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The Theology of Cardinal Ratzinger 
A Response to Dominus Jesus

T
he Declaration Dominus Jesus, published on August
6, 2000, by the Roman Congregation for the Doc

trine of the Faith and signed by Cardinal Joseph 
Ratzinger, deals with the uniqueness of Jesus Christ and 
his holy Church and strongly emphasizes the difference 
rather than the similarity between the Catholic tradition 
and other Christian traditions and between the Christian 
religion and the other religions. The Declaration offers a 
harsh criticism of Catholic theologians who try to deal 
with religious pluralism in a manner that seems to 
relativize the uniqueness and universality of God's self
revelation in Jesus Christ. 

The positive aspect of the Declaration is that it af
firms, with one excepti(?p., the teaching of Vatican Coun
cil II on the universality of God's redemptive presence in 
the world. Embracing the theology of Maurice Blonde} 
and Karl Rahner (at one time minority voices in the 
Catholic Church), the Vatican Council proclaimed in 
several of its documents that operative in the whole of 
history is the mystery of salvation, fully revealed in 
Jesus Christ. It offers rescue and new life to people 
wh�rever they are and aims at the transformation of hu
manity into a community of justice and peace. God is 
graciously at work in the whole world. God's kingdom is 
pressing upon peoples and their institutions, urging and 
empowering them to leave their destructive side behind 
and move creatively into a new future. This is a new and 
startling reading of the Christian message, one that 
sheds light on the prayer "Thy kingdom come, thy will 
be done on earth as it is in heaven." 

This teaching of Vatican Council II leads to an un
derstanding of Christian faith that inspires openness 
to people of other religions or of no religion at all, an 
openness that is sensitive to the drama of personal and 
social transformation taking place in their lives. The new 
Declaration reaffirms this teaching - not with joy, but 
with fear. Cardinal Ratzinger is afraid that this new 
openness to the transformative religious and secular ex
periences may prompt Catholic theologians, eager to ac
count for religious pluralism in God's world, to 
relativize Christian truth and regard all religions as true 
in their own way. Ratzinger is also afraid that the new 
ecumenical friendship between Christians of different 
traditions may lead Catholic theologians to relativize the 
Roman Catholic tradition, regard one Church as being as 
valid as another, and overlook the claim of the Roman 
Catholic Church to be the one, true Church founded by 
Christ. Instead of rejoicing in the new openness of the 
conciliar theology, Cardinal Ratzinger is fearful that 
theologians, wrestling with the issue of religious plural
ism, make too many concessions. 

It may well be that some Catholic theologians, 
wrestling with new questions, do not sufficiently protect 
the teaching of Scripture and tradition. When riew ideas 
emerge, they are often articulated in an overstated man
ner, until a more moderate formulation is found. But be
cause Ratzinger's theology is inspired by fear, it has a 
fault-finding and scolding tone that has made this docu
ment singularly unattractive. 
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On one issue Cardinal Ratzinger does not follow 
Vatican Council II. While this Council stresses the uni
versality of Christ's redemptive work, it also acknowl
edges, for the first time in the Church's history, that the 
Jewish people remains a covenanted community, the re
cipient of the divine promises, and a worshipping as
sembly in which God's Word is heard and God's grace 
received. Not onfy in Nostra aetate does the Council ac
knowledge God's abiding covenant with the Jews; it also 
states in Lumen gentium (no. 16) that "the people to 
whom the covenants and the promises were given ... re
main, on account of their fathers, most dear to God be
cause God does not repent of his gifts." The Catholic 
Church here respects the Jewish faith, which holds that 
the Torah is God's definitive, never to be surpassed self
revelation. The Church no longer tries to convert Jews to 
the Christian faith since they are already in a covenant 
relationship with God. This acknowledgment does call 
for a certain rethinking of Christology, even if a theol
ogy acceptable to all Christians has not yet been found. 
Because Cardinal Ratzinger makes no mention of this 
conciliar teaching, relevant though it is to his topic, his 
theology remains defective. 

The Declaration has other defects. One of them is 
the idea that dialogue with the world religions is compat
ible with the intention of making converts. Dialogue is a 
conversation based on trust and mutual acceptance, in 
which the partners feel free to reveal their own problems 
and unresolved questions. Dialogue is an unguarded 
conversation. Dialogue is an exchange that transforms 
both partners, leading them to a better self-understand
ing, revealing to them the prejudice mediated by their 
own tradition, and making them aspire to a more authen
tic and enlarged possession of their own religion. It 
would be utterly deceitful to lure a partner into dialogue, 
attempt to create a community of trust in which the part
ner is willing to expose the weakness of his own tradi
tion, and then abuse this confidence in an effort to per
suade the partner to change his or her religion. It may 
happen, of course, that in such a trusting dialogue a part
ner decides to move to another religious tradition. But 
interreligious dialogue would be a form of manipulation 
if its aim were to make Christians of the participants. 
The proposal that dialogue and convert-making can go 
together is unethical. This seems to me such a basic 
moral conviction that if a person does not sense it - like 
Cardinal Ratzinger - one cannot explain it to him. 

The Declaration does not deal at all with the pasto
ral problems of the present. I wish to mention two of 
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them. First, there is the awareness among today's Chris
tians that the missionary movement- the European inva
sion of the other continents from the end of the fifteenth 
century on and the subsequent creation of the Catholic 
and Protestant colonial empires - was for the most part 
associated with a political and cultural project. We 
should not be surprised, therefore, if in many parts of the 
world people continue to look upon Christianity as a for
eign religion introduced under the protection of the con
queror. The unwillingness to honour the religions of the 
colonized people has been denounced as a sin in Pope 
John Paul II's liturgy of repentance on March 12, 2000 
(see pp. 16-18 of this issue). The Canadian church lead
ers, including the Catholic bishops, have repeatedly 
made apologies to the Native peoples regretting that the 
Church's missionary activity did not respect their reli
gious traditions and, even though sustained by faith and 
love, the mission understood itself as part of a European 
civilizing endeavour. Many Catholic bishops in Asia 
have raised the question whether respect for the Asian 
religions and their contemporary vitality does not de
mand a rethinking of the Church's mission and an end to 
the efforts to make converts. Yet when John Paul II went 
to India, he announced an alternative policy, namely an 
intensification of the Church's effort to convert Hindus 
to Christianity. Hindu nationalists who feel that their 
religio-cultural identity is threatened by powerful west
ernizing forces, including the Christian church, have 
used the Pope's message to justify their hostility to 
Christians in India. Will Cardinal Ratzinger's Declara
tion intensify opposition to Christians in some parts of 
Asia? 

Ratzinger develops his theology without asking 
any question about the weight and power of religious 
ideas in society. We should have learnt from the devas
tating cultural impact of the Church's anti-Jewish rheto
ric that religious ideas have practical consequences, and 
that if these ideas do not promote love, justice and peace, 
then they are not true reflections of the gospel of Jesus. 

A second pastoral issue related to the topic of the 
Declaration is the troubling awareness that in many situ
ations of injustice and persecution, Catholics are not 
necessarily the boldest witnesses to the love of Jesus. 
Research on the persons who, during World War II, 
helped to save Jewish men and women from violent 
death has revealed that Christians were by no means 
more loving and more generous than people indifferel.}t 
to religion. Research on prejudice in the United States 
has found that prejudice against certain groups of 



citizens is stronger in Christian groups than among secu
lar people. In the Report of the Truth and Justice Com
mission of South Africa, a special section deals with the 
churches and reveals that on the whole, apart from a 
number of courageous men and women, the churches 
did not offer resistance to the apartheid system. A recent 
book by Charles Villa-Vicencio, reviewed in The

Ecumenist (Winter 2000, p. 17), examined South Afri
cans who took the risk of standing up against the evil 
structure and concluded that they were a mixed crowd, 
representing different religions and secular outlooks. Yet 
all of them felt inwardly compelled to love their neigh
bour and take risks in doing so. Feeling inwardly com
pelled to love and resist evil sounds to theological ears 
like God's presence in the human heart. But if it is true 
that God's Spirit moves where it wills, then how modest 
must the Church become when it claims a special status 
before God and at the same time examines its historical 
record in matters of slavery, colonialism, racism, sex
ism, the suppression of freedom and so forth, all matters 
in which the ethical initiative has usually come from 
outsiders. 

Has Cardinal Ratzinger's theology an adequate 
notion of religious truth? He seems to recognize only its 
cognitive dimension. Yet redemptive truth is much more 
than information about God; redemptive truth modifies 
human consciousness, it makes believers see themselves 
and their world in a new light, it relates them in a new 
way to their neighbour and it expresses itself in new atti
tudes and new actions. God's truth saves. What Catholic 
theology must wrestle with is to find a concept of re
demptive truth that respects the cognitive dimension and 
yet relativizes it in the light of its transformative func
tion. In my own writing I have often referred to "the 
irony of the gospel" - that we encounter people outside 
the Church who are more trusting, more hopeful and 
more loving than· we are ourselves. Who knows the 
heretical opinions swirling in the head of the Good 
Samaritan! An idea of revealed truth remains incomplete 
if it does not take its salvific power into account. 

Gregory Baum 
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Too Little Known: Lovers of Justice in Israel 

A
few months ago when asked to write an article on 

Jewish-Christian dialogue, I decided to write it on 

the possibilities of such dialogue in Israel. On the 

Internet I found several Jewish centres in Israel that pro

mote human rights and invite the co-operation of Chris

tians and Muslims. Their voices deserve to be heard. 

Is Jewish-Christian dialogue possible in Israel? To 

find an answer to this question, I read an article by an old 
friend of mine, Father Thomas Stransky, who lived in 
Israel for many years as rector and professor of the 
Tantur Ecumenical Institute near Bethlehem. 1 He offers 
a realistic picture of the conflict between Jewish Israelis 
and Palestinians and their divergent interpretation of his
tory. He gives examples of how each side "tries to con
fiscate the memory of the other, to prevent the other 
from expressing its view of how it has lived and remem

bers its history. 'Only our history is the history.' So often 
the confiscation of the other's history leaves us with op
posites: 'Israel born in sin' or 'Israel conceived immacu
late'; every murdered Palestinian resister to military oc
cupation is a guilty terrorist, or a holy martyr; clean 
divine hands fight dirty demonic hands; all the justice 
and humane acts on one side, all the injustice and inhu
mane acts on the other; 'good guys' versus 'bad guy s."'2 

In this climate dialogue is almost impossible. Fa

ther Stransky speaks of "desperate monologues. "3 Pales
tinian Christians refuse to take part in dialogues with 
Jews if the political issue, central to their existence, is 
excluded. They feel that you cannot have their friend

ship unless you are willing to pay the price of justice. 
Only in one short paragraph does Thomas Stransky 

mention that dialogue and co-operation are actually go
ing on among a minority of Jews, Muslims and Chris
tians in various organizations, such as the Interreligious 

Coordinating Council in Israel and the Israeli Palestin
ian Center for Research and Information.4 Most effec

tive and fruitful, he suggests, are women's groups. 
"Green grass is growing through the asphalt." 

W hat I decided to do was to explore Father 
Stransky's "green grass." I already knew the theological 
writings of two Palestinian Christians, Nairn Ateek5 and 
Mitri Raheb,6 who offer theological reasons for promot
ing justice and reconciliation between Israel and Pales-
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tine. But I was not aware of similar theological argu

ments and religious aspirations among Jewish groups in 
Israel. What encouraged me to pursue my search was the 
link between McGill University's Faculty of Religious 
Studies and the Jerusalem-based Elijah Institute for the 

Study of the World Religions, which provides academic 
encounters between members of the world religions. 

Moreover, McGill University's School of Social Work 
has created the McGill Middle East Program in Civil 
Society and Peace Building. 

Jewish Peace Fellowship 

Since I could not travel to Israel to do research 

there, I decided to use the Internet to explore the "green 

grass" mentioned by Thomas Stransky. I first turned to 
the Jewish Peace Fellowship7 in the US, a Jewish organi

zation, supported by many rabbis, which is committed to 
active non-violence as a means of resolving conflicts, 
drawing upon Jewish traditional sources in the Torah, 

the Talmud and contemporary peacemaking sages like 

Martin Buber, Judah Magnes and Abraham Jushua 
Heschel. The Jewish Peace Fellowship (JPF) was 

founded in 1941 to support Jewish conscientious objec
tors to the military and educate local draft boards -
accustomed only to Christian arguments - in regard to 

the Jewish theological roots for conscientious objection. 
Since then, the JPF has grown and become involved in 
religious-based education for non-violence and in sup

porting public action in favour of justice and peace. 
Among the political strategies the JPF opposes is Israel's 
occupation of Palestinian lands. The JPF has a positive 

outlook on interfaith co-operation: it is affiliated with 
the International Fellowship of Reconciliation. Through 
its newsletter, Shalom,8 the JPF communicates with its 

members, reports on peace developments, especially in 
Israel, and tries to deepen the understanding of the Jew

ish religious tradition. 
On its website the JPF offers accounts of the peace 

process in the Middle East and urges its members to 
make their voices heard. Here is one example: "It is es
sential to demonstrate to elected officials (in the US) that 

Jews in their district support the peace positions. Our ef

forts must counter the silence coming from the estab� 



lished Jewish organisations as well as the media cover.: 
age that minimizes Jewish peace voices and distorts the 
Palestinians. JPF's positions support those by peace and 
human rights groups in Israel including Rabbis for Hu
man Rights, the Israel Coalition to End House Demoli
tions, Bat Shalom, Jerusalem Link, Gush Shalom, Dor 
Shalom, Oz v' Shalom, and others." 

Rabbis for Human Rights 

This paragraph gave me the information I was 
looking for. I first sought the web site of Rabbis for Hu
man Rights.9 Since this and other such organizations are 
not well-known to American Christians involved in Jew
ish-Christian dialogue, I wish to offer substantial texts 
from their web sites. 

Rabbis for Human Rights (RHR) was founded in 
1988, in response to serious abuses of human 
rights by the Israeli military authorities in the sup
pression of the Intifada. The indifference of much 
of the country's religious leadership and reli
giously identified citizenry to the suffering of the 
innocent people seen as the enemy was a cause of 
concern to RHR's organizers. Both the religious 
and the non-religious sectors of the public need to 
be reminded that Judaism has another face. Human 
rights offenses are not compatible with the age-old 
Jewish tradition of humaneness and moral respon
sibility or the Biblical concern for 'The stranger in 
your midst' - even in the face of the danger to pub
lic order and safety which the uprising repre
sented. Today our membership includes some 
ninety ordained rabbis, plus a number of rabbinic 
students. RHR has no affiliation with any political 
party or ideology: Its members are Israeli citizens. 

What Are Some of the Activities of RHR? 

RHR has helped numerous individuals, publicized 
causes, engaged in civil disobedience, lobbied the 
Knesset and participated in a landmark high court case 
limiting the scope of the army to abuse human rights 
under the guise of security. RHR is involved in ecumeni
cal dialogue and educational activities. It also deals with 
the violation of human rights of West Bank Palestinians 
and Israeli Arabs. Current projects include participation 
in the Israeli Coalition for the Prevention of Home 
Demolitions, including a campaign to find 'adopting' 
families for the over 2000 Palestinian families who cur
rently have demolition orders on their homes, and advo
cacy for the Jahalin Bedouin who have been negotiating 

for decent living conditions after their dwellings were 
bulldozed. 

RHR is an organization grounded in Jewish faith. 
The rabbis are conscious that they offer an interpretation 
of Jewish faith that differs from the version promoted by 
the rabbinical establishment in Israel. On their web site, 
RHR presents its own theological reading of God's rev
elation. 

We, members of Israeli Rabbis for Human Rights, 
affirm in our daily prayers and blessings that: 

• God is sovereign over the universe. All humankind
is created in God's image and is an active partner
with God in perfecting the world (Shabbat I 0a,
119b).

• When God chose our father Abraham, God prom
ised, 'All the families of the earth shall bless them
selves by you' (Gen. 12:2) and that he would in
struct his children and posterity to 'keep the way
of the Lord by doing what is just and right' (Gen.
18:19). As descendants of Abraham, we must
fulfill his legacy of 'compassion, generosity and
sensitivity' (Yevamot 79b). In accordance with our
Torah tradition, the world will declare in admira
tion, 'what great nation has law and rules as just as
this Teaching that I set before you this day?' (Deut.
4:8).

• The essence of Torah, as summarized by Hillel -
'What is hateful to you, do not do to others' - re
flects the historic experience and ethical con
sciousness of the Jewish people. Both this historic
experience and ethical consciousness must sensi
tize us to defend the rights of all who dwell among
us. 'When a stranger resides with you in your land,
you shall not wrong him. The stranger who resides
with you shall be to you as one of your citizens:
you shall love him as yourself, for you were stran
gers in the land of Egypt: I am the Lord your God.'

• Exemplary conduct of Israel is a sanctification of
God's name (Kiddush HaShem): shameful con
duct is a defamation of God's name (Chilul
Hashem). God's name is sanctified through the re
spect we show for the human worth and dignity of
all God's creatures. Our Mishnah teaches: 'There
fore was Adam created single, to teach you that the
destruction of any person's life is tantamount to
destroying a whole world and the preservation of a
single life is tantamount to preserving a whole
world' (Sanhedrin 4:5). As we hold that our soci
ety is ideal when 'we beat our swords into ploughs'
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(Isaiah 2) and are committed to respect for human 
dignity and the preservation oflife, be they Jews or 
Arabs, we are deeply disturbed by and seek to re
move excesses and abuses such as: 

• Expropriation of land, uprooting of trees and the
demolition of homes

• Torture thro_ugh the use of 'moderate physical and
psychological pressures,' coercion and torture to
extract confession or to incriminate others

• Bullying and humiliating, which is demoralizing
both to perpetrators and victims

• The exercise of double standards by, or the grant
ing of relative immunity to, those who wield po
litical and military power, in the pursuit of crimi
nal proceedings in general, through delay, evasion
and protection

• Shooting to kill when life is not in immediate dan
ger

• Collective punishment of 'children for the sins of
their parents'

• Imprisonment without trial in administrative de
tention

• Removing the rights of residence through confis
cation of identity cards

• Undercover killings
As Rabbis of Human Rights in Israel we are com
mitted to the principles stated in Israel's Declara
tion of Independence 'to foster the development of
the country for the benefit of all the inhabitants,
based on freedom, justice and peace as envisaged
by the prophets of Israel: to ensure complete
equality of social and political rights to all its in
habitants, irrespective of religion, race and sex; to
guarantee freedom of religion, conscience, lan
guage, education and culture; to guard the holy
places of all religions; and to be faithful to the
principles of the Charter of the United Nations.'
We pray to bring nearer the day for the fulfillment
of the prophecy of Zephaniah (3:13): 'The rem
nant of Israel will not act iniquitously, nor speak
falsely; neither shall there be found in their mouth
the tongue of deceit.'
'Who is mighty? One who transforms one's enemy
into one's friend.' (Avot D'Rabbi Natan 23)
The Rabbis for Human Rights are convinced that

an ethic of love, justice and peace is written into the sa
cred texts of all the great religions. That is why they en
gage in dialogue with Muslim and Christian groups, 
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especially to foster joint action in support of justice and 
the protection of human dignity. 

The Israeli Committee Against House Demolitions 

A good example of a co-operative effort involving 
Jews and Palestinians, among them Jewish, Muslim and 
Christian believers, is the Israeli Committee against 
House Demolitions (ICARD). 10 On its web site we read 
that this Committee is a coalition of peace and human 
rights groups that was brought about through the initia
tive of Bat Shalom, a feminist peace organization of Is
raeli women. The web site offers a brief description of 
the background. 

Since 1967, 6000 Palestinian houses have been de
stroyed, rendering some 30,000 Palestinian home
less. The Israeli government claims that these 
homes were built illegally, and justifies its demoli
tion of them. This is hypocritical: In three decades 
of occupation, Israel has issued virtually no build
ing permits to Palestinians, while construction in 
the Israeli settlements has gone on and on - in bla
tant defiance of the fourth Geneva Convention on 
human rights. It is the settlements that are patently 
illegal, not the Palestinian homes, built only to ac
commodate their growing families. 
The web site of ICARD presents a detailed analy

sis of the joint struggle to stop the demolition of Pales
tinian homes. Here Israeli and Palestinian groups co
operate, secular groups like Gush Shalom, Peace Now, 
Bat Shalom and the Jerusalem Link (linking Jewish and 
Palestinian women), as well as religious groups, such as 
Oz v'Shalom, the Rabbis for Human Rights, the Jewish 
Peace Fellowship, and the Israeli Roman Catholic Soci
ety of St. Yves. Despite the political pressure exercised 
by ICARD, the destruction of houses continues in an ef
fort to destabilize the Palestinian community. Yet the ac
tivists are somewhat consoled since the number of 
homes destroyed has dropped over the last three years: 
from 233 homes in 1997 to 147 homes in 1998. As of 
June 30, 1999 'only' 49 homes have been destroyed. (I 
have been unable to find the subsequent figures on the 
Internet.) 

Ozv'Shalom 

On its web site we read: 11 

Oz v'Shalom - Netivot Shalom was founded in 
1975 in order to present an alternative expression 
of religious Zionism. It is committed to promoting 
the ideals of tolerance, pluralism, and justice, 



concepts that have always been central to Jewish 
tradition and Law. As the only religious Zionist 
peace organization we are in a unique position to 
counter fundamentalist and extremist political ar
guments that have erroneously placed the value of 
the Land of Israel ahead of human life, justice and 
peace. We seek to effect a fundamental change 
within the national religious community and 
throughout Israeli society by endeavoring 

• to demonstrate support for the peace process on
the basis of political reality and justice,

• to enhance Jewish unity and pluralism among Isra
el's religious and secular publics,

• to practice coexistence and support equality for Is
rael's Arab minority,

• to advocate political rights for Palestinians, in
cluding the establishment of a Palestinian state.
Oz v' Shalom is an expression of Orthodox

Judaism. By contrast, the organization Rabbis for Hu
man Rights include Orthodox, Conservative and Reform 
rabbis. They base themselves on the values and ethical 
principles contained in Torah and Talmud, while Oz 
v' Shalom also respects the halachic tradition and calls 
for obedience to the divine legislation. One aspect of its 
mission is to offer legal refutations of many decisions 
made by the Chief Rabbinate and provid� an alternative 
reading of the legal heritage. Sometimes members of Oz 
v'Shalom demonstrate in protest in front of the office of 
the Chief Rabbinate. Their web site offers a series of 
studies of biblical and talmudic texts, arguing - follow
ing the manner of traditional rabbis - that even the letter 
of the Law communicates God's power to open the hu
man heart, make it compassionate, and create in it a de
sire for justice. According to Oz v'Shalom God's gift of 
the Land to the Jewish people is not a legal basis for 
determining the boundaries of the State of Israel. On the 
contrary, accepting this divine gift commits the people 
of Israel to practise justice in their society, respect the 
strangers in their midst, and find a relationship to the 
Palestinians that honours their humanity. The strict fi
delity to the divine Law, Oz v' Shalom argues, makes 
Judaism a light to the nations, a blessing for humanity, a 
guide for peace and justice in a pluralistic world. 

The activities of Oz v'Shalom are in two fields: 
education and public witness for justice. The web site 
presents the schedule of these activities through the year 
1999: the public lectures they sponsored, the seminars 
they held for Jews, the dialogues they carried on with 

Palestinians, and their participation in interreligious 
events. We also learn that they joined ICADH in protests 
against the government, helped Palestinian families to 
rebuild their homes, and paid visits to Faiz Zivati, who 
had been stabbed by a Jewish assailant. Because they 
allow Palestinians to speak at some of the meetings or
ganized by them, they have been attacked by right-wing 
orthodox circles close to the Chief Rabbinate and ac
cused of going against the divine Law. The web site pro
vides the detailed rabbinical replies of Oz v'Shalom to 
these allegations written in the talmudic style. 

The Interreligious Coordinating Council in Israel12 

The Interreligious Coordinating Council in Israel 
(ICCI) is an umbrell_a organization for institutions and 
individuals in Israel promoting interreligious and 
intercultural understanding. The ICCI was founded in 
1991, at the start of the-Gulf War on January 16 of that 
year, in the basement of the Ratisbonne Seminary. Since 
that time, the ICCI has become the national umbrella or
ganization for institutions in Israel for interreligious and 
intercultural relations, with over 65 Christian, Muslim 
and Jewish member institutions, including Jewish-Arab 
coexistence organizations, museums, universities, and 
other interfaith organizations. ICCI and its member or
ganizations promote peaceful relations among the dif
ferent peoples living in Israel and the region. The ICCI 
coordinates and sponsors intercultural and interreligious 
dialogues, public lecture series, and youth encounters, 
and publishes books, pamphlets and articles on these is
sues. 

The director of ICCI is Rabbi Ron Kronish, an au
thor, educator and speaker who is a member of RHR. He 
is a skilled promoter of interreligious and intercultural 
dialogue in difficult political situations. He realizes that 
such dialogue cannot remain abstract: it may not see it
self as a purely intellectual endeavour. Dialogue cannot 
proceed as an exercise in comparative religion, pretend
ing there were no conflicts on the ground. In the Middle 
East this means that participating in an interreligious 
dialogue demands a commitment to justice and peace. It 
can only take place if there is an openness to the histori-
cal condition of all the participants. .., . 

The web site of ICCI provides a wealth of infor
mation. Printing all of it would make a 60-page book on 
ecumenism in Israel. On the web site you find the names 
of the ICCI staff and the names and addresses of the 65 
member organizations. Under the rubrics of "Recent 
Events" and "Upcoming Events" you discover the multi-
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tude of activities sponsored by the Council: theological 
dialogues; lecture series; courses on Judaism, Islam and 
Christianity; dialogues among young people; multi
religious conversation in schools; seminars on religious 
or cultural topics involving Jews, Muslims and Chris
tians; and so forth. Under the rubric of "Articles" you 
find a series of papers on issues of interreligious peace 
and on controversial topics seen from an ecumenical 
perspective. These papers have, for the most part, been 
published in newspapers or periodicals. Under the rubric 
"Insight Israel" you find substantial reports written by 
Rabbi Kronish on ecumenical events. They include ac
counts and interpretations of a series of dialogues and 
dialogue conferences sponsored by the Council - in 
November 1999, June 1999, December 1998, August 
1998, March 1998, and February 1997. Even if this vast 
amount of interreligious activity touches only a minority 
of people in the area, it sanctifies the divine name 
(Kiddush Hashem). 

Because ICCI is a centre for ecumenical dialogue, 
it does not involve itself in action as do the Rabbis for 
Human Rights and Oz v' Shalom, organizations defined 
in strictly Jewish theological terms. Since ICCI engages 
a very wide membership, Jewish, Muslim and Christian, 
it is not likely that they all agree on what justice means 
in the present situation. Still, Rabbi Kronish, while con
scious of this pluralism, is able to articulate a certain 
consensus on these matters. Under the rubric "Insight 
Israel" we find an important paper which Rabbi Kronish 
gave in the summer of 1998 at an international confer
ence on human rights and religion. The paper dealt with 
the search for peace in the Middle East. The first point 
dealt with the search for peace. 

At the heart of the new consciousness in Israel and 
the region, in the last five years, is the concept of 
Mutual Recognition. We - the Jewish people and 
the Jewish State, the State of Israel- recognize the 
Palestinian people and its rights, and in return they 
recognize us and our rights. This is the essence of 
the new human and national rights dawning in our 
area of the world. We each recognize that the other 
exists and is a real person and a real national 
group! This is a very basic and important first step 
which is necessary for us to be able to live together 
in the same part of the world. 
Rabbi Kronish's subsequent points dealt with 

interfaith and intercultural dialogue in Israel and the role 
of this dialogue in the promotion of justice and peace. 
What this dialogue has discovered is that believing 
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Jews, Muslims and Christians are heirs of the same val
ues, even if their sources are different. All believe that 
humankind was made in the image of God. The three 
religions could play an important role in educating the · 
people in the area and help them overcome the preju
dices of the past. The author sees especially three ingre
dients provided by the practice of ecumenical dialogue. 
First, there is the personal encounter of 'the other' lead
ing to the de-demonization of this other and thus to a 
change of mind and heart. Second, there is the entry into 
knowledge that overcomes the stereotypes and misinfor
mation inherited from the past. And third, there is com
passion - developing a consciousness of caring and em
pathy for the other. 

**** 

The Internet reveals that there are many other cen
tres in Israel and Palestine that foster dialogue between 
Jews and Palestinians, oppose Israel's occupation of Pal
estinian lands and promote the reconciliation between 
the two peoples in justice and mutual respect. Some of 
them are specifically religious. Greatly admired is Neve 
Shalom, 13 a village in Israel founded by Bruno Hussard, 
a Catholic priest, where Jewish families and Arab fami
lies of Israeli citizenship live together, engage in educa
tion for justice and peace, and operate a school for chil
dren, offering bilingual and bicultural education. On the 
West Bank is the Hope Flowers School, 14 a Palestinian 
school involved in education for coexistence, peace, 
non-violence and democracy. Teachers and students of 
this school visit Jewish schools in Israel. In turn Jewish 
volunteers teach Hebrew and Israeli culture at the Pales
tinian school. The founder, Hussein Issa, who died at the 
age of 50 in the year 2000, was a Palestinian refugee 
inspired in his work by his Muslim faith. 

There are several Christian and Jewish institutions 
that deserve mention. Some are academic, such as the 
Tantur Ecumenical Institute15 and the Elijah School for 
the Study of the Wisdom of the World Religions, 16 and 
some are practical-pastoral, such as the Society of St. 
Yves, 17 the Nas Aromin Village 18 and the Shalom 
Hartman Institute. 19 There are many more secular or
ganizations promoting justice and peace between Pales
tinians and Israelis, such as the Israeli Council for Is
raeli-Palestinian Peace (ICIPP)20 with its 
English-language newsletter The Other Israel, the Is
rael-Palestine Center for Research and Information 
(IPCRI),2 1 Gush Shalom22 and the two women's organi
zations Bat Shalom with its Jerusalem Link engaging 



Israeli and Palestinian women.23These organizations and 
the description of their activities are easily found on the 
Internet since every. one of them has a rubric "Links" 
that gives the names of related organizations. 

After the October Crisis 

The groups and movements which, thanks to the 
Internet, I have been able to study represent a small mi
nority in Israel and Palestine. The long history of occu
pation has produced hatred among Palestinians and fear 
among Jewish Israelis. When, after the first days of vio
lence in October, I turned to the web site of the Rabbis 
for Human Rights, I found this message: 

Dear Friends and Supporters, 
None of us know what the next day will bring, as 
the news is getting worse and worse. We want to 
let you know about the following activities, as
suming that the situation allows us to carry them 
out: 

• Visiting Jewish and Palestinian injured in the Ter
ritories, if possible, and Hadassah Hospital

• Condolence visits to Arabs and visits to Jewish in
jured at the Northern hospitals

• A group of activists began a 48-hour fast Sunday
morning at 7 a.m. opposite the Defense Ministry in
Tel Aviv, calling for meetings with both Ehud
Barak and Yasser Arafat to ask them to stop the
shooting and asking Ehud Barak not to give up on
the peace process or form a unity government in
capable of moving forward on the peace process.
The web site of the Rabbis for Human Rights then

provides special prayers of atonement for Yorn Kippur. It 
adds this message: 

1 Thomas Stransky, "A Catholic Views Political Zionism and the State of 
Israel," the Fifth Monsignor John M. Oesterreicher Memorial Lecture, 
Institute Paper: Year 2000, published by Seton Hall University's Institute of 
Judeao--Christian Studies, 21-54. 
2 op. cit., 29. 
' op. cit., 47. 
4 op. cit., 48. 
> Nairn Ateek, Justice and Only Justice (Macyknoll, NY: Orbis Books,
1989).
• Mitri Raheb, / am a Palestinian Christian (Minneapolis: Fortress Press,
1995).
7 Jewish Peace Fellowship: //www.jewisbpeacefellowship.org/
• Shalom - The Jewish Peace Letter, Box 271, Nyack, N,Y. 10960,
jpf@forusa.org Also·see the book on the Jewish Peace Fellowship, The

Challenge of Shalom, eds. Murray Polner and Naomi Goodman
(Philadelphia: New Society Publishers, 1994).
• Rabbis for Human Rights (RHR): II www.rhr.israel.net
10 The I sraeli Committee against House Demolitions (ICAHD): 
//www.batsbalom.org/action.btm 

This year the words of the prayers of atonement 
take on new meaning in the wake of violence that 
has left ten dead, over 2000 wounded and the fu
ture of the peace process and coexistence in ques
tion. While not excusing Palestinian and Israeli 
Arab violence, Yorn Kippur is to rise above the jus
tifications which prevent us from looking honestly 
at ourselves. The examinations of our deeds tell us 
that we have much to atone for. The provocation 
on the Temple Mount was only the match which 
fell on dry tinder. Israeli Arabs are systematically 
under-represented in all areas of Israeli society, 
while their communities are disproportionally 
over-represented in terms of poverty and unem
ployment. In the Territories, unfair allocation of 
water, land expropriations, harassment by settlers, 
humiliations and despair leave Palestinians with 
little faith in the peace process and hope for a bet
ter future. Excessive and unnecessary use of lethal 
force has unleashed pent-up rage, leading to an
other round of violence. Within Israel, Israeli 
forces fired on rioters rather than use accepted 
non-lethal means of control. Over the Green Line 
the situation is most complicated because armed 
Palestinians were also firing on Israelis, but dis
turbing evidence suggests that Palestinians took 
up arms only after Israeli forces were firing chest 
high during the initial disturbances. 
Then follow the moving prayers of the Rabbis for 

Human Rights asking God's forgiveness for the harden
ing of our hearts. 

11 Oz v'Shalom //www.ariga.com/ozvesbalom 

Gregory Baum 

12 The Interreligious Coordinating Council in Israel //www.icci.co.il 
13 Neve Shalom //www.nswas.com 
14 The Hope Flowers School //www.mideastweb.org/bopeflowers 
" The Tantur Ecumenical Institute of Theological Studies 
//www.come.to/tantur 
16 The Elijah School for the Study of the Wisdom of the World Religions 
//www.elijab.org.il 
17 The Society of St. Yves: Catholic Legal Resource Center for Human 
Rights in Palestine and Israel //www.saint-yves.org 
" Nas Ammin Village corn center@nesammin corn ., · 
1• The Shalom Hartman Institute shi@shi.org.il 
20 The Israeli Council for Israeli-Palestinian Peace (ICIPP) with its 
newletter The Other Israel //www.members.tripod.com/-other_Israel 
21 The Israel-Palestine Center for Research and Infonnation (IPCRI) 
//www.ipcri.org 
22 Gush Shalom //www.gush-sbalom.org 
23 Bat Shalom and the Jerusalem Link //www.batshalom.org 
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Witnesses Not to Be Forgotten 
Canadian Protestants in Solidarity with Jews Persecuted in Germany 

T
he Protestant theologian Alan Davies and the Jew
ish religious studies scholar Marilyn Nefsky have 

co-authored the book How Silent Were the Churches?, 1 a 
study of the response of the Canadian Protestant 
churches to the Nazi persecution of the Jews and to the 
Canadian indifference to their fate. In their well-known 
book None Is Too Many,2 Irving Abella arid Harold 
Troper concluded that the silence of the churches - and 
the silence of the provincial governments - allowed 
Mackenzie King's Liberal government to stick to its 
policy of keeping Canada closed to Jewish refugees flee
ing from Nazi persecution. 3 While Abella and Troper ac
knowledged that a few voices in society, including 
church persons, urged the government to change its "un
christian" policy,4 the two authors did not explore in de
tail the reaction within the churches. This is now done by 
Davies and Nefsky. Were the churches really silent? This 
book shows that Canadian Protestant churches and indi
vidual members did speak out during these terrible 
years. The book has retrieved a remarkable memory of 
protest against genocide and indifference. 

The 1930s were the years of the Great Depression 
in Canada. Davies and Nefsky remind us that this grave 
economic crisis had a contradictory impact on Canadian 
society. On the one hand it created a yearning for greater 
justice and led to the foundation of a socialist political 
party, and on the other hand it fostered a culture of re
sentment with sympathy for fascism, stirring up xeno
phobic nativism and public anti-Semitism. Because of 
negative feelings towards Jews, the plight of German 
Jews fleeing Nazi persecution never became more than a 
minor issue in Canadian domestic politics. 

One factor that legitimated hostility to Jews was 
the ancient legacy of anti-Judaism mediated by the 
Christian churches, which in stressful times had often 
generated suspicion of and antipathy towards Jews. This 
hostile attitude stood in tension with the central Chris
tian teaching, "the great commandment," calling for the 
love of neighbour, including the Jewish neighbour. In 
Canada of the 1930s, anti-Jewish prejudice found vary
ing expression in Christian periodicals and statements 
made by leaders of Protestant churches, even by some 
who spoke strongly in support of the Jews. Protesting 
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Nazi outrages, denouncing government indifference and 
lobbying to open Canada to Jewish refugees demon
strated that the cultural and religious barriers to compas
sion could be surmounted, even if never completely left 
behind. 

The United Church: 

Witness Inspired by a Liberal Theology 

The United Church of Canada, founded in 1925, 
had combined Methodist and Presbyterian traditions; it 
had also inherited the spirit of the Social Gospel. Davies 
and Nefsky recognize that the United Church was pre
disposed by its activist heritage to address social evils. 
As the Nazi persecutions of Jews intensified during the 
1930s, protest from United Church pulpits and press 
steadily increased.5 In September 1938, the United 
Church's General Council extended a message of soli
darity to the Jewish people. After Kristallnacht, United 
Church leaders and members joined in public protest 
against these acts of violence. Some presbyteries, con
ferences, individual leaders and members called for the 
admission of Jewish refugees to Canada. 

The United Church·and its Social Gospel heritage 
are generally characterized as theologically "liberal," a 
position often criticized for accommodating the Chris
tian message to the values and ideals of the surrounding 
society and in this manner making the church lose its 
critical freedom, Christian identity and prophetic voice. 
Certainly, liberal theology stresses divine immanence 
and the ethic of love, an emphasis which in many cases 
has led to a fusion of gospel and culture. Yet the liberal 
United Church produced one of the stronger critiques of 
the Nazi persecution of the Jews. Those who voiced this 
critique understood - better than some in other denomi
nations who emphasized the radical otherness of God to 
human culture and accomplishments-God's transcend
ence expressed in the imperative to love one's neigh
bour. While liberal theology does tend to lose sight of 
God's infinity relative to human values and ideals, this 
does not mean that it necessarily leads the church into 
complete cultural captivity. Davies and Nefsky's ac
count demonstrates that an activist liberal theology may 
perceive the transcendence of God in some respects 



better than theologies that focus on it. A liberal Christian 
sense of divine transcendence can be ethically empower
ing. 

The Anglican Church: 

Witness Inspired by Pride of Tradition 

In the Anglican Church as in the United Church, 
there was "no sustained mass outcry on behalf of the 
Jews."6 But Anglican leaders, individuals and dioceses 
spoke strongly against the Nazi persecution and in fa
vour of admitting Jewish refugees. Theology was an im
portant source of this protest, but so were cultural herit
age and ties, and - surprisingly - the sensitivity 
developed through evangelical missions aimed at con
verting Jews to Christianity. 

Throughout the Anglican Church in Canada there 
was a strong attachment to British institutions and ideas 
and a high esteem for the views of English Anglican 
church leaders. This fostered a vigorous opposition to 
Nazi totalitarianism. Initially the Anglicans' attachment 
to the Anglo-Saxon heritage disposed them favourably 
toward limiting the numbers of non-British immigrants 
to Canada. But as the plight of Jewish refugees became 
more obvious, Anglican policy makers in Canada under
went a conversion. "While they continued to prefer Brit
ish immigrants, the Anglican policy makers gradually 
became more concerned with the preservation of British 
institutions and ideals than with the preservation of Brit
ish racial hegemony. It was the Anglo Saxon idea that 
counted; Anglo Saxon blood, in the final analysis, guar
anteed nothing."7 By 1939 Anglican policy makers were 
calling for the admission of significant numbers of Jew
ish refugees. 

The pervasive sense of Anglo-Saxon identity in 
the Anglican Church also empowered moral action on 
behalf of the Jews in another way. Pride in their Anglo
Christian identity, that earlier led to calls for limits on 
the numbers of non-British immigrants, began to fuel 
demands that Nazi persecution be resisted and efforts 
made to rescue Jewish victims. The honour of an Anglo
Saxon and Christian identity demanded action in the 
face of this evil. 8 This demonstrates how pride in one's 
heritage and religious identity can blossom into respect 
and compassion for others.9 Pride is not always a deadly 
sin. It can provide a basis of values that prompt the rec
ognition of the personhood of others, concern for justice 
and care for their well-being. 10 By providing the basis 
for moral demands, this kind of pride may lead a person 

to a deeper community with others and ultimately a 
more profound self-fulfillment.11 Depending on its con
tent and context, pride can be an empowering moral re
source. 

In the wake of the Holocaust, there has been a call 
in the Christian churches for a cessation of Christian at
tempts to evangelize Jews. Yet, paradoxically, in the 
1930s the intention of a small number of Anglicans and 
Presbyterians to convert Jews produced in these Chris
tians a special sensitivity to Jewish suffering and 
prompted them to protest on their behalf and make ef
forts to help them. Christian supersessionist theology 12 

led some Canadian church leaders to speak of Jewish 
sufferings as a punitive fate divinely willed. Yet a tiny 
group of Presbyterian evangelicals led by Morris 
Zeidman and a similar group in the Anglican Church, 
both actively dedicated to converting Jews to Christian
ity, arrived at quite a different attitude. Since their work 
acquainted them with the lives and circumstances of 
members of the, Jewish community, they acquired "a 
sensitivity to the harsh reality of anti-Semitism, unusual 
among Canadian Christians" at that time.13 Members of 
these groups informed others about the persecution of 
European Jews, discredited anti-Semitism in their own 
church and provided relief for Jewish survivors after the 
war. 

The Presbyterian Tradition: 

The hnpact of Karl Barth 

In the Presbyterian Church at that time, the influ
ence of Karl Barth's theology was considerable. Barth's 
solidarity with the struggle of the Confessing Church 
stimulated early opposition to the Nazi regime. After 
Kristallnacht, Presbyterian voices denounced the Nazi 
regime and joined the protest against both the persecu
tion of the Jews in Germany and Canada's hard-hearted 
anti-Jewish refugee policy. Prior to this even1, Barth's 
theology had diverted Presbyterian attention away from 
the plight of the Jews by concentrating almost exclu
sively on the struggle between the Word of God champi
oned by the Confessing Church and the inhuman idola
try of the Nazi Party. Partly as a result of this, 
Presbyterian protest prior to Kristallnachtlended to be 
directed against the Nazi persecution of the Confessing 
Church rather than the Nazi persecution of the Jews. 14 In 
the Baptist, Anglican and United Churches where 
Barth's theology was not so influential, the persecution 
of the Confessing Church and the persecution of the 
Jews were both condemned alike. 
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Barth's criticism of liberal theology as leading to a 

fusion of Christianity with the surrounding culture was 

validated in the struggle of the Confessing Church. But 

in the Canadian denomination where Barth's theology 

was most influential, the Barthian stress on the otherness 

of God revealed in Christ led to a preoccupation with the 

Confessing Church's struggle for freedom and identity 

and neglected the moral imperative to care for one's 

neighbour in need, thus directing attention away from 

the suffering of the Jews until this became impossible to 

ignore. Conversely, liberal theology in the Canadian 

context helped give rise to one of the stronger protests 

against Nazi barbarism and against Canadian indiffer

ence to Jewish suffering. As Davies and Nefsk:y show, 

the ethical bent of liberal theologies facilitated in this 

context a perception of suffering and responsibility that 

Barthian theology tended to obscure. 

Davies and Nefsky also study the responses of 

Baptist, Mennonite, Lutheran, Salvation Army and 

Quaker churches. Here again cultural factors greatly in

fluenced the members' perception of events in Germany 

and their responses. With the singular and untypical ex

ception of the Salvation Army, 15 voices, even if few and 

isolated, were raised in each denomination protesting 

against Nazi persecution and the Canadian indifference 

to the fate of the Jews, though the protest was much 

weaker in some denominations than in others. 
tli 

Witnesses to Be Remembered 

"No sustained universal outcry on behalf of the 

beleaguered [Jewish] refugees ever erupted from either 

the Christian or the Protestant rank and file, unless the 

1 Alan Davies and Marilyn Nefsky, How Silent Were the Churches? 

Canadian Protestantism and the Jewish Plight during the Nazi Era 

(Waterloo, ON: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 1998). 
1 Irving Abella and Harold Troper, None Is Too Many: Canada and the 

Jews of Europe 1933-1948 (Toronto: Lester & Orpen Dennys Limited, 

1983). 
3 op. cit., 284. 
• The government's closed-door policy was often called unchristian: op.

cit., 59, 104, 138, 139.
5 How Silent Were the Churches?, 34, 46.

• op. cit., 63.
7 op.cit.,57.
• op. cit., 64, 125.
9 Paul Ricoeur, Oneself As Another (Chicago: The University of Chicago

Press, 1992), 203. 
10 op. cit, 296. 
II Op. cit., 218. 
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coast-to-coast post-Kristallnacht rallies are regarded in 

this light. Neither Christian nor Protestant Canada spoke 

with a collective voice. But many Protestant pulpits 

were not silent, nor were many presbyteries, confer

ences, and synods, nor were a sizable number of 

editorialists, bishops and academics, nor ... were the spe

cial envoys who devoted themselves to the refugee 

cause: Silcox, Judd and Booth." 16 So Davies and Nefsk:y 

conclude. Protestant churches and some of their mem

bers did protest against Nazi persecution and Canada's 

closed doors to Jewish refugees. This was an expression 

of disinterested compassion and solidarity in the face of 

national indifference. Protestant churches and Christians 

had nothing to gain from it. When the Liberals did open 

Canada's doors to Jewish refugees in 1948 it was be

cause changing circumstances made this in the nation's 

self-interest. The Protestant protest represented a "thin 

tradition." 17 It was not uniformly present, nor was it the 

dominant concern in any Protestant denomination. It 

was also a prophetic tradition, because it supported the 

developing split between the churches and the social es

tablishment. This protest may be seen as an instance of 

"ecumenical and the international impulses [that have] 

reoriented the reform tendency in Canadian liberal Prot

estantism and fostered the global perspective that has 

distinguished the Canadian churches ... in the nuclear 

age." 18 Here Christian faith opposed the prevailing val

ues of Christendom. 

Donald Schweitzer 

The Rev. Donald Schweitzer holds a doctorate in Theology from Dulce 

University and presently teaches Theology at St. Andrew's College in 

Saskatoon, Sask., Canada. 

12 Supersessionist theology - in the past the dominant teaching of the 

churches - presents the Christian community as the true heir of ancient Israel 

and thus as God's chosen people in whom the divine promises have been 

fulfilled through Jesus Christ. The Jews, because of their lack of faith, 

appear in this theology as deserted by God, outside of the covenant, and 

deprived of divine grace. 
13 How Silent Were the Churches?, 66. Zeidman was also tied to Jewish 
family members living in Europe. 

14 op. cit., 125-126. 
15 op. cit, 90.
1• op. cit., 128.

17 Douglas Hall, Lighten Our Darkness (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 

1976), 114. 
18 Robert Wright, "The Canadian Protestant Tradition: 1914-1945," in 

George Rawlyk, ed., The Canadian Protestant Experience 1760-1990 
(Montreal: McGill-Queen's University Press, 1990), 150; see also 142. 



A Third World Muslim Perspective 

The Context 

P
eace be upon all of you. I am grateful to the organiz
ers for this unique opportunity to attend Colloquium 

2000 and to learn and share. I was asked to speak on the 
Third World Muslim Perspective. To me there is no 
Third World Muslim Perspective as such. What we have 
is an Islamic Perspective which we consider as universal 
and applicable to the one world of humanity. Today, at 
the beginning of the twenty-first century, we have to ask 
ourselves, where is humanity? 

When we read and hear in the news that a five
year-old girl was raped and killed, that young school 
girls between the ages of nine and fourteen are sold and 
forced to become prostitutes, that the trafficking of 
women is a growing and lucrative business protected by 
so-called educated people in various levels of the power 
structures, that millions of children go to bed without 
food while billions of dollars are spent on arms, then we 
must ask, "Where is the sense of humanity that we are 
talking about? Where are living religions that we feel 
proud of? And where is the kingdom of God that we talk 
about?" 

The vast majority people in the South (also called 
the Third World), and in the south of the North, are liv
ing in a period which, in many ways, is parallel to the 
period of Jhilliah (i.e., ignorance). In that period people 
hardly could see beyond their own tribe or community. 
Intolerance resulted in prolonged bloodshed. There was 
no concept of humanity. Conditions for women were ter
rible. Many attempts were made to bury women alive. 
That is the period to which Islam came as a response, 
and as liberation. 

Today, we are witnessing an almost similar situa
tion. Though, on the one hand, we are living in an era of 
the most advanced communication technology and dig
ital economy, on the other we are almost blind and help
less in a world marked by ethnic cleansing, the honour 
killing of women, the abuse of children and drugs, un
employment, extreme poverty and marginalization due 
to exploitation, and the accumulation of weaJth, all in an 
economic system that is controlled largely by G-7 coun
tries. Many leaders in Muslim countries are also benefi
ciaries of this system. It is the poor, across religions, race 
and colour, that are the victims of this system. 

So the obvious question is, "Is Islam relevant, and 
can Islam be a resource for alternatives?" This question 
is particularly apt when Islam is equated with what is 
happening in Afghanistan, when women are discrimi
nated against and oppressed, and when, in the name of 
Islam, innocent people are taken hostage in the Philip
pines, Christians are killed in Indonesia, women are de
nied voting rights and people's participation is not en
couraged in many of the leading Islamic countries. 

Here we are faced with a problem of the way the 
Western media portray Islam and the Islamic world. For 
example, in the Philippines, the hostage-taker Abu Sayaf 
is described as an Islf).mic terrorist, whereas George 
Speight of Fiji and his followers, who have been holding 
the prime minister and parliamentarians hostage, are not 
referred to as Christian or indigenous terrorists. I believe 
this kind of inhuman action is not within the scope of 
any religion. Certainly Islam does not permit it. What is 
happening in Indonesia is very painful. The killing of 
innocent children and women, because they belong to 
another religion, is not acceptable. We must try to under
stand the historical root causes, the political, cultural and 
economic underpinning. The people of Indonesia were 
divided and ruled over for many years. The urgent task is 
to stop this killing and these crimes against humanity. If 
we remember, during the Cold War, various tribal 
groups in Afghanistan were armed by Western powers to 
fight against the then Soviet Union. A large section of 
the society was criminalized by weapons and drugs. The 
common people, particularly women and children, are 
now paying the price. 

Can Globalization Be Resisted? 

In this complex context, the question arises as to 
whether there is any way to resist globalization. Is there 
any possibility of resisting the hegemony of global 
power led by America? Is Islam still relevant? 

In the early days of the Iranian revolution Mus-
.., . 

' 

lims were greatly inspired for two main reasons. First, 
Iranian people were able to oust the autocratic, corrupt 
regime of the Shah of Iran, which was very much sup
ported by the Western powers. Second, it started effec
tively challenging global power. Soon, however, it 
started to degenerate. People's aspirations were not real
ized in terms of inner .democracy. 
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The Malaysian Prime Minister, Dr. Mohammad 

Mahathir, is known as a spokesperson for the Third 

World, but he cannot tolerate opposition within his own 

country. He uses "black laws" to suppress opposition 

voices. His newly built palace certainly contradicts the 

Islamic principle of simple living. 
Certainly Islam stands for liberation: liberation 

from ignorance, oppression, slavery and injustice. Islam 

stands for equality and peace. Hazrat Mohammad 

(Peace be upon him) worked for the liberation of the op

pressed, the poor and the needy. The Quranic teachings 

inspire greater solidarity among the whole of human

kind. The Quranic verse says, "0 humankind we have 

created you all out of a male and a female and have made 

you nations and tribes, so that you might recognize one 
another, the noblest of you in the sight of God who is 

most righteous (and just)." 

The context is certainly complex. Therefore, the 

challenges are numerous. The Muslims in the Third 
World are not a homogenous group of people. We have 

cultural, political, economic and class divisions. In some 

countries, Muslims are in a majority, and in some cases 

they are in a minority. Muslim rulers, the elite and em

ployers exploit Muslims as well as non-Muslims. We 
claim that we belong to our liberative and historical tra

ditions, but in practice we go along with the exploitative 

system, we co-operate with and help to sustain exploita

tive structures. Therefore, the Muslim perspective is not 

always the same. The real challenge is to articulate, in

spire and promote the real essence of the Islamic per

spective, which has moral, ethical and spiritual dimen

sions, around which we need to unite in solidarity with 

all oppressed and poor people across religions, races and 

cultures. 

Some economists state that wants are unlimited, 

and that the consumption of goods is the greatest source 

of pleasure and the highest measure of human develop
ment. All forms of persuasion take place, therefore, to 

persuade consumers to buy. Islam, on the other hand, 

distinguishes between wants and needs. Real needs are 

not infinite and are always determined by the physical, 

social and moral nature of a community. At present, every

where, false symbols of vanity and prestige are being 

promoted. 

Islamic Wisdom on Economic Growth 

1. Islam advocates a system that makes it absolutely

imperative to use God-given resources to realize collec

tive welfare. All wealth in heaven and on earth belongs
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to God. Its worldly owners are just trustees. 

2. The eradication of poverty is the primary objec

tive. "Poverty in the midst of plenty is a negation of the
very principle of brother- and sisterhood by which Islam

stands and falls." "He is not faithful who eats his fill
while his neighbour remains hungry by his side." The

Islamic strategy is to enable the poor to be involved in

the production and distribution process and financing

through Ushr and Zakat. Both have a formidable impact

on the reduction of inequalities of income. The Prophet

disapproved of the share-cropping system (mukhabira,

muhaqila), which is an exploitative system.

3. The Quran lays great emphasis on distributive jus

tice. It is totally against the accumulation and hoarding

of wealth. It does not want wealth to be circulated

among the rich. Islam intends to root out the last vestige

of Zulum, a term used in the Islamic world to refer to all

forms of inequality and exploitation. The Quran permits
the oppressed to fight against exploitation and oppres

sion. The highest kind of Jihad is to speak up for the

truth in the face of a government (sultan) that deviates

from the right path.

4. Islam emphasizes the development of human

qualities, to make them 'Insan-e-kamil,' i.e., to bring

about a comprehensive improvement in the quality of

life and living.

5. Islam advocates solidarity and co-operation. The

Prophet said, "The faithful are to one another like [parts

ot] a building - each part is strengthening others." Thus

mutual co-operation in all phases of life is a fundamental

requirement in Islam.

Government as Obstacle 

Tolerance and respect for other religions is an im

portant liberative element. The Quran makes it clear that 

there is no compulsion in religion (2.256) and that for 

you is your religion and for me is my religion (109.6). 

Within three decades after the death of the Prophet, Is

lam lost its liberative and democratic character. At 
present, in most of the Islamic states, we can see dispari

ties in terms of wealth and income, the status of men and 

women, and majorities and minorities. There is little 
room for the poor to participate in decision-making 

processes. 

State structures are affected by corruption, nepo
tism and discrimination against minorities. In most 
cases, an autocratic regime stays on in power without a 

popular mandate. Religious institutions have been more 
engaged with the regime than with being in solidarity 



with the poor. They are rich. Their property and wealth 
are very often invested for commercial purposes, and 
make great profits. 

Fostering Movements of Solidarity 

In many places, people at the grassroots tried to 
alter the situation by mobilizing themselves through 
peasant movements (Tehebhaga, Telengana, Naxalbari, 
etc.), but unfortunate}y, at present, such movements are 
also declining. However, the various democratic move
ments in different countries made civil societies more 
visible and vocal, and provided space for the disadvan
taged. 

Different non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) have been trying to empower rural landless 
marginalized people through various efforts, which has 
resulted in greater mobility and more articulation of ba
sic rights. But the fact remains that nearly two thirds of 
the population lives under the poverty line. 

The essence of all religions is to ensure justice for 
all, but what we have seen is that institutional religion 
has very often sided with vested interests and autocratic 
establishments. The religious institutions have accumu
lated tremendous wealth, while millions of people are 
still starving and living on the streets. Many religions 
build splendid, beautiful and extravagant places of wor
ship, in clear contradiction to the spirit of religion. 

In order to establish genuine peace and ensure 
sustainability, faith communities ought to demonstrate 
their solidarity by empowering people, so that equality 
and justice can be realized through people's participa
tion and their access to resources. Faith communities 
also have a responsibility to play their part in establish
ing governance which is accountable and transparent. 
Unfortunately, progressive political processes are also 
moving away from their pro-poor programs and are sub
mitting to the regime of the market economy and glo
balization. 

In the Islamic tradition, there are two kinds of or
ganizations that are showing solidarity. One is the chari
table organization (DAWA), which provides financial 
support for relief, welfare and development. The second 
group offers political support - for example, support for 
the Palestinian cause. It was mentioned earlier that, at 
the beginning of the Iranian revolution, people saw signs 
of hope in the possibility of evolving alternatives to 
capitalism that opposed the imperialist powers, but they 
came to nothing. In the Islamic world, the situation of 
human and women's rights is not at all encouraging. 

Very few institutions have taken up this cause. On the 
economic front, there is no visible attempt on the part of 
Muslim organizations to address the issue of the sharing 
of resources. 

NGOs and other civil society organizations, which 
are mostly secular in nature, are providing support to the 
grassroots. Some women's movements hesitate to work 
with Islamic organizations as they perceive them to be 
part of the system that oppresses and suppresses women. 

Resistance to Economic Globalization 

Civil society organizations are collectively coun
tering and resisting the programs introduced by the 
World Bank, the IMF and the WTO. There are Muslim 
scholars who have been vocal in opposing the so-called 
new world order and globalization. But, unlike in the 
Christian traditions, it is very difficult to identify those 
who are active in this field. Though the World Council of 
Churches and the Vatican are criticized for not doing 
enough, there are nonetheless people and groups within 
these organizations who have been actively engaged. To 
some extent, Western Christians are sharing resources 
for actions of solidarity, human rights education and 
economic self-reliance. In the Muslim world there are 
rich nations, but very few are willing to provide support 
to such work or to organize forums which speak about 
democratization, women's rights and economic and so
cial justice. That means there is a long way to go. 

The Task Ahead 

1. There is a need to increase the work of education
and training within the Muslim world. This is a chal
lenge for us.
2. We need to continue to share experiences and re
sources in mobilizing interfaith and international actions
of solidarity.
3. Serious work needs to be done in translating Is
lamic teachings and perspectives into action in tµe fields
of economic justice at the micro and macro levels, wom
en's and human rights and just governance. In the reality
of our multi-ethnic and multi-religious world, we need
to work together and forge solidarity in facing common
challenges.

., . 

Mohammad Abdus Sabur 

This paper, published here with permission, was given by Dr. Mohammad 
Abdus Sabur, a representative of Asian Muslim Action (AMAN), at the 
Colloqium 2000 held at Hofgeismar, Germany, June 10-16, 2000, on the 
topic of religion and economic justice in the world created by the globali
zation of the unregulated market. 
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An Extraordinary Ecclesiastical Event 
The Church's New Self- Understanding 

P
ope John Paul II's public confession of the Church's

sins on Ma rch 12, 2000, and his words and gestures 
during his visit to the Holy Land early in April constitute 
an extraordinary ecclesiastical event for which there is 

no parallel in the Church's history. Here something new 

has emerged in the Church's self- understanding, the 

sources of which are contained in the teaching of Vatican 
Council II. This extraordinary event deserves careful 
theological analysis. 

In the solemn liturgy of repentance celebrated in 

St. Peter 's Cathedral, the Pope gave thanks to God for 
the holiness summoned forth in the life of the Church 

and asked God's pardon for the sins committed in the 

name of the Church. During the Vatican Council the con

fession of sins on the p art of the Church was still 

strongly opposed. Proposals to acknowledge the Catho
lic Church ' s  sinful implication in the divis ions of 
Christ' s  earthly body were either rejec ted or reduced to 
the briefest of phrases . In the Decree on Ecumenism, ac

knowledging the sins of Catholics was immediately bal
anced by referring to the sins of Protestants . 

In Christian antiquity and the Middle Ages, Chris
tian wr iters freely spoke of the sins of the Church. In an 
article of over a hundred pages , entitled " Casta mer

etri
x

" (the chas te harlot), Hans Urs von B althasar has 

shown that these Christian wr iters presented the Church 
in paradoxical images : the Church was at one and the 

same time the Bride of Christ, chosen, saved and sancti

fied by Jesus Chri st, and the unfaithful spouse going to 
be with the powerful ones of this earth. Yet even while 
she strayed, the Spirit remained with her, summoned her 

to repentance, and restored her to her true nature. The 

Church's holiness was always the work of God's mercy. 

Despite her infidelities, she was destined to .remain holy. 
After the Reformation, when the Catholic Church found 
itself on the defensive, this paradoxical discourse was 

abandoned. The Catholic Church then spoke of itself 

only as the holy Church, a heritage that was not yet seri
ously challenged by Vatican Council II. 

In the light of this history, the liturgy of forgive
ness celebrated on March 1 2, the first Sunday of Lent, 
was a truly unprecedented event. Here the Pope, the car-
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dinals and the assembled people asked God's pardon for 

the sins committed in the name of the Church. This 
brought to fruition aspirations of Vatican Council II that 

had remained unrealized. 

There is some truth in the complaints of several 

critics that this solemn confession of sins was not spe

cific enough, that it left out matters that should have 

been mentioned, and that it did not deal adequately with 
the present. Other critics have suggested that this liturgy 
only referred to sins committed by the Church's sons 

and daughters and not by the Church itself, and hence 

still perpetuated the idea of a Church without spot or 

wrinkle. While this may be a valid cr iticism of several 

recent ecclesiastical documents, including possibly the 

report of the International Theological Commission, 

"Memory and Reconcili ation," it does not, in my opin

ion, apply to the solemn liturgy of forgiveness of March 
1 2. Despite these and other complaints , the fact is that 
thi s  eccles iasti cal event i s  unprecedented in the 

Church ' s  history, it is a novum, a bold innovation, the 
manifestation of a new theological perspective. 

The liturgic al service divided the sins committed 

in the Church ' s  name into six different categories . For 
each of these categories , a cardinal of the Roman Curia 

s tepped forward to recite a prayer of acknowledgment 

and repentance, which was then followed by Kyrie 

eleison sung by the people and a prayer for forgiveness 
pronounced by the Pope himself. The six categories are 

the following: i) sins committed in the service of truth ; 
ii ) sins that have harmed the unity of Christ' s body ; ii

i

) 
sins against the people of Israel; iv ) sins committed 
against love, peace, the rights of peoples, and respect for 
cultures and religions ; v)  sins against the dignity of 

women and the unity of the human race; and vi) sins in 

relation to the fundamental rights of persons. In this lit
urgy the Catholic Church, broken-hearted over her fail

ures and healed by her repen tance, remains Christ' s 

beloved community, his earthly body, the temple of the 
Holy Spirit. In her repentance, which is also our repent
ance, the Church, redeemed by the cross, shines forth in 

a new holiness that transcends the sum of her good 
works and the virtues of her saints. 



Each of the categories of sins calls for careful re
flection. What appears here collectively is that the 
Catholic Church sees itself today - as it did not in the 
past - as the community of believers, divinely sent to 
denounce the sins of the world, to serve the well-being 
of people everywhere, to. honour their human rights, 
stand for justice and peace, and respect the culture and 
religions of the· nations. That the Church must respect 
the religions of the world is an insight acquired only re
cently and articulated clearly in the conciliar declaration 
Nostra aetate. What emerges here, I wish to show, is a 
new Catholic and Christian self-understanding. 

Related to this liturgy of repentance and forgive
ness is Pope John Paul II's visit to the Holy Land where 
he delivered a startling message to Christians, Jews and 
Muslims, all heirs of God's promises made to Abraham. 
In a series of public gestures the Pope associated himself 
with Jewish and Muslim divine worship and expressed 
his solidarity with these two religious communities. He 
then delivered a religious message to the three 
Abraharnic religious communities, which had important 
political implications. Recognizing that these three com
munities had a history of competition and enmity, he 
asked them to renew their faith in the merciful. God, 
learn to respect one another, try to enter into conversa
tion and eventually co-operate in the creation of a just 
and peaceful society. The Church's mission in the Mid
dle East, it follows, is not to seek the conversion of Jews 
and Muslims to the Christian faith, but rather to purify 
the Christian Church of its past prejudices, promote soli
darity among the three groups, and support the cultural, 
social and political efforts that promise to enhance the 
common good. 

The great theological drama initiated by John Paul 
II surprised me and gave me joy. A recent issue of The

Ecumenist (Winter 2000) contained two articles that 
were clearly written prior to this extraordinary event. 
My own article in that issue expressed regrets at the 
Church's hesitation to acknowledge its complicity in 
historical evil, and an article by John Pawlikowski re
grets that the teaching of Vatican II recognizing the Jews 
as a community of God's covenant has not been fully 
accepted in the Church. The Pope, it would seem, has 
turned this around. The liturgy pleading divine forgive
ness of March 12 clearly acknowledges the Jews as "the 
people of the Covenant and the blessings" and commits 
the Church to practise "genuine brotherhood with the 
people of the Covenant." In Jerusalem the Pope also rec
ognized that the Church must acknowledge its sins in its 

historical relations with Muslims, not least of which 
were the medieval wars of conquest which we refer to as 
the Crusades. On the grounds of this repentance, the 
Church, leaning on Christ, now finds the courage to in
vite Jews and Muslims to a conversation on peace and 
co-operation. Even Jews who had good reason to be re
sentful of the Catholic Church must have been moved 
when they saw this humble old man, struggling against 
his illness, praying before the wall of lamentation, and 
then slipping the text of his prayer in the gap between the 
stones. 

These extraordinary events reveal a new self
understanding of the Church. It is possible, I think, to 
apply the notion of "paradigm shift" to the evolution of 
Christian self-understanding. The notion was first pro
posed by Thomas Kuhn, who tried to show that the evo
lution of the sciences has not always been a gradual, 
unilinear process, but has also included periods of crisis 
and rethinking. When an older paradigm or mode of ex
planation no longer accounted for the new data, some 
scientists argued that the inherited paradigm was no 
longer useful and thus constructed a.new one capable of 
explaining the new observations. This produced con
flicts among scientists. Some of them promoted the new 
paradigm while others still defended the older one - un
til subsequent observations demonstrated that the new 
one was more appropriate. 

Hans Kling has applied the notion of paradigm 
shift to the development of Christian theology. I also 
have argued that the evolution of Catholic teaching has 
not always been gradual and unilinear, but also experi
enced moments of discontinuity. The self-understanding 
of the Church manifest in the dramatic events staged by 
John Paul II is based on something new that has hap
pened in the Church over the last decades: a new praxis 
embraced by many Christian groups and networks, a 
new listening to God's Word, new religious experiences 
encountering Christ in the exploited and oppressed, a 
new theology reading the gospel from the perspective of 
the poor, and an innovative emphasis in several ecclesi
astical documents. Faith in Jesus Christ expresses itself 
here in solidarity, resistance and hope - in a commitment 

.,, . 

to justice and love sustained by divine grace. This, it 
seems to me, offers a new paradigm for the understand
ing of God's self-revelation in Jesus Christ. 

Under what historical conditions did this evolution 
take place? The twentieth century has seen massive 
wars, genocides, a nuclear arms race, organized vio
lence, a worldwide weapons trade, massive famines 
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politically manipulated, the destruction of human be

ings, the pollution of the natural environment, and pres

ently the globalization of deregulated capitalism with 

the creation of new wealth and, for the majority, greater 
exclusion, poverty and misery. In an age marked by ca
tastrophe, many Christians have learnt to read the gospel 
of Jesus in a new manner. They have experienced a para
digm shift in their understanding of the Christian mes

sage, an understanding now confirmed by John Paul II's 
extraordinary gesture. They believe that what God's 

Word summons the Church to do is to act with others as 

protector and liberator of human beings and as guardian 
of their natural environment. 

Since a paradigm shift produces conflicts, it is not 

surprising that there is a conflict in the Church, Catholic 

and Protestant, between Christians who, clinging to the 

older paradigm, still concentrate on the spiritual or super
natural aspect of divine salvation, while others, embra

cing the new paradigm, endorse an intergral concept of 

divine salvation that recognizes the inner connection be
tween faith and justice, between divine grace and the 

transformation of society, between God's self-revelation 
in Jesus Christ and the rescue of the human family and 
its earthly home from the powers that seek to destroy 

them. 

Gregory Baum 
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Revelation, the Religions and Violence 

Leo D. Lefebure 

Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2000, 244 pages 

T
he world religions have been sources of both vio
lence and peace. Deeply troubled by the violence in 

today's world and the role played by the religions in 
these conflicts, scholars have recently paid attention 
both to the violence-producing elements of the religions 
as well as to their wisdom of peace-making. The present 
book by Leo Lefebure is a collection of essays that deal 
with these questions, summarizing the research done 
and adding the original results of the author's own stud
ies. I have learnt a great deal from this interesting study. 

The author is willing to face the enormous ambi
guity of the Bible in regard to violence. A careful look at 
the Exodus story, which has become central in today's 
liberation theology, reveals that the God of rescue was 
also a divine warrior who inflicted a crescendo of 
plagues upon the Egyptian people, even though they had 
no part in the political decision of their pharaoh. This 
divine warrior, lord of the legions, accompanied his peo
ple in the conquest of the Promised Land and in many 
cases decreed the extermination of peoples living in this 
region. It is only gradually, in subsequent centuries, that 
peace came to be praised as a divine command. This 
non-violent current was later enlarged in Jewish reli
gion. God's self-revelation in the crucified Jesus could 
have been read as the divine annulment of the biblical 
texts announcing God as divine warrior. Yet the Church 
as a whole did not read the crucifixion in this way. 

In one chapter, Lefebure examines the relation of 
the chosen people, Israel and the Church, to other reli
gions. He finds that despite the claim that they will have 
nothing to do with outsiders, they did in fact learn from 
other cultures and their religions, and they integrated 
these foreign elements into the biblical traditions of Old 
and New Testament. This research into what actually 
happened convinces the author that, despite the rhetoric 
of rejection, dialogue was revealed in the Scriptures as 
an acceptable stance. 

The chapter on the Christian attitudes towards 
other religions in the early Church and the Middle Ages 

contains some surprises. Despite the anti-Jewish dis
course, some Christians engaged in honest dialogue 
with Jews. While Christians created a discourse of re
jection and contempt for Christians who disagreed with 
them and regarded Islam as the worst of Christian her
esies, there were Christians who engaged in honest dia
logue with outsiders and, especially after 1000 AD, 
admired Muslim culture and gladly turned to Muslim 
literature. 

Another chapter deals with the encounter of 
Christians with the religions of China and India. Here 
again we have the testimonies of Christians who en
gaged in dialogue and discovered elements in these re
ligions they admired. With respect to Buddhism, which 
does not recognize a divine creator and hence appears 
to be located at a great distance from the Christian tra
dition, the author shows that recent Christian-Buddhist 
dialogue has brought out a strong spiritual affinity be
tween these two religions. 

Lefebure is fully aware that not only Christianity 
but all world religions have an ambiguous relation to 
violence. The reason that he advocates dialogue is that 
it becomes a method that makes not only the Church 
but also every other world religion aware of its ambigu
ous heritage. Dialogue also makes the participants rec
ognize the potential of their religion to become an agent 
of non-violence, justice and peace. 

What is the dialogue? The author recalls a state
ment made in 1991 by the Pontifical Council of 
Interreligious Dialogue that distinguishes four different 
kinds of dialogue, all of which are important: i) the dia
logue of every day between members of different reli
gious traditions living in the same town or village; ii) 
the dialogue related to joint non-violent actiqp� for jus
tice and peace; iii) the dialogue dealing with theology 
and the intellectual dimension of each religion; and iv) 
the dialogue focusing on religious experiences, the 
practice of piety and the mystical way. 

Gregory Baum 
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