
ries like Egypt and Syria where massive persecution by 
Christian authorities against heretics, Nestorian and 
Monophysite, had taken place for a long period of time. 
Arnold maintains that many of these populations wel
comed their new Muslim rulers, as exemplars of better 
government and more peaceful living. He discusses the 
fallacy of simplistic western stereotypes of Muslim ideas 
with respect to war and peace. Serious comparative study 
shows that there is little significant difference between 
Christian and Muslim thinking about war and peace. 

The reasons for the Christian fear of Islam in the 
past were twofold. One reason was political. Muslim ar
mies succeeded against the Christians in most of the 
seventh-century struggles. Half the Christian world of 
the time fell to the Muslim armies. Then, in the fifteenth 
century, the Turks captured Byzantium and proceeded to 
conquer formerly Christian territories all the way to the 
gates of Vienna. Norman Daniel argues that the main 
reason for the Church's long history of negative stere
otyping of the Prophet Muhammad was the fear on the 
part of medieval Christians that the younger generation 
would be seduced by the intellectually and culturally su
perior forms of life in the Muslim world, especially in 
tenth-century Muslim Spain. 

The second reason is theological. Once when I ex
plained to an undergraduate religion class the claim of 
the Qur' an to be the voice of God to humanity, a Chris
tian girl came up to me, clearly disturbed, and asked, 
"How could Jesus permit this to happen?" This is the 
core issue - the divine plan, salvation history. Christian 
responses to the Qur' an as revelation have typically been 
characterized by denial, the refusal to concede the possi
bility of a post-Christian revelation. To begin to question 
this assumption, we need to learn to understand the 



Qur'an as Muslims understand it. Wilfred Smith,8 

Kenneth Cragg9 and W. Bijleveld10 are outstanding 
Christian writers who have understood the urgency of 
this question and who have begun to train Christians 
how to adopt a more open attitude. 

An excellent recent volume, Christian-Muslim En
counter, edited by Yvonne Haddad and Wadi Haddad, 11 

contains essays by a number of scholars on key issues 
which arise in dialogue of this kind. Several Christian 
scholars here offer their reflections on how Christians 
might begin to think about Muhammad's claims to be an 
authentic prophet. Bijleveld takes seriously the Qur' anic 
advice that we should learn to compete in virtue and 
hold in suspension issues which we cannot resolve. The 
Qur' an, as a voice to the individual who hears it as the 
voice of God, constantly reiterates the need to act posi
tively and overcome evil with good [41 :34]. No one peo
ple in Qur' anic terms is guaranteed that God will be with 
it. If the people will not hear, God may choose another 
people [47:45]. 

Qur' anic liberation theology is currently coming 
from South Africa and India in the writings of Farid 
Esack12 and Asghar Ali Engineer13 respectively. Both 
urge Muslims who hear the Qur' an as a directive to work 
seriously to make the world a better place for everyone 
and to work together with all who share the same goals. 
Farid Esack speaks for the Muslims who undertook to 
work for Nelson Mandela while he was still imprisoned, 
and Asghar Ali Engineer is a voice for Muslims working 
for peace and an end to communal violence in India. 

1 Edward Said, Covering Islam: How the Media and the Experts 
Determine How We See the Rest of the World (New York: Vintage Books, 
1997). 
2 Yvonne Haddad, Muslim Communities in NonhAmerica (SUNY Press, 
1994). 
' Samuel Huntington, "The Clash of Civilizations" Foreign Affairs 
(Summer 1993) and the subsequent book The Clash of Civilizations and the 
Remaking of World Order (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1996). 
4 John Esposito, The Islamic Threat: Myth or Reality? (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1995). 
' Steven Runciman, The History of the Crusades, 3 vols (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1951). 
• Norman Daniel, Islam and the West (Edinburgh: University Press, 
1960). 
' Ibid, 276. 
8 Wilfred Cantwell Smith, On Understanding Islam (lbe Hague: Mouton, 
1981). 

My personal view is that we need to implement 
new forms of theological education based on the work of 
Muslim and Christian scholars who study their long 
joint history and try to develop a historical theology 
meaningful to both communions. In addition to studying 
their common history, Muslims and Christians need to 
think together about the theoretical issues of encounter, 
rhetoric and stereotyping. This assumes increasing im
portance at the present time when Muslim and Christian 
fundamentalism is exerting cultural and political influ
ence. The Lebanese author, Amin Maalouf, has written a 
significant book entitled Les Identites Meurtrieres.14 His 
thesis is that the widespread popular use of the concept 
of "identity" in the media and elsewhere in our time is 
actually one of the causes of violence and mutual hatred. 
Once we accept an external definition of our identity, we 
immediately leave ourselves open to leaders who wish to 
manipulate us for their purposes. I think this fits with 
Rene Girard's ideas about mimesis and scapegoating.15 

Once we agree to adhere to an externally defined iden
tity, it follows that our enemies must be named. Maalouf 
indicates, out of recent Lebanese experience, how this 
manipulation of the category of identity occurs. If reli
gious leaders on all sides had a better comprehension of 
how identity can be manipulated for political purposes, 
we might have better hopes for peace. 

Sheila McDonough 
Dr. Sheila McDonough was a professor in the department of religion 

at Concordia University in Montreal. 

• Kenneth Cragg, Muhammad and the Christian (London: Darton and 
Longman, 1964). 
10 W Bijleveld in Yvonne Haddad and Wadi Haddad, eds., Christian
Muslim Encounter (see note 11). 
11 Yvonne Haddad and Wadi Haddad, eds., Christian-Muslim Encounter 
(Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1995). See also Christian
Muslim Dialogue (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1972) and Tarak 
Mitri, ed ., Religion Law and Society (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 
1995). 
12 Farid Esack, Qur'an, Liberation and Pluralism (London: Oneworld, 
1996) and On Being a Muslim, (London: Oneworld, 1999). 
13 Asghar Ali Engineer, Islam and Liberation Theology (New Delhi: 
Sterling, I 990). 
" Amin Maalouf, Les identites meutrieres (Paris: Grasset, 1995). 
" See Rene Girard, Violence and the Sacred (Baltimore: John Hopkins 
University Press, 1977). 
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Seeing the Truth: A Gay Reading of Two Johannine Figures 

The current debate among Christians about homo
sexuality turns, in part, on the meaning assigned to 

several well-known passages from the Hebrew scrip
tures and three Pauline texts in the New Testament. 1 

Nevertheless, attention to other biblical material may, 
when read through the lens of the actual lived experi
ences of gay and lesbian Christians, prove surprisingly 
relevant, both theologically and pastorally, to the present 
impasse in the church. An example is provided by the 
Gospel of John and two figures not normally associated 
with discussions of sexuality - or with each other, for 
that matter. I am referring to the "man born blind" of 
John 9 and the pharisee Nicodemus mentioned in three 
places in the same gospel (3:1-21; 7:50-51; and 19:39). 
In presenting the two personages, the evangelist ex
plores the meaning of two terms - "blindness" and "re
birth" - often employed polemically in today's intra
ecclesial dispute about homosexuality. 

The Gift and Price of Sight 

Homosexual Christians might well find in John 9 a 
paradigm for their own encounters with God.2 Following 
Jesus' lead, such Christians today frequently come to see 
their homosexuality, like blindness, not as a conse
quence of sin but as an opportunity for God's self-revela
tion (v. 3). Self-affirming homosexual Christians will 
identify with the blind man's experience of meeting an 
accepting, kindly person; of seeing things clearly for the 
first time; of being liberated from begging (for accept
ance) in order to survive; of having one's dignity re
stored. They may even come to see their homosexuality 
as sacred ground where "God's works might be re
vealed" (v. 3). Such believers will also readily grasp the 
flip-side of the man's encounter with Jesus, namely, the 
Lord's invitation to assume the risks of prophetic disci
pleship which include being misunderstood, being inter
rogated, and even being evicted anew from the commu
nity. In these days, public acknowledgment of one's 
homosexuality does not always result in outright rejec
tion by family, friends or parish community, though fre
quently enough it still produces discomfort - a kind of 
uneasiness, even queasiness - among them. When rejec-
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tion does occur, as it did for the man born blind, it leaves 
a deep wound because it represents the repudiation of a 
person's hard-won wholeness. In a way this is worse 
than the earlier marginalization and/or pity which were 
directed at a condition misconstrued by the person him/ 
herself as an abnormality or infirmity conceived in sin. 

A marvelous combination of humility and boldness 
marks the man born blind. Time and again he stands by 
what he knows from first-hand experience ("I was blind 
and now I can see" thanks to the man Jesus; v. 25) while 
refusing to assert more - or less - than he knows. His lot 
after he receives his sight is not easy: he only sees Jesus 
for the first time after he has been questioned three times, 
reviled as "a sinner through and through" since birth, cas
tigated for the "arrogance" of his claims, and "driven out" 
(v. 34). Even when Jesus shares his own identity (the "Son 
of Man," v. 37) with his new friend and the man falls to his 
knees to worship Jesus ("Sir, I believe," v. 38), the man 
does not fully understand what has happened, how it hap
pened, or who made it happen. 

Still, he entrusts his life and his future to Jesus. In 
the process, we might say, he becomes a sacrament of 
God's gracious love. His "rebirth," or conversion, is 
verified by a striking graciousness toward his antago
nists. Indeed, his true identity and that of Jesus cannot be 
separated. Readers never learn his name, but we do not 
need to know it, for the probable change in his physical 
posture tells us who he is. While previously he stooped 
to beg, he now voluntarily bends in loving trust (v. 38).3 

In fact, so changed is the man as he speaks with a new 
confidence that some people refuse to believe that he is 
the same person that they saw before (v. 9). As an in
creasing number of Christian women and men can attest 
in dealing with the mystery of their homosexual orienta
tion, a life touched by the Spirit of Jesus may lead one to 
discard the humiliation of brokenness and take on the 
humility of wholeness. Sight and insight, speech and 
voice, self-knowledge and knowledge of God: these 
were the fruits of the Spirit's anointing of one man's life. 
Yet some members of the community, including its reli
gious leaders, responded with hostility and apparently in 
fear. Why? 



Fear of Seeing 

For many gay Christians today, an encounter with 
the Lord occurs at the same perilous, yet mysterious, 
level as we find in the man born blind, for it raises two 
inescapable questions: "Who am I, and who is God?" 
But the gift of sight, which really means insight, for one 
p~rson inevitably confronts others in the community 
with dangerous questions as well. "Who are you? Who 
is this Jesus?" asked the neighbours of the man born 
blind in obvious fear. Fear prompted three separate inter
rogations by his neighbours and the religious authorities 
(vv. 8-11, 15-17, 24-34); fear, we are told, caused his 
own parents to refuse to "get involved" (v. 22); and fear 
induced the pharisees to drive him from their presence 
(v. 34). The man himself, while never entirely certain of 
the answers to their questions, responds humbly but 
fearlessly. But what exactly is it that those around the 
man fear? 

A clue to a likely source of their fear may be found 
in the well-known oppositions set before the reader of 
John's gospel. Light and darkness, sight and blindness, 
life and death: these are stark contrasts easily inspiring 
fear in those who contemplate them. In some instances, 
it is true, the evangelist plainly intends to blur distinc
tions commonly maintained by ancient Jewish culture. 
For example, the writer seems to dispute a rigid separa
tion of sabbath and ordinary days, the righteous and sin
ners, knowledge and ignorance, teacher and student, the 
authorities and the crowd ("rabble"), interrogator and 
interrogated. In other cases, however, the author not only 
insists on, but even seems to intensify, the clash. Pairs 
such as matter and spirit, "you" (or "they") versus "we," 
synagogue and church, Moses and Jesus, birth and re
birth (in the Spirit), error and truth come to mind. Yet, a 
closer look at the Johannine Jesus' own words and ac
tions reveals a softening of distinctions (despite the au
thor's intention?) in these cases as well. Are we not con
fronted with a paradoxical unity when light appears in 
the darkness (v. 5); when spirit and matter miraculously 
meet as Jesus touches the man's eyes with mud and 
opens his soul (v. 6); when Jesus claims Moses as his 
own heritage (v. 14); and when people reach truth not 
apart from, but via, error (vv. 39-41)?4 

In the final analysis, the only fixed opposition per
mitted by Jesus' praxis in John concerns the meaning 
and status of difference itself. Is the man born blind fun
damentally like his questioners, or are they and he essen
tially different, as they wish to believe? What of the man 

born blind and the Son of Man himself? Are they vitally 
related or thoroughly unrelated? Is the world built on 
difference or on sameness? Is heterogeneity or homoge
neity prior? Does the life which Jesus came to offer in 
abundance (Jn 10: 10) emerge when "essential differ
ences" are overcome or when an "essential unity" is rec
ognized? Is the Reign of God about tolerating differ
ences or celebrating a differentiated oneness, to use the 
technical language of theology? Leaving aside the far
reaching philosophical and theological implications of 
such questions, we may still conclude that the opponents 
of the man born blind feared his simple yet dramatic 
claim of "essential likeness" to them. "Are you trying to 
teach us?" (v. 34; emphasis added). 

Many self-accepting homosexual Christians today 
have discovered that what most arouses opposition is our 
refusal to be invisible ("closeted") - that is, our decision 
to be visible like anyone else in the church. To assert that 
our distinctive sexuality is, at the same time, more fun
damentally like than unlike heterosexuality means 
claiming the same rights as others, not asking for some
thing different ("special"). But it also means more: when 
homosexual Christians say, in words or deeds, to hetero
sexual members of the church, "We are in essence the 
same as you," they unself-consciously contribute to the 
process of shattering the "fantasy of opposites"5 (such as 
male/female, clergy/laity, Christian/non-Christian) on 
which too much theology and ecclesial life rests. What 
makes self-affirming homosexual Christians "different" 
is their stubborn insistence on the equal dignity of all 
persons. Consciously or not, they advance a vision of 
reality rooted in commonality, continuity and solidarity 
and call into question attitudes based on dissimilarity, 
rupture and discord. 

Sameness and Solidarity 

Let us return to John's gospel, this time to the fig
ure of the Pharisee Nicodemus, whose story parallels 
that of the man born blind in unexpected ways. As por
trayed in John, Nicodemus provides, among other 
things, an attractive and theologically compelling model 
of leadership in the community of faith. Despite his 
fears, this Pharisee visits Jesus to inquire about Jesus' 
identity (3:1-2). Despite his office, he humbly acknowl
edges his confusion (3:4). Despite his learning, he gives 
free rein to his curiosity. Like the man born blind, 
Nicodemus approaches mystery with humility. Yet all 
these similarities do not hide the enormous gap which 
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separates the two men: one belongs to the socially pow
erful and privileged, the other to the "nobodies" of soci
ety. Nevertheless, in John's gospel the man born blind 
speaks, asking his questioners to accept his experience 
as true. Nicodemus, by contrast, listens, struggling to 
accept the experience of others which eclipses his own 
narrow way of thinking. The person who speaks to him 
is Jesus (though the words could very well be those _of 
the man born blind): 

We speak only about what we know and witness 
only to what we have seen, and yet you people re
ject our evidence. If you do not believe me when I 
speak to you about earthly things, how will you 
believe me when I speak to you about heavenly 
things? (3: 11-12) 

Nicodemus remains silent after Jesus' explanation 
of rebirth in water and Spirit (3:5-10). Yet we know that 
he later defends Jesus and his disciples and reprimands 
his fellow Pharisees: "Our law does not judge people 
without first giving them a hearing to find out what they 
are doing, does it?" (7:51; emphasis added). Nicodemus 
appears a third and final time at Jesus' death. It is he and 
Joseph of Arimathea, a "secret disciple," who together 
bury the body according to Jewish custom (19:39-40). 
The change in Nicodemus' way of thinking and the bold 
action he takes at Jesus' death (no longer under cover of 
darkness) began with the troubling experiences of com
mon people such as the man born blind. The so-called 

1 I am referring to Gen 19:4-11,Lev 18:22 and 20:13, Rom 1:26-27, l Cor 
6:9-10,and l Tim 1:9- 11. 
' In using the plural encounters, I wish to recognize the uniqueness of each 
person and of every person• s relationship with God. Such singularity does 
not, however, permit me to overlook the role of collective identities based on 
such factors as race, class, culture, gender or sexual orientation. I write here 
as a person whose homosexual orientation in some respects represents a 
handicap in both my society and my church but whose social location 
otherwise entails privileges and unearned rewards in both contexts. In the 
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"ignorant" and faceless rabble unwittingly but success
fully challenged him to recognize the humanity he 
shares with them. Taking leave of his fellow Pharisees, 
Nicodemus in fact joined his society's pariahs by anoint
ing the murdered body of the One who chose to be, and 
whom they saw as, their rabbi. In this act of solidarity 
with the "nobodies," Nicodemus underwent the "rebirth 
in the Spirit" which he could not earlier understand (3:4, 
9). Moreover, in his compassionate and courageous act, 
religious authority itself is reborn. Again like the man 
born blind, Nicodemus presumably failed to find an
swers to all his questions, even at the end. Yet uncer
tainty did not prevent him from accepting the invitation 
to conversion, from embracing the humanity he shared 
with outcasts, or from choosing public solidarity with 
the One who reminds us of our fundamental homogene
ity. 

Both Nicodemus and the man of John 9 were 
"born blind," both received "new eyes" from Jesus, and 
both challenged their common community to be reborn 
in the Spirit. Who can say that the same Spirit of Jesus is 
not today summoning the entire church, members and 
leaders alike, to join these biblical ancesters in seeing -
and acting on - our essential oneness? This is what I be
lieve self-affirming lesbian and gay Christians are ask
ing for. 

James B. Nickoloff 
Dr. James B. Nickoloff is professor of religious studies at the College 
of the Holy Cross, Worcester, MA. 

remarks which follow I do not claim to speak for those whose social location 
differs from mine, or even for other gay men of my race, class, etc. 
' Gustavo Gutierrez has pointed to the same kind of change in the beggar 
Bartimaeus, in Mark's gospel. See Gustavo Gutierrez, The God of life 
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1991), 187-188. 
• Not long before he died, Juan Luis Segundo reminded the church of this 
in The Liberation of Dogma: Faith, Revelation, and Dogmatic Teaching 
Authority (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1992). 
> The phrase is used by James Hillman in "Anima I," Spring (1973), 99. 



The Poor Shall Always Be with You: 
A Disturbing Social Analysis 

The French priest Pere Joseph Wresinski (1917-
1988) was one of those altogether remarkable per

sons, dedicated, holy, and quite inimitable, that Roman 
Catholicism occasionally produces. He had the stuff of 
which saints are made. Born in the French town of Anger 
as the son of a Polish father and a Spanish mother, he 
grew up under conditions of extreme poverty. His life 
was supported and guided by his Catholic faith. When he 
became a diocesan priest, he wholly dedicated himself 
to the service of the poorest of the poor, whom he re
ferred to as le sous-proletariat or le Quart Monde 
(Fourth World). Pere Joseph lived with the poorest in 
their slums, shared their disarray and discomfort, and 
suffered with them from hunger and the winter cold. In 
the slums, he gave daily witness to his faith that God 
loved the poor and that Christ, his Son, was alive in their 
midst. 

This article is not about Joseph Wresinski's theol
ogy nor his remarkable spirituality. Nor will I examine 
the movement which he founded, ATD - Quart Monde, 
where the initials stand for Aide a Toute Detresse. Mem
bers of this movement are bold men and women of di
verse religious backgrounds who volunteer to live 
among the poor and give witness to their worth and dig
nity. What interests me in this article - and troubles me 
greatly - is the social analysis Pere Wresinski made of 
this poorest sector of society. 

My information is drawn from extensive inter
views of Wresinski made by a well- known French jour
nalist, Gilles Anouil, and published as Le pere Joseph: 
Les pauvres sont l 'Eglise (Paris: Centurion, 1983.) Since 
Anouil himself was troubled by Wresinski's sociology 
of the subproletariate, the interviewer asked searching 
questions that forced the priest to explain and defend his 
point of view. I wish to describe Wresinski 's unusual so
cial analysis. 

Wresinski 's analysis is disturbing because it goes 
against the vision, values and expectations of radical ac
tivists and reform-minded persons . Most ethically 
motivated people believe that the misery inflicted upon 
the poorest sector of the population calls for the reform 

or reconstruction of society. What is needed is effective 
political involvement capable of promoting social 
progress and improving the conditions of the poor. 
Through these changes, those who are presently ex
cluded will become responsible citizens. Like all human 
beings, they are intended to enter into the full enjoyment 
of their human rights. Radicals and reformers may disa
gree about the means to be employed in this enterprise, 
but they are at one in the conviction that grinding pov
erty can be overcome. The Catholic Church's social 
teaching, one might add, fully shares this perspective. 

Yet this view of things is rejected by this remark
able French priest. Pere Joseph holds that the poorest of 
the poor, the subproletariate, cannot be rescued from 
their poverty to become useful and responsible citizens. 
This discovery makes the priest infinitely sad. Salvation 
for people of the Fourth World, he holds, can only mean 
that God's gracious presence to them is capable of trans
figuring their lives from within. They shall live in their 
slums - but with dignity. 

How does this compassionate priest arrive at this 
unsettling conclusion? 

The Subproletariate Is a People Apart 

The first one of W resin ski's observations, based on 
his own experience, is that the poor living in the slums of 
France constitute "a people." By this he means that the 
poor have a culture of their own which is different from 
that of the rest of society and incomprehensible to all 
outsiders. The social cohesion of slum dwellers is based 
on their behavioral patterns, not on some sort of internal 
bond. Their ways of perceiving reality, of leading their 
daily lives and of reacting to their problems are different 
from, and likely to appear irrational to, people of the 
mainstream. The subproletariate has no sense of having 
a place in history nor of being in any sense responsible 
for its future. At the same time, these poor do have their 
own wisdom. They practise strategies of survival, in
cluding lying, stealing and cheating, which appear "im
moral" to outsiders. Yet the poor have hidden reserves of 
pride that cause them to suffer from the contempt of so-

October-December 1999 / 11 



ciety and, at times, make them capable of acting in a 
manner that demands respect. 

In the interviews, Pere Joseph constantly illus
trates the points he makes by examples drawn from his 
own experience. His analysis is based on participant ob
servation. He also checks his conclusions by relating 
them to the studies done by the Research Institute of the 
Movement ATD - Quatre Mon de, which he founded. To 
illustrate "the otherness" of people in the slums, he tells 
many moving stories. One such story deals with a social 
worker or a priest who goes to a great deal of trouble to 
find two rooms in a house for a family with several chil
dren, who were living in a cardboard shack put up on 
damp and dirty ground. The situation of the family is 
heart-breaking. When, after much bargaining with 
property owners and assistance agencies, a small apart
ment, dry and clean, is made available for them, the 
family refuses to move. Or they decide to hide in an
other, equally degrading hut. They have good reasons 
for doing this. They fear the entry into the outside world 
with its rules and regulations; they realize that they are 
unable to live a tidy life; they know they will do things 
which will be regarded as wrong; they will damage the 
apartment and annoy their neighbours; and they will in
evitably be despised, excluded and eventually chased 
away. If, moreover, they move out of the slum com
pound, they will lose the familiar connections with 
neighbours and agencies from whom they were some
times able to get help. In addition, if they do move into 
the small apartment, they will look upon the social 
worker or the priest who found it for them as their ben
efactor who, from now on, is responsible for their well
being. They will make endless demands upon him, and, 
if the help is not forthcoming, denounce him as mean 
and hard-hearted. 

The conditions which society has imposed on the 
poorest of the poor, Wresinski argues, have severely 
damaged their bodies and their souls. The men, in par
ticular, are unable to look after their families and hence 
feel guilty and inferior. They find it hard to keep up with 
the demanding rhythm of a regular employment. They 
are always half-sick, suffering from headaches, rheuma
tism or stomach pains. Women tend to be more enter
prising since their task is to feed their families. They ask 
for help, tum to social agencies or their parish, and if 
need be, invent stories or steal or make staffpeople feel 
guilty if they say no. Already children know how to use 
emotional blackmail when they go begging. 
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The lives of these families are full of contradic
tions. They live in chaos and noise. They have no private 
space where they can find refuge and recover their souls. 
They may help their neighbour who is poorer than they: 
they may share their bread with him - as a kind of insur
ance so that when they are in dire need, the neighbour 
will stand by them. Yet after helping him in the evening, 
they may be angry with him in the morning. Jealousy 
and vindictiveness lead to endless quarrels. When a per
son receives some unexpected money, he may give part 
of it away to a neighbour to feel, even if only for a mo
ment, magnanimous. Or he may spend it all on one meal 
of delicacies for his family. The culture of the slum, says 
Wresinski, is no environment for learning solidarity. 

The reader of these interviews may feel that 
Wresinski is exaggerating. Is this dire poverty really a 
widespread phenomenon? Wresinski claims that, ac
cording to reliable research, there were two million such 
people in France in 1970. At that time, the population of 
the Fourth World in Western Europe was estimated at 10 
million. Yet the existence of these poor and the condi
tions under which they live are almost unknown among 
the majority of citizens. Government offices and social 
agencies that deal with these people regard them as lazy, 
dishonest and asocial, as "Lumpenproletariat," as loaf
ers and good-for-nothings. Whenever the poor encounter 
the larger society, they meet nothing but contempt and 
rejection. The world does not recognize that people in 
the ghettos have been disfigured by the dominant struc
tures. Their behaviour reveals the sin of society. They are 
victims. They find themselves in the likeness of Christ 
nailed onto the cross, their features distorted and their 
hearts near despair. 

The Distance Between Workers and the 
Subproletariate 

In his interviews, Wresinski explains in detail the 
distance between the subproletariate and the working 
class. In France, workers have an awareness that they 
belong to a social class, have a place in society, and are 
engaged in a collective effort to improve their situation. 
They are proud of their skills and practise workers' soli
darity. Because of their own self-perception, they are in
capable of understanding the people in the slums. La
bour unions express their solidarity with the 
unemployed and the unemployable in an abstract man
ner, yet unions remain aloof from such people in prac
tice. Wresinski recognizes that unions must use their 



power to defend the rights of working people, especially 
in recent years when neo-liberal policies try to undo the 
social achievements of the past. Still, he laments the ab
sence of sympathy. 

The distance between workers and the 
subproletariate is dramatically revealed at the work 
place itself. The non-skilled labourers drawn from the 
slums who are occasionally given work at a factory are 
not looked upon as equals by the workers. These labour
ers remain outsiders. Since they have no sense of work
ers' solidarity, their behaviour is interpreted as a provo
cation. When they try to cheat the boss, the workers 
forgive them, but when they try to take advantage of fel
low workers, they are despised. Labourers from the 
slums who have complaints do not go through the proper 
channels provided by the union; they prefer to address 
themselves directly to the boss. They betray the code of 
workers. Nor do the poor have a rational critique of soci
ety. They are unable to join the workers in conversations 
about the political order and the situation of labour. 

Wresinski holds that the subproletariate is non-po
litical. The poor, he explains, have no trust in any institu
tion whatever. The idea that society could be trans
formed does not occur to them. They may occasionally 
trust individuals, persons who have helped them and 
continue to help them, but even this trust always remains 
conditional. To trust in workers' solidarity or in a politi
cal movement is completely beyond them. 

The Subproletariate Is Caught in a Cultural Prison 

Wresinski argues that the poor in the ghettos re
main imprisoned in them. When a man or a woman from 
the slums does make an effort to escape and join the 
working class, it usually ends in failure. Young girls 
from the slums who marry workers are, in most cases, 
unable to remain faithful to the regular duties and careful 
planning demanded by bringing up a working-class fam
ily. Their marriages tend to break up. People of the 
subproletariate carry within them the chaos and the con
fusion which the cruel situation in which they live has 
produced in their hearts. They see themselves as power
less, guilty and destined to failure. 

The subproletariate, according to Wresinski, is the 
product of generations. If persons brought up as workers 
or members of the middle class should, through bad luck 
or bad management, come to live in the slums, they 
bring with them the memory of an orderly existence and 
hence retain the capacity to find regular employment and 

eventually leave the slums again. The poorest of the poor 
have no such memory. Studies made by the ATD Re
search Institute show that many families in the ghettos 
have a history of exclusion and misery going back as far 
as two hundred years. Escape from their terrible fate has 
become almost impossible. There are remarkable excep
tions, but they only confirm the rule. 

With a sad heart Wresinski agrees with the slum 
dwellers that society will never change and deliver them 
from the conditions that distort their lives. In his inter
views, Wresinski defends himself against voices of the 
political left, in and outside the Church, that accuse him 
of being an obstacle on the road to progress. The left
leaning critics are puzzled why the priest insists that his 
ardent engagement with and for the poor remains non
partisan . Wresinski respects secular people, especially 
Marxists, who, in the struggle for justice and equality, 
are willing to make sacrifices and put their life on the 
line. He admires workers engaged in the struggle of their 
unions. Yet he claims that neither reform nor revolution 
has ever 'improved the lot of the poorest of the poor. The 
American, the French and the Russian revolutions re
mained indifferent to the lowest sector of society. Nor 
have socialist and social democratic governments, he 
claims, ever changed the lives of people belonging to the 
subproletariate. 

Liberals with a generous heart believe that people 
of the slums can be rescued by building houses and find
ing work for them. Liberals think that, with the help of 
public and private agencies, individuals - and eventually 
all of them - will move upward into the working class 
and learn to live orderly and productive lives. Wresinski 
disagrees. He sees no way in which the poorest of the 
poor can be integrated into society. They are imprisoned 
by their culture. They are like Jesus on the cross; it is too 
late to pull out the nails and let him walk again. The res
cue of Jesus and the rescue of the subproletariate come 
from a higher dimension. 

How does le Pere Joseph envisage the future of the 
slum-dwellers to whom he has dedicated his entire en
ergy and for the sake of whom he founded the Move
ment AID - Quart Monde? The Good News preached by 
Wresinski was that, in spite of - and because of - their 
ugliness, God the Father loves the poorest of the poor 
above all other human beings and has sent his Son Jesus 
to dwell in their midst. In the slums and ghettos, the 
Church reveals its true nature. The ecclesial mission ex
ercised.by Pere Joseph and the Movement ATD is to live 
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among these people, to share their deprivation, and to 
give daily witness to the power of faith, hope and love. 
This mission is not inspired by a political hope that the 
cruel conditions that have produced the subproletariate 
will be transformed. The hope that sustains the mission 
is, rather, the faith that Christ will rescue these people 
from their guilt feelings and self-contempt, initiate them 
to the practice of love, and enable them to improve the 
material and cultural conditions within the ghett9. Yet 
their prison remains. For the poorest of the poor, life will 
remain a constant struggle for survival, yet it will have 
an inner dignity. 

Reading the thoughts of this holy man greatly dis
turbed me. I realized that I do not have the greatness of 
soul to follow him and share the lot of the poorest. Nor 
did I want to believe that his social analysis is correct. 

Anthony de Mello 
Writings Selected 

with an Introduction by William Dych, S.J. 
Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 141 pages 

This small book of selected texts from the writings of 
the Indian Jesuit Anthony de Mello is part of the 

new series "Modem Spiritual Masters" published by 
Orbis Books. This well-known spiritual author, speaker 
and retreat master, who died from a heart attack at the 
age of 56, was an original theological thinker. He ex
plored the mystical meaning of Catholicism and brought 
out its universal significance. The texts collected in this 
volume breathe peace and inward joy without disguising 
the evil in the world nor the endless pain caused by it. 
The texts also show that an unquestioning surrender to 
the divine mystery actually sustains resistance to the 
forces damaging to human beings. 

De Mello's strong conviction that the Spirit 
breathes where it will and that the Word of God touches 
every human born into the world has made him suspect 
at the Vatican's high court. He is regarded as belonging 
to a group of Asian theologians in dialogue with the an
cient religions of their continent who, it is thought, are 
excessively open to these religious traditions and hence 
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I found out that there exists a debate among social scien
tists in North America in regard to the possibilities of 
rescue from the subproletariate. A useful introduction to 
this topic is a collection of articles, entitled The 
"Underclass" Debate, edited by Michael Katz 
(Princeton University Press, 1993). Some researchers ar
gue that in certain historical contexts there exists a cul
ture of poverty that imprisons people born into it, while 
other researchers disagree. They hold instead that social 
struggles are able to free people; even if a social struggle 
does not succeed in reconstructing society, it creates a 
consciousness of social hope among the struggling poor 
and thus already significantly changes their lives. All my 
instincts and deep desires incline me to believe that there 
is hope for rescue from unjust institutions. 

Gregory Baum 

do not defend the Church's mission to convert the Asian 
peoples to Christianity. In his report on the Asian Synod 
given at New Delhi in the fall of 1999, Pope John Paul 
asked theologians to avoid an inculturation of the Gospel 
in Asia that refrains from announcing Jesus Christ as the 
one Lord in whom there is salvation. The Pope recalled 
that the fi rst millennium had brought Christianity to Eu
rope and the second millennium to America and Africa. 
He then expressed his hope that the third millennium 
would bring the Good News to the peoples of Asia. 

William Dych has written an excellent introduc
tion to de Mello 's writings. He explains why readers ac
customed to the highly conceptual doctrinal and theo
logical tradition of the West are easily disturbed by de 
Mello's theology, which prefers to express itself in im
ages, parables and stories, in line with the teaching of 
Jesus. De Mello's simple stories do question some of our 
received ideas and hence truly disturb us, yet they also 
delight us and give us hope. The stories open up a new 
vision of the ever gracious God, convincing the reader 
that it is in substantial conformity to the Gospel. This is a 
spiritual book that raises our awareness and expands our 
heart. 



Reason and Faith: A Sermon 

This sermon was given on June 20, 1999, at the gradua
tion ceremonies of Conrad Grebel College in Waterloo, 
Ontario, and has been published in the Conrad Grebel 
Review. 

Ever since the creation of the world, God's invis
ible nature and eternal power have been clearly per
ceived in the things that have been made. 

(Romans 1 :20) 

This famous verse from Paul's Letter to the Romans 
has been interpreted in two antithetical ways. Some 
readers have argued that Paul here recognizes that peo
ple, thanks to the gift of reason they have received, are 
able to recognize that there is a God. Even outside of 
Israel, the nations knew this long before the gospel was 
preached to them. They recognized that the world had 
not made itself; they reasoned, therefore, that the world 
must have been made by an intelligent, transcendent 
power. Reason is here understood as a friend of faith. 
Intelligence here helps people to become believers. 

Other readers of Romans 1 :20 have interpreted this 
passage quite differently. They read it in the light of the 
following verse, Romans 1 :21, which says, "Although 
they knew God, they did not honour him as God or give 
thanks to him; they became futile in their thinking and 
their senseless minds were darkened. Claiming to be 
wise, they became fools. So they are without excuse." 

According to these readers, the Apostle here 
claims that, abstractly speaking, human reason could 
come to the knowledge of God, but that, concretely 
speaking, the exercise of reason has been distorted by 
sin, the inherited sin, that marks the whole of human ex
istence. Here reason is understood as "the wisdom of the 
flesh" that leads people away from God. Here intelli
gence is not a friend of faith, but its competitor or even 
its enemy. 

Both of these apparently antithetical interpreta
tions may be correct: reason may be both a friend and an 
enemy of faith. This sounds paradoxical: but paradoxical 
discourse is often an appropriate way of communicating 
religious truth. 

Does this debate concern us as theologians in the 
present age? Does this debate deal with questions raised 
in the world of today? When secular people look at the 
Solar Temple, the suicide cult that made the news a few 
years ago, they find this cult totally irrational. They say, 
these believers must have been crazy. Now what do these 
secular people see when they look at the Christian 
church? What if they say that Christian believers are also 
irrational? Why might they say this? Because Christians 
trust in something called God that may not exist at all. 
What should we reply to such secular people? Should 
we say, "No, no, we are not like the Solar Temple: our 

. faith is not irrational"? Or should we say instead, "Yes, 
you are quite right, our faith cannot be defended by ra
tional arguments"? 

Let me pose the question in a broader way. Should 
Christians engage in dialogue with non-believers in a ra
tional search for common values and cooperation? Or 
must Christians mistrust the intelligence of non-believ
ers because they still sit in darkness waiting for the light? 
Should we cooperate with the world on the basis of a 
common intelligence? Or should we remain aloof from 
the world, blinded as it is by its sin? These are important 
theological questions. They have been answered by 
Christians in different ways, depending - in part at least 
- on their historical situation. 

How did St. Paul deal with this issue on his visit to 
Athens? In Acts 17:lfr32 we find Paul standing on the 
Areopagus, the forum, in conversation with Epicurean 
and Stoic philosophers. They say to him, "You bring some 
strange things to our ears: we wish to know what these 
things mean." The cult of a God who resurrected the man 
Jesus seemed irrational to them. How did Paul reply to 
them? He said that religious people and many philoso
phers of their own culture acknowledge the existence of 
divinity. These people know that the deity exists, but they 
are ignorant of what this God is like. Christians believe 
that this incomprehensible Godhead has revealed itself in 
amazing events that culminate in the life, death and resur
rection of Jesus. According to Acts, chapter 17, some of 
the philosophers mocked this explanation, while others 
said, "We will hear you again about this." 
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Speaking in Athens, the Apostle argued that rea
son, at least in the Greek philosophical tradition, was 
capable of acknowledging the realm of the spirit sus
tained by divinity. In his conversation with the Athenian 
philosophers, Paul did not identify human reason with 
the "wisdom of the flesh" that leads people astray and 
keeps them away from God. Reason, Paul here sug
gested, is a help to belief. Intelligence is a stepping stone 
or a ladder leading up to faith. 

The early Christian theologians were greatly im
pressed by the Greek philosophical tradition. Why? Be
cause its great thinkers offered rational arguments for 
the existence of divinity, for the unity of humankind, for 
the spiritual nature of the human person, and for the im
perative for a virtuous life. The theologians of antiquity 
praised reason as a friend of faith . For them, "[f]aith and 
reason are like two wings on which the human spirit 
rises to the contemplation of the truth." This is in fact a 
quotation from John Paul Il's recent circular letter called 
"Faith and Reason." 

At the same time, the same theologians of antiq
uity denounced the practice of the ancient pagan civili
zation: its idolatry, its oppressive structures, its love of 
pomp and pleasure, its pride of cultural superiority. The 
ancient theologians held that this unholy practice, 
guided by a distorted rationality, stood under God's 
judgment. At the end of the fourth century, St. Augustine 
even foresaw the collapse of Roman Empire and its civi
lization. 

We notice here a curious paradox reminding us of 
St. Paul's double message. On the one hand, the domi
nant public culture of antiquity is here seen as shot 
through with error and evil, and on the other hand, a mi
nority current within this civilization is regarded as the 
bearer of great wisdom. Reason associated with the 
dominant culture is distorted and leads people astray, 
while a deeper form of reason, mediated by a minority, 
the great philosophers, offers wisdom and can become a 
stepping stone to faith. Because a culture has many lev
els, it can, at one and the same time, mediate to the pub
lic at large the "wisdom of the flesh" that leads to perdi
tion, and the "wisdom of the spirit" that leads to the true 
and the good. 

Let me turn now to our own civilization. One obvi
ous way in which modern thought differs from the phi
losophy of antiquity and the middle ages is the loss of 
metaphysical confidence. In modern times, reason has 
increasingly focused on the empirical world and as-
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sumed its incompetence in matters spiritual. Modern 
thinkers often distinguish between science which pro
vides certain knowledge, and philosophical thought 
which offers only opinions. Modern thought here devi
ates from the classical tradition which, as we just saw, 
provided certain knowledge of the existence of a spir
itual world. 

The concentration of modern thinkers on the mate
rial world has also affected their understanding of ethics. 
Many philosophers, especially in the British tradition, 
regard human beings as oriented by nature toward the 
struggle for survival and the enhancement of their mate
rial conditions. This view differs radically from the 
thought of the classical Greek philosophers for whom 
humans were, by their very nature, oriented towards the 
true and the good. For the modern thinkers, people are 
essentially self-seeking. To be ethical, under these cir
cumstances, means to seek one's advantage in the most 
rational manner. This is called enlightened self-interest. 
Instead of aiming at short-range benefits, the enlight
ened person opts for what is of advantage to him or her 
in the long run. Such a utilitarian ethics is, in fact, the 
dominant moral philosophy of modern society. It goes 
hand in hand with the modern practice, the self-promo
tion of individuals and hence the competition of all with 
all . The icon of human living is here no longer the paci
fied community, but the competitive market. 

The purpose of offering this analysis is to shed 
light on the suspicion of reason entertained by the origi
nal Lutherans and Mennonites in the sixteenth century. 
While they had many differences, they shared the con
viction that the cultural orientation of the emerging mo
dernity was towards self-centredness and self-promo
tion. The modern project was guided by a rationality that 
did not deserve to be respected. Since modern reason 
blessed individualism and materialism, it could not be 
trusted, even if it claimed to demonstrate the existence of 
God. Luther put it rather crudely: reason, he said, acted 
like a whore: it went to bed with any man who paid well. 

Yet the paradoxical situation we found in the writ
ings of Paul and in Christian antiquity may also be true 
of modem civilization. The dominant culture and in it, 
the dominant forms of reason, are indeed blind to the 
spiritual world. Modern techno-scientific rationality is 
not open to God. The type of reasoning that rules the 
world militates against Christian faith. Mennonites and 
Protestants were quite right when they were suspicious 
of this reason. Yet at the same time - and this is the para-



dox - there also exists in modern civilization a deeper 
cultural current, a minority tradition, sustained by reli
gious thinkers and philosophers who have a wider un
derstanding of reason and offer rational arguments for 
the existence of a spiritual world. For them intelligence 
is a friend of faith . Here reason serves as a stepping stone 
or ladder leading up to faith in God's Word. 

Let me say a few words about modern thinkers 
who hold that intelligence supports Christian faith. They 
represent a minority trend. Typical of most of them is 
that they focused on people's inner experiences. They 
have sympathy for St. Augustine's advice: "Do not wan
der far and wide but return into yourself. Deep within the 
human heart, there dwells the truth." The modern think
ers of whom I speak recognize that despite the awful 
things which people do to one another, many retain a 
moral conscience, a commitment to love and solidarity, 
and a yearning for a just and peaceful world. They carry 
a utopia within their hearts. Some modern thinkers mar
vel at this . What, they ask, is the origin of this moral 
experience? How is it that in a world dominated by the 
lust for power and wealth, people arrive at such pro
found ethical convictions, convictions that are more real 
to them than the knowledge derived from the sciences? 
This can only be explained if, in their conscience, people 
hear a spiritual call, a transce,ndent summons, a divine 
imperative. Rational reflection on this ethical experience 
assures these modern thinkers of the reality of a spiritual 
realm. Reason applied to ethical experience opens the 
door to metaphysics. Intelligence is here a friend of 
faith. 

I wish to give one example of a twentieth-century 
secular thinker, the German philosopher Max 
Horkheimer, who shared this intense ethical conviction 
and who almost came to believe in God. Philosophers of 
antiquity and the middle ages thought that human wis-

dom began with astonishment over the beauty and won
ders of the universe. They marvelled at the harmony of 
the spheres. By contrast, Max Horkheimer was incapa
ble of marvelling at the world. All his life he was deeply 
troubled by the injustices in the world, the suffering in
flicted upon innocent people, and the death-dealing 
maldistribution of wealth and power in the global soci
ety. His entire philosophical work dealt with the irration
ality of the world. He did not marvel at the universe, but 
sorrowed over the human situation in which the strong 
are victorious over the weak. For him, the beginning of 
thought was not wonder, but outrage. He lamented that 
modern, scientific reason was intelligence disconnected 
from love. By bracketing the ethical dimension, he ar
gued, modem reason exercises a dehumanizing impact 
on society. Horkheimer was not a religious man. Yet 
when he grew older, he began to marvel - not at the 
world - but at the power of his ethical conviction, the 
utopia that haunted him and so many other people, edu
cated and uneducated. Horkheimer was astonished that 
sunk into his own being was a desire for the true and the 
good. The essay in which he offers his reflections on this 
moral experience is entitled, Die Sehnsucht nach dem 
ganz Anderen, in English, The Yearning for the Totally 
Other. Horkheimer did not become a believer. He re
mained at the threshold. But he argued that intelligence 
grounded in love is open to the possibility of God. 

Some modern thinkers go further. They argue that 
the impossibility of being reconciled to an unjust society 
and the suffering of the innocent is an experiential sign 
and expression of divine transcendence. Here reason is a 
friend of faith. Reason, as St. Paul so clearly saw, has 
many faces . While the dominant reason of his society 
was inimical to divine revelation, at another level, the 
reason of the wise - a minority trend - affirmed the ex
istence of divinity. 

Gregory Baum 
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God and the Chip: Religion and the Culture of Technology 
William A. Stahl 

Waterloo, Ont.: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 1999. 
Pp. 185. 

What if there was a box ... a magic box. A box that 
contained all the answers to all the questions 
you've ever had. A box that contained every inven
tion and every idea you've ever wondered about. A 
box that could help doctors figure out how to cure 
diseases. A box that could help leaders of industry 
deliver products faster. Help professors produce 
better books, astronomers find new galaxies. Well, 
there is such a box. A magic box. It's called a 
server. (from an IBM print ad for "e-business serv
ers," Fall 1999) 

Much of the language used to discuss technology is, 
according to the author of this book, ideological, 

mystifying, magical and implicitly religious. William 
Stahl, a thoughtful sociologist and Christian thinker, 
finds a curious contradiction at work in North American 
society. On one hand we think of ourselves as realists 
living in a society dominated by a secular rationality. 
Unlike our premodern ancestors, who thought that na
ture was alive and spoke about it in metaphorical lan
guage, we tend to think of nature as dead matter, shaped 
by impersonal forces, understood by science, and ac
counted for in the sterile, technical language. We like to 
think that symbolic discourse such as poetry and reli
gious myth may be appropriate for the realm of the emo
tions, yet inappropriate in the sphere of reason, science, 
and technology. Yet when talking about computers, 
many express themselves in symbolic language that 
mystifies. The computer, as IBM tells us, is a "magic 
box." 

Stahl does not want to abandon mythological lan
guage altogether. He introduces a critical-mythological 
discourse that advocates "redemptive technology." To 
explain what this means, the author shows that technol
ogy is actually a social practice, i.e., a creation of soci
ety, reflecting its values and contradictions. He dispels 
three common misconceptions: 1) that technology is au
tonomous, 2) that technology's tools are, like all ma-
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chines, neutral instruments, and 3) that technological in
novations are ahistorical inventions. He demonstrates 
that political and economic interests have shaped the 
technology we currently use. Technology is not an ob
jective "applied science"; it is rather the product of soci
ety achieving its purposes and reflecting its values. 

As an example the author shows how society has 
assigned gender to machines, leading people to think 
that the computer is a "man's machine." The gender of a 
machine has been socially constructed in keeping with 
society's division of labour, in particular with the dual
ism between the public and the private spheres. A careful 
analysis reveals that the "magic box" has a history re
flecting past political and economic decisions as well as 
modern society's social hierarchies. Stahl offers a con
sistent argument, applying Wiebe Bijker's theory of 
sociotechnical change, that technology is enmeshed, as a 
"seamless web," in the cultural traditions of society and 
is thus inescapably linked to its collective beliefs, val
ues, and goals. 

Like Faust, who sold his soul to the Devil in ex
change for knowledge and power, modern society seems 
to have renounced all limits to the quest for more infor
mation and greater mastery over the world. Though we, 
like Faust, may have begun with noble intentions, we 
have seen the diabolical face of technology in places 
such as Bophal, Chernobyl, Hiroshima, and Nagasaki. 
We seem to have lost our sense of direction and purpose. 
"We are," Stahl writes, "masters without meaning." 

At the same time the author refuses to abandon 
hope. We are, unlike Faust, still in the bargaining phase. 
Stahl introduces the idea of "redemptive technology," 
which relies on the fact that technology reflects our so
cial practices and on the hope that we may change our 
social practices. The invocation of hope reveals the au
thor's theological perspective. So does the expression 
"redemptive technology." 

Stahl's redemptive technology can be read as a 
constructive critique of authors such as the Canadian 
philosopher George Grant, whose assessment of moder
nity and technology is wholly negative. For Grant, tech
nology is a law unto itself; it is an autonomous and a 



determining force; it is the embodiment of instrumental 
reason that finds the most efficient way to develop itself. 
According to Grant, technology essentially shapes us in 
what we are - our actions, thoughts and imaginings. 
Technology, he claims, is the ontology of modernity. 

Though Stahl shares many of Grant's insights into 
the destructive nature of modernity, he rejects Grant's 
technological determi~ism as a philosophical error. 
Grant supposes that technology is simply the practical 
application of scientific reason, thus failing to recognize 
that technology is socially constructed and therefore re
flects society's social practices. Grant examines the im
pact of machines without studying the social history of 
their origin. Grant laments the effects of computers on 
culture and society without attention to the social forces 
that have created these instruments. 

By situating technology as a social practice and 
not as an inevitable product of modernity, Stahl is able 
to identify various contingencies (such as funding deci
sions, environmental changes, and research mistakes) 
that have contributed to the current technological capa
bilities of the chip inside the box. Consequently, if we 
are troubled by our society's reliance upon the techno
logical fix, then what must transform is not the machine 
itself, but rather our technological practice, i.e., soci
ety's culture, organizations, and techniques. In other 
words, if we want to unmoor technology and the corn-

puter from the centre of our society, we must transform 
our social practices. 

Redemptive technology is grounded in a praxis
oriented ethic. Stahl offers six principles of action that 
are intended to keep us from making Faust's mistake. 
These are I) the search for the common good, 2) a com
mitment to justice, 3) the exercise of creativity, 4) the 
respect for limits, 5) reciprocity, and 6) holism. These 
principles, Stahl argues, reinforce and correct each 
other. They form the basis for a wise use of technology. 
Together they provide an ethical framework for reflect
ing on our technological practice. 

Stahl's book is a welcome critique of our techno
logical culture that is not overwhelmed by the latter's 
negative potential. Understanding technology and cul
ture as a "seamless web" compels us to rethink our col
lective beliefs, values and goals. While these critical re
flections may not affect the practices of IBM, Microsoft, 
Nortel, and other technology corporations, discussing 
the social practices underlying today's technology raises 
public awareness that computers are not in control. Once 
we realize that the computer is not an autonomous agent 
nor even a "magic box," we begin to ask critical ques
tions regarding the purposes and values of society. 
Stahl's book is important because it challenges us to 
think critically about a society that reveres the "magic 
box." 

Scott Kline 
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