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Churches Seeking Reconciliation and Peace: The World 
Council of Churches' Decade to Overcome Violence 

Introduction1 

T
he World Council of Churches (WCC) has had a

concern for peace-making since its inception in 

1948. At the 1998 Eighth Assembly in Harare the WCC 

decided to initiate an "Ecumenical Decade to Overcome 

Violence" from 2001 to 2010. The new initiative aims to 

provide "a truly ecumenical space, a safe space for en

counter, mutual recognition, and common action, along 

with people of other faiths and all people of good will."2 

This article will introduce and locate the Ecumenical 

Decade to Overcome Violence (DOV) in the context of 

the Harare Assembly and two of its events: the new ecu

menical charter document "Towards a Common Under

standing and Vision" and the Recommendations adopted 

in response to the pre-Assembly Festival that closed the 

1988-1998 Ecumenical Decade of the Churches in Soli

darity with Women.3 Using the strategy of recovering 

dangerous memories for the sake of the common good, I 

will point to potentially problematic aspects of the DOV 

in the context of this new ecumenism. I conclude by af

firming the need to build cultures of peace. 

Turning a Corner in Harare: Common 

Understanding and Vision as Context for DOV 

"Towards a Common Understanding and Vision" 

(CUV) marked the fiftieth anniversary of the World 

Council of Churches in Harare. It was presented as a sig

nificant milestone in an ongoing journey of self-reflec

tion on the nature and purpose of the ecumenical move-

ment in general and of the WCC's vocation in particular.4 

It aims to rekindle the ecumenical vision amidst uncer

tainty and crisis. This document is significant for fram

ing a new ecumenical charter which member churches 

can affirm in the new millennium. In this statement there 

is agreement that the term "ecumenical" embraces the 

following three aspects: the quest for Christian unity; 

common witness in the worldwide task of mission and 

evangelism; and commitment to diakonia and to the pro

motion of justice and peace (CUV, 2.2). The key meta

phor throughout the document is "a living fellowship of 

churches" where local ecclesial relations are 

foregrounded within a concern for the whole of creation. 

It makes clear that the Council "as a fellowship of 

churches is an organization through which its members 

act together, not a body which acts separately from the 

churches" (3.1.2.1). The document also acknowledges 

that there is a continuing tension and sometimes antago

nism between those who would advocate the primacy of 

the social dimension of ecumenism and those who advo

cate the primacy of spiritual or ecclesial ecumenism 

(CUV, 2.5). 

The idea of the church as a community of people, 

living as a fellowship among one another and rooted in 

the koinonia or community of the Triune God, is the key

stone of this recent ecumenical discussion. In To Be the 

Church, Konrad Raiser, General Secretary, puts more 

flesh on these ecclesial bones in his outline of the current 

state of ecumenical relations within the World Council 
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of Churches. In particular he notes three epochal chal
lenges that have stirred this ecumenical framing: glo
balization, the need to shape a life-centred vision, and 
pluralism. Raiser finds hopeful a koinonia ecumenical 
ecclesiology in its affirmation of a relational rather than 
an institutional ethos. A fellowship model of ecumenism 
is favoured because "[t]he diversity of gifts present in 
that community is more important than its institutional 
ordering. "5 

This is the sort of "ecumenical space" that is im
agined, a place of forming identity as Christians whose 
"ethical wisdom is transmitted in stories, symbols, para
bles, and examples rather than in authoritative teach
ings." Ecumenical space encourages Christian commu
nities to engage in ecumenical and wider human 
communities, especially in forming alliances within 
civil society. 

The CUV initiates a shift in ecumenical methodol
ogy, from its more pronounced former role as a directly 
involved program and funding agency (e.g., The Pro
gramme to Combat Racism) to one that primarily facili
tates and links fellowships and "ecumenical spaces" on 
behalf of churches to "equip it to undertake certain spe
cific elements of the ecumenical vocation" (CUV, 
3.16.4). The intention of this ecumenical shift is to build 
relationships in a world of brokenness and the crisis of 
communities and to reanimate local ecumenical rela
tionships - in worship, institutions, congregations, min
istries and mission - in order to face a world in the grip 
of growing "cultures of violence." The WCC program
matic responses to worldwide spreading forms of vio
lence in recent years include the Programme to Over
come Violence, launched in Johannesburg, 1994; the 
Peace to the City Campaign, mandated in Brazil, 1996;6 

and the Joint Study Process on Theological Perspectives 
on Violence and Non-Violence held in 1998.7 

The Festival to Close the Ecumenical Decade 

of the Churches in Solidarity with Women 

Another major agenda of the Harare Assembly 
was the closure of the Decade of the Churches in Soli
darity with Women. I will focus here on the connection 
with violence. The final letter from the pre-Assembly 
Decade Festival to the Harare Assembly was entitled 
"From Solidarity to Accountability." It included this sig
nificant theological claim: Violence in the church is an 
offence against God, humanity and the earth. The Letter 
called on the Assembly to announce to the world that 
violence against women is a sin. The Assembly did con-
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cur and went on to recommend "that the churches be en
couraged to provide opportunities for women to speak 
out about the issues of violence and abuse where both 
the victims and the perpetrators of violence can experi
ence the power of forgiveness and reconciliation. The 
need is recognized for repentance for actions and omis
sions with regard to the inclusivity of women and the 
violence to which many have been victims."8 W hile the 
Decade of the Churches in Solidarity with Women is of
ficially ended, its agenda is clearly unfinished and some 
seeds are being planted in the Decade to Overcome Vio
lence process. 

The Decade to Overcome Violence: Goals, 

Aims and Theological Framework 

On the last frenetic day of the Harare Assembly, 
when Fernando Enns of the German Mennonite church 
stood up to propose that 2001-2010 be a Decade to 
Overcome Violence, the Assembly summarily approved 
the motion. From this action springs the September 1999 
official decla�ation by the Central Committee of the 
World Council of Churches of the Decade to Overcome 
Violence - Churches Seeking Reconciliation and 
Peace.9 Consistent with the CUV, the basic theological 
premises and working framework are demonstrated in 
the following excerpts: 

We are convinced: the churches are called to provide 
to the world a clear witness to peace, reconciliation 
and nonviolence, grounded in justice ... But we are 
also aware that Christians and churches have added, 
through word and actions, to growing violence and 
injustice in a world of oppression and graceless com
petition ... As we engage in constructive efforts to 
build a culture of peace, we know that we are required 
to embark upon a deep process of change, beginning 
with repentance and a renewed commitment to the 
very sources of our faith .... 

In order to move peace-building from the periph
ery to the centre of the life and witness of the church 
and to build stronger alliances and understanding 
among churches, networks, and movements which 
are working toward a culture of peace, the goals of the 
Decade to Overcome Violence are: 
- Addressing holistically the wide varieties of vio

lence, both direct and structural, in homes, communi
ties, and in international arenas and learning from the
local and regional analyses of violence and ways to
overcome violence.



Challenging the churches to overcome the spirit, 

logic, and practice of violence; to relinquish any 
theological justification of violence; and to affirm 
anew the spirituality of reconciliation and active non
violence. 

Creating a new understanding of security in 
terms of cooperation and community, instead of in 
terms of domination and competition. 

Leaming from the spirituality and resources for 

peace-building of other faiths to work with communi
ties of other faiths in the pursuit of peace and to chal
lenge the churches to reflect on the misuse of reli
gious and ethnic identities in pluralistic societies. 

Challenging the growing militarization of our 
world, especially the proliferation of small arms and 
light weapons. 

In its recent deliberations on the DOV, the Justice, 
Peace and Creation Advisory Group named violence as 
one of the most destructive forms of the misuse of 
power, and one which accompanies other forms of op
pression such as racism and sexism. While focusing all 
its attention on the need and initiatives to overcome vio

lence, this Decade to Overcome Violence will place a 
special emphasis on structural and systemic forms of 
violence. It will also give a special expression to the 
voices, concerns and visions of the marginalized com
munities such as women, youth, Indigenous Peoples, ra
cially and ethnically discriminated people, the Dalits in 

India, and differently abled persons. This approach rec
ognizes that reconciliation requires a process of repara
tion, restitution and reconstitution which is accompa
nied by the reconciling of memories and communities 
across deeply entrenched differences. 

The methodology of the DOV aims to provide a 

platform to share stories and experiences, develop rela
tionships and learn from the positive experiences of the 
churches and groups working to overcome violence. Part 
of the contribution of building cultures of peace involves 
listening to the stories of those who are the primary vic
tims of violence, especially people who are poor, 
women, youth and children, persons living with disabili
ties, and Indigenous Peoples, and learning from them 
about the kinds of skills and creativity that are necessary 
for survival and resistance of violence, including the de
struction of nature. 

The DOV is now a Council-wide program involv
ing all units of the WCC. It will be launched by the Cen
tral Committee in January 2001. The prospect of a glo-

bal impact depends on the active participation of all 
units. Setting up an international network of church and 
related peace organizations to sustain and promote the 
agenda of the Decade, and ensuring that the Decade con
tinues to draw its strength and support from the initia
tives of local groups, will require planning, coord_ina
tion, mid-Decade visits based on the model of the 
Decade of Churches in Solidarity with Women, and fol
low-up. In a recent Justice, Peace and Creation Advisory 
Group, the purpose of the Decade to Overcome Violence 
was discussed in terms of violence as a symptom of the 
prevalence of unequal and unjust relationships. It also 
specified that the work of the DOV will be informed by 
and build on the insights gained and lessons learned 
from the Council's earlier programs of the Decade of 
Churches in Solidarity with Women and the Peace to the 
City Campaign. 

Another aspect of the DOV is to enable the 
insights gained from biblical and experiential theologi
cal reflections on violence to influence the process and 
content of the DOV. Two consultations have already 
taken place: one in Boston, in 1998, and a second, fol
low-up consultation in Colombo, Sri Lanka, one of the 
seven cities in the WCC Peace to the City Campaign. 
Five theological themes were identified for further re
flection in the context of churches involved in the Dec
ade to Overcome Violence: Identity, Unity and Diver
sity; Forgiveness and Reconciliation: A Healing Process 
Towards Shalom; Texts and Contexts: "Reading" To
gether for Shalom; Theological Language, Symbol, 
Ritual and Image; and Becoming Sanctuaries of Cour
age: Overcoming Violence in Church and World. All 
churches becoming involved will be encouraged to focus 
on one or more of these themes. 

The Excluded Must Be Heard and Their Voices Not 

Forgotten 

How one reads the DOV will obviously depend on 
where one is standing, in which communities of ac
countability and with what loyalties, theological and 
otherwise. I do not want to be dismissive of the positive 
value and power of hearing and valuing local experi
ences and bringing them together into new ecumenical 
spaces. Some cautions, however, can be raised about the 
DOV operating within a model of ecumenism as "a way 
of working strategically with churches." If mission is 
theologically defined as a local concern, might it not 
consequently mean that the more concerted overarching 
and defining issues will be lost? While "fellowship 
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ecumenism" (aimed to refocus on local churches as its 

primary interest rather than following a more hierarchi

cal WCC institutional model) is a positive step calling 

churches to re-member as Body of Christ locally, it may 

ironically lead to the exclusion of certain critical voices, 

voices that have been disbarred from local communities. 

Will marginal people or those already pushed out of the 

acceptable frame of "local fellowship of churches" be 

once again left out? The process could lead to an uncriti

cal pluralism where all experiences may simply be gath

ered together and not lead to a critically engaged com

mon witness that has the capacity to challenge the 

ecclesial status quo. People at the margins and those in 

solidarity with them will rightly ask questions such as 

these: How will violence be defined? From whose per

spective? How will the reading of the signs of the times 

from the vantage point of victims be included ecclesially 

and methodologically if these victims have been mostly 

silenced and are absent from the "fellowship"? 

One strategy to focus on issues of power and privi

lege in the new ecumenism of spaces of localized fellow

ship is to keep present the subversive memory and prac

tices of the voices most affected by violence. 

Historically, important work has been done by the WCC, 

especially throughout the Decade of Churches in Soli

darity with Women where violence against women 

emerged as a chief concern. But it is also clear that this 

struggle is far from over. While it is now seen officially 

as important to carry this work further, the theological 

implications of violence against women and the theo

logical justifications for the silence of the church are yet 

to be addressed. To this end, a new study process - "Be

ing Church: Women's Voices and Visions" - was pro

posed at the recent consultation of the Women's Advi

sory Group. The purpose of this process is to name and 

affirm women's voices and visions and to bring these 

before the churches as contributions to the renewal and 

greater unity of the church. The vision is described well 

in the Sri Lanka Consultation on Theological Perspec

tives on Violence under the theme of "Becoming Sanctu

aries of Courage: Overcoming Violence in Church and 

World" which hopes to restore women and those most 

vulnerable to the narratives and analyses of actions 

against violence. Hear, for example, .the voice of a 

woman survivor of domestic and sexual abuse: 

I long for the church to be a supportive community, 

hospitable and welcoming, celebrating life and 

God. A community of courage, which does not hide 
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from, or conceal suffering, willing to challenge the 

causes of violence. If only the church could see 

human potential and diversity as sources of honest 

struggle and enrichment. And if only it could truly 

create a safe space to be just who we are, made by 

God, redeemed in Christ, living with Spirit. 

The document of the Sri Lanka Consultation 

continues: 

The overwhelming reality of violence, in all its 

manifestations, presents a fundamental challenge 

to our ways of being church. Because the world is 

broken and divided by poverty, oppression and the 

structures of domination and exclusion (e.g. patri

archy and globalisation) so also are the human in

stitutions of the church. Most people in our world 

are denied basic justice and rights. They are si

lenced spectators of their own stories. Fullness of 

life and the flourishing promised by God are di

minished and destroyed. The fearful consequences 

of brokenness bear most heavily on women, chil

dren and groups so often marginalised or excluded 

by the church. We ask, "whose church is it?" The 

churches are encouraged and challenged to em

bark on an urgent process of self-critique and re

covery of their peacemaking ministry. We believe 

that we are called by the gospel to build communi

ties characterised by honest, just and transparent 

relationships with God, with one another and with 

the whole of creation. By our presence in the midst 

of human society in all its messy complexities, we 

keep company with those who struggle to over

come injustice and violence. The incarnate God is 

encountered in these hard places, and in communi

ties (within and beyond the boundaries of institu

tional religion) which seek to integrate all the spir

itual and material dimensions of God's creation. 

The voices of victims and survivors of violence af

firm that sanctuary, hospitality, accompaniment, 

and boldness in naming and confronting the roots 

and causes of violence are marks of a faithful 

church. How shall we seek to transform (in our 

specific contexts and in partnership with others) 

the structures, systems and attitudes, which ob

struct our faithfulness to God's vision of shalom 

for all humankind and creation, as revealed in the 

Gospel of Jesus Christ? How shall the church be 

disturbed by love and anger, and energised with 



life-giving Holy Spirit, so that we can truly engage 

with the call to overcome violence? 

This statement is a subversive reminder to face the 

complicity of churches in violence when they prefer to 

focus on the violent ways of the world but not of the 

churches. It also challenges the churches to repent and 

be accountable to thos·e harmed both within and beyond. 

The Harare Assembly called violence against women a 

sin; "Being Church" is one important process to address 

seriously this sin in the new ecumenism of local spaces 

and fellowship. 

Conclusion 

Following the aim of the DOV, Christian believers 

will want to build "cultures of peace." Peace is practical. 

It grows at the grassroots level, and is nurtured by the 

creativity of people in cooperation with civil society and 

wider global networks. In this process, a different ecu

menical paradigm is underway critically renewing the 

understanding of "the WCC as a fellowship of 

churches." If the DOV is to create ecclesially and politi

cally critical bases, it will need to deconstruct the kind of 

fellowship language that is reduced to purely local 

meaning or internal preoccupations, ignoring "prophetic 

I In preparing this article I was grateful for lively conversations with Rev. 
Chris Ferguson, General Secretary of Division of World Outreach, United 
Church of Canada. I am indebted to his critical insights especially relating to 
the local-global nexus of the new ecumenism and to supporting the promise 
of gender focus. He was a delegate to the Harare Assembly and is a member 
of the WCC Advisory Group on Regional Relations Committee. 
2 Message by the Central Committee of the World Council of Churches, 
"The Decade to Overcome Violence: Churches Seeking Reconciliation and 
Peace" (Geneva: September 1999), 4. 
3 On the pre-Assembly Festival, see Pamela Brubaker, 'The Ecumenical 
Decade of the Churches in Solidarity with Women," The Ecumenist 36, no. 3 
(I 999): 1-3. 
4 'The Common Understanding and Vision Document," The Ecumenical
Review 51, no. I (1999): 96-113. 
5 Konrad Raiser, To Be the Church: Challenges and Hopes for a New 
Millenium (Geneva: WCC Publications, 1997), 43-44. 

diakonia" with its advocacy and accountability. The new 

WCC structure of linking fellowships of local churches 

can rightly celebrate the local because under conditions 

of postmodern globalization we urgently need to rebuild 

communities. At the same time, some critical questions 

emerge: Are their priorities to be tested through a wider 

common discernment process asking whose voices are 

missing, how is violence defined, and who detects the 

key causes of violence in local context? Is there a chance 

for churches to challenge each other? Given the shifts 

since Harare, what are conceived to be the different lev

els of ecumenical action? When the DOV is launched in 

January 2001 it will be grounded in the koinonia model, 

aiming to offer a space for resurrection energy where 

churches are not the sum of parts making the whole but 

empowered to re-member the Body of Christ broken and 

crucified by violence. Here the churches are rooted lo

cally, yet connected more broadly and alert to mutual 

challenge and change. 
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was a delegate to the Harare Decade Festival and a drafter of the Sri Lanka 
Consultation on Theological Themes for the Decade to Overcome Vio
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6 See Dafne Plou, Peace in Troubled Cities: Creative Models of Building

Community Amidst Violence (Geneva: WCC Publications, 1998). 
7 The Boston· consultation was held under the framework of the 
Programme to Overcome Violence and organized jointly with the Faith and 
Order Commission. See also Margot Kaessmann, Overcoming Violence:
The Challenge to the Churches in All Places (Geneva: WCC Publications, 
1998). 
8 World Council of Churches, Eighth Assembly, Assembly Committees, 
"Response to the Plenary on the Ecumenical Decade of the Churches in 
Solidarity with Women: Recommendations (Adopted)," nos. I and 2. This 
document can be accessed online at <http://www-coe.org/wcc/assembly/ 
fprc2e-e.html> 
9 All excerpts come from the Message by the Central Committee of the 
World Council of Churches, "The Decade to Overcome Violence: Churches 
Seeking Reconciliation and Peace" (Geneva: September 1999). This 
includes its Working Document "A Basic Framework for the Decade to 
Overcome Violence". 
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The Labour of Nuns: A Materialist Perspective 

Women s religious congregations are hardly ever stud

ied from the perspective of the work they have done for 

the good of society. This is the reason why The 
Ecumenist has asked Professor Andree Levesque, histo

rian at McGill University, to review two books on reli

gious sisters as workers. 

U
ntil the mid-1960s, Quebec social services were
in the hands of religious communities, 

overwhelmingly members of women's congregations. 
Schools, hospitals, hospices, and orphanages were ad
ministered and staffed by nuns, while other orders spe
cialized in missionary work, contemplation, or domestic 
chores for the upkeep of priests. Altogether the numbers 
of members of women's religious orders grew steadily 
from roughly 10,000 at the beginning of the century, 
peaked at over 43,000 in 1965, and then dropped dra
matically to half that number since then.1 In 1941, 18 out 
of every thousand women were in religious orders. In 
the wave of secularization and the reaction against the 
omnipresence of Catholic institutions, the contribution 
of nuns to Quebec society has generally been unappreci
ated. Yet, feminist scholarship, bound to recognize the 
contribution of this special category of women, has pro
duced a number of historical and sociological studies 
mainly on the important place of their work in education 
and social services. 

Historians of women have acknowledged the im
portant place occupied by nuns.2 Recently, sociologists 
Danielle Juteau and Nicole Laurin have embarked on the 
gigantic study of women's religious orders in Quebec 
from 1900 to 1970. Historian Micheline Dumont, a spe
cialist in girls' education, has cast her sight on what 
could be termed the rise and fall of those communities. 
The present article offers a review of two recent publica
tions: Danielle Juteau and Nicole Laurin, Un metier et 

une vocation: Le travail des religieuses au Quebec de 

1901 a 1971 (Montreal: Les presses de l'Universite de 
Montreal, 1997) and Micheline Dumont, Les Religieuses 

sont-elles des feministes? (Montreal: Bellarmin, 1995). 

Danielle Juteau and Nicole Laurin 

Juteau, Laurin and Duchesne's first volume, A la 

recherche d'un monde oublie: Les communautes 
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religieuses de femmes au Quebec de 1900a 1970 drew a 
picture of Quebec nuns from a sample of 42,885 women, 
members of some 50 religious communities. Their data 
showed that most of them were born in Quebec, mainly 
in large families from rural areas, small towns and vil
lages and, usually between 18 and 21 years old, chose to 
enter a community because of their social milieu as well 
as their own particular vision of life and their conception 
of the world (p. 2). 

In the second volume in what proposes to be a 
three-volume opus, Juteau and Laurin focus on the work 
performed by the nuns, claiming ambitiously that "only 
after a study of the work performed by nuns will an as
sessment of women's work in Quebec be possible" 
(p. 1). This claim forms the theoretical basis of their 
work. By studying a group of non-married women doing 
work but not for wages, the authors view these women's 
position as distinct from that of unpaid housewives
mothers as well from women wage-earners. Thus these 
feminist sociologists view women's work in religious 
communities as being collectively "appropriated." 
Women need not be directly tied to any particular man to 
see their work undervalued and used for the well-being 
and the (non-biological) reproduction of others. The 
concept of "appropriation" of women's work articulated 
by French sociologist Colette Guillaumin implies, for 
housewives-mothers and for nuns, a more total domina
tion than their exploitation or their oppression (p. 6-7). 
Nuns overlap two categories: they work neither in the 
home nor in the market, while performing non-remuner
ated work outside the home. The authors also use the 
notion of "sexage," which one might translate as 
"sexery" as in slavery, a system of appropriation of 
women's work that takes place in the home, the labour 
market, and religious institutions. 

In this work where theory and discussion of meth
odology occupy an important place, empirical evidence 
allows one to draw the general characteristics of the 
work performed in the communities. The authors iden
tify three factors that determined the tasks assigned to 
women in communities: the main purpose of the com
munity (teaching, nursing, etc.); its size; and the period, 
which here extends over seven decades (p. 63). 



The communities are divided into seven 

categories according to their main activites: teaching, 

hospital social-services, service to the clergy, nursing, 

offering protection, missionaries, contemplatives 

(p. 63). Like most lay women, nuns look after the 

maintainance of other human beings. Their work is in

definite, not limited by contract or time since most of 

these women go on working past the usual retirement 

age. Numerous charts and graphs show the level of edu

cation and the proportion of students in different com

munities, the pattern of employment and job changes, 

the variety of tasks in various types of communities, job 

segregation, career paths, and occupational mobility, 

comparing different communities, different establish

ments (schools, colleges, etc.) and also comparing nuns 

with women wage-earners. 

In each of the seven categories, the occupational 

scale will be different and, whereas administrators and 

maintenance staff are found in all the communities, as 

expected, teaching orders have the highest proportion of 

teachers, and nursing orders of nurses. Each community 

shows a variety of chores accomplished by its members, 

and all will have domestic servants. Teaching orders, for 

instance, contain only between 46 per cent of teachers in 

1901, to a peak of 51.6 per cent in 1931 and a low of 34.1 

per cent in 1971. The administrative staff oscillates be

tween 11 per cent and 15 per cent of its members, while 

household services employ between 21 per cent ( 1921) 

and 27 per cent ( 1971) of the sisters. This last occupation 

is much more important in the nursing, contemplative 

and missionary congregations, as well as in orders de

voted to the humble task of caring for the material needs 

of members of the clergy, cooking, cleaning, washing 

and sewing for them in rectories, seminaries, or places of 

pilgrimage. Despite an evolution over the seven decades 

under study, there is a relative stability in the nuns' occu

pations. We see that the choice of occupations, and the 

chances of promotion, are directly linked to the congre

gation, each having a higher or lower proportion of ad

ministrators, or professional or maintenance staff. 

Historians have long noted the opportunity for up

ward mobility within the communities and for high ad

ministrative occupations, usually denied women in the 

broader Quebec society. Juteau and Laurin's mammoth 

study now quantifies this phenomenon. They show that 

on the whole, however, the range of occupations mimics 

those in secular society: teaching, nursing, social work, 

housework, and to a lesser extent office work. This is 

typical of women's occupations to this day. Only excep-

tional women rose to be treasurers or superiors. 

The authors draw a comparison between some 

feminist utopias and autonomous religious congrega

tions, forgetting that religious communities rely on the 

economy of the society for their financial support and 

the supply of consumer goods since, except for monastic 

orders, they did not produce these themselves. The dif

ference between utopian communities and Quebec reli

gious orders also lies in the fact that the latter's services 

were, for the most part, destined to people outside the 

community: children, the sick, the aged, and dependents 

of all kinds. One awaits the last volume of this careful 

documentation of religious women's lives. 

Micheline Dumont 

With its rather provocative title, historian 

Micheline Dumont's book Are Religious Women Femi

nists? tackles a different question, one only hinted at in 

Juteau and Laurin 's study: the relation of feminism and 

religious vocation. Dumont does not claim, of course, 

that nuns, because of their commitment to women's edu

cation for instance, were feminists; what she does pro

pose is that their orientation and commitment somewhat 

paralleled that of their feminist lay sisters. True, one can 

imagine that young women at the turn of the century 

who wanted to make the world a better place and were 

attracted to ideals of social justice joined religious con

gregations while, in their absence, they might have 

joined philanthropic organizations and from there gone 

on to support measures such as women's suffrage or the 

reform of the Civil Code. This was often the path fol

lowed by Protestant women. 

This lively and well-written book is an inquiry into 

the possibility of a feminist component in the social con

tribution made by religious women. Dumont draws on 

her particular area of expertise, girls' education, devot

ing most of the book to orders of teaching nuns. She ex

poses the different treatment accorded to female and 

male communities: priests had more opportunities to 

earn money, by saying masses for instance, and the state 

consistently favoured men's teaching orders. This re

flected the general status accorded women in Quebec 

society where, whether in primary schools or orphan

ages, girls were accorded lower state subsidies than 

boys.3 

The chapter on the financing of religious orders 

throws some light on a fundamentally discriminatory 

system, while stressing the nuns' resourcefulness in 

balancing their annual budgets, and refuting some 
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allegations concerning the congregations' proverbial 

wealth. Their main sources of income were the salaries 

earned by the nuns teaching in public schools (the low

est-paid teachers in Canada), fees paid by boarders in 

their private schools, and meagre government subsidies, 

while their real estate allowed them to borrow. We learn 

that the nuns' private boarding schools subsidized their 

public schools. We also learn that the boys' public edu

cation was based on the savings made by the school 

boards at the expense of girls' schools (p. 121). Like 

Juteau and Laurin, Dumont stresses the free character of 

the nuns' work: travail gratuit, free. Since most of them 

received no wages, they were given room and board, and 

care in their old age (p. 139). I prefer to say therefore 

that their work was unremunerated rather than totally 

free. 

Dumont has been involved in the contemporary 

debate over those who now call themselves "Duplessis' 

orphans." Her chapter on single mothers contributes to a 

better understanding of the conditions that led, in the 

1950s, to the great scandal when some of these children 

were, for financial reasons, confined to institutions for 

the mentally retarded. Dumont maintains that rather than 

blaming the under-financed, devoted nuns for this state 

of affairs, the whole society, with the complicity of 

medical doctors, and its acceptance of a system of con

finement, should be indicted. 

I Nicole Laurin, Danielle Juteau and Lorraine Duchesne, A la recherche 

d'un monde oublie: Les communautes re/igieuses de femmes au Quebec de 

1900 a 1970 (Montreal: Le Jour, 1991), 150. Micheline Dumont, Les 

Religieuses sont-elles des feministes? (Montreal: Bellannin, 1995), 156. 
2 Marta Danylewycz, Taking the Veil: An Alternative to Marriage, 

Motherhood, and Spinsterhood in Quebec, 1840-1920 (Toronto: 
McCielland and Stewart, 1987). Among other studies of nuns, one should 
mention: Sarah Belanger, Les Soutanes roses: Portrait du personnel feminin 

au Quebec (Montreal: Bellarmin, 1988); Barbara Cooper, Jn the Spirits: 

Entrants to a Religious Community of Women in Quebec (Thesis, History 
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religieuses au Canada franfais, 1639-1800 (Montreal: Hurtibise HMH, 
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Finally, a last chapter entitled "A Lost Charism" 

makes for a sad conclusion on the losses suffered by 

women's communities since the 1960s. The transforma

tion of Quebec society known as the Quiet Revolution, 

accompanied by the secularization and the 

professionalization of services, and their tranfer from 

private to state institutions, had a dramatic impact on 

members of religious communities. In their religious 

ghetto, they had escaped men's competition. Now they 

were displaced by male administrators. For instance, 

with the end of separate institutions for boys and girls, it 

became unthinkable for a woman to become the director 

for a co-educational institution. In hospitals, male ad

ministrators replaced religious ones. These transforma

tions led to an exodus from religious communities, the 

magnitude of which had not been anticipated. Nuns re

cycled themselves as librarians or archivists; others went 

to work as teachers, nurses and social workers, as lay 

women earning their own wages but losing the security 

they had previously taken for granted. 

Altogether, Micheline Dumont presents very sym

pathetic reflections on the role of women's religious 

communities; yet, as a historian Dumont is not devoid of 

critical analysis. After dealing with the sisters' contribu

tions to Quebec society, to Quebec women in particular, 

she concludes: "The exclusive presence of nuns in social 

services, care for the sick, and girls' education has had as 

a consequence the linking of women to the concepts of 

charity and devotion, and the delay of the appearance, in 

our society, of the notion of social justice" (p. 43). 

Andree Levesque 
Dr. Andree Levesque is Professor in McGill University's Department of 
History and the author of several books on Quebec society. 
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Methodist and Liberationist Reflections 

on the Pentecostal Movement 

T
he remarkable growth of the Pentecostal movement 

among the poor in Africa and Latin America, and in 

Korea, presents a theological challenge to those of us 

who espouse various forms of liberation theology. I be

lieve we need to be open to learn from these movements, 

which often seem to have little interest in social analysis 

or social criticism, but which emphasize personal expe

rience of the Holy Spirit.' While through liberation the

ology many of the non-poor have made an "option for 

the poor," the poor have made "an option for Pentecos

talism" !2 We cannot forget that the movement erupted 

under the leadership of a poor, unemployed Afro-Ameri

can: William Seymour, in 1906, brought blacks, poor 

whites and Mexican-Americans together at Azusa 

Street, Los Angeles, for an extraordinary inter-racial 

prayer meeting which made history.3 

Pentecostals rightly draw our attention to certain 

neglected aspects of the biblical witness to the work of 

the Spirit. Those of us with roots in Methodism - I have 

in mind especially members of the United Church of 

Canada - must regard them as close cousins in the ex

tended family of the wider church. It was often Method

ists, disappointed at how dry and irrelevant their 

churches had become, who formed the original Pente

costal congregations.4 Yet the Methodist tradition also 

has much to say about social transformation. Here I shall 

briefly place Methodist and current liberationist insights 

into appreciative and critical dialogue with Pentecostal

ism. 

Experience of the Spirit in the Wesleyan Tradition 

Wesley's evangelical revival in eighteenth-century 

England was also directed to the poor, and has much in 

common with the rise of Pentecostalism in the Third 

World. Wesley, too, put great emphasis on experience of 

the Holy Spirit. One of his favourite texts was that of 

Paul to the Romans, 8: 15-16: "When we cry, 'Abba! Fa

ther!' it is ... [the] Spirit bearing witness with our spirit 

that we are children of God .... " He believed that if we 

have indeed received the Spirit, we will experience that 

deeply within ourselves; we cannot, he said, have love, 

joy and peace in our hearts without knowing that this is 

so. No doubt this grew out of his own experience of a 

heart "strangely warmed." The Christian life is not some 

cool, rational opinion about God. It is a heartfelt rela

tionship with God's Spirit which affects our whole life. 

Wesley and his followers did not speak in tongues, but 

something very like "slaying in the Spirit" certainly 

occured. It was common, when Wesley preached, for 

people to cry out, or faint and fall to the ground. For ex

ample, in his Journal he records on June 12, 1741: 

While I was speaking, several dropped down as 

dead and among the rest such a cry was heard of 

sinners groaning for the righteousness of faith as 

almost drowned my voice. But many of these soon 

lifted up their heads with joy and broke out into 

thanksgiving, being assured they now had the de

sire of their soul - the forgiveness of their sins. 

Desperate people, like many in the Third World 

today who embrace Pentecostalism, responded not only 

with their minds, but with emotion and body. Our own 

bodily responses, if any, may be limited to a lump in the 

throat or an accelerated heart beat. 

It is also evident from Wesley's Journal that he was 

suspicious of the genuineness of such manifestations. If 

alleged activities of the Spirit were not accompanied by 

a transformation of life, he discounted them as false. The 

inner testimony of the Spirit must be attended by a life of 

love, and participation in the transformation of the sur

rounding world. The sanctification of Christians, ac

cording to Wesley, would surely lead to the social trans

formation of England. And so the Spirit's work had to do 

with more than inner experience; it meant the life of lov

ing solidarity. It meant renouncing wealth and living 

modestly in order to share more with the poor. Luxuri

ous possessions were "stolen from God and the poor"!s 

The Spirit of Christ led Wesley into the prisons. The 

Spirit inspired him constantly to be working for the re

lief of the poor. On one occasion in his old age, he nearly 

died of exposure, because he had been out in the snow 

begging money for a destitute family. Yet Wesley moved 

beyond charity; he already knew the need for what we 
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today call systemic criticism and transformation. At that 

early stage of the Industrial Revolution, he was critical 

of the domination of the profit motive as he saw it devel

oping in his society. The Spirit also led him to oppose 

slavery, and to directly confront the masters of the slave 

trade in their stronghold at Bristol.6 

If we have a criticism of Wesley and the move

ments that sprang from him - the main Methodist 

stream, but also the Pentecostal stream - it could be the 

tendency to overvalue particular kinds of spiritual expe

rience, and therefore to a kind of spiritual exclusivity. 

Whether it be a feeling of the assurance of salvation, or a 

dramatic conversion accompanied by weeping and tears, 

or the gift of tongues, the danger exists that these mani

festations may become additional requirements for sal

vation; or they could be more highly valued than the life 

of love which Wesley himself so emphasized. 

The Spirit in the Scriptures 

Having in mind the typical perspectives of 

Pentecostals, Methodists and liberationists, we might 

tum briefly to consider the breadth and depth of the Spir

it's work as we find it in the scriptures. 

1) Receiving the Spirit and "Baptism in the Spirit."

According to the Scriptures, if there is a way to 

define when one becomes a Christian, it is in terms of 

receiving the Spirit. Paul wrote to the Romans: "Who

ever does not have the Spirit of Christ does not belong to 

him" (8:9). Paul and Luke/ Acts speak frequently of peo

ple receiving the Spirit, or of being baptized in the Spirit, 

or of the Spirit falling upon them. Pentecostals point out 

that often the receiving of the Spirit was a visible event, 

as in Acts 8:17: "When Peter and John laid their hands 

on them they received the Holy Spirit." Luke goes on to 

say that Simon saw that the Spirit was given through the 

laying on of the apostles' hands. Again, in Acts 10:44 we 

hear that while Peter was preaching, the Holy Spirit "fell 

upon all who heard the word," and the believers were 

"astounded" at this. This was evidently a dramatic oc

currence, similar to those witnessed by Wesley, or those 

that occur today in Pentecostal gatherings. In Acts 19:6 

we hear that "when Paul had laid his hands on them, the 

Holy Spirit came upon them, and they spoke in tongues 

and prophesied." Again, it is important for us, in our very 

proper services of worship, to be aware that these kinds 

of experience stand at the foundations of our Christian 

heritage. Could it be that our highly rational technologi

cal world has blocked out for us experiences that are 
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possible to others? Does our modem western lifestyle 

simply "quench the Spirit"? 

But what of this contentious term "baptism in the 

Holy Spirit"? John the Baptist, according to the gospels 

and Acts, said that, while he baptized with water, the 

One who is coming "will baptize you with the Holy 

Spirit." Baptism with the Spirit appears to be a promise 

to all who would follow Jesus. In most theological tradi

tions, baptism in the Spirit is understood to be the same 

as receiving the Spirit, or, as in the Gospel of John, being 

"born anew of the Spirit." These are different ways of 

speaking about the beginning of the Christian life. It is 

the gift of the Spirit to tum us toward Christ, to enable us 

to respond to the offer of God's grace, and to re-create us 

as new persons. "Baptism in the Holy Spirit" is such a 

basic promise to all, that it is, I think, an error of Pente

costal theology to regard it as a "second blessing" re

ceived by some Christians but not others.7 

We see in the New Testament that speaking in 

tongues sometimes accompanies receiving the Spirit, 

though speaking with tongues is not usually explicitly 

mentioned. However, Paul makes it clear that "no one 

can say 'Jesus is Lord' except by the Holy Spirit" (1 Cor 

12:3). In the same chapter he declares that "in one Spirit 

we are all baptized into one body" (1 Cor 12:13). "Vari

ous kinds of tongues" is listed as one of many gifts of the 

Holy Spirit. :Paul is clear, however, that not all Christians 

possess all of the gifts of the Spirit (see 1 Cor 14). It is an 

error, then, to suggest that only those who speak in 

tongues have been "baptized in the Spirit," or to suggest 

that "baptism in the Spirit" applies only to the more ma

ture, more empowered Christians. It is difficult to imag

ine a more divisive doctrine than this. If there is a crite

rion as to who is a Christian, and who has received the 

Spirit, it is presumably just this - that one can say with 

sincerity "Jesus is Lord." Paul goes on then to speak of 

"the greater gifts" and a "still more excellent way," 

namely, the way of love. The real test of the presence of 

the Spirit is the fruits of the Spirit: "Love, joy, peace, 

patience, kindness .... " (Gal. 5:22). 

We do need to recognize, though, that powerful 

works of the Spirit occur in the lives of Christians subse

quent to the beginning of the Christian life, and this is a 

key point which Pentecostals press upon us. This should 

be regarded as normal and to be expected. We may expe

rience memorable turning points, or we may recall sev

eral occasions of a new deepening, new empowerment. 

These may be dramatic experiences, such as speaking in 

tongues, or a new gift of healing; they may be the dis-



covery of less dramatic gifts, such as teaching, or 

preaching, or administration. Sometimes we are admon

ished to be "filled with the Spirit" (Eph 5:18) as Peter 

was when he preached so courageously to the council of 

the Temple (Acts 4:8). 

It is surely misleading to suggest that particular 

signs, especially dramatic and visible ones, must accom

pany the receiving of the Spirit and the beginning of the 

Christian life. Yet it is also misleading to imply that no 

signs or gifts of the Spirit will be in evidence. The 

Pentecostals rightly teach us that we should be praying 

for signs and gifts of the Spirit. Liberationists emphasize 

that we should be expecting and praying for the gift of 

love, and the power to live in justice, in both our per

sonal and our societal life. 

2) Par ticip ation in Christ's Con tin uin g Mission

Through the Spirit.

As we read the various New Testament authors, we 

see that the gift of the Spirit is for the mission. It is not 

for the sake of people having "experiences." Mission has 

to do with being "sent." This is evident in John 20, where 

the risen Jesus declares, '" As the Father has sent me, so I 

send you.' When he had said this, he breathed on them 

and said to them, 'Receive the Holy Spirit"' (21-22). The 

Spirit is for the mission. Liberationists and Pentecostals, 

at their best, agree about this.8 

But what is the mission for which the Spirit equips 

us? If we want to know what our mission is, we must 

ask, What is Christ's mission?, since the Christian mis

sion is a continuation of the mission of the risen Jesus, in 

the power of the Spirit. No text is more explicit about the 

content of Christ's own mission than Luke 4:18, which 

was a favourite of Wesley (the text for his very first effort 

at field preaching) and is, I suppose, the favourite text of 

liberation theology: 

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me because he has 

anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has 

sent me to proclaim release to the captives and re

covery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go 

free .... 

The Spirit's work, then, through the followers of 

Jesus, is first to bring good news to the poor. Good news 

obviously means evangelization. The example of Wesley 

and of our Pentecostal friends forbids us to forget this. 

But it is good news to the poor. Liberationists insist that 

this implies other, practical dimensions (as Wesley also 

knew well). Good news to the poor also means very 

mundane things like a roof over your head and food on 

the table, education for your children and good care 

when you are sick. It means economic justice. 

"Release to captives" has to do with justice for 

those imprisoned. This is a ministry that cannot be ne

glected - whether it means campaigning against slavery, 

labouring for Amnesty International on behalf of politi

cal prisoners, resisting repressive governments, or sim

ply visiting prisoners, the sick or the shut-in. 

"Sight to the blind" speaks of healing, and it is 

constantly evident throughout the New Testament that 

the work of healing through faith and prayer is part of 

the Christian mission, in continuation of Christ's own 

mission. Here again, our Pentecostal cousins, especially 

where they flourish in Africa, Latin America and Korea, 

know that bodily healing is not something that can be 

left entirely to "modern medicine."9 

"To let the oppressed go free," once again, has to 

do with lifting up all who are disadvantaged, persecuted 

or marginalized. As liberation theology has taught us, 

the mission of Christ in the Spirit is in continuity with 

God's work with Israel as we see it in the Old Testament. 

It was the Ruah (Wind/Spirit) of Yahweh who delivered 

the Hebrew slaves out of Egypt (Ex 15:8). The great 

prophets, who called for faithfulness to Yahweh through 

justice in human affairs, looked for a great anointed 

King or Suffering Servant of God who would be empow

ered by the Spirit to bring justice to the nations (Is 11 :2, 

42:1). According to Acts 2, an immediate consequence 

of the outpouring of the Spirit at Pentecost was the shar

ing of all things in common. No dimension of life is un

touched by the Spirit, because the Spirit's work is to 

build up God's Reign in the world. The Spirit's work is 

holistic, striving for our physical, emotional, mental, 

spiritual well being, reaching out to us both in our per

sonal life and in our social and political life. 

3) Universality of the Spirit.

I noted above a certain regrettable exclusivity of 

experience among Pentecostals toward other Christians; 

and Christians in general, including Methodists, have a 

long history of exclusivity toward people of other faith 

traditions. Even liberationists are not notable for their 

emphasis on the universality of the Spirit in all creation, 

though this has become an emphasis of ecological theol

ogy and theologies of interreligious dialogue. 

It is evident in the Scriptures that the Spirit's pres

ence and work are not confined to Israel or to Christian 
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people. The Holy Spirit, after all, is the Spirit of the 

Creator, who loves the whole kosmos. Psalm 33 extols 

the Ruah of God as Creator: "By the Word of the Lord 

the heavens were made, and all their host by the breath 

(Spirit) of his mouth." Yet this is not merely a single, 

completed act of creation: According to Psalm 104, 

"When you send forth your Spirit they are created, and 

you renew the face of the ground." The Spirit of God is 

seen as the source of the ongoing creativity and fecun

dity of the created order. This ongoing universal activity 

of God as Spirit in the natural world, as well as in all 

humanity, is attested in various parts of the Hebrew 

scriptures: According to Isaiah, the Spirit makes of the 

wilderness "a fruitful field" and also brings about "jus

tice, righteousness and peace" (32: 15-17). The second 

prophet Isaiah sees the Spirit as the sustaining, life-giv

ing source of all earthly blessing (44:3-4). We may say 

that the Spirit of God, whom Christians identify also as 

the Spirit of Christ, is the ever-present source, power and 

life of all creation. The Ruah of God was there from the 

beginning of creation, "brooding over the face of the 

waters" (Gen 1 :2). And according to the Yahwist, when 

God shaped humanity from the dust of the earth, God 

breathed life into his nostrils (Gen 2:7). Humanity's very 

humanness is this in-breathed life of God, which is given 

to all humanity by the Spirit. 

It is appropriate then, returning to our theme of 

experience, to speak of experiencing the Spirit in the 

stuff of everyday, natural life and in the beauty of the 

world. If we see the beauty of creation as the presence 

and work of God's Spirit, we must also see the environ

mental movements of our time, which defend creation's 

goodness, as a response to the calling of this same Spirit. 

The presence and work of the Spirit, the Spirit of 

the Creator, who is the Spirit of Christ, is also at work in 

all of human history striving for wholeness, liberation 

and justice. Not only the history of Israel, of Christ, and 

of the church, are the realm of God's providential work. 

Note the words of the prophet Amos: 

Are not you Israelites like Cushites to me? says the 

Lord. Did I not bring Israel up from Egypt, and the 

Philistines from Caphtor, and the Arameans from 

Kir? (9:7) 

The text suggests that wherever we find events of 

justice and liberty, there we find the activity of God. Is

rael's experience of the redeeming God - whose Spirit 

led them from Egypt to the promised land, who spoke 
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through the prophets and accompanied them in exile, 

who brought them home by the hand of Cyrus - inspired 

in them an awareness that the God of compassion was 

indeed the life-giving Creator of all. We must look both 

near and far, then, to see the Spirit's work of wholeness 

and justice in the entirety of the world and among all 

people. 10 This realization that the Spirit is not tied down 

to us, that God loves the whole world and makes this 

love effective, saves us from arrogance and superiority 

toward others, including members of other religions. We 

must be open to their wisdom, even while sharing the 

gospel with them, for God's Spirit has not been absent 

from them through all the millennia of human history. 

*** 

I have suggested that the scriptures, and particu-

larly the Methodist tradition, encourage us to be open to 

a great variety of experiences of the Spirit. It is our dy

namic Pentecostal siblings who remind us of this. We are 

challenged by contemporary Pentecostal movements to 

expect the work of the Holy Spirit to be evident among 

us in various ways, whether strange and spectacular, or 

very quiet, even ordinary ways. The "option for Pente

costalism" among so many of the poor sends us back, 

not only to Methodist, but to biblical roots in the heart

felt experiences of the Spirit that defined and initiated 

the original Christian movement. On the other hand, we 

ought not to demand particular "experiences" - either to 

demand them from God or to demand them of others. At 

the same time, we know that faith will be accompanied, 

as Wesley insisted, by the gifts of the Spirit for holy liv

ing in personal and social life. No one has a monopoly 

on the Spirit. Not Pentecostals, nor "mainstream" Chris

tians, nor liberationists - no Christians as such possess 

the Spirit exclusively. We urgently need to learn from 

each other across the lines of our various theological 

"camps." The Spirit calls us all, with our differing gifts, 

to a mission of good news, justice and peace, healing and 

wholeness for all people, and for the whole creation. 

Harold Wells 
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Reuben Slonim: A Prophetic Rabbi 

T
he death of Reuben Slonim at 85 on January 20,
2000, marked the passing of one of the most ex

traordinary Canadian rabbis of the twentieth century. Up 
until a year ago when he began to show signs of 
Alzheimer's, Slonim had been active in his Association 
of the Living Jewish Spirit, a reconstructionist commu
nity which held High Holy Days in a midtown Unitarian 
church. 

In this article I wish to trace Slonim's remarkable 
career from his birth in Winnipeg, Manitoba, in 1914 to 
his recent death. I came to know the rabbi in my capacity 
as a writer and member (for twenty years) of the edito
rial group of the Catholic New Times, an independent, 
national Canadian Catholic newspaper. This profes
sional relationship coincided with my coverage and in
terest in Judaism, the Holocaust and Arab-Israeli rela
tions. The professional relationship happily turned into a 
long and warm personal friendship. I wish to draw on 
this intimate catbird seat I had on his life, as well as on 
his five published books and public witness, to elucidate 
my belief that Reuben Slonim came closest of all Cana
dian rabbis in assuming the mantle of his forefathers in 
faith, the neviim or prophets of Israel. 

Born into an Orthodox family at the outbreak of 
World War I, Slonim by circumstances was afforded a 
first-rate Jewish education in, of all places, Winnipeg's 
Jewish Orphan's Home. This experience he lovingly re
lates in his 1983 memoir, Grand to Be an Orphan. 

Slonim's father, a shohet (ritual slaughterer) was inca
pacitated by a stroke at the age of 50. His mother Gisela 
found raising her three youngest children too difficult, 
and she placed them in the Orphanage where she became 
the cook. For Reuben, then aged nine and intellectually 
precocious, it turned out to be a stroke of luck. His gifts 
were recognized and after high school he was granted a 
scholarship to further his studies at the Hebrew Theo
logical College in Chicago (the Yeshiva). Receiving his 
bachelor's degree in 1933, and chafing under the 
Yeshiva's rigid Orthodoxy, he transferred to the Jewish 
Theological Seminary in New York City where he was 
ordained a rabbi in 1937 at the tender age of 22. The 
same year Slonim emigrated to Toronto where he spent 
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the remaining years of his life serving four congrega
tions. 

In his memoir Slonim captured the constant theme 
of his life: the struggle to incarnate the essential living 
Jewish Spirit in the midst of an increasingly secular age. 
His would be a brave attempt to elevate universal spir
itual values beyond the parochial, the tribal and xeno
phobic tendencies which challenge every community. 
From an early age Slonim found himself in exile from a 
Judaism he judged to be too constrictive and, in the case 
of the community's attitude to the new state oflsrael, too 
chauvinist. It was in the orphanage that he sided with a 
remarkable Hebrew teacher Shimon Frankel, known as 
Moreh (which means teacher or guide), whose liberal 
approach to scripture and embrace of spiritual Zionism 
won the day over the more dynamic but authoritarian 
superintendent, Aaron Osvovsky. 

In this context, Slonim relates the essence of 
Moreh's teaching. The latter insisted that Judaism must 
be about rachmonis aud die lebedige ( compassion for 
the living). In discussing the drowning of the Egyptians 
in the Exodus story, Moreh excoriated the Israelites for 
exulting in such a human tragedy. Were not the Egyp
tians fellow humans? "Isn't that explicitly forbidden: 
When your enemy falls, do not rejoice!" This became an 
abiding theme of Slonim's life. 

As a youngster, the future rabbi witnessed Moreh's 
defence of the moderate Zionism of Abad Ha'am over 
against the maximalist position (on Israel) of Superin
tendent Osvovsky. The latter was a dedicated follower of 
Vladimir Jabotinsky, the spiritual father of M:enachem 
Begin and the Likud party. It would be this concern for 
the Arabs of Israel which would cause Slonim untold 
grief in the rabbinate. 

Brutally denied funds by Osvovsky while at school 
in Chicago, Slonim supported himself by a variety of 
jobs and maintained his contact with Moreh until the lat
ter's death in 1963. That the gentle teacher had a pro
found effect on him, there is no doubt. At the end of 
Grand to Be an Orphan, Slonim repeats the scholar's 
final, prescient advice: 



The secret of keeping your youth is to speak your 

mind and heart. Outspokenness will bring you loneli

ness, but don't be afraid of being lonely. Everybody 

is. There are no pills to cure that, no formulas to 

charm it away. If you retreat from it, you end in a 

darker hell, yourself. But if you face it, you will re

member there are millions like you who want to 

speak out and, for one reason or another, cannot, and 

in the end you will be lonely no longer. 1 

This powerful advice would sustain Slonim in the tu

multuous years ahead. 

In 1937, the freshly-minted youth of 22 became 

the first Canadian-born rabbi to serve a Canadian con

gregation, Beth Hamidrash Hagadol (the Great Syna

gogue) on Mccaul Street in downtown Toronto. "What 

an opportunity," Slonim exulted in his autobiography To

Kill a Rabbi, "to lead a congregation out of the darkness 

of Orthodoxy into the light of progressive Conserva

tism."2 In Grand to Be an Orphan, he had already stated 

his distaste for rigid Orthodoxy, finding it "ponderous 

and boring." He rebelled against the kosher diet, "the 

minutiae of ritual, its arbitrariness." What he did have in 

common with them was his deep love of knowledge and 

learning as well as "the ancient attitudes which gener

ated them." 

The young rabbi's first sermon caused a sensation. 

Speaking in English rather than Yiddish to survivors of 

Czarist pogroms and Cossack cruelty, Slonim chal

lenged the congregation, reminding them of the great 

burdens and responsibilities of being a Jew. There was 

precious little of comfort in the headstrong rabbi's inau

gural. At the reception following, he relates, "I felt I was 

facing a mob ... they wanted assurance that they would 

grow strong in material wealth and in numbers ... I in

sisted they put something else first: a decent community 

organized for justice, mercy and peace." Despite the di

vision, many of the younger people appreciated the fresh 

contemporary approach, and he was hired. This opening 

sermon was an apt symbol for the controversies which 

would whirl around him in the next 50 years. 

For a decade, Rabbi Slonim attended to the inter

nal affairs of his congregation, yet he never missed a 

chance to reach beyond the Jewish community. He was 

particularly close to a dynamic United Church minister 

causing waves in his own church, Gordon Domm. Inter

nally, Slonim advanced the cause of women by bringing 

them down from the balcony where Orthodoxy had 

placed them. As well, he started mixed choirs. After the 

war, survivors of the Holocaust began trickling into the 

shul with challenges both pastoral and philosophic. Con

tinually Slonim refused the advice of his board "to tone 

down his sermons." He would insist that the rabbi's role 

was to comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable. 

The post-war years dramatically changed Jewish 

life. The knowledge of the Holocaust and the creation of 

the State of Israel increased Jewish self-awareness and 

self-affirmation, bringing a new-found pride to the com

munity. Among those who flocked to the synagogue 

were new Zionists. Up until this time Zionism had been 

a minority movement among Jews, though Slonim him

self had been a Zionist, having imbibed the Zionist spirit 

in the orphanage. He continued to immerse himself in 

the writings of Leo Pinsker and Peretz Smolenskin, A.D. 

Gordon and Joseph Brenner. He was an enthusiastic ad

vocate of Theodore Herzl's political as well as Ahad 

Ha'am's cultural Zionism. Few attended the meetings 

which Slonim chaired until the state of Israel had be

come a serious possibility. Things then dramatically 

changed. 

In his own words, "The Know-nothings became 

the all-knowing concerning what was good for the state 

of Israel." At an overflowing Zionist meeting called on 

the state's founding (May 1948) Slonim boldly stated his 

position: Israel must develop the land for all its inhabit

ants. The state will rest upon the foundations of liberty, 

justice and peace as envisioned by the prophets. He was 

booed off the stage to epithets like "Jew hater" and 

"Arab lover." It was a turning point for the stunned rabbi: 

"That night I sat on my bed and let the tears flow like a 

river." 

Slonim had bravely proclaimed Judaism's univer

sal values, "the spiritual governed code which gave Zi

onism its spur. Without this Israel was just an empty 

shell." What he perceived in the community was "an 

astigmatism, a supreme egoism ... this new state was 

their monument, their pride was in the externals: the 

army, consulates, etc." 

The synagogue was packed on the following Sat

urday. To an overflowing crowd the rabbi defended his 

stand, responding to the criticism as to why he was the 

only rabbi in the city to challenge Israel's morality. He 

assured the congregation that he was indeed a dedicated 

Zionist, albeit more a spiritual than a political one. He 

insisted that "only by giving priority to the spiritual de

velopment could this assure the continuity of Judaism 

and a place for the Jewish state among nations." 
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What this spiritual development was, Slonim am

plified in his autobiography. Here he commented that 

"much of rabbinical preaching today has to do with Jew

ish chauvinism which passes under the name of Zion

ism." In this context he quoted with approval the work of 

American rabbi Marshall Meyer who spent 25 years 

ministering to Latin American Jewish communities. 

Meyer had been involved during the 1970s in the cause 

of "the disappeared" in Argentina. Responding to que

ries about his involvement, Meyer responded: "These 

problems are ours because Amos, Hosea and Isaiah 

taught us that they are ours, taught us that there is only 

one mankind as there is only one God. This is the basis 

of liberation theology. Why should the few have so much 

and so many starve? This is a Jewish question. This is a 

biblical question. I bleed with people when I see them 

hungry and crawling for safety." 

In the early 1950s Slonim caught the attention of 

John Bassett, the publisher of the Toronto newspaper 

The Telegram, who engaged him to write a series of arti

cles on Israel. The first few articles were extremely posi

tive. Exhilarated by just being in the Holy Land, he pre

dicted peace between two suffering peoples. Over the 

years, however, his vision darkened. "The film was re

moved from my eyes," he commented. In a series enti
tled Freedom Crisis in Israel (1963), Slonim acknowl

edged to his readers that "Israel was something less than 

the fulfilment of the Biblical vision." He attacked the 

Orthodox religious monopoly, the lack of civil marriage, 

the separation of Arab and Jewish children in the educa

tion system. He criticized the militarization of Israeli 

society. It was at this time that "threatening phone calls 

and letters became part of my daily life." 

In 1955 Slonim became associate editor of The 

Telegram and in the course of his journalistic career he 

made over 30 trips to the Middle East, covering wars and 

interviewing the major players. When The Telegram 

folded in 1971, he filed eyewitness reports for the To

ronto Star. He never flagged in his honest yet critical re

portage on the new state which had widespread accept

ance in the West. In his judgment, if Israel itself did not 

grow in freedom nothing else really mattered. After the 

Six Day War of 1967, Slonim mounted the pulpit of his 

new congregation Beth Habonim and delivered a first

hand report. True to form he appealed for Canadian Jews 

to pressure Israel to initiate a policy of reconciliation and 

magnanimity. The way forward was through hesed (un

derstanding); peace can only be achieved through "the 

highest level of the intellect, the human spirit." It seemed 
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that to him that the war "had plunged Canadian Jews into 

an orgy of chauvinism from which they never recov

ered." 

Slonim consistently championed the middle path 

of understanding and reconciliation. In an attempt to de

fuse an ugly ecumenical quarrel which had broken out in 

the mid-1970s, he analyzed in a book (Family Quarrel: 

The United Church and the Jews, 1977) the putative 

antisemitism of The United Church Observer's editor, 

the Rev. A.C. Forrest. The latter had rankled the Jewish 

community by his persistent championing of Palestinian 

rights. In his book, Slonim analyzed the corpus of 

Forrest's writing, and while finding him perhaps guilty 

of unbalanced journalism, exonerated him of 

antisemitism. Once again he was profoundly at odds 

with much of the community. His refusal to march 

lockstep with the Jewish version of the quarrel solidified 

Slonim's role as the enemy within. 

Slonim's last congregation, Beth Habonim, was 

made up initially of Holocaust survivors. The rabbi 

found himself drawn to them. He had written often of 

their quiet heroism in adjusting to post-Holocaust life. 

When he agreed to pastor them, it was for little remu

neration. Rather, he was touched that such people 

seemed to learn from their plight. Collectively, they felt 
a need to share their suffering, to have it understood. 

This, Slonim was prepared to do. It resonated with his 

comforting of the afflicted. What he could not do was to 

give absolute loyalty to Israel. For him this was possible 

only if Israel lived by traditional values: the spirit of fra

ternity, justice and reconciliation. In his judgment, the 

Zionist values of Buber, Herzl, Ha'am and Ben-Gurion 

were being betrayed. 

Reuben Slonim became the implacable enemy of 

what he termed Kahanism, the xenophobic and 

exclusivist anti-Arabism of Meir Kahane, the American

born rabbi whose response to the Holocaust was the 

Jewish Defense League's simplistic cry of "Never 

again." His attitude of Arab expulsion had close similari

ties to Hitler's policy of judenrein in Germany. Such a 

policy used the Holocaust to trample the moral and spir

itual values of Judaism. Slonim was repelled by this: he 

thought that "ethnic loyalty" had here replaced "ethical 

obligation." 

As always, the forthright rabbi was blunt in his 

analysis of the role of the Holocaust in Jewish life. "The 

Holocaust did more than annihilate six million Jews; it 

invaded Jewish thinking and tradition and wrought al

ienation from Judaism's true nature." He regretted the 



use of the Holocaust to stifle legitimate criticism of Isra
el's policies. He encouraged my own students at a 
Catholic high school not to keep silent when they see 
injustice - in Israel or elsewhere. When the senior Beth 
Shalom rabbi criticized me in a letter to the Catholic

New Times on my positive article on Jewish theologian 
and prominent critic of Israel, Marc Ellis, Slonim picked 
up on this rabbi's remark that "Jews are often forced to 
silence out of fear of having our views distorted.''3 

Slonim rejected this thinking. 

To tell me or anybody else to keep silent on Israel 
is to deny the democratic responsibility of a people 
to monitor the actions of its government ... Faith in 
oneself without criticism is not self-love, it is 
megalomania. It was the great Martin Buber, a 
Jewish prophet in our time, who gave us the guid
ing principle for our relations with Israel, "critical 
solidarity." I take refuge in Jewish tradition as I 
have for a lifetime .... 4 

Let me end on a personal note. About a year prior 
to the above, Reuben had appeared at a rally against the 
indiscriminate bombing of Iraqis in the Gulf War. It was 
a cold night in January in Toronto's City Hall Square, 
and as he came off the speaker's podium, then in his 78th 
year, I saluted him with a line which brought a smile to 
his face: "Reuben, hearing you tonight I sense that Amos 
is still with us." 

In the years leading up to his death I was always 
struck by how warmly this courtly, dignified, gentle man 
was greeted at the kosher restaurant we often repaired to. 
Maybe the anger of the community had melted as the 
aging lion had settled into old age. Maybe there was the 
grudging respect and affection for a prophet who had 

1 Reuben Slonim, Grand to Be an Orphan (Toronto: Clarke, hwin and 

Co., 1983), 196. 

2 Reuben Slonim, To Kill a Rabbi (Toronto: ECW Press, 1987), 31. The 

page number of the subsequent quotations from this book will be inserted in 

the text. 

reached such a ripe age. In our conversations there cer
tainly was no bitterness at the way he had been treated. 
He had been well prepared by his mentor Moreh for the 
life of loneliness which his outspokenness had caused 
him. One well-known rabbi confided to me that "Slonim 
was our Job," a man who had suffered a great deal but 
whose faith in God and the highest ethical standards of 
Judaism had never flagged. 

Reuben would have chuckled to see that his obitu
ary was big news in Canada's national newspaper, The

Globe and Mail, but largely a footnote in the Canadian 
Jewish News, the community paper which had so often 
ignored him. Early in his years in the rabbinate he had 
become accustomed to daily insults, the bitter portion of 
the true prophet. In his final years he acknowledged that 
he had won so few Jewish hearts. He was comforted 
however that he had been a disciple of Buber, Judah 
Magnes, Aham Ha'ad and others he designated as "clear 
followers of the prophets." Martin Buber, he said, had 
told him that one must often "learn to accept insult and 
injury as part of the discipline of life." This Reuben 
Slonim did with great intelligence, dignity and passion. 
Whatever his fellow Jews often thought of him, none 
could deny that he had been an extraordinary goad to the 
community to live up to the highest ethical values of 
their prophetic forebears. Like those searing critics, his 
legacy was promulgation of the universal spirit, beyond 
tribe, beyond blood and beyond land. What was good for 
the world, he often said, was good for Jews, not vice 
versa. For all of this and much more Reuben Slonim 
raised the bar for all of us in the Abrahamic faiths. 

Ted Schmidt 
Ted Schmidt, a Catholic activist and a personal friend of Rabbi Slonim, is 

a writer associated with the Catholic New Times, published in Toronto, 

Canada. 

3 Catholic New Times, February 16, 1992. 

4 Catholic New Times, March 29, 1992. 
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Christendom Awake 

Aidan Nichols, OP 

Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1999 

255 pages 

T
his is a thoughtful book, beautifully written in some

parts, that criticizes post-conciliar theological and 

pastoral developments in the Catholic Church. The au

thor is a conservative sensitive to the sinister side of con

temporary liberal society. His essays reveal the curious 

affinity between conservative and radical (liberationist) 

Catholics: both lament the dominant individualism, the 

prevailing utilitarianism, the widespread relativism, the 

middle class ethos, the disintegration of community and 

the rampant secularism - all largely produced and pro

moted by liberal capitalism that has now become the 

global economic system. Both conservative and radical 

Catholics are keenly aware of God's judgement on the 

sinful world. Both believe that one cannot interpret this 

world correctly if one does not start with God's revela

tion in Jesus Christ, the poor man of Nazareth, critic of 

his society, persecuted and killed for his transgressions, 

and now gloriously seated at the right hand of God. Con

servatives criticize liberal society in the light of an ideal

ized image of the past, while radicals offer their critique 

in the light of a utopia implicit, they believe, in the 

Christian Gospel itself. 

For the author of this book, God is principally "a 

God of order," who stabilizes society and protects it 

from chaos, while liberationist Catholics think of God 

primarily as "a God of justice," who reveals the inequi

ties of institutions, destabilizes society and inverts the 

inherited values. They hold that Jesus was persecuted by 

the religious leaders of his day and denounced to the 

Roman authorities because he criticized the parochial

ism, the legalism and the clericalism of the official reli

gion. 

The author of this book, Aidan Nichols, thinks that 

it is possible, or at least worthwhile trying, to re-estab

lish Christendom in Europe, i.e. a society based on 

Catholic principles in which the Church is able to medi

ate the fullness of its supernatural life. He pleads for the 

stability of the British Crown and hopes that a united 

Europe will reinstate the monarchy. Why is the author 

opposed to republics? Republics symbolize that power 
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is derived from the people, from the ground up, while 

monarchies symbolize that power comes from above 

and ultimately from God. 

The book's most beautiful texts are the ones deal

ing with spirituality. Nichols offers a moving account of 

Charles Peguy's return to the Catholic faith and his sub

sequent spirituality with the accent on Christian hope. 

What the author does not mention is that after Peguy be

came a believing and engaged Catholic, he refused to 

attend Mass. He offered the reason for his refusal. Be

cause all his life he had been in solidarity with those 

whom the establishment regarded as "outsiders," he did 

not now want. to worship in the closed circle of the re

spectable set apart from its own "outsiders." 

Nichols' book is well worth reading. Catholics 

who do not agree with him will find themselves im

pelled to think more deeply and uncover the biblical 

foundation of their faith. 

Two of Nichols' theological positions seem prob

lematic to me. First, he makes a distinction between the 

vertical dimension that relates humans to their God, and 

the horizontal dimension that relates humans to one an

other in history. The more common doctrine, supported 

especially by St. Augustine, the second Council of Or

ange and St. Thomas is that doing good always takes 

place in the power of the Spirit, and hence is never sim

ply horizontal. While natural good is an abstract possi

bility, in the sinful world to which we belong every good 

act, every passage from selfishness to the love of others, 

from resentment to forgiveness, from prejuclice to soli

darity, from attachment to privilege to support for jus

tice, is made possible by God's gracious presence. St. 

Thomas in particular insisted that every human being, 

wherever he or she may be, is addressed by God's gra

cious call: even outside the Church, human life is either 

sinful or grace-sustained. That is why St. Thomas argued 

that Christ is not simply the head of the Church, but the 

head of humanity. Purely utilitarian activities may be 

designated as "horizontal," but activities grounded in 

love, serving justice and peace among God's children, 



are always related to the gracious God, i.e. they always 

have a vertical dimension. Ubi caritas et amor, ibi Deus 

est. Because of God's merciful presence in human life, 

we do not have to tum away from history to encounter 

the divine. 

Nichols second problematic position, related to the 

previous one, is his distinction between faith and doc

trine on the one hand and human activities and attitudes 

on the other. He repeatedly refers to the latter as "purely 

moral and sentimental" and hence as not intrinsically re

lated to the Gospel. The author uses this to exclude soli

darity with the poor from the essential faith in Jesus 

Christ. To hunger and thirst for justice appears here as 

something emotional. Yet where does this leave the Ser-

mon on the Mount? Where does this leave the words of 

Jesus (Mt 25:31-46) that in our relation to the outcasts of 

society we actually make the important decision in re

gard to him? What has happened in the Catholic Church 

over the last decades is - in the words of the Catholic 

theologian, J.-B. Metz - "a return of the synoptic Jesus," 

i.e the Jesus proclaimed in the first three gospels. Here

faith is understood as discipleship - no separation of the

credenda andfacienda of God's revelation.

I praise Nichols' book for the emphasis on the 

otherness of God. What I regret is that he does not ex

plore what the divine otherness means for the global so

ciety and its victims. 

Gregory Baum 

Jesus said, "I am the way, and the truth, and the life. 
No one comes to the Father except through me." 
John 14:1-6 
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Occasionally anecdotal, peppered with acidic asides, Higgins surveys the treatment of 
religion via broadsheet, tabloid, screen and radio in Canada and abroad. 
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