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Trends in Contemporary Judaism 
Overcoming the False Dichotomy Between the Religious and the Secular 

I 

M
y late aunt and uncle, long-time residents of Los 

Angeles, came to visit us in London when we lived 

there. One day we took them to St. Paul's Cathedral. My 

aunt's comments made a lasting impression on me. "We 

in the United States," she said, "have churches and mu

seums; you in Europe have mixed them up." 

She was making a comment about the relationship 

between religion and secularism. She had imbibed the 

American dogma of separation of Church and State. 

Even though she had not been inside many churches, she 

knew that they belonged to a different, private realm. But 

in St. Paul's Cathedral she found so much evidence of 

what she would have regarded as English history and 

secular culture, manifest in public religion, that she 

identified the phenomenon as European, un-American. 

It confused her. 

Her confusion was heightened by her Jewishness. 

She belonged to a generation of Jews in her native .Po

land who, unlike their forebears, sought to make distinc

tions between Jewishness and Judaism, between Jewish 

culture and Jewish religion. She was not opposed to ei

ther. The number tattooed on her forearm did not make 

her feel close to God or at home in the synagogue, but 

that was her own business. She was bound to other Jews 

by culture, not religion. 

My aunt was not schooled in the Jewish debates of 

her time to know that the Enlightenment, as experienced 

by East European Jewry together with the rest of Eu-

rope, had made secularism an acceptable Jewish con

cept, occasionally in opposition to religion, more often 

side by side with it, because traditional Judaism did not 

really know the difference between them. However, she 

probably did have an inkling that secularism was good 

for the Jews, because it enabled them to tear down the 

walls of the ghetto and claim the right to have a share in 

the world of reason and equality that now opened itself 

before them. She, too, was a beneficiary of this secular

ism. 

Western Europe was particularly hospitable to this 

process, especially to those Jews who chose to be bap

tized in order to gain formal entry. For these assimilated 

Jews, neither Jewishness nor Judaism mattered much; 

they sought to abandon as much of both as the Gentiles 

would let them in the hope of becoming partners in the 

secular world of liberal rationalism, even if it demanded 

a formal, tenuous Christian affiliation. Emancipation 

and assimilation were for many of them one and the 

same thing. 

Jews in Eastern Europe, on the other hand, were 

neither able nor willing to gain such entry into the non

Jewish world. They wanted to be both distinct and equal. 

No less influenced by the Enlightenment than their 

counterparts in the West were, many were moved to con

struct a distinctly Jewish secularism that affirmed the 

languages of the Jews of Eastern Europe - Hebrew and 

Yiddish - and acknowledged the history and the litera

ture of the Jewish people, all spoken in the secular idiom 

of their time. 
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Anti-Semitism did not make it easy for those who 

stayed in Eastern Europe to be both part of "the Enlight

enment project" - as the Swedish historian of ideas 

Sven-Eric Liedman calls it - and of the Jewish enter

prise, even when it was ostensibly secular and not dis

similar to the secularism of the surrounding culture. 

Those who emigrated to the United States, on the other 

hand, found a potential paradise for Jewish secularism. 

Here you could be as Jewish as you wanted, whether you 

were religious or not, and as American as you wished. 

My late aunt and uncle, like so many Holocaust 

survivors of their generation, were of that ilk. They did 

not repudiate the Jewish religion, but they had made a 

separation, not only between churches and museums but 

also between synagogues and their own lives as Jews. 

II 

Perhaps the most significant exponent of this form 

of secularism was Chaim Zhitlowsky. Born in White 

Russia in 1865, he left for Switzerland in 1888, where he 

obtained a doctorate in philosophy. He came to America 

in 1904 and soon established a Yiddish journal there. It 

made him something of a guru of Yiddish secular culture 

in the United States. That culture did not repudiate reli

gion; it only sought a separation from it: " . . .  secularism 

denotes the exclusion of everything that comes in the 

name of any revealed superhuman, supernatural author

ity, a 'divinity,' and demands one thing or another from 

man in order to carry out the will of this supernaturally 

revealed, superhuman authority." 

This description is consistent with peter L. 

Berger's definition of secularization as "the process by 

which sectors of society and culture are removed from 

the domination of religious institutions and symbols." 

Ben Halpern, being more concerned with the Zionist 

version of secularism, describes it as an ambiguous term 

and defines it as "the tendency to divest religious author

ity of its control of political, economic, social, and cul

tural activity." Neither of these definitions makes secu

larism the opponent of religion but of theocracy. 

Contemporary Israel provides us with an apt manifesta

tion of this opposition. 

III 

For in addition to the Yiddishist non-Zionist ver

sion of secular Judaism, there was a Zionist equivalent. 

Whereas the Jewish language of the former was Yiddish, 

the language of the latter was Hebrew as it was being 

revived and "modernized" under the influence of the 
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Hebrew Enlightenment movement, the Haskalah. If, in 

this brief survey, Chaim Zhitlowsky is to represent the 

Yiddish version of Jewish secularism, let Asher Zvi 

Ginsberg, who wrote under the pen-name Ahad Ha'am 

("One of the people"), represent the Hebrew equivalent. 

In the anthology The Zionist Idea, Arthur 

Hertzberg describes Ahad Ha' am as "the agnostic 

rabbi." He could also have called him "the secular 

rabbi," for in his writings Ahad Ha' am seeks to return to 

Judaism's Prophetic roots. The Hebrew Prophets, ac

cording to him, knew no distinction between the reli

gious and the secular. 

Ahad Ha'am identified "Prophetic Hebraism" as 

the most authentic manifestation of Judaism which, ac

cording to Leon Simon, his English translator and inter

preter, "knows of no antagonism between body and soul, 

nor of any distinction between 'religious' and 'secular."' 

Like so many of his contemporaries - including the ex

ponents of Reform Judaism whom Ahad Ha' am attacked 

- he contrasted Prophetic Judaism of the Hebrew Bible

with Halakhic, legalistic Judaism of the Talmud and the

Codes.

Prophetic Judaism - not Halakhic Judaism - is, 

according to Ahad Ha' am, manifest in Zionism. For him 

Zionism was a global, cultural movement more than a 

territorial, nationalist one, better expressed in learning 

than in piety or political activism. 

Unlike Zhitlowsky, Ahad Ha'am did not seem to 

want a separation between private religion and public 

culture; rather, both would be part of an integrated sys

tem in which even prayer would become a manifestation 

of culture. 

No wonder that in time the Reform and, even 

more, the Conservative and Reconstructionist move

ments in the United States looked to Ahad Ha' am and 

his American disciple, Mordecai Kaplan (thy founder of 

Reconstructionism), for inspiration. Though these or

ganizations were, and remain, adamant about separation 

of Church and State in American public life, they seek 

ways of eliminating the distinction between secular cul

ture and religious piety in their institutions. In attempts 

to enunciate authentic Judaism they wish to make room 

for both the "secular" and the "religious," blurring as 

much as possible the differences between them. 

But most of the adherents whom these movements 

now attract are far removed from the world of 

Zhitlowsky and Ahad Ha'am. They are products of 

American secular society. Many join synagogues not in 

order to pray in them but to be Jewish through them. The 



centre of their lives is in the secular American city, 

where the overwhelming majority resides. For them it is 

no longer a question of regarding aspects of Jewish ob

servance as expressions of Jewish culture. They wish to 

identify the secular culture of the non-Jewish world with 

Judaism by seeking to express the former in the ambi

ence of the latter. 

IV 

The distinction between religion and secularism -

in the spirit of the Enlightenment, and the determination 

to show that they are not incompatible - in the spirit of 

Judaism, have become characteristic of much in contem

porary Jewish life and thought, even though there are 

those who believe in the need entirely to separate the two 

- not in order to safeguard Jewish religion, but to remove

religion from the agenda of Judaism.

Of late, however, this radical approach has been 

abandoned. The experience of the Holocaust and the es

tablishment of the State of Israel have a lot to do with 

this. Even adherents of doctrinaire Jewish secularist 

groups, who have survived the Holocaust and relocated 

to other countries, have come to affirm many sancta of 

traditional Judaism on the grounds that the preservation 

of these is yet another way of "not letting Hitler have a 

posthumous victory." 

The man who coined this phrase is Emil 

Fackenheim. Franz Rosenzweig, who has come to shape 

so much of twentieth-century Jewish thought, may still 

have been able to assert that Jews live outside history. 

But he died in 1929, before Hitler came to power. Fifty 

years later, that assertion was no longer accurate. Hence 

the title of one of Fackenheim's books: The Jewish Re

turn into History. The experience of the last five decades 

has brought us back to history and exposed us to new 

dimensions of secularism: as the destructive force of 

Nazism, manifest in the Holocaust, and as the restorative 

force of Zionism, manifest in Jewish statehood. But even 

that has not ruptured the symbiotic relationship in 

Judaism between religion and secularism. Fackenheim 

writes: 

Once there was a sharp, perhaps ultimate, di

chotomy between "religious" and "secular" Jews. 

It exists no longer. After Auschwitz the religious 

Jew still witnesses to God in history, albeit in ways 

that may be more revolutionary. And the "secular" 

Jew has become a witness as well - against Satan 

if not to God. His mere commitment to Jewish sur-

vival without further grounds is a public testi

mony. 

This brings Fackenheim to the conclusion that "a 

secular holiness, side by side with a religious one, is be

coming manifest in contemporary Jewish existence." 

Speaking of a totally secular Judaism, Fackenheim 

writes: "A secularism destructive of heaven remains 

bound to mythology even while imagining itself to be its 

sworn enemy." Irving Greenberg, a contemporary expo

nent of the same idea, speaks of "holy secularity." 

Eugene Horowitz, too, recognizes "a new way of 

secularizing Judaism," even though he does not seem to 

approve of it as much as Greenberg does. 

For a time it seemed that the climate of 

"survivalism" would shape normative Judaism in 

America. In the 1980s Jonathan Woocher published an 

important survey of what he called American civil reli

gion with its own civil Jewish theology, akin to 

Borowitz's description of "a new way of secularizing 

Judaism." He called it, characteristically, Sacred

Survival. 

Among the five exponents of this form of Judaism, 

listed by Woocher, are Kaplan, Fackenheim, Greenberg 

and Horowitz - already mentioned here - who "have 

taken their intellectual cue from fundamental civil reli

gious, 'neo-Sadducean' sensibility: that the meaning of 

Jewishness today lies in the return of the Jewish people 

to history and in the possibility of making that return a 

life-transforming event for the individual, the Jewish 

people, and perhaps even the world." It is as if 

Zhitlowsky and Ahad Ha'am were speaking again, but 

this time neither in Yiddish nor in Hebrew but in the new 

lingua franca of the Jewish people - English - and with 

much more tenuous links to the classical sources of 

Judaism. 

The seven tenets of American civil religion that 

Woocher lists are not inimical to normative - "religious" 

- Judaism, but neither are they congruent with it: (1) the

unity of the Jewish people; (2) mutual responsibility; (3)

Jewish survival in a threatening world; (4) the centrality

of the State of Israel; (5) the enduring value of Jewish

tradition; (6) tzedakah, philanthropy and social justice;

(7) Americanness as a virtue. For Woocher "civil

Judaism is . . .  clearly a religion of horizontal transcend

ence, of covenantal responsibility stretched across space

and time."

However, civil religion's lack of theological con

tent "undermines an active affirmation of vertical 
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transcendence." Theology separates the secular from the 

religious, horizontal from vertical transcendence; that is 

why theology has no place in American Jewish civil reli

gion, even though aspects of conventional religious 

practices have been included. 

V 

The embrace of American civil religion by Ameri

can Jewry, and imitated by Jewish communities else

where, may tum out to be very ephemeral. The valiant 

efforts to integrate essentially non-Jewish secularism 

into Judaism - and to define Judaism in near-secular 

terms that are not inimical to religion, yet are consistent 

with the lifestyle of American Jews - may tum out to 

have been too blunt a tool in the quest for survival. The 

trend seems to have resulted in many Jews moving out of 

the orbit of Judaism in order to disappear altogether in 

the throng of American popular culture. 

Jewishness has become tenuous not only for many 

born Jews in the Diaspora, but also in Israel. Pioneers of 

so-called Jewish secularism reacted strongly against 

those who wanted to submerge their Jewish origins in 

one non-Jewish ideology or another. The practitioners of 

so-called Jewish secularism today are not aware of the 

danger and seem to believe that a few books on Judaism 

and some marginal Jewish rituals are sufficient for "Jew

ish culture" that is both secular and religious. Despite 

warnings of the inadequacy of such Judaism, Jews con

tinue to persist and to hope. 

Mercifully, that is not the only trend; at the same 

time that some Jews become marginal to Judaism in this 

way, others seek their way back to the centre, having rec

ognized the impossibility of remaining Jewish without a 

personal relationship to Judaism's sacred texts as well as 

the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. 

It is not quite a return to conventional religion but 

to what has become known as "spirituality." At a sympo

sium sponsored by the Ethics and Public Policy Center 

in Washington, D.C., Jonathan Woocher declared: "We 

are clearly not the community we were in the early 

1980s, when I wrote about civil religion. Although it has 

not vanished, the Jewish civil religion is certainly no 

longer the dynamic force it was a decade and a half after 

the Six-Day War." He offers two reasons for the shift: (a) 

the quest for Jewish authenticity on the. part of some 

Jews; (b) the prevailing trend to privatize religion. It is 

this second reason that has made the quest for "spiritual

ity" an alternative, or corollary, to the secularization 

process. 
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It would be wrong to see the interest in "spiritual

ity" as evidence that religion has triumphed. In the same 

symposium, Charles Liebman, the sociologist of Ameri

can Jewry, cautions against embracing "spirituality" on 

the grounds that Jews "are commanded to be a 'holy,' not 

a 'spiritual' people." Liebman adds: 

Holiness is achieved in a minyan [the quorum nec

essary for public prayer], as part of public observ

ance. Spirituality points to individuality, tran

scendence, other-worldliness, while holiness 

points to the virtuous life. Kedushah [holiness] 

evokes an outside source to whichwe submit; spir

ituality entails a process of self-realization. 

If the secularism of civil religion stressed the eth

nic dimension of Judaism, spirituality seems to put em

phasis on the personal, or - as Christopher Lasch would 

call it - the narcissistic, which is being secular in a dif

ferent way. Neither it nor civil religion is devoid of 

Jewish religion, but neither is identical with it. 

It is this new reality that seems to prompt Borowitz 

to describe the contemporary believing Jew as 

postmodem. If Jewish premodemity put Jewish law in 

the centre, identifying it as authentic - religious -

Judaism, and modernity rejected it under the banner of 

secularism, postmodemity may be the attempt to go be

yond both and fuse them in an effort to reformulate 

Judaism. "The term 'postmodern,"' writes Borowitz, 

"arose to describe the diverse movements that stemmed 

from our disillusionment with the modernists' messianic 

humanism." 

Secularism may have failed postmodem Jews, yet 

God has not entered their lives sufficiently to describe 

them as believers. Perhaps that is why some of those in 

search of faith have fled to premodem Judaism. But 

many more feel bound by the covenant between God 

and Israel. That is why contemporary Jewish thinkers 

speak of covenantal Judaism, as manifest in Jewish law, 

and its postmodem manifestation which, though shaped 

by the secularism of the Enlightenment we call moder

nity, has nevertheless remained close to many of the 

sancta of Judaism. One day these postmodem Jews may 

affirm holiness, not only "spirituality," as the core of 

Judaism. 

The very term "the Jewish religion" is misleading, 

for it implies a symmetrical counterpart to "the Christian 

religion" and that is not possible. Students of Judaism 

know that it is impossible to make clear distinctions 



between the religious and the secular. The Bible does not 

even have a word for "religion," let alone "secularism." 

The texts of the Bible and of Rabbinic literature are 

"secular" and "religious" at the same time. 

Offering a Jewish critique of Harvey Cox's once 

controversial book The Secular City, Steven 

Schwarzschild reminded readers that "secularism" has 

become the technical term for "worldliness." The philo

sophical term for it is "immanentism." Schwarzschild 

writes: 

Judaism is not immanentist. It is not entirely tran

scendentalist either, because that would imply that 

God has no relationship to the world. Perhaps the 

best way to put it is that the God of Israel is totally 

concerned with the world precisely because He is 

entirely beyond it. 

Yet the above by no means exhausts the subject. 

The primary aim of this article has been to make a case 

that, from whatever perspective one looks at contempo

rary Jewish life and thought, though terms like "secular" 

and "religious" are in frequent use, in reality the distinc

tion between them is blurred, because it is ultimately not 

possible to express oneself as a Jew in purely secularist, 

immanentist, terms. In almost anything Jewish one does, 

the transcendentalist dimension will come through while 

the immanentist side is never absent. That is why the di

chotomy between secular and religious is, by definition, 

bound to be a false dichotomy which has no place in nor

mative Judaism. 
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The Global Ethic 

T
he glob_al ethic seems to b� an idea a�d a reality
whose time has come. The signs of the times, Chris

tian tradition and contemporary religious dialogue all 
endorse the need for a global ethic. 

Need for a Global Ethic 

The signs of the times. Contemporary reality 
clearly emphasizes globalization. Our world seems 
smaller and more interconnected than at any time in its 
history. Modem transportation and communication have 
accelerated the globalization process. Today I am in in
stant communication with people throughout the world 
thanks to e-mail. One hundred years ago the inhabitants 
of North America had no idea that their weather was 
greatly influenced by el niiio and la niiia. Today these 
are household words. Ecological problems reflect the 
globalization of our world. Gases from one country af
fect the environment of other countries and continents. 

As is obvious, many of the aspects associated with 
globalization are problematic. Think of the globalization 
of culture. Thanks to international TV channels, adver
tising and the Internet, culture is becoming more ho
mogenized. Why do people all over the world wear 
jeans? Why do they play the same music? Too often this 
global culture settles for the least common denominator 
and robs people of their native traditions. 

In the latter part of the twentieth century, we have 
become even more aware of the globalization of eco
nomic power. The gap between the rich and the poor is 
ever growing. Multinational corporations exist through
out our world and continue to grow bigger and bigger 
through mergers and takeovers. Such corporations often 
have budgets higher than most of the countries in our 
world today. The economic sphere well illustrates the 
problems brought about by globalization. Within indi
vidual nations governments should, and to an extent do, 
regulate business, but there is no world government to 
regulate multinational corporations. 

The negative aspects or dangers of globalization 
are obvious - the powerful will dominate and the gap 
between the haves and the have nots in all areas such as 
culture, economy and politics will continue to grow. We 
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urgently need a global ethic that can regulate and limit 
that power. 

The Christian tradition. Christian self-understand
ing strongly supports the need for a global ethic. The 
doctrine of creation reminds us that the one God is 
mother and father of all people who live on this planet. 
We are all brothers and sisters. The Christian under
standing of love is more complex than most people real
ize; libraries house thousands of volumes that discuss 
the meaning of love. But all recognize that Christian 
love tries to include all regardless of race, creed, colour, 
gender or ethnicity. Who is my neighbour? The person in 
need, no matter where or who she is, is my neighbour. 
The Christian 'tradition is catholic with a small "c" - it is 
concerned with all God's people and all that God has 
made, including the environment itself. 

Contemporary Christianity testifies to the interest 
in and concern for what takes place on our globe. In the 
last half of the twentieth century, the World Council of 
Churches has attempted to challenge its Protestant and 
Orthodox churches to recognize the need for a more glo
bal ethic. The organization was heavily European and 
North American in its origin after World War II, but it 
strove to become more worldwide in its concerns and in 
its membership. The World Council of Churches fo
cused on the needs of the Third World and the environ
ment long before these issues emerged in the conscious
ness of others. This organization today experiences all 
the tensions of trying itself to be a global reality with a 
global vision, but it continues to challenge-the narrow
ness and provincialism of individual churches and 
groups. 

Catholic social teaching, as found in papal and hi
erarchical documents beginning with Pope Leo XIII's 
Rerum novarum in 1891, has become very conscious to
day of the need for a global ethic. At its inception these 
documents employed a natural law approach which in 
theory insisted on a common human nature shared by 
all. Many, including myself, have criticized this natural 
law theory for many different reasons, but all have to 
recognize the universal and all-embracing perspective of 
that theory. On the basis of natural law, the popes 



addressed their teaching to the whole world (which in 
their perception was a Eurocentric world). Since Pope 
John XXIll's 1963 encyclical Pacem in terris, the popes 
have addressed these documents explicitly to "all men of 
good will." (Note here that a teaching explicitly trying to 
be universal and global is heavily tarnished by gender 
exclusivity.) Pope John Paul II has insisted on solidarity 
and human rights as the bases for his social teaching. 
Such aspects by their very nature pay attention to the 
global ethos and the need for all human beings to live 
together with their environment in justice and peace. 

lnterreligious concerns. The World Parliament of 
Religions in 1993 endorsed a "Declaration Toward a 
Global Ethic."1 Hans Kung, the renowned Swiss Catho
lic and ecumenical theologian from the University of 
Tubingen, was the guiding force behind this document. 
In the past, religion has often been the cause of division 
among people. Think of the wars of religion in Europe. 
Even today religion seems more often to divide than to 
unite. Look at the Middle East, Palestine, Northern Ire
land, Sudan, India and Pakistan. The Declaration itself 
recognizes that religion still remains a potent force for 
aggression, fanaticism, hate and xenophobia and even 
for violent and bloody conflicts (p. 4). All these prob
lems come from the danger that religious people will use 
God for their own narrow purposes. The great idolatry 
comes from making God into our image and likeness. 

However, in the midst of our global crisis today, 
the Declaration sees a much more positive role for all the 
world's religions. No other institutions in our society 
have the opportunity and possibility that the world reli
gions have to address the crisis facing our globe today. 
The world religions can play a very influential role in 
trying to make all-people more conscious of the need for 
and requirements of a global ethic for our world today. 

This global ethic recognizes that we all form one 
human family here on God's earth. We are very con
scious of our interdependency. At the, very minimum all 
can accept the Golden Rule - we should treat others as 
we want to be treated. The Declaration goes on to assert 
that the world's religions can and should develop "a fun
damental consensus on binding values, irrevocable 
standards, and personal attitudes" (p. 6). 

From the fundamental demand that every human 
being must be treated humanly, the World Parliament of 
Religions derives four "irrevocable directives" - com
mitment to a culture of nonviolence and respect for life, 
commitment to a culture of solidarity and a just eco
nomic order, commitment to a culture of tolerance and a 

life of truthfulness, and commitment to a culture of 
equal rights and partnership between men and women. 
The Declaration ends by recognizing that "Earth cannot 
be changed for the better unless the consciousness of in
dividuals is changed. We pledge to work for such tran_s
formation in individual and collective consciousness, for 
the awakening of our spiritual powers through reflec
tion, meditation, prayer, or positive thinking, for a con

version of heart" (p. 14). 

Obstacles in the Way of a Global Ethic 

As a Christian ethicist, how do I react to the Decla
ration Toward a Global Ethic? In one sense, who can be 
opposed to such a Declaration? We desperately need 
something more than raw power in our universe. I think 
most people of good will could readily subscribe to the 
four irrevocable directives stated here. The Declaration 
unfortunately tells only one side of the story. The strug
gle for a truly global ethic will involve many more prob
lems, difficulties and frustrations than the Declaration 
recognizes. As it stands, the Declaration, as important as 
it is, remains too simple and fails to account for all the 
complexities that stand in the way of a truly global ethic 
that can deal adequately with the manifold realities and 
problems facing our world today. Yes, the Declaration is 
a first step, but much more than agreement on these di
rectives is necessary. The struggle for a global ethic, to 
which we should all be committed, will be very difficult 
and arduous and never fully achieved. 

This section will call to mind some of the prob
lems and obstacles standing in the way of a truly global 
ethic. These problems and obstacles should not make us 
lose sight of the goal, but they will make us much more 
conscious of how difficult is the struggle for a truly glo
bal ethic. 

1) The negative effect of sin. Reinhold Niebuhr, the
renowned Protestant ethicist in the United States before, 
during, and after World War II, once commented that sin 
is the only empirically verifiable Christian mystery. All 
you have to do is open your eyes, look around you, 
watch TV and read the newspapers. From the Christian 
perspective, sin constitutes an important reality, but it is 
not the strongest power in the world. We believe that the 
power of God's love triumphed over sin in the resurrec
tion of Jesus and at the end of time God's love will fi
nally overcome sin. But in the meantime, sin remains a 
significant reality in our world. 

Liberation theology has brought to our attention 
the existence of sinful structures in our world. The book 
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of Genesis long ago pointed to sin as a source of divi

sions within our world. The mythical story of the Tower 

of Babel explains the divisions existing in our world on 

the basis of sin. Because of human sinfulness, a diversity 

and confusion of languages came into the world that 

robbed humankind of its unity. The story of Babel strikes 

a resonant chord in the experience of most of us. The 

diversity of language fractures the unity among human 

beings. We are painfully aware of this in our experience. 

How difficult it is for us to listen and truly understand 

one another even if we "speak the same language." 

The story of Babel reminds us of the sinful origin 

of the divisions existing in our world today. Think of the 

very significant divisions based on economics, class, 

race, gender and geography. These and many other divi

sions not only exist in the world but are present in most 

nations and countries today. If we cannot overcome 

these divisions on a more local or national level, how are 

we ever going to erase them on a global level? 

The proper reaction to these sinful structures and 

divisions does not involve passively accepting them. We 

are called to try to change sinful structures, but the effort 

will always be a struggle and never totally successful. 

I am a realist and not a pessimist. Some progress 

has been made and will be made in the future. We have 

recognized to an extent the sinful structures of colonial

ism and racism. Progress has been made on these fronts. 

A more global and universal perspective today makes us 

more conscious of the dangers of narrow nationalism. 

There are such things as crimes against humanity. But 

we also experience the gender, ethnic, class and eco

nomic divisions so prevalent in our world. 

2) The tension between universality and diversity

or particularity. By definition a global ethic requires a 

universal perspective such as human rights for all or the 

solidarity of all human beings together with our earth. 

Yes, some universality is absolutely necessary. But there 

is a problem. Too often we have used universality to 

downplay or deny legitimate diversity and particularity. 

Liberationist and feminist theologies have re

minded us there is no such thing as an objective, 

universalist perspective for human knowers. Every hu

man being brings her own experience, prejudgment and 

limits with her. This understanding stands in stark con

trast with the tradition of the Western world and the 

modem university. We train future scholars to approach 

issues with an objective, value-free, neutral or 

universalist perspective. Only the facts and the evidence 

should sway scholars. But a moment's reflection shows 
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the force of the liberationist perspective. People in the 

United States are proud of a Declaration of Independ

ence which asserts that all men are created equal and 

endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights. 

But the people who gloried in that statement accepted 

slavery and denied women the right to vote for many, 

many years. "All men" did not include blacks and 

women. 

In one sense, who can be opposed to solidarity? 

There can be no global ethic without solidarity. But too 

many people use solidarity to create a false homogeniza

tion and thus downplay and even deny legitimate and 

necessary diversity. 

Feminists correctly point out the need for a 

hermeneutic of suspicion. Existing customs, practices 

and structures often result from the domination of the 

powerful. Think, for example, of the marriage cer

emony in which the father of the bride walks her down 

the aisle to give her over to her new husband. The 

daughter goes from the protection and paternalism of 

the father to the care of the provident husband. Why is it 

that a male-dominated medical profession recognizes 

heart problems and needs much more often in men than 

in women? Too often what claims to be objective and 

universal reveals its patriarchal origins on closer exami

nation. We must always begin with a hermeneutic of 

suspicion. 

South American and other liberation theologies 

have maintained that prejudice on the part of human de

cision-makers can be good. Such a statement startles 

modem liberal ears. We are all conscious of the prob

lems caused by prejudice throughout our world. Preju

dice has very negative connotations for most people to

day. But in a true sense, prejudice means prejudgment 

and some prejudgments are good and necessary. We rec

ognize, and rightly so, the prejudgment that a person is 

innocent until proven guilty. Liberation theologians go 

much further and point out that God is prejudiced. God 

has a prejudgment in favor of the poor. God is not neutral 

between the rich and the poor for she is on the side of the 

poor. The disciples of Jesus should share that same 

prejudice in favour of the poor. 

However, most liberationist and feminist theolo

gians recognize the need for some universality. Femi

nists stress relationships and recognize the need for rela

tionships across gender, class, racial and ethnic lines. 

They also stress our proper relationship with the earth. A 

hermeneutic of retrieval becomes the second step after a 

hermeneutic of suspicion. 



Liberation theologians insist on a preferential op

tion for the poor. God's inclusive love embraces all, even 

sinners. But God has a special love and concern for the 

poor. The preferential option of God and God's people is 

not exclusive. 

Yes, there is need for some universality, but we 

must be cautious and even suspicious at times of what is 

claimed in the name of universality. A more inductive 

approach from the bottom up will prevent many prob

lems arising from a false universality. There is need for 

some universality, but true universality is harder to come 

by than most people recognize. 

3) Difficulty of finding agreement on more specific

issues. General agreement on broad general principles is 

good and necessary, but it leaves room for many disputes 

and differences on very significant matters. The recogni

tion of universal human rights has been an important de

velopment in our world, as illustrated very well in the 

1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights of the 

United Nations. On the other hand, disputes about hu

man rights will always exist. The United States prides 

itself on its acceptance and promotion of human rights. 

The rights found in the Bill of Rights of the United 

States Constitution are political and civil rights - free

dom of religion, speech, the press and association. Such 

rights protect the individual from outside forces of any 

type. But the United States Constitution is practically si

lent on social and economic rights - rights to food, cloth

ing and shelter. To this day the United States does not 

recognize a right to healthcare for its citizens. Only re

cently has the United States government come to accept 

some social and economic rights. 

The major problem facing nations and the globe 

does not come from the lack of agreement on general 

values. Problems, tensions, conflict and even violence 

erupt over the conflict between or among values that are 

generally recognized by all. The fourth irrevocable di

rective of the Declaration recognizes a "commitment to 

a culture of tolerance and life of truthfulness" (p. 11). 

History is replete with controversies and even bloody 

wars when truth and tolerance collide. W hen should I 

tolerate what I believe to be false and wrong? Yes, agree

ment on general values and rights is important, but such 

agreement will never deal with the inevitable conflicts 

that arise between values and rights. 

4) The need for a change of structures as well as a

change of heart. The Declaration concludes with a plea 

for a change of heart on the part of all. Such a change of 

heart remains absolutely necessary, but it is not enough. 

We also need a change of structures. Last year, events 

surrounding the World Trade Organization meeting in 

Seattle showed the importance of structures. The WTO 

represents in structural form the interests of the eco

nomically powerful. Structural sin is rampant and pow

erful. Reform of such structures remains absolutely nec

essary to achieve a more just human society. 

Structures and institutions are absolutely neces

sary for the proper functioning of any society, from the 

local level to the global. Individual good will is never 

enough to change society. In our world today national 

structures of various types are in place, but every nation 

still struggles for a truly free, just, participative and sus

tainable society. The only structure we have on a global 

level - the United Nations - is very weak and fragile. 

But it is all we have. We will probably never have true 

world government, and perhaps we should not have it 

because of the inevitable problems it would create. A 

truly global ethic demands that we work for better struc

tures but with a realization that no perfect world struc

ture will ever exist. 

5) Strong forces of individualism. Individualism

spells out more concretely the effects of sin in our world 

and the source of sinful structures. Robert Bellah and co

authors have pointed out that individualism is the pri

mary "language" spoken in the United States today. Peo

ple articulate the meaning of their lives in the language 

of individualism even if they are personally committed 

to justice and the common good.2 Sociologists like 

Bellah have shown the force of individualism in the 

United States, but individualism knows no national 

boundaries. The emphasis on the "me" as found in indi

vidualism stands in the way of any true commitment to 

the common good on any level whatsoever - local, na

tional or global. 

Whereas individualism absolutizes the individual, 

the danger exists of other absolutizations short of the 

global. Think of the dangers of absolutizing clan, coun

try, race or ethnic background. All of these aspects have 

a legitimate role to play, but the danger of absolutizing 

constantly rears its head. The difficulty of building true 

communities today exists even on the lowest level of 

neighbourhood, but becomes increasingly more difficult 

as one moves to more inclusive communities culminat

ing in the global community. 

6) Need for a communal spirituality. A truly global

ethic requires both a change of heart and a change of 

structures. The problem involved in the change of struc

tures has already been pointed out, but the change of 
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heart is not as readily accomplished as the 1993 Declara

tion seems to assume. The commitment to a global ethic 

calls for a corresponding spirituality at least for religious 

people. Without doubt many people in our world today 

are searching for spirituality and a greater meaning to 

their lives. But the danger exists that spirituality tends to 

focus only on the individual and God. The social and 

communal dimensions of spirituality often receive little 

or no emphasis. Individualism has even affected the spir

ituality of religious persons. A deep spirituality is 

needed to live out a commitment to the various commu

nities in which we live, from the local neighbourhood up 

to the global community. 

The 1993 Declaration constitutes an important 

first step toward a global ethic and can help to raise con

sciousness for the need of such an ethic. But many obsta-
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cles stand in the way of a truly global ethic. The global 

ethic is much more of a challenge than a reality.3 

Charles E. Curran 

Charles E. Curran, presently Elizabeth Sc11rlock University Professor of 

Human Values at Southern Methodist University, is the author of many 

books on Catholic ethics. He is honoured in the Church for his fidelity in 

difficult times. 

I Parliament of the World Religions, Declaration Toward a Global Ethic 

(Tubingen: Foundation Global Ethic, 1993). Subsequent references in the 

text will refer to this pamphlet. 

2 Robert N. Bellah et al., Habits of the Heart: Individualism and 

Commitment in American Life, updated ed. (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 1966). 

3 Hans Kiing, the primary author of the Declaration of the World 

Parliament of Religions, has, in his own words, taken the global ethic project 

further and addressed a number of the challenges raised in this article. See 

Hans Kiing, A Global Ethic for Global Politics and Economics (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1998). 



Food as Life 

A Christian and Developmental Perspective 

I
n 1963 the late U.S. President John F. Kennedy set two
goals - that a human being would walk on the moon 

and that world hunger would be a thing of the past by the 
end of the decade. While the first might at that time have 
seemed over ambitious, it was nonetheless achieved 30 
years ago; the second remains as distant as ever. This 
deficit in meeting basic human needs is both a tragedy 
and an outrage as we enter the twenty-first century. As 
Christians and as human beings we are called to action at 
local, national and international levels. 

The challenges involved are highlighted in a recent 
book by Indian theologian Josantony Joseph, 1 who em
phasized that food is not just another commodity, for 
food is life. The right to food is a fundamental one, on 
which other rights depend. 

Statistics on world hunger are well known but no 
less shocking for that. Approximately 1.3 billion people 
live on less than a dollar a day and over 800 million peo
ple live or exist in hunger. Hunger is not unique to devel
oping countries, as about 40 million people _are hungry 
in so-called developed countries. Every 3.6 seconds 
someone dies of hunger; three quarters of these are chil
dren under the age of five. The incidence of malnutrition 
is highest in Africa and is predicted to remain so over the 
next number of years. The result for many is stunted 
growth and stunted lives. Yet the scandal remains that 
there is plenty of food in the world for everyone to have 
a decent diet. In this context the persistence of poverty 
and hunger is ultimately a political and ethical challenge 
to us all. 

Although no single panacea exists for tackling 
world hunger, some necessary elements have been iden
tified. The United Nations Development Programme has 
called for global and domestic policies ,which create as
sets for poor people, especially those who derive their 
livelihood from natural resources: for example, through 
supporting local communities in their role as custodians 
or stewards of the environment and natural resources, 
and through ensuring access to land, credit and technol
ogy. 

In November 1996 at the UN World Food Summit 
the sad reality was oft repeated: it is the poor who starve. 
As poverty underlies hunger, no single factor, such as a 

new technology, exists to end hunger. Hunger and mal
nutrition are acknowledged to be due to the way food 
and wealth are distributed, on how the benefits of in
creased food production are shared (or not), and the 
quality of food itself. Indeed many countries where hun
ger is chronic are major net food exporters, such as Bra
zil, which ranks third largest in the world. Yet one fifth of 
its people - 32 million men, women and children - do 
not have enough food to eat. As Josantony Joseph notes, 
these people wake up to hunger. In Brazil hunger is not 
due to a lack of food but is caused by a highly unequal 
distribution of wealth and the huge number of people 
who are landless. 

We are in the special Jubilee year 2000. One of the 
aims of the Jubilee Year Campaign is the redistribution 
of land, allowing the impoverished to reclaim their land 
and providing time for the land to lie fallow so that the 
earth can regenerate itself, a recognized practice in 
ancient civilizations. Hence the Lenten campaign 2000 
of Trocaire, the Irish Catholic Overseas Development 
Agency, is highlighting specific cases of farmers experi
encing landlessness due to lack of government commit
ment to land reform, and small farmers' rights, taking 
cases from Brazil and the Philippines. 

As the case of Brazil shows, food products are 
heavily traded across national borders. It is true that 
trade is an important engine of growth and development. 
Yet in the food trade, the existing system is centred on 
the laws made by the powerful few for their own advan
tage. International agreements born out of such unequal 
circumstances cannot represent a fair balance of inter
ests. 

According to John Paul Il's analysis, "All too often 
the fruits of scientific progress, rather than being placed 
at the service of the entire human community, are dis
tributed in such a way that unjust inequalities are actu
ally increased or even rendered pennanent.. .. "2 He in
sisted that the right to food security must always take 
precedence over profits. 

An area of increasing concern is the use of geneti
cally modified organisms in foods. While much of the 
debate has centred on their impact on the consumer, in
creasing attention is now being directed toward the im-
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pact of this practice on producer livelihoods. The new 

technologies are not likely to help the rural populations, 

since power and profits are concentrated in a few 

agrochemical corporations that control most of the ge

netically modified seed market, including those of sta

ples such as wheat, rice and maize, crops that supply half 

the world's food. Currently 80 per cent of patents on ge

netically modified foods are owned by only 13 trans

national corporations, and the top five agrochemical 

companies control almost the entire global genetically 

modified seed market. These companies face no binding 

international regulation, and their financial rewards go 

to the few. 

Small-scale farmers and local co-operatives in 

developing countries are expected to compete with cor

porations and heavily subsidized farmers in developed 

countries on a very uneven playing field. For instance, 

the richest farmers in the European Union receive about 

75 per cent of subsidies under the Union's Common Ag

ricultural Policy. Some have termed this playing field "a 

killing field." With power comes control, as corpora

tions engage in "biopiracy," e.g., taking the fruits of 

generations of indigenous farrning, performing a labo

ratory-sty le scientific procedure on them, and then ap

plying for a patent to protect their research and their 

profits. Small farmers who traditionally share indig

enous knowledge of crops on a communal basis do not 

have the financial means to seek out or legally protect 

such patents. Indeed, the communal sharing of indi

genous knowledge and seed varieties is part of their cul

ture. 

One must praise research that aims at creating bet

ter crops and promoting food security. But what is unac

ceptable is the growing concentration of control of the 

world's food supply in fewer and fewer corporate hands. 

As private actors or corporations accrue such power, 

publicly funded bodies engaged in research benefiting 

the agricultural needs of small farmers and poor commu

nities are stretched for resources. 

To challenge this dangerous development, various 

components of an effective policy of food for all have 

been identified, including, 
• the introduction of a food security clause in World

Trade Organization rules which would ensure that

food security is given higher priority than economic

considerations, and which would enable developing

countries to protect their domestic agricultural sector

up to the point of self-sufficiency in staple foods if

they so choose;
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• a reallocation of resources towards food production

and processing in the world's poorest countries;
• a commitment to increased aid flows for small-scale

agriculture and for land reform;
• an end to the dumping of subsidized agricultural ex

ports from developed to developing country markets

(a practice still allowed under the Uruguay trade

round);
• an end to the biopatenting of seeds, as this puts the

livelihood of millions of small farmers into the hands

of a few corporations.

Trade policy and food security are fundamentally 

matters of justice and human rights. Indeed, the right to 

adequate food is enshrined in the UN Declaration of 

Human Rights. At a global level the governments who 

make up the richest industrial nations (i.e., the Organiza

tion for Economic Co-operation and Development) have 

pledged support for halving the numbers of hungry peo

ple by the year 2015. By signing the Convention on Bio

logical Diversity at the Rio Earth Summit of 1992, these 

same governments (a notable exception to the USA) 

have committed themselves to ensuring that the earth's 

biological resources are used sustainably, and that ben

efits from the use of such resources are justly shared. 

As global citizens we have a responsibility to hold 

them to these promises. This is nothing less than taking 

up the "option for the poor." In seeking to do so one is 

easily to become overwhelmed, but take heart. As an

thropologist Margaret Mead once said, "Never doubt 

that a group of committed citizens can change the world, 

indeed it is the only thing that ever has." Global citizens' 

movements have already had some success in the cam

paign to ban landmines and the Jubilee campaign to can

cel unpayable debts. More needs to be done, but the 

campaign for food for all in this new millennium is one 

we are all called to take up. In so doing, our global 

economy can truly become a global village with a sense 

of community, solidarity and shared responsibilities. 

Maura Leen 

Maura Leen is Policy Analyst with Trocaire, the official overseas devel

opment agency set up by the Catholic Bishops Conference of Ireland in 

1973. One of Trocaire' s major advocacy areas is food security and trade. 

1 See Christian Perspectives on Development Issues: Food, by Josantony 

Joseph, TROCAIRE/VERITAS/CAFOD, December 1999. 

2 From Pope John Paul II's address to the delegation of the "Jubilee 2000 

Debt Campaign" on September 23, 1999, cited in Pontifical Council for 

Justice and Peace, Trade, Development and the Fight against Poverty -

Some reflections on the occasion of the World Trade Organisation, 

"Millennium Round," Vatican City, November 1999. 



The Lab the Temple, and the Market 
Reflections at the Intersection of Science, Religion and Development 

An Extraordinary Meeting in Ottawa 

A
n extraordinary meeting took place on November
23-26, 1999, in Ottawa. Organized by the Interna

tional Development Research Centre (IDRC1
, Canada's

distinguished research institute committed to enabling
people of the South to find their own solutions to their
own problems), this meeting marked another step in a
unique IDRC project launched in 1994. Its aim is to
study if and how the values of science, religion and eco
nomic development can be brought together. For the Ot
tawa meeting 23 persons were convened, mostly from
the South. Three things distinguished them. All had sci
entific credentials. Some had experience with the eco
nomic development process. All were believers from
various world religions or, at least, were sympathetic to
the presence and influence of religious belief in world
affairs.

Two of the invited participants reside in Canada: 
Magi Abdul-Masih, born in Kuwait of Egyptian Coptic 
parents, has two doctorates, one in chemistry from John 
Hopkins University, and a second in theology from the 
Toronto University School of Theology. She teaches re
ligion at St. Mary's University, Halifax. Farhang Rajaee, 
an Iranian Muslim now teaching at Carleton University 
in Ottawa, has an MA in political science from Tehran 
University and a doctorate in foreign affairs from the 
University of Virginia. His chief interest is in studying 
the response of non-Westerners, especially Muslims, to 
the process of globalization. 

The meeting was unique because participants were 
not allowed to read papers prepared in advance. Rather, 
they were limited to sharing orally their reflections on 
"the lab, the temple and the market," that is, on the inter
section of science, religion and development. They also 
responded to what they heard from other participants. 
Finally, they decided together what they should do about 
their shared experiences and findings. They were de
lighted that they could avoid the reductionist traps of 
their specialities, and find language to communicate be
yond their own academic disciplines, religious beliefs 
and development experiences. 

The Historical Background 

How was this possible? The process at this meet
ing was not accidental. It was the result of a six-year 
project initiated by Pierre Beemans, vice-president of 
IDRC. He launched it in response to criticism voiced by 
Islamic leaders about IDRC research. They complained 
that the centre's research was biased by Western culture 
and its inherent value assumptions, and therefore blind 
to important local cultural and religious values in Is
lamic countries. 

As a Jesuit economist and theologian, I was invited 
to become adviser to this "Science, Religion and Devel
opment" project, and to do the initial survey research in 
1994. A summary of my findings from interviews with 
188 experienced persons in 28 countries was published 
by IDRC in 1995, entitled Culture, Spirituality, and Eco

nomic Development: Opening a Dialogue [http// 
www.idrc.ca/fo.cus/728/728.html]. It is a telling sign of 
the times that I found so many individuals from such di
verse backgrounds, disciplines, experiences and beliefs, 
in so many comers of the globe, profoundly questioning 
the "correct" economic thinking of our age. Their com
mon insight is that the global free-market paradigm is 
not viable ecologically in the long run, and not adequate 
in the short run to meet the basic needs of all peoples for 
human development. In other words, the people I met 
accept the abstract free-market model as a useful eco
nomic tool, but they are unwilling to grant it benign or 
miraculous social and political functions. 

Those interviewed are not ideologues and have no 
ready-made alternatives to offer, but they are searching 
for broader alternative approaches to development, ones 
that include critical attention to cultural and spiritual 
values. I say critical attention because most of those in
terviewed had no illusions about how easily culture and 
religious values can be frozen into institutional forms 
that betray their original meanings. 

Among other significant findings of my study was 
the explosive growth ofNGOs [non-government organi
zations] on all continents. It is hard to exaggerate the im
portance of these new forces in civil society. Through 

Spring 2000 / 1 3 



the global Internet, effective communications continue 

between various groups around the world. We witnessed 

their effectiveness in promoting the international agree

ment banning land mines. Even more significant was 

their success in stalemating the MAI [Multilateral 

Agreement on Investment] and their contribution to 

stopping the new WTO [World Trade Organization] in 

its tracks at Seattle. 

As follow-up to my 1995 report, IDRC convened a 

small international meeting at Val Morin, Quebec, in 

August 1995. It confirmed my findings and urged IDRC 

to continue this research, especially through doing "real

ity check" case studies, and bringing together scientists 

from different traditions to help broaden the notion of 

"scientific" research to include cultural and belief values 

and systems as significant dimensions of reality. 

The recommendations of the Val Morin meeting 

resulted in another research project. Its object is to get a 

clearer understanding of the conceptual and practical 

linkages between science, religion and development, for 

the benefit of development practitioners, bilateral and 

multilateral policy makers and academics, as well as re

ligious leaders and institutions. 

For this new research the core group was Dr. 

Farzam Arbab, project director, professional physicist 
and member of the governing board of the Baha'i Faith, 

Haifa, Israel; Dr. Azizan Baharuddin, a Muslim biolo
gist, professor at the University of Malaysia, whose spe

cialization is the discourse of science and religion 

among Muslims; Dr. Gregory Baum, a Catholic theolo

gian and specialist in the sociology of religion, a mem
ber of the faculty of religious studies at McGill Univer

sity, Montreal; and Dr. Promilla Kapur, a Hindu, 

consultant sociologist and counsellor therapist, director 

of the Integrated Human Development Services Founda

tion, New Delhi, India. 

Through meetings at Baha'i's Landegg Academy 

in Switzerland in 1996 and at Gananoque, Ontario, in 

1997, this core group (with the assistance of IDRC staff, 

with its editor, Sharon Harper, and multiple e-mail com
munications back and forth) succeeded in outlining four 

essays on their personal experience of the interaction of 

science, religion and development. Each author wrote 

about how, in their view, individual scientists/believers 

can harmonize their personal understandings of the dif

ferent epistemologies, rationalities and assumptions in

volved in the discourse of science, religion and develop

ment. In effect, each said: If I, as individual believer/ 
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scientist, can experience a unity of consciousness and 

understanding in my daily work, why should it not be 

possible for groups of scientists and believers to have 

such experiences, or at least come to appreciate the ben

efits of similar experiences of shared consciousness and 

understanding? 
Some believers, such as the reputed Islamic 

scholar Seyyed Hossein Nasr, have long advocated the 

development of a new or rediscovered cosmology to pro

vide an overarching framework or vision. This frame

work would facilitate dialogue by providing, as in earlier 

times, a common point of reference for religion and sci

ence. I believe that Dr. Baharuddin is sympathetic to this 

approach in her efforts to establish that her Islamic faith 

is not in contradiction with her science of biology, as 

outlined in her essay, "Rediscovering the Resources of 

Religion." A key in this approach is, I believe, the insight 

that many statements in both science and religion are not 

contradictory, as they first appear. Rather they are con

traries, that is, ,different ways of understanding the same 

reality. Often they can be harmonized at a different level 

of knowledge, or integrated within ancillary fields, such 

as development, where human well-being is a primary 

goal. 

Dr. Baum, in his essay, "Solidarity with the Poor," 
seems to be at peace with his understanding that scien

tific and religious approaches produce different kinds of 

knowledge that can be mutually beneficial to each other, 
provided each is at least empathetic to the other's beliefs 

and convictions, secular or sacred. Like an increasing 

number of social scientists, he sees little problem in ac

knowledging the personal influence of religion on his 

scholarship, or in adding religion as an endogenous vari

able or influence in his sociological analysis. 

Today, most believers want evidence that there is 

no conceptual contradiction between their faith and the 

findings of science. They also want to know that their 

faith is an evident force for good in shaping human his

tory. Dr. Kapur, in her essay on "The Principle of Funda
mental Oneness," seeks to understand and articulate how 

her Hindu faith has, over the centuries, been a fertile en

vironment for human material development grounded in 

spiritual principles, even if it has not always been ac

tively supportive of development. 

Finally, in his essay, entitled "Promoting a Dis
course on Science, Religion, and Development," Dr. 

Arbab describes how his personal experience of seeing 

flawed development models foisted on marginalized 





Postmodemism and Theology 

P
ostmodem thought has become a challenge for many
of our traditional disciplines, among them theology 

and, as we shall see, science. The inescapable influence 
of postmodem thinking has affected theology as a disci
pline, theology as God-talk, theological anthropology 
and the other theological sub-disciplines. For a time 
many contemporary thinkers rejected the term 
"postmodem" as too vague and slippery to connote any
thing. Today, however, the term is used generally and 
frequently by thinkers who reflect on the major cultural 
shifts observable everywhere in traditional Western 
thinking. Among some of those thinkers usually called 
postmodem there has been a new interest in religion as a 
cultural phenomenon that has not only survived modem 
predictions of its inevitable demise but has resurfaced 
throughout the world in all of its ambiguity and power. 

The Return of God 

In the fall of 1997 and again in the fall of 1999, 
Villanova University in Pennsylvania hosted two confer
ences on "Postmodernism and Religion" to promote 
critical discussion of the "turn to religion" by some 
postmodern philosophers and theologians. Well over 
500 people attended these conferences; a third is 
planned for 2001. The keynote speaker for the first two 
conferences was Jacques Derrida, the well-known phi
losopher of "deconstruction." [The addresses of the first 
conference have been published by Indiana University 
Press under the title God, the Gift, and Postmodernism,

co-edited by John Caputo of the Villanova Philosophy 
Department and me, Michael Scanlon, Theology De
partment.] For some time Derrida has had an interest in 
the tradition of apophatic or negative theology, given the 
fact that some of his readers claimed an affinity between 
this tradition and his philosophy of deconstruction. 
Derrida comes from an Algerian-Jewish background 
and knows much about Judaism (and Christianity), but 
he is not a practising Jew. He came under the influence 
of the Jewish ethical philosopher Emmanuel Levinas, 
who deepened his appreciation of the ethical tradition of 
Judaism, especially the prophetic tradition. Speaking 
here at Villanova, an Augustinian institution, Derrida 
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professed his profound regard and love for his "fellow
countryman" Augustine of Hippo - he was happy to tell 
us that he was born on the Rue de Saint Augustin in Al
giers. As he puts it, Derrida "rightly passes for an athe
ist," but at the same time he states that no one under
stands his religion! He is fascinated by biblical 
messianism, distinguishing between "the messianic" as 
a universal structure of experience and "the 
messianisms" (the religions of the Book: Judaism, 
Christianity and Islam). The latter he avoids as danger
ous carriers of fanaticism and bloodshed. But "the 
messianic" nourishes a utopian imagination that yearns 
for the future which will never become a future present. 
The messianic gives him his favourite themes: faith, jus
tice, the gift and "the democracy to come." He prays for 
this messianic future with the simple "come" (viens),

while he knows that his apocalyptic urgency cannot be 
fulfilled by the advent of the Messiah because that 
would mean "it's all over." 

In dialogue with Derrida on the subject of negative 
theology is another conference participant, Jean-Luc 
Marion, the Catholic philosopher/theologian who seeks 
to overcome the ontotheological conflation of God and 
Being in the Western metaphysical tradition. His now 
rather well-known work, God Without Being, is an at
tempt to reject Being as God's name in favour of the 
Johannine testimony that God is Love. In his conference 
address he traces the apophatic tradition in theology 
from "the Pseudo-Dennis" up to the great medieval theo
logians. He recognizes the salutary, anti-idolatrous, yet 
parasitic role of negative theology in relation to.the posi
tive theology of Christianity, but he disagrees with 
Derrida's claim that negative theology does not really 
get beyond metaphysics - it merely affirms a 
"hyperousia" beyond (above) the divine ousia at the ba
sis of positive theology. Marion proffers a "third way" 
beyond both positive and negative theology in terms of 
doxology. The cognitive path to God as both "known" 
and "unknown" must give way to the path of praise in 
prayer. In a contribution to the published volume, John 
Caputo presents both Derrida and Marion as "apostles of 
the impossible." In the end, what distinguishes them is 



their different ideas of a Messiah; for Marion the Mes

siah has already pitched his tent among us, while for 

Derrida the Messiah is always structurally "to come." I 

also added a piece on Derrida and Karl Rahner, whose 

notion of a transcendental-universal revelation is similar 

to Derrida's notion of "the messianic" and whose appre

ciation of the atheist wh0 is a theist in the heart is similar 

to Derrida's passionate faith in prophetic justice. 

Adhering to the direction of Derrida's thought, the 

other contributions to the 1997 conference address cog

nate issues. Augustinian scholar Robert Dodaro, O.S.A., 

explores the Augustinianism of Derrida with focus on 

the latter's book Circumfession, where he makes several 

connections with the great author of the Confessions. 

Asked for his notion of truth, Derrida endorses Augus

tine 's veritatem facere, a doing of the truth rather than 

merely knowing the truth. Very evocative is the contribu

tion of the Dublin philosopher Richard Kearney in his 

"Desire for God." Commenting on Augustine's restless 

heart, Kearney distinguishes between two ways of desir

ing God, the ontotheological way wherein desire is lack, 

and the eschatological way of desire for something that 

neither eye has seen nor ear heard -Augustine's way of 

desire for the God who first desires us: a "hot God," as 

Kearney puts it. Merold Westphal's address clarifies the 

issue of ontotheology: the issue is not what it affirms of 

God in philosophical language but how it does so. 

Ontotheology approaches idolatry when philosophical 

concepts about God are used to serve philosophy's 

project of rendering the whole of reality intelligible to 

human understanding. In Augustine's language, God is 

to be enjoyed, not used. 

These presentations confirm David Tracy's con

tention that the central meaning of postmodem contem

porary thought on God is its radical interruption of the 

modern logos as it allows for the return of the 

eschatological God, the hidden-revealed God of the 

memory of suffering, the suffering of all those ignored, 

marginalized and colonized by the grand narrative of 

modernity, the narrative of modem man's progress in an 

idealized Western civilization. Postmodern theology, 

with its new forms of language, rendering excess, gift, 

desire, prayer, has mediated the return of God to the cen

tre of theology. 1 

Theological Anthropology 

Both the philosophical and the theological 

postmodem critique of modernity began with a massive 

assault on the "turn to the subject" with its cognate is-

sues: autonomy, universal reason, historical progress 

and androcentrism. Some of the postmodem critics em

ployed a rhetoric of hyperbole, evident in such phrases 

as "the death of the subject," "the disappearance of 

man," the "end of philosophy." Their target was the 

foundational subject of the Cartesian cogito and the 

Kantian transcendental self. As Gregory Baum has ob

served, their critique was "innocent" - they jettisoned 

modem concerns without remainder, without caring to 

salvage the grains of truth and value in those concerns 

(for example, the "modem history of freedom," the En

lightenment tradition of emancipation and liberation).2 

A postmodem Christian anthropology must re

trieve those authentic modem values as it explores the 

biblical understanding of the self as person, the respon

sible self in relation to others - the heteronornic self in 

the radical language of Levinas. A postmodern anthro

pology must embrace a radical historical consciousness 

in the "Marxist" sense that we begin as products of his

tory while it retrieves the other ("Hegelian") side of his

torical consciousness, celebrated by modem thinkers, 

that we are producers of history. Postmodem anthropol

ogy must attend to the challenge in recognizing that we 

begin as creations of history, society, culture, tradition 

and the chief instrument of tradition: language. 

Perhaps the most common characteristic of 

postmodern anthropology is its insistence on the 

linguisticality of human existence. Pre-modem anthro

pology (e.g., that of Thomas Aquinas) explored the es

sential structure of human being in terms of "human na

ture" with its specific powers of intellect and will. 

Instructed by the contemporary emphasis on language as 

the key to the understanding of the human, we might say 

that human nature is the given potential for human exist

ence, but this potential must be nourished by a linguistic 

induction into the human community. It is language that 

makes human knowing and doing possible. Aristotle got 

it right- we are animals that have the logos, and it is the 

word that makes thought possible. From this starting 

point Aristotle's social anthropology follows: as linguis

tic animals we are political animals (we need others to 

talk to and to listen to). Speech makes intersubjectivity 

the matrix of personal subjectivity. 

In his project of retrieving human subjectivity in 

the wake of the postmodem critique of the mono logical, 

autonomous self, philosopher Calvin Schrag (a philoso

pher highly esteemed by the theologian van Huyssteen, 

introduced below) explores the notion of  the 

"decentered self' within the context of communicative 

Spring 2000 / 17 







The Muted Voice 
The Muted Voice: 

Religion and the Media 
by Michael W Higgins

Occasionally anecdotal, peppered with acidic asides, Higgins surveys the treatment of 
religion via broadsheet, tabloid, screen and radio in Canada and abroad. 

Michael W. Higgins 

''A tickling good read: evocative, provocative but with enough charm and wit to render a 
seriously neglected subject accessible to the general reader. More than anything, however, 
The Muted Voice is a wake-up call to religious and media professionals that they continue to 
ignore each other at their mutual perii.-CHRIS MCGILLION, RELIGIOUS AFFAIRS EDITOR, THE 
SYDNEY MORNING HERALD 

144pp,sc 2-89507 -038-5

Natural and Divine Law: 

Reclaiming the Roots of Christian Ethics 
by Jean Porter 

$17.95 

This scholarly study reclaims a neglected aspect of the Christian moral tradition, that of 
medieval natural law, and presents its relevance for contemporary ethics. "I expect it to

become a classic in its field; [it] could shape the course of scholarship in ethics. Jean 
Porter is to be congratulated for a magnificent work."-KENNETH MELCHIN, SAINT PAUL 
UNIVERSITY, OTTAWA 

328pp, SC 2-89507-001-6 $24.95 

To order from NOVALIS: 

Call 416-363-3303 1-800-387-7164 US & Canada

Fax 416-363-9409 www.novalis.ca 

The Ecumenist: A Journal of Theology, Culture and Society is published quarterly by oval.is-Saint Paul University and is© 
Novalis 2000. 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or 
by any means, electronic, mechanical or otherwise, without prior permission of and proper acknowledgement to The Ecumenist: 
A Journal of Theology, Culture and Society. 

Editor: Gregory Baum - Contributing editors: M. Shawn Copeland, Lee Cormie, Charles Curran, Virgilio Elizondo, Marilyn 
Legge, Rosemary Radford Ruether, Harold Wells - Design and layout: Gilles Lepine - Proofreader: ancy Keyes 

Subscriptions: $15 (postage and taxes included). To order: Periodicals Dept., Novalis, 49 Front St. E., 2nd Floor, Toronto ON 
MSE 1B3 

Tel: 1-800-387-7164 ext. 223 or (416) 363-3303 ext. 223 Fax: (416) 363-9409 

ISSN: 0013-080X 

Address editorial correspondence to: Novalis, Saint Paul University, 223 Main St., Ottawa ON KlS 1C4 

Printed in Canada 

POSTES CANADA 

CANADA POST 

Port paye Postage paid 

Publications Mail 

# 1682598 




