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Editorial

A DIFFERENT FUNERAL PRACTICE

"In accordance with Dad's wishes, cremation has taken place,
and there will be no service."

"There will be no formal service."
"friends are asked to remember Bert in their own way."
"A private family service will be held at a later date."
"A luncheon to celebrate Edna's life will be held on Thurs-

day, from 2:00-4:00 p.m. at the Windsor Legion."

A read through the obituary page of any city newspaper, on
any day, will yield something like the lines above. What are we
thinking??

My great-grandmother died at home and lay in her coffin in
the dining room until the day of the funeral when the hearse ar-
rived to take her to church and then to the cemetery. There was a
fullness about that experience. My mother, then five years old,
could stand on a chair and look at her grandmother until her young
mind and soul could understand it some. There was no way to use
the dining room for other things, so there was a reminder at every
mealtime that something important had happened.

Today, she would far more likely die in a hospital, be picked
up by a funeral home, travel in a "coach", lie in a "casket", wait in
a "slumber room", and after cremation the "cremains" might be
"disposed of' in a number of different ways. It is probable that
there would be no service, or only a private one for family.

Today there is a clearly observable trend toward minimizing
the rituals surrounding death, often through eliminating some or
all of them. In many cases it is the person who has died who is
responsible for the absence of rites. They will ask the family not
to have a service because they do not want to "burden" the people
they love. They do not want to put their familiesthrough any more.
It is an attempt to carry right to the very last the responsibility of
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caring for others. In the end, however, it does not care for them at
all. Ultimately, people are harmed when they are denied access to
the avenues of expression for their grief, and to the full experience
of reality. I am persuaded that healing is tied proportionally to the
difficulty of doing the healing action.

So it matters that we see our loved ones in death if that is at all

possible. It matters that we gather to mourn, and witness for our-
selves the many others who come to share our grief. It matters that
we bring the body or the ashes to that gathered community, so that
we may know the concrete reality. Mother has not vanished. She
has died. And here we are caring for her body as once she cared
for ours.

We need to remind ourselves of the promises of God, and the
evidence that may be found in the person of Jesus as we meet him
between resurrection and ascension. It is true that Jesus was seen

only through eyes that faith had opened. But those who saw him
did not encounter a ghost. They recognized him. They knew it
was him, breaking bread, cooking on the shore, offering the evi-
dence of his wounds. Whatever the resurrection is, whatever the
heavenly body that Paul has promised, it is intimately connected
and continuous to the earthly body. So when we care for our dead,
we care for their bodies. It is in the midst of life that we are in

death. We need to give our attention as a church to our funeral
practices. We need to encounter the questions of death and burial
in our faithful conversations, in our preaching and hearing, in our
common study of the scriptures. Touchstone is here opening a
conversation about the Christian response to death. In this, and in
the next couple of issues there will be other voices and other per-
spectives brought to bear on the same topic. It is Touchstone s con-
tribution to a discussion that needs to happen widely in the church.
We need to work toward the day when the faith of believing Chris-
tians issues in a different funeral practice than the one which com-
forts those who do not name the name of Christ.

- L.P.M.

----



"IN LIFE WE ARE IN THE MIDST OF DEATH":
NINETEENTH-CENTURYATTITUDESTO
DEATH

by Marguerite Van Die

September has become, for North Americans especially, a time
of remembrance of that fateful day a year ago when, almost three
thousand men and women, who were involved in the routine of an
ordinary work day, without any warning lost their lives. We who
have devoted so many resources to banishing death to the lot of the
aged and infirm, were suddenly inescapably confronted with the
stark reality that indeed, as our forbears knew all too well, "in life
we are in the midst of death. "I Thanks to a dramatically longer life
expectancy, to a flourishing funeral industry which strives to hide
the ravages of old age and death, and to a culture obsessed with
youth and energy, our own death and of those we love has to all
extents become a taboo subject in much of contemporary western
society. Ironically a century, which thanks to war technology has
witnessed death in larger numbers than ever before in history, has
also seen the banishment of death from meaningful discourse.

According to historian, Philippe Aries, already by the early
decade of the twentieth century, death was well on its way to be-
coming hidden and invisible. Seen as a potential source of pollu-
tion and the spread of disease, it had lost much of its moral signifi-
cance and had become medicalized and banished to the hospital.
As well, as society became more urbanized, with individuals mov-
ing from the countryside into large communities, social solidarity
in the face of death dissolved, while any descriptions of an after-

I For the title and for some of the information on mourning practices at the end
of this article, I would like to acknowledge Christine Sobzcak, '''In Life WeAre
In The Midst of Death'; Mourning Ritual, Public Display and Polite Behavior in
the Northeastern United States, 1840-1870." M.A. Cognate Essay, Queen's
University, 2001.
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life became benignly vapid. Under such conditions, Aries con-
cluded, it seemedthatNorthAmericansocietyhad becomeashamed
of death, and had proceeded to eliminate it from public life. "A
heavy silence has fallen over the subject of death Neither the
individual nor the community is strong enough to recognize the
existence of death."2

The way in which people deal with death can tell us much
about a society's values and animating principles. While not all
North Americans have experienced to the same degree the
marginalization of death as a meaningful experience,and for many,
religious traditions continue to shape burial services, it is worth
pausing to reflect on how different the attitude towards death was
only a little more than a century ago.

Until recently in North America, and as is still the case in
much of the world, the widespread prevalence of death, and the
rituals of mourning surrounding it,meant that none, whether young
or old, could ignore it. Though mortality rates did decrease in the
course of the nineteenth century, the incidence of death of the rela-
tively young, remained high. Despite medical awareness of the
efficacy of vaccination, contagious diseases such as smallpox fre-
quently ravaged the population, particularly in congested cities?
As late as 1884-5, in the province of Quebec, for example, the
average annual death rate was 22.3 per 1,000population. Nowhere
was the fragilityoflife more apparentthan when womengave birth;
female life expectancy in Canada at mid-century was only 41.4
years, while the infant mortality rate measured 184.1 per 1000
population. The record of deaths inserted in many a family Bible
makes all too evident how familiarVictorianswere with death. To
take one example: in the space of eight years, from 1863 to 1871,
Hattie Child Colby, wife of Charles Colby, a prominent lawyer

2 PhilippeAries, TheHour of OurDeath.Translatedby Janet Lloyd(Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1982) p. 614.

J Vaccinations known but not made compulsory until 190 I in Quebec. Paul-
Andre Linteau et aI., Quebec: A HistOlY, J867- J929. Translated by Robert Chados

(Toronto:JamesLorimer,1983)p. 23. .

-- --- - - ---
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and businessmanin StansteadQuebec,foundherselfrecordingeight
deaths in her family Bible: her own father and her husband's fa-
ther; three of the couple's own infants, a sister-in-law who died at
childbirth, shortly after the death of her first child, followed by the
death of the newborn.

Given not only its prevalence, but also the fact that death usu-
ally took place in the home, one of the most oft-quoted lines in
obituaries and memoirs were those very words "In Life WeAre in
the Midst of Death.'''' Inserted into Protestant burial services, the
line drew attention not only to death's ubiquity and suddenness,
but also sought to regulate the social attitude towards death. Ina
country where religion was the primary cultural institution, reli-
gious faiths were a reminder that it was death which ultimately
gave meaning to one's life. Life and death were part of a single
continuum, and both were in the hands of God, who though sover-
eign and inscrutable was also a loving and caring God.

Not one, but a whole range of imaginative strategiesand theo-
logical statements about what happens to the individual during and
after deathwere availableto nineteenth-centuryProtestants.Though
much less dominant than a century earlier, this included the stem
Puritan worldview, which stressed the urgency for repentance by
mincing no words about the terrors of hell, nor about the corrupt-
ibility of the body "to be commended to the cold and silent Grave
where it must be entertained with Worms and Rottenness, and be
turned into putrefaction."5 At the other extreme was spiritualism,
a much more benign position, which proclaimed that death was
not the end of communication with the deceased, but that could be
continued through a variety of media, usually deployed at seances
which brought together the spirits of the dead, grieving family
members, and adventurous individuals seeking to expand the
boundaries of the known. By the mid-nineteenth-century,Puritan

4 See. for example, "Form for the Burial of the Dead," Doctrine and Discipline
of the Methodist Episcopal Church in Canada, 1861.

5 Cited in Gary Ladcrman. The Sacred Remains: American Attitudes Toward
Death. /799-/883 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996) p.52.
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realism concerning hellfire and corporeal decay was becoming
increasingly rare, while the small numbers drawn to spiritualism
ensured that movement's marginal status. Increasingly Protestant
hopes centred on divine love rather than retribution, and the uncer-
tainty of one's final destiny became replaced with t~e promise of
the joys of heaven.

Evangelicalism, which was the ~ominant form of Protestant-
ism in the nineteenth century, had at its disposal a language that
made both life and death pervasive spiritual symbols in the piety
of common people. Its key concepts consisted of a call to repent-
ance and dying to sin, the need for a new birth, and the possibility
of proceeding to entire sanctification, also known among Method-
ists as "Christian perfection". Such language enlivened not only
the camp meeting, the revivals and the Sunday sermon, but also
gave shape and meaning to the spiritual autobiographies of ordi-
nary men and women. When in 1861, Margaret Hammond, an
elderly Methodist living in Lanark County, Canada West, saw her
death approaching, she dictated to her daughter, Sarah Jane an ac-
count of God's gracious presence in her life.

I am now unable for active life. My work in that respect appears to be done,
but I can sit and recount the mercies of my heavenly Father - the dangers
He has brought me through, His precious gifts to me The gift of His Holy
Spirit that enlightened my mind...and has continued with me through life
even down to old age and now gives me a prospect of an inheritance incor-
ruptible, undefiled, and that fadeth not away.

As an evangelical she knew what feminists have begun more
recently to emphasize: that it is in the telling of our experience
through words and images that we begin to own it and let it shape
our life.6 While evangelicals often gave testimony to their conver-
sion, it was only at the end of their life that the entire pattern of
repentance of sin, the experience of a new birth and the effort to

6 MargueriteVanDie, "'A Woman'sAwakening': EvangelicalBeliefand Female
Spirituality in Mid-Nineteenth-Century Canada," in Canadian Women: A Reader,

ed! Wendy Mitchinson et al. (Toronto: Harcourt Brace Canada, 1996) p. 64.

- -
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livea life ofholine~s and service,became fullyevident. Thus death
offered an opportunity to retell the evangelical way of salvation,
not simply in abstract theological terms, but as the story of an oth-
erwise unassuming and undistinguished life.

For ordinary believers, obituaries were the favoured way to
write such life stories. Often authored by ministers, and with an
evident didactic interest, these were far more than the death no-
tices they are today. Biographicaldetails were kept to a minimum;
what mattered was the account of how the person's life had re-
flected his or her beliefs - in words but also in deeds, including
faithful service to the church and other worthwhile causes. The

crown of such a life lay in its ending, in the form of the spiritually
triumphant or "good" death. Often recasting the older Puritan
metaphor of life as an arduous spiritual pilgrimage, evangelical
rhetoricplacedthe emphasislesson the obstaclesencounteredalong
the way than on the journey's final destination, attainment of the
heavenly kingdom. "He was wont to speak... of heaven as his fa-
therland; and death but a gladsome relief from earth's turmoil and
perplexities, from sin and sorrow", read the obituary of one eld-
erly Methodist. Of another, who died suddenly and who shortly
before his death had done much to help erect a new church build-
ing, it was noted that "God was evidentlypreparinghim fora 'house
above, not made with hands, eternal in the heavens' .''7

Death seemed as worthy of observation as life, and details of
the final days or weeks of the life of the deceased were often
minutely chronicled. Not unusual in this respect was the religious
biography, for example, of James Bain Morrow, a prominent
Haligonian, longtimeactive Methodist layman,and formerYMCA
president. A whole chapter entitled simply "The End" explored in
exquisite detail the final months of its subject's life, including his
illnesses, premonitions of impending death, his demise, funeral,
and of course, all that might be learned from his exemplary life.8

7 Obituaries for Mr. Francis Lamb; William McKim, J.P.,Christian Guardian,
23 February, 1870.

· Rev. A. W. Nicolson, Memories of James Bain Morrow (Toronto: Methodist
Book and Publishing House, 1881) pp. 152-66.
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On occasion, especially when describing the final illness,
obituaries might make reference to a struggle against doubt, which
was, however, invariably overcome before the advent of death.
Describingthe final days of an eighteen-yearoldwoman,one writer
observed "A few hours before her departure, the enemy of souls
strove hard with her - her mind was clouded - but in answer to

prayer the clouds dispersed, she rejoiced in her salvation." Her
victorious final moments, not the struggle with doubt, were to be
understood as providing the meaning to her entire life. "It is de-
lightful to witness a Christian die, but doubly so when youth, sur-
rounded by inviting charms can give up for Christ," the writer con-
cluded in what today seems almost an unfeeling observation.9 He
could make such an observation because death was not merely the
termination of her life, but its culmination. A person whose life
had been shaped by God's call to conversion and holiness would,
it was expected, find his or her last thoughts directed to God.

In an age bereft of painkillers, a dying person could remain
quite lucid, and there are many accounts of addresses by the dying
or of requests to those surrounding the bedside to sing a favourite
hymn or psalm. On different occasions, the dying wife of a Pres-
byterian minister, for example, asked family and ftiends to sing for
her, including a special request to her physician to join with the
others in the room to sing, "Rock of Ages". "By the moving of her
lips," those around her noted, "she appeared to join. When con-
cluded she said, "I rest on that rock, it is my Saviour. I flee to
him."10

Such deathbed gatherings provided an awesome opportunity
for evangelization, and at least by the way writers constructed these
deathbed scenes, it would appear that the dying were well aware of
such a role. Obituaries tell of sisters who through death were able
to convert their siblings, of mothers or fathers who left a lasting
spiritual impact on their children or relatives, and even of the con-

9 Obituary of Anne Daisy Adams, Christian Guardian, 10 October, 1860.

10 "The late Mrs. Smart" Ecclesiastical and MissionmyRecord ( January 1856 )

p.38.

-------
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version of parents by the words of a dying daughter. Not only
family members were present at a deathbed, but also "sisters" or
"brothers" in the faith who might be asked to sing a favourite song
or read a meaningful passage of scripture.

Those of us for whom death has become largely a private and
personal grief may wonder why obituaries chose to make death
such a public event. Why the careful reconstruction of an indi-
vidual's spiritual life and last moments? Here the didactic purpose
of obituaries must not be underestimated. Arminian theology em-
phasized a person's responsibility to respond to God's forgiveness
expressed in the atonement of Christ. Human agency, therefore,
played a role in salvation, and whether through the religious press,
the sermon, or individual encounters, evangelicals sought to bring
others to a realization of their need for salvation. The good death,
carefully crafted in obituaries and memoirs, can be seen as a form
of sacred theater where the drama of sin and salvation was played
out in visible and audible ways.

Children were a special target for such sacred drama, for
evangelicals saw youth as the time when the human will became
formed for good or ill. Hence children's literature became a fa-
vourite target for descriptions of deathbed scenes. Take, for exam-
ple, one such title, Narratives ofPioliS Children, whose clerical
author described the "good" deaths of sixteen English girls and
boys with a view to pointing out to his impressionable young read-
ers, "Do not you think that they were very good children; and do
you not wish to be like them, and to die as they did?"11Unfortu-
nately, such heavy-handed moralism (including in obituaries of
children, written for a juvenile as well as adult readership) has
often discredited nineteenth-century evangelicalism as oppressive
and manipulative.

It is helpful, therefore, to recognize that the language and
images in accounts like those detailed above, were distinctly rel-

II Rev. George Hendley, Narratives of Pious Children (New York:American
Tract Society, n.d.) p. 60. I thank Bob Stewart for his willingness to part with this
tract.
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evant to a definite place and time. Death was ftequent, unexpected,
and imperviousto distinctionsof age or class;its impactupon family
welfare in the case of the loss of the breadwinner, or the mother,
was devastating; and in a society which was still largely rural and
small town, the death of an individual was a threat not only to the
immediate family, but also to the well-being of the community.
Christian theology, whether Protestant or Roman Catholic, re-
minded people that death was not the end, that family and commu-
nity endured. Indeed, through eternal life and a final resurrection
the ties that bound people together on earth were strengthened, not
broken at death. In a world where life was fragile, such religious
hope offered stability and continuity.

In the same way,the ritualsof burialand mourningwere clearly
laid out, and while class distinctions became more apparent as the
century progressed, people were expected to follow well-defined
practices. All of these underscored the reality and pervasiveness
of death, but also helped people cope in public ways with grief and
loss as they resumed their place within the community. In our
time we are accustomed to an entire industry devoted to the care of
the dead: making the coffin, embalming and displaying toe body,
offering facilities for a wake, arranging for interment or crema-
tion, announcingappropriatecharitableorganizationsfor donations,
and providing grief counseling to the bereaved. In short, an ex-
panding consumer culture, with its own cadre of professionals, has
gradually, since the beginning of the twentieth century, begun to
emerge around death and its aftermath. All of this has had a pro-
found influence on the way we look at death. Before the advent of
this death industry, it was not the undertaker but family members,
usually women who prepared the body for its final journey to the
church and the cemetery. When there had been a warning of death,
a shroud in which to wrap the body and a coffin might have been
previously prepared, often by familymembers. Neither the shroud
nor the coffin was intended to camouflage the reality of death.
Coffins were usually characteristic in shape, following the form of
the body, with a tapering hexagonal end; many 'also had a sliding,

-------
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removable or hinged panel that allowed the upper part of the body
to be viewed by the family and mourners before they accompanied
it on its final journey to the cemetery. The body of the deceased
remained in the home for a period of one to three days, and during
this time was constantly watched by attendants, whose task was to
ensure that death had indeed occurred, thus erasing the possibility
ofa live burial, a real concern at the time. The tone of these wakes
varied frombeingboisterousoccasionswheredrinkand foodflowed
freely, to solemn gatherings as visitors and family engaged in
somber reflection, scripture reading and socializing. Within the
room, often a front parlor, where the body lay, the furniture was
removed or draped with black crepe, with white cloth covering
mirrors. All such indicators simply underscored further the awful
presence of death.

This same stark realism continued when the time arrived for

the body to begin its journey to the place of burial. While the
women remained at home, the men, accompanied by the mournful
tolling of bells, carried the body on a bier, covered by a pall, usu-
ally to a church for a short service. In the early years of the cen-
tury, the dead might be interred on the grounds of the family prop-
erty, but with increased urbanization and concerns about public
health, such private burialplotsbecame increasinglyrare. As towns
grew and distances increased, a hearse began to replace manual
transportation, thus starting what we know today as "the funeral
industry". Another important step in changing earlier attitudes to
death was the rural cemetery movement which began in a number
of New England cities in the 1830s largely as an effort by middle
class reformers. Wishing to move cemeteries out of congested
urban areas, the movement instead sought to locate them in spa-
cious natural, park-like surroundings. Here the well-to-do could
come to visit carefully tended graves and tombs, and in a space not
unlike their own private gardens, could reflect on death, not as a
process of corruptibility and decay, but as the "natural" entry into
a life of eternal happiness. 12

12Lederman, SacredRemains,p. 62..
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What did not change, and indeed was strengthened as class
distinctions became pronounced by the middle of the century, was
the etiquette surrounding mourning. This included a wide array of
customs, from offering family and close friends following the fu-
neral personalized gifts such as gold rings or lockets containing a
snippet of the hair of the deceased, to expressingone's loss through
mourning dress. The allotted time for mourning dress was care-
fully laid out, varying from six months for grandparents or aunts
and uncles, to a minimum of a year for the loss of a parent, sibling,
child or spouse. For men, whose work quickly called them to
resume normal life, the public signs of mourning were relatively
unassuming: a black hatband, which as the time ofloss grew more
distant, became narrower. Widowswho were expected to be veiled
and dressed entirely in black, might, at the end of the formal pe-
riod, choose to continue to display signs of mourning, usually by
wearing "widow's weeds", consisting of two streamers attached to
a hat and extending below the waist. While for some, the mourn-
ing period seemed too long and the clothing oppressive, it could
also be a time of healing, a time when one could live in and through
one's grief, without having to act as if the death of a loved one
were only a minor interruption to normal life.

Victorians knew all too well death's sting and, less consumed
by the pursuit of youth and happiness than we, they accommo-
dated its presence into the rhythm of their life. For our part, we
can be grateful that medical science has lengthened dramatically
our life expectancy, and that unlike our forbears we do not live
with the constant fear of disease and death. Whether that means
that it is right to banish all evidence of death from our society is,
however, debatable, especially for people of faith. To do so en-
tails not only pushing to the margins those who mourn, but also for
Christians, undermining the essence of our faith, our belief in the
resurrection of the dead. Paul's defense of that conviction in I
CorinthiansiS found concrete expression in "the good death" of
Victorian obituaries, with their willingness to stare death in the
face, knowing that it was not the end, but rather the culmination of
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a life lived in the presence of God. So much of what we in the
United Church admire about our forbears, their warm spirituality,
their active involvement and belief in a social gospel, was predi-
cated on their belief that earth and heaven, this life and the next,
were a continuum; life and death together formed the Kingdom of
God. "In life we are in the midst of death", was not only, therefore,
a commentary on high mortality rates, but a statement of hope,
which we in our own very different times might do well to recover.



MEMBERSHIPAND "FULL"MEMBERSHIP IN
THE UNITED CHURCH

by John H. Young

The Remit on Church Membership, authorized by the 37'h
General Council, has been presented as though it were merely a
matter of dropping the word "full" and thereby removing a modi-
fier that is confusing and unnecessary. I While good reasons can be
cited either for dropping the word "full" or for retaining this modi-
fier, I think it has been inaccurate and unhelpful to the debate on
this Remit not to ponder the theological and historical factors in-
volved inboth the presentwordingand the proposedchange. Hence,
I want to offer a brief reflection on why the United Church has
used the word "full" to modify the term membership, and what
would be at stake in making the proposed change. I shall conclude
with my own thoughts about the Remit itself.

Background to Our Present Practice
At first blush, the distinction between membership and "full"

membership is confusing. One would assume either that one is a
member of the church or that one is not. But the use of the term
"full" arose because our forebears wished to make a distinction

between a sacramental inclusion in the church, and a personally
and publicly stated commitment to live out one's Christian faith as
a part of the Christian community.

John Wesley,the unintentional founder of Methodism, was a
devout Anglican priest. As such, he believed that baptism made
you a member of the church. He was a strong proponent of infant
baptism, and he wrote a stinging critique of Anabaptist denomina-

I Conversation between Virginia Coleman and Royal Orr in Explaining the
Process of Remits, Video (Toronto: The United Church of Canada, 200 I). The
purpose of the video was to aid session of a pastoral charge or its equivalent, and

also congregations, in their consideration of the two remits submitted to pastoral
charges for a vote in 2002.
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tions that practise~ only adult baptism. Wesley,however, went be-
yond the tradition of eighteenth century Anglicanism. He did not
believe that confirmation was necessary. In the service materials
that he eventually prepared for his followers on both sides of the
Atlantic, he tended to follow closely the services of the Church of
England as found in the Book of Common Prayer. However, he
deliberately chose not to include any service of confirmation. He
believed that baptism alone made one a member of the Christian
Church; this action required no "confirmation".

Nonetheless, in 1738Wesleyhimselfhad a profound religious
experience. Wesley spoke about his heart being "strangely
warmed". He came to believe that "real" Christians had to have

such an experience, and the preachers who became part of his
movement worked hard to elicit such a response amongst those
with whom they worked. In this aspect of the development of
Wesley's thought, he was much influenced by his own personal
experience, and by the Anabaptist requirement of an adult com-
mitment to a faith tradition - even though he rejected the
Anabaptist position on the baptism of children.

For the first generations following Wesley,Methodists were
expected to have a conversion experience, regardless of whether
they had been baptized as infants. It was conversion that marked
them as "lively" Christians or "real" Christians. But, over time,
the sense that such a conversion experience was required faded
away. It faded as Methodism increasingly became a mainstream
denomination rather than a "sect", and as it gave greater attention
to the nurture of its young. Since Methodists placed considerable
emphasis on nurturing their children and their grandchildren in the
Methodist tradition, it became increasingly difficult to demand a
real conversion experience of those who had never known what it
was to be anything but Methodist, let alone to be "unchurched".2

2 For a good discussion of this development in the context of Canadian
Methodism, seeMarguerite Van Die, An Evangelical Mind: Nathaniel Bllrwash
and the Methodist Tradition in Canada. 1839-1918(Montreal: McGill-Queen's
University Press, 1989), pp. 14-37.
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The Methodists did retain a sense, however, that while bap-
tism was necessary, and while it also made you a member of the
church, something more was needed to make you a "real" or "full"
member of the Methodist Church. That something was a public
profession of one's faith and a public commitment to the church.

Our Presbyterian and Congregationalist ancestors had devel-
oped a somewhat similar practice, albeit arising from a rather dif-
ferent background or set of concerns. The early leaders in the
Reformed tradition (the "branch" of Christianity that includes
Presbyterianchurches)were no more able than was Wesleyto aban-
don the practice of infant baptism. They rejected the idea of "con-
firmation", however, as then practised in the Roman Catholic
Church, because they could find no Scriptural warrant for it.

At the same time these reformers believed that infant baptism
alone was not an adequate preparation for a person to be an active
member of the churchcommunity. So they developeda programme
of catechetical instruction for those who were baptized as chil-
dren. At some point, usually during teenaged years, those young
persons who wished to become full-fledgedmembers of the church
appeared either before the minister and what we would now call
the session, or before the entire congregation. They would dem-
onstrate their knowledge of what were judged to be essential areas
(the ability to recite the Ten Commandments, for example). Then
during a service of worship they would make a public profession
of their faith and commit themselves to be active members of the
church community. Following this action, the minister and, per-
haps, a lay leader also, would extend to each of these persons "the
right hand of fellowship", and they would then be recognized as
full-fledged members of the congregation.

Some Presbyterians and some Congregationalists had a vari-
ation on this practice, though the end result was similar. These
groups formed around a particular confessional statement or cov-
enant. While children were baptized and were seen as part of the
church community,formalmembership in the churchwas restricted
to those who would agree to the covenant that laid out the particu-

- - -
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lar theological understanding of the congregation, or the tradition
in question. In these church communities many persons attended
and were active, without ever taking the step of accepting that cov-
enant and becoming full members of the community.

Hence, the United Church's present practice of requiring a
"full" member to make both a profession of faith, and a statement
of intention to be an active participant in the life of a particular
congregation, has deep roots in our heritage. All three denomina-
tional traditions that came together in 1925 made a distinction be-
tween the status accorded by infant baptism, which amongst other
things was a formal recognition that one was a part of the church
community, and "full" membership.

Why did the United Church take such a course of action? One
reason was the heritage of all three antecedent traditions. A sec-
ond reason was the theological understanding we have had of the
church. For much of our history, we have been what has classi-
cally been called a "creedal" or a "confessional" church rather than
a sacramental one. By the use of the terms "creedal" or
"confessional", I do not mean that we have demanded strict adher-
ence to some particular creed or confession of faith. We have not.
But what we have done, and our practice is reflected in the lan-
guage of both the Preamble to the Doctrine section of the Basis of
Union and in the Preamble to the 1940 Statement of Faith, is to
stress the essentials of the inherited faith of the Christian Church

as found in Scripture and "witnessed to both in the creeds of the
Universal Church and in the Confessions of the Reformed
Churches."3In contrast to certain other Christian denominations,
in our history and practice we have given greater priority to knowl-
edge of the faith and to a profession of the faith, than we have to
sacraments. Related to this point, we have viewed the sacraments
as symbols, or representations, of God's grace rather than as in-
struments accomplishing that grace. In that understanding, our
view of the sacraments could be contrasted, for example, with the

] Statement of Faith (Toronto:The United Church of Canada, 1940)p. I.
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traditional position of the Roman Catholic Church. In the latter it
is believed that a sacrament can actually accomplish the thing it
signifies.

Argument for Change
From where has the push come to make the particular change

envisaged by this remit? For some it is clearly the desire to do
away with what seems an incomprehensible distinction - either
one is a member or one is not, and thus it makes no sense to have a
contrast between being a member and being a "full" member. In-
deed, confusion on the part of pastoral charges about the United
Church's present practice around membership, and the failure of
many to follow our current practice in their day-to-day life and
governance, appears strongly to have influenced the Task Group
on Church Membership to recommend changes in this area, in-
cluding ceasing to use the term "full" membership.4

For others, it is the desire to have only one rite of entry to the
church and to membership within it, and that would be the sacra-
ment of baptism. Supporters of this position assert that nothing
further ought be required for membership regardless of the age at
which a person is baptized.s For some persons in this group, there
is also a sense that we live in a time when people do not ')oin"
institutions, and that asking or requiring persons ~oengage in such
a practice works against our growth as a denomination.

For still others, a third reason holds, which is actually a vari-
ation of the previous one. These persons would want the United
Church formally to move to a more instrumental view of the sacra-
ments, with a corresponding move away from any emphasis upon
a profession of faith or the more creedal view of the church that
has been the predominating view in our history. Some persons in

4 Record of Plvceedings of the Thirty-Seventh General Council (Etobicoke,
ON: The United Church of Canada, 2000), pp. 680-696.

5 This viewpoint was quite explicit in the United Church study on Christian
Initiation that began in the 1970s and on the unsuccessful effort, via remit, to

have the United Church move in this direction during the 1980s.
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this group would wish also to make baptism the requirement for
admission to the sacrament of communion or the Lord's Supper
(Le., the table would be open to all persons who have been bap-
tized but would be closed to those who had not been baptized).

My Personal View on the Remit
I found myselfled to vote "no" on this Remit for two reasons.

First, while I would welcome a good discussion of the theological
implications of baptism, profession of faith, and membership in
the church, I judge that we need to have that discussion, reach a
conclusion, and then shape our polity (i.e., governing structures)
accordingly. It seems wrong-headed to me to make polity changes
that have theological implicationswithout discussing the theology
in advance. If, for example, we wish to move frombeing primarily
a creedal church to being primarily a sacramental church, then we
should debate that issue first, and then write our governance docu-
ment to reflect the position we reach. The discussion at the 37h
General Council that accompanied the presentation of resolutions
arising from the work of this Task Group suggests that others in
the church also judge such a theological debate to be important.6

Second, I find the Remit confusing and unclear. It is uncer-
tain from the remit, and from the minutes of General Council about
the report of the Task Group on Church Membership, whether we
intend to continue to require persons to make a profession of faith
as a mark that they have become members of the United Church.
The proposed wording of the Remit clearly states that we shall
continue to have such a requirement. Yet the minutes of the 37h
General Council about the discussion of this matter offer a mixed
message. These minutes are only a guide for most of us as to Gen-
eral Council's discussion of the issue. The sheer volume of work

done at the 37thCouncil, and the passage of time, has meant that

6 See the motion put forward by the Chairperson and the Secretaryof "Reading
& Reporting Group" of General Council commissioners that studied the proposed
resolutions presented by the Task Group in The United Church of Canada, Record

of Proceedings (!lthe Thirty-Sevelllh Gel/era! COlll/cil, p. J76.
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even the commissioners to that Council to whom I have spoken
cannot recall clearly the specifics of the debate on the resolutions
brought by the Task Group on Church Membership. A background
presentation to the General Council by the Task Group on Church
Membership initially seemed to make clear that the Task Group
intended the United Church to continue to make a profession of
faith a requirement for membership in the United Church. In that
presentation, Dr. Joan Wyatt, a member of the Task Group, "re-
viewed the background to Resolution # I [it was the adoption of
this resolution by the 37thGeneral Council that resulted in the Re-
mit on Church Membership] and its implications - a change in
the Manual from the use of 'full member' and 'member' to 'mem-

ber.' Children of 'members' would be 'adherents' and [there is no
indication in the minutes as to where this particular quotation ends]
members of the universalchurch,rather than 'members ofthe UCC'
until they had made a profession of faith.''7Yetthe fourth and fifth
resolutions proposed by the Task Group on Church Membership
appear to downplay the idea of linking a profession of faith with
membership in the United Church. Resolution 4 was more con-
cerned with the content of liturgies around a profession of faith.
Resolution 5, entitled "Regular Reaffirmation of Faith", stressed
the need for congregations to provide occasions when worship-
pers could reaffirm their faith.s The motions to adopt these two
resolutions were both amended on the floor. Significantly, com-
missioners made amendments to the proposed Resolution 4 that
urged "sessions (or equivalent) to encourage adherents to become
members'o<)and that stressed the need for sessions (or equivalent)
"to provide adequate programs of Christian Education for those
preparing for confirmation, and that Sessions (or equivalent) be
encouraged to provide opportunities in worship for Profession of
Faith (confirmation). "10 Those amendments delineated a clear link

7Record of Proceedings of the Thirty-Seventh General Coullcil, p. 57.
K Ibid., pp. 692-694.
9 Ibid., p. 71.
10 Ibid., p. 72.
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between a person's making a formal profession of faith and be-
coming a member of the United Church. But such a link is not so
clear when one looks at the package of motions brought by the
Task Group on Church Membership, especially in the context of
their report as a whole. Further, it was Resolution 1, not the
amended resolutions, that authorized the Remit.

In addition, we do not come to a discussion of this Remit with
a tabularasa. Acurrentdiscussionabout churchmembershipcomes
against the background of the discussions on Christian Initiation
of the 1970s and 1980s. Those earlier discussions ended in pro-
posals (albeit ones never formally approved because they were
unable to gamer sufficient support when tested via remit) to make
baptism the only.requirement for what we have heretofore called
"full membership". In some of the general discussions about this
remit of which I am aware, the argument made by persons who
advocate dropping the word "full" is that there is no need for any
rite of entry into "full-fledged" membership in the church beyond
baptism. In a reprise of the debate about Christian initiation, these
folk argue against any concept of membership which suggests that
baptism, regardless of age, does not admit you fully into all the
rights and privileges of membership. These persons have appar-
ently understood the current Remit on Church Membership to be
an effort by the United Church to make such a statement.

If the intent here is to remove any need for a profession of
faith by people who have been baptized as infants, then I disagree
with the intention. I do support our current practice of infant bap-
tism. Given that practice, however, I think that there is a further
degree or stage of membership in the church that requires people
to "own" the faith of the denominational tradition for themselves
and to commit themselvesto that particular denomination. Tohave
boundaries for an ecclesiastical community is not to be exclusive;
rather, to have boundaries is merely to recognize that various de-
nominations do, in fact, differ from one another. Those who would
set policy for the United Church ought, in my view, to be those
who have made a commitment to the United Church. Toask those

whowouldhaveleadershipand governingresponsibilitiesin our
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denomination to make such a commitment seems, at least to me,
both appropriate and sensible.

Further, ifcontemporary observers of the religiousscene, both
within and outside our denomination, are correct that Christendom
is dead in the Canadian context, and that we live in a post-Chris-
tian world, then it may well be that we ought be more demanding,
not lessso, in requiring a definitivecommitmentof those who wish,
at somestage of theirjourney with us;to "become part of the United
Church". Ifwe are moving into a time when practising the Chris-
tian faith will be counter-cultural and costly in our own Canadian
context (I think we have actually moved into that time in many
parts of Canada), then we may want to imitate the early church by
having more, not less, rigorous requirements for formal member-
ship. Such a move to be more firm or rigorous in our requirements
for membershipwouldbe "counter-cultural"in anotherway,if those
who assert we live in a time when people do not want to "join"
institutions or make such commitments are correct.

If the intent of the Remit on Church Membership is not to
change our current practice, then I think the language of the Remit
is much more confusing than our present language. If I have read
the Remit correctly, the proposed wording still leaves a distinction
between two "classes" of membership. The proposed wording ap-
pears to make a contrast between "member" and "membership".
The opening sentence states that the only members of the church
"entitled to all church privileges" are those who make "a profes-
sion of faith in Jesus Christ and obedience to Him". "Members of

the Church" who make such a profession are then received "into
membership". In other words, not all "members of the Church"
will have "membership" in the Church. This wording appears to
parallel our current situation wherein not all "members" of the
Church are in "full" membership, but in my view creates nomen-
clature more confusing than our current distinction. I think it in-
evitable that this "new" distinction, if it is an intended distinction,
will soon be lost. The proposed change, aside from being more
confusing, lacks the historical rationale that lies behind the con-
trast we presently make.

- --



THE LIMITS OF THEOLOGYAND
THE DIALOGUE OF RELIGIONS.

by Harold Coward

The question to be examined in Part I of this article is: what
are the limits to be respected in future theologizing? Within Chris-
tian circles Karl Rahner has discussed this issue at length. He dem-
onstrates that pluralism requires a shift from the scholastic method
of the past to a new approach that has not as yet been fully ex-
plored. But as a first step toward future theology, some important
limitations can be stated, - limitations that will apply to future
thinkers in any religion. We will examine conceptual and psycho-
logical limits first and then go on to look at theology and the dia-
logue of religions.

Conceptual Limits
Theology, says Rahner, can no longer follow the simplistic

pattem in which the problem of pluralism was overcome by appli-
cation of the principle of noncontradiction: according to this prin-
ciple, two theologicalpositions seento be contradictory(bothcould
not be correct at the same time), forced a decision as to which of
the positions was correct. In the face of the challenge presented by
the encounter of religions it is a pattem that can no longer serve.
As Rahner recognizes, theology finds itself in a new situation:

The pluralism of which we are speaking here consists precisely in the fact
that it is quite impossible to reduce the theologies to a simple logical alterna-
tive. Rather, they exist side by side with one another as mutually incommen-
surable.2

1An excerpt from Harold Coward, Pluralism in the World Religions: A Short

Introduction, (Oxford: Oneworld, 2000), from Chapter 7.
2Karl Rahner, Confi.ontations I, Vol. II of Theological Investigations, trans. by

David Burke. (London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1974), p. 7.
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Rahner is speaking only of the pluralism that he finds cur-
rently to be the case within Christian theology. It is a pluralism
that is insurmountable because no common basis can be found be-

tween the various theological schools upon which to arrive at a
logicaljudgment between alternatives. If Christians find this to be
the case between the various theologies put forth within Christian-
ity itself, the difficulties will certainly be greater when the com-
peting claims ofthe various religions are considered. The inescap-
able pluralism of all future theology has two limiting dimensions.
First, there is the fact that rival viewpointsmay adopt startingpoints
so different that they will be able to establish little or no common
intellectual ground. And without the basis of this common ground,
individual propositions cannot be discussed in such a way as to
arrive at a positive "right" or "wrong" judgment. Although the two
partners in the dialogue may anticipate similarities and differences
in their positions, the lack of a common ground, says Rahner,
"means that the representatives of the different schools cannot
achieve, even indirectly, a position in which they can explain to
one another consciously and unambiguously in what precisely the
difference between their respective intellectual outlooks consist.''3
Here Rahner is pointing to the experience that he has (and thinks
others have) when one's partner in theological dialogue constantly
proceeds from different starting points than one'~ own, uses terms
differently,and assumespoints as established that are alien to one's
own thinking. This results in no conclusion being reached and the
discussion being broken off for lack of time or other reasons that
make it impossible to continue. Inany case, the lack of a common
intellectual basis, which prevents the attainment of positive con-
clusions, is a limit that necessitates pluralism in theology.

A second limiting dimension that Rahner identifies as neces-
sitating theological pluralism has to do with the finite nature of the
human mind. All the various theological positions and full knowl-
edge of the various world religions can no longer be mastered by
anyone mind. Even if a single world civilization or religion were

3 Ibid.

- - - - - - -
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to emerge, says Rahner, there would still be interior differences
that would manifest in an increasing pluralism of theologies with
respect to "their methods, their structural developments, their out-
looks, their terminologies, and the practical trends to which they
give rise. These differences will be so great that as theologies it
will be quite impossible for them to be covered by, or subsumed
under anyone single homogeneous theology.'~ This means, then,
that there cannot be anyone theology, even when one's gaze is
restricted to a particular religion. If, by reason of the limited ca-
pacity of the human mind, dogmatic judgments cannot be made
within one religion, how much more must that be the case when
theological reflection takes place within the larger context of the
many religions.

Both of these limitations will have to be taken seriously by
scholars functioning within a particular tradition or within the con-
text of the world religions. Since the time of N g rjuna (@.250
CE)5in the East and Immanuel Kanr in the West, the intellectual
limits of the human mind have been known - if not always re-
spected. But perhaps more important for theologizing in a pluralis-
tic context will be the first limitation - the lack of a common

intellectual basis upon which dialogue may be conducted. Theolo-
gians of one of the major Westernreligions - Judaism, Christian-
ity, or Islam - will quickly encounter this difficulty if in conver-
sation with Hindus they begin to think through their concept of
creation, or in discussion with Buddhists they begin to scrutinize
their notion of God. A common intellectual ground just does not
seem to exist. Understanding, albeit partial and blurred, seems to
come only when one group suspends its own viewpoint and at-

4 Ibid., p. 139. Dupuis' attempted study of God's grand plan for the pluralism of
religions does not take this limitation seriously (see chapter 2 of Jacques Dupuis,
Towarda Christian Theologyof Religious Pluralism. Maryknoll: Orbis, 1977.)

5Nagarjuna, Mulamadhyamikakarika, trans. By K.K. Inada. (Tokyo: Hobuseido
Press, 1970).

6 ImmanuelKant,ReligionWithinthe Limitsof ReasonAlone.(NewYork:
Harper, 1960).
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tempts to adopt the assumptions of the other and "see" the uni-
verse through those alien concepts.

Psychological Limits
But here too certain psychological limits arise and must be

taken seriously by the theologian. In any intellectual exercise in
which theologians attempt to "see" with the concepts of another
religion, the psychological dynamics of their minds will never al-
low them to be completely objective or neutral in their percep-
tions. A first impulse will be to identify similarities between their
position and that of the others. Usually this signals an act of intel-
lectual reductionism, or what Freud termed "projection"? Instead
of a real similarity having been identified, the theologians have
simply indulged in the self-protective mechanism of saying: "Oh
yes, we see what you mean by that; it is exactly the same as we
mean by this." They project their viewpoint onto the persons of the
other religion and then claim to discover that it is the same as their
own. Of course this is very comforting. It suggests that there is
only one truth after all, that they have it (probably in fuller or full-
est measure, and thus implicitly or explicitly claim superiority for
their view), and that therefore no change is required. The true dis-
covery, namely, that real difference does exist, naturally produces
emotional insecurity and doubt that one's theological position is
absolute.

This universal humancharacteristicof ego-attachmentto one's
own position has been given much attention by N g rjuna and other
M dhyamika Buddhists. Because human beings are by nature ego-
attached to their own view,no amount of arguing from an opposed
position will have any effect. The theologians in question will sim-
ply reinterpret an objection or counter position in such a way as to
fit their system. In other words, by the mechanism of projection
they will attempt to force their opponents off certain presupposi-
tions and onto theirs. And because the opponents will be attempt-

7 Calvin Hall, A Primer ofFrelidian Psychology. (New York: Mentor, 1958),
pp. 89-91.
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ing to do the same (all are ego-attached to their positions and
cognitively cannot let go), an endless and unhelpful debate will
ensue. With this psychological insight in hand, the model devel-
oped by the M dhyamika Buddhists for theological debate was
simple and devastating. The M dhyamika entered the debate with
no theological position. The aim was to so completely understand
the position of an opponent that the M dhyamika would be able to
find the internal inconsistencies inevitably present in every theo-
logical system and then by reductio ad absurdum argument bring
the whole thing crashing down around the ears of the opponent. To
be defeated by one's own system brings on a severe psychological
shock - one which might even convince the theologian to give up
theologizing permanently. And that, of course, was the very thing
the M dhyamika was hoping to accomplish. Once theologians put
down their pens and let go of their favourite concepts, the way is
cleared or emptied of intellectual obstacles so that they can finally
"see" reality as a pure perception and live their lives appropriately.

The M dhyamika and Freudian analyses both make clear that
any attempt to fully and objectively conceptualize reality is inevi-
tably tied to the finite limitation of one's cognitive processes and
the self-centered, distorting emotions attached to those processes.
The recent post modem and feminist critiques offer further sup-
port to this conclusion.

When the above limitations are taken seriously and applied to
current theological models, a helpful critique results. For the Chris-
tian, for instance, it means that there is no longer any ground upon
which a theologian can make absolute claims for a particular theo-
logical position. For example, Hans Kung's argument that one
should be a Christian because Jesus of Nazareth is "ultimately de-
cisive, definitive, and archetypal for man's relations with God, with
his fellow man, with society''S is found to violate the limits of the-
ologizing on at least two counts. The first problem, of course, is
that Kung is making the kind of absolute claim to knowledge that

"Hans Kung, On Being a Christian. (New York: Doubleday), 1976, p. 123.
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the finite limits of the human mind invalidate. S~cond, as Paul
Knitter has pointed out in his careful assessment of Kung's argu-
ment, it is based on a badly blurred view of other religions.9 In
spite of Kung's warning to other theologians that they must not
reach theological conclusions without a clear knowledge of the
other world religions,his own understanding is shown to have been
seriously distorted by the basic a priori of his thinking, namely,
that Christ is the final norm for all religions.'oKung has engaged
in Freudian projections (seeing Christ as the unknown fulfilment
of all other religions) and intellectual reductionism (incorrect and
simplistic understandings of other religions so as to fit them into
his own categories).

Kung's approach can be classified with those of other
Christocentric theologians. Whereas all religions are recognized
(in varying degrees) to be particular manifestations of God, Chris-
tianity is seen as the only religion that fully (or that most fully)
manifests God and therefore must serve as the criterion for all oth-
ers. Theological approaches that presuppose a universal Logos as
foundational for all religions and then identify the Logos as Christ
are simply a variation on the same theme and suffer from the same
failings of psychological projection and intellectual reductionism.
If, for example, Jews were to be told that the basis of their religion
was the Logos of which Jesus Christ was the criterion and mani-
festation, their response to such a theology would likely be that the
theologian in question had never really understood the Jewish reli-
gion and indeed was taking a Christianized version of Judaism to
be real Judaism. Christians ti-equentlyhave the same sort of re-
sponse when told by a Hindu that Christianity is fullyencompassed
within Hinduism as yet another particular manifestation of the one
Brahman. It is not surprising that Christians find it difficult to rec-
ognize their own belief and practice in such a Hinduized version
of Christianity.In all of these examples theologicallimitations have

9 Paul Knitter, "World Religions and the Finality of Christ: A Critique of Hans
Kung's On Being a Christian, Horizons, 5, 1978, pp. 151 ;64.

10Ibid., p. 156.
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not been respected and the result proves unacceptable when seen
in the context of religious pluralism.

Another approach, one that developed from the modern hu-
manistic emphasis, resolves the problem by moving in the oppo-
site direction.It attemptsto overcomethe difficultyby seeingChris-
tianity, along with the other world religions, as simply manifesta-
tions of one common humanity.This is the method frequentlytaken
by theologians who have been seduced by the psychologists, soci-
ologists, and historians of religion. It is also a reductionism, but
this time in the opposite direction. Instead of seeing the various
religions as merely particular manifestations ofthe one divine, this
solution reduces the transcendent experiences of the different reli-
gions to being no more than particular expressions of a common
humanity. In the first instance, the human diversity of religious
experience is reduced to a common transcendent reality; in the
second, the plural experiences of the transcendent are reduced to a
common human experience.

The implication of this discussion is that the M dhyamika
Buddhists are correct. When the limitations of theologizing are
taken seriously,all future theologizing with the intent of establish-
ing ultimate claims to knowledge must cease. Is the correct vision
for the future one in which thousands oftheologians ofthe various
religions all around the world simultaneously put down their pens?
What then, silence? While the M dhyamika Buddhists and modern
skeptics and positivists might approve of this option, silence must
be rejected as the correct vision for the future of theology and reli-
gIOns.

Theology and the Dialogue of Religions
The inherent desire to conceptualize and share religious ex-

perience is too deeply ingrained in human nature to render silence
an acceptable answer. In fact the M dhyamika himselfhas been far
from silent. His prescription of silence was only intended to apply
to claims of absolute knowledge.As long as that limitation is hon-
oured, then discussion, includingtheologicaldiscussion, could take
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place. As a first step, then, let us attempt to indicate some of the
presuppositions upon which the religious dialogue of the future
should be grounded. The seven key presuppositions are these: (I)
that in all religions there is experience of a reality that transcends
human conception; (2) that that reality is conceived in a plurality
of ways both within each religion and among all religions, and that
the recognitionof plurality is necessary both to safeguard religious
freedom and to respect human limitations; (3) that the pluralistic
forms of religion are instrumental in function; (4) what is absolute
and decisive in any religion is one's commitment to truth, though
one's grasp of truth is and remains limited (teaches theological
humility), (5) that the Buddha's teaching of critical tolerance and
moral compassion always must be observed; (6) that through self-
critical dialogue we must penetrate ever further into our own par-
ticular experience of transcendent reality (and possibly into the
transcendent reality of others); and (7) that within the plurality of
our interfaith encounter a focus on "the suffering other" and "the
suffering earth" can provide a shared starting point for a dialogue
toward mutual co-operation and understanding. Let us consider
each of these in more detail.

Presupposition I simply states the recognition found in each
religion surveyed, namely, that God, Brahman, or dhamma is a
transcendentrealitywhich isoverand abovethe mundaneand which
cannot be fully conceptualized. The presupposition does not judge
whether transcendent reality is the same or different across reli-
gions. Such a judgment would be absolute, would exceed the lim-
its of human knowledge, and, therefore, is best left to God, Brah-
man, dhamma, and so forth. The statement does, however, distin-
guish this experience and the resultant dialogue as religious (i.e.,
although acceptable to all religions it is not a statement the human-
ist or materialist could accept).

Presupposition 2 arises from the existence and nature of reli-
gious pluralism,and fromthe limitationson theologizingdiscussed
above. It safeguards against claims of absolutism of a kind that
would cause religious dialogue to self-destruct. It also safeguards
religious freedom.

--- -



TOUCHSTONE, SEPTEMBER 2002 33

Presupposition 3, following from 2, gives importance to the
instrumental function of religious forms through which religious
experience takes place - that the revelations, doctrines, and spir-
itual disciplines of the many religions are the means by which tran-
scendent reality is reached or revealed. By implication the plural-
ity of instrumental forms also points up the variety of spiritual
dispositions in persons - a fact that the religious absolutisms of
the past have, to their detriment, often ignored.

Presupposition 4 is perhaps the most important and the most
difficult. On the surface it might appear to conflict with presuppo-
sition 2, which safe-guards the plurality of religions. It does not.
The absolutism ruled out in 2 is the sort that would impose the
experience of one's own commitment to truth upon all others - it
is ruled out because one recognizes that one's grasp of that truth
remains limited. This is the paradox that, as Langdon Gilkey puts
it, has to be embraced in the encounter of religions. I I It is a recog-
nition that deep religious commitment to truth is necessarily abso-
lute and, as such, functions as the validating criteria for all of one's
personal experience. This, however, does not impose it on others,
or rule out the recognition that in other persons there is a similar
absolute commitment to a particular truth claim, which, as stated
in presupposition 2, will be different from one's own. As Jaspers
correctly observes:

The language of transcendence, then, is spoken only in particular languages....
In such,.. the tmth which is heard is absolutely tme, yet the speaking and
hearing is such that it cannot be taken as universally or normatively tnle, but
must admit the possibility of other, even of opposed, tmthsY

Thus, one is able to honour one's own commitment to truth as
absolute, and at the same time respect the different absolute com-
l;!itments to truth of others. In this way the limitations outlined

II As quoted by Knitter in "Making Sense ofthe Many," Religious Studies Review.
/5, 1989, p. 207.

12 Jasper's position is paraphrased by J.F. Kane,P/uralism and Truth in Religion,.
(Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1981), p. 113.
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above are respected, yet the necessity for absolute religious com-
mitment to a particular religion is allowed. As Knitter points out,
this distinction between one's commitment to truth and one's grasp
of truth means "that while there are no absolute expressions of
truth, there are absolute commitments - there has to be if religion
is going to play any kind of prophetic role in this threatened
world."1J

Those of us who are religious recognize that the "bottom line"
of religious experience is a complete commitment of body, mind
and soul - of our whole being. You cannot be partly committed.
In religious experience you either are or are not committed. In
Christianity,Islam,Buddhismor any religion,there is no such thing
as a "maybe" Christian or a "half' Buddhist. In this sense religion
is like love.Youare either in love or you are not - there is no half-
way position. Tobe in love with another person requires a commit-
ment of the whole of one's being, with nothing held back. The
same is true of religious commitment. Just as the true love rela-
tionship which is recognized in marriage is a commitment for life,
so religious experience involves a "forsaking all others" commit-
ment from the believer. Does this lead to intolerance? In a weak

marriage and in a weak religious conviction it can. Jealousy and
rejection of the other is born out of fear of losing one's own rela-
tionship. But a couple in a strong marriage can be most open and
understanding toward others who, like themselves, are in a deeply
committed love relationship. The same thing applies in situations
of religious pluralism. Realizing the need for a deep religious com-
mitment in our own lives opens the way for us to recognize that in
other persons there is a similar commitment to a religious experi-
ence which may be different from our own. We must honour our
own commitment and respect the different commitments of others.
Here theology can help, for study shows that within every religion
there is a basis for looking positively at other religions. To do so

13 Knitter, "Making Sense of the Many," Religious Studies Rel'iei\', /5, 1989, p.
207

-----
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does not mean the giving up of one's own deepest experience, e.g.,
for the Christian, the belief in Christ as the Lord and Saviour of all.

While this validating experience gives us our own criteria for look-
ing positively at others, e.g., seeing my Hindu, Buddhist or Jewish
colleague as an Anonymous Christian a la Rahner, it also entails
the recognition that we must not impose our religious commitment
on the other (the error of Linus ). It means that I must recognize and
respect the fact that on his side my Buddhist colleague is able to be
positive toward me by viewing me, a Christian, as an Anonymous
Buddhist. This is tolerance rather than religious imperialism in that
neither tries to force the other into one's own religion and in that
recognition and respect is given to the fact that real differences
exist. We can respect and value the love and marriage relationship
of our neighbours, while knowing that it is quite different from
ours. But it is our love, our deep commitment, that enables us to
recognize and value the depth of our neighbour's love relationship
which is different from ours, and it is our own deep religious com-
mitment which enables us to see and value the different religious
commitment of neighbour, colleague, family member or friend.
Such is the basis for true tolerance in our modern pluralistic soci-
ety.

Presupposition 5 describes the character of mutual respect as
one of critical tolerance and moral compassion. Standing secure in
our difference we are encouraged to constructively criticize and so
learn from one another. Our criticism is to be constructive, toler-
ant, and undergirded by a moral compassion toward others. In such
an atmosphere pluralism provides the opportunity for spiritual self-
judgment and growth. It suggests that all theologizing activity
should, as it were, be overheard by theologians of the other reli-
gions. The resultant theology would be more honest and humble
than the theology we often have been accustomed to in the past.

Presupposition 6 states that spiritual growth arises not from
religious isolationism or exclusivism but rather in the context of
religious pluralism. Our survey of each religion demonstrates that

in all casesthe creative periods were those marked by the chal-
lenge of pluralism. The presupposition is also substantiated by the
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experience of those now seriously engaged in dialogue, namely,
that the result is an enriching and deepening of one's own religious
experience, even while it is challenged. It remains for future dia-
logue to explorewhether such spiritualdeepeningcan reach a sense
of a shared experience of transcendence (as Samartha reports) or,
as Tillich puts it, a point where particularity breaks through to spir-
itual tTeedom- and to a vision of the spiritual presence in other
expressIOns.

Presupposition 7 is an insight from Paul Knitter. Rather than
searching for a theocentric, christocentric or pluralist abstract con-
cept upon which to ground the dialogue between religions, Knit-
ter, as a result of his experience with Liberation Theology and other
religions, proposes a focus on the practice of religions toward the
"suffering other" and "the suffering earth".'4 Such a practical ori-
entation, Knitter suggests, may provide powerful possibilities for
the achievement of mutual understanding and co-operative ethical
action on global problems. This insight of Knitter's has received
empirical verification in my work over the past ten years as Direc-
tor of the Centre for Studies in Religion and Society at the Univer-
sity of Victoria. A major part of the Centre's work has involved
putting together teams of theologians (from all the religions), sci-
entists, social scientists and humanists to address major global prob-
lems. Different research teams have tackled: population, consump-
tion and ecology; how to do health care ethics with cross-cultural
sensitivity; religious conscience, the state and the law; and ethics
and the fishery crisis. Each of these has produced major books.
What is important for this discussion, however, is that, in the 2-3
year experience of each of these research teams the truth of Knit-
ter's insight was born out. While working on these major global
challenges, those involved gained greater understanding of the other
religious participants and found co-operative ways for their tradi-
tions to respond. The problem that brought them together (e.g. "the
suffering earth" with its burden of over-population and excessive

I< Paul Knitter, Jeslls and Other Names. (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1996), p. lOfT.

- - --- --- --
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consumption) provided the common ground for the dialogue far
more successfully than ifone had attempted to hammer out a theo-
logical concept as a common ground for dialogue.

A Prerequisite
True religious tolerance has one basic prerequisite for suc-

cess: namely, that all participants have accurate information about
each other's religions. Fulfilling this prerequisite is probably the
single largest obstacle to the achievement of true tolerance. The
majority of people today are ill-informed of their own religion as
well as the religions of others. The academic disciplines ofTheol-
ogy and Religious Studies have major roles to play in helping to
overcome this problem, as have congregational ministers. But
equally it is up to each individual to overcome his or her religious
illiteracy so as to have the knowledge of basic differences in belief
and practice. This knowledge, plus our own deep religious com-
mitment, will give us the foundation on which we can approach
each other with true tolerance.

--- - -



EGERTONRYERSON: From Methodist Itinerant
to Chief Superintendent of Education (1803-1882)

by Victor Shepherd

Egerton Ryerson was born
March 24, 1803in Vittoria(near
Port Dover), Ontario, one of
nine children of Joseph Ryerson
and Mehetabel Stickney. His
parents were descendants of
Dutch Protestantswho had wea-
ried of the suffocation born of
Europe'sclass confinement,and
craved the opportunities the
New World afforded. His old-
est New World ancestor, Mar-
tin Reyerzoon, had landed in
New Amsterdam before the
British conquest renamed the
settlement New York in 1664.
In the wake of the

British victory the family name was anglicized to Ryerson. Joseph
Ryerson, Egerton's father, forsook Dutch Calvinism and embraced
the Church of England. The family migrated to Canada as United
Empire Loyalists at the time of the Revolutionary war.

In 1815,at the close of the Warof 1812,Egerton's three older
brothers, George, William and John, underwent that precisely de-
marcated shift ITomdarkness to light by which Methodism had
come to be identified. Soon the twelve-year-old Egerton wa~ lis-
tening with similar intensity to Methodist preachers. One such, a
former blacksmith, unashamed to be known now as The Old Ham-
mer, became the means whereby the youngster's heart was heated
white-hot and forged forever.

Egerton continued farming and studying until he was eight-
een, when he thought he should identify publicly with the move-
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ment through which he had been spiritually awakened. His father,
upon hearing that Egerton had joined the Methodists, responded
swiftly and surely: Leave them or leave home. Ryerson left home,
supporting himself as a student teacher in the local grammar school.

Rescinding the expulsion, Ryerson's father pleaded with his
son to come back. Egerton's prompt return indicated that he was
now as unembittered and unresentful as he had earlier been coura-

geous, character traits that would mark him throughout the strug-
gle and strife soon to surround him the rest of his life. After labour-
ing on his father's farm for one year, he left home for good, this
time with Joseph's blessing.

In August 1824 he began studying Latin and Greek with as-
sistance from a near-by schoolmaster. Then, in the midst of a pro-
tracted serious illness, he found himself addressed once again in a
manner no less turbulent than his original spiritual awakening. This
time he acknowledged not a general summons to discipleship but a
specific vocation to the ministry. One month later he was astride a
horse, itinerating throughout the Niagara Peninsula as a Methodist
Probationer. Although his formal education was restricted to a few
months of instruction in the Classics, he immersed himself in
Locke's Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Paley's Moral
and Political Philosophy and Blackstone's Commentaries. (Ironi-
cally, the man who was to design and inaugurate public education
in Ontario, and whose work would be copied throughout the Cana-
dian nation, was almost entirely self-taught, and would continue to
school himselffor the rest of his life.)

Ryerson preached his first sermon in Beamsville (presently
dear to many United Church clergy and their families on account
of its Albright Gardens and Manor, the final earthly residence for
ministers who retire without the means to house themselves). Be-

fore long he was minister of the Yonge Street Circuit. The circuit
gathered up the people in the triangle whose outermost points were
Pickering, Weston and the south shore of Lake Simcoe. It took him
a month to visit all the preaching points within it. On a typical
Sunday the twenty-two year old Ryerson found himself riding thirty
miles, preaching three times, and addressing two classes.

--- --
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Then there occurred the momentous event that brought him
unprecedented opportunity, altering forever his public image and
fixing his name in Canadian history.

In 1825 the Anglican bishop of Quebec, Bishop Mountain,
died. Toronto'sBishop John Strachanpreached at the funeral, turn-
ing the sermon into both a panegyric lauding the rise and riches of
the Church of England in Canada, and a poniard aimed at the heart
of all who declined the denomination, but with especial denuncia-
tion reserved for Methodists.

For years Strachan had been the power broker of the Family
Compact, the Compact consisting of a handful of rich families who
exercised a monopoly on business, finance and education. It aimed
at petrifying the social stratification that allowed the privileged to
exploit the New World's version of Britain's class structure, the
worst in Europe. Earlier Strachan had candidated for the ministry
of the Church of Scotland. Rejected by the Presbyterians, he had
turned to the Anglican Church and then had turned on all who
didn't belong to it. Rising to episcopal pre-eminence, he sought to
punish any whodidn't supportthe Compact'sconstellationof power,
piety, prestige and privilege.

In the funeral sermon Strachan denigrated the Methodist lay
people, faulting them for a putative American origin and accusing
them of republican leanings. The Methodist clergy, however, he
more than denigrated; them he ridiculed, scurrilously stooping to
sneer at them as irremediably ignorant in view of their having in-
flated themselves into preachers when their intellectual medioc-
rity should have chained them to plough and shop. Following up
his sermon with concrete designs to suppress Methodists, Strachan
asked the government for exclusive Anglican access to the Clergy
Reserves (land and the income it generated reserved for the .:.ole
use of the church), in addition to a large grant, assuring a Britain
made nervous by the nation to the south that loyalty to the crown
would be secured only by Upper Canadian Anglicanism. In addi-
tion, he proposed perpetuating the inequity of withholding from
Methodists the right to solemnize marriages as well as to hold title
to church buildings, parsonages and cemeteries.

--
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Strachan's sermon was published, and Methodists were out-
raged at his vilification of their clergy, his accusation of political
treachery,and his advocacyof a continued enforced injustice.They
looked for someone to champion them. Ryerson, only twenty-five
years old, penned Methodism's reply. The pseudonymously writ-
ten Review of a Sermon, Preached by the Honourable and Rever-
end John Strachan appeared in William Lyon Mackenzie's paper,
The Colonial Advocate. Ryerson voiced Methodism's disgust at
the Anglican Church's political prostitution. Stressing that he had
no complaint with Anglican doctrine or liturgy,Ryersonnoted that
Strachan appeared unaroused on matters pertaining to the gospel,
yet implacably vehement and venomous when finances were at
stake. Replying to Strachan's assertion that a Christian nation with-
out an established Church was inherently self-contradictory,
Ryerson reminded readers that the gospel had thrived in the hands
of the apostles even though the latter had been without state sup-
port. As for the ignorance of the Methodist clergy, Ryerson listed
the books mandated for Methodist candidates for ordination, and
recalled John Wesley'sinsistencethat all Methodistpreachers study
five hours per day. Concerning the imputation of American origin,
Ryerson noted that the Wesleyan Methodists had never known an
American root, and moreover that at present there were scarcely
any in the Methodist Episcopal Church (a denomination that had
originated in the United States) who were American-born. He re-
minded his accusers that his parents had been United Empire Loy-
alists who had left the Republic out ofloyalty to the British Crown.
He arguedconclusivelythat Strachan'ssly slanderthat U.E.L.swere
not to be trusted since they might have absorbed unknowingly the
worst of republicanism, with its rejection of tradition and its el-
evationofthe masses,was groundlessinnuendo.Methodistsweren't
American sympathizers infested with republicanism.

Furthermore, he argued, why should the state favour the
Church of England when only thirty-one of 235 clergy in Upper
Canada were Anglican? George Ryerson, brother to Egerton,
weighed in with his own written comment that non-preferential
treatment shouldn't be accorded the temple of spiritual tyranny.

-- - ----
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Joseph Ryerson, become aware of his sons' role in a dispute that
took on the powerful establishment, cried, We are all ruined. Egerton
himself relished none of this, finding that controversy, however
necessary, issued in leanness of soul. Notwithstanding his fear of
spiritual enervation, Ryerson's gospel-engendered polemics bore
incontestable fruit: within four years legislation appeared that per-
mitted Nonconformist denominations to own land and their minis-

ters to marry and baptize. The dissolving of the Clergy Reserves
took another twenty-five years, when the land was sold off with
revenues returning to the government, most of which were redis-
tributed for education.

Ryerson's concern to counter the Family Compact's ascend-
ancy, never corrupted his spirit, or eclipsed for him all other as-
pects of the gospel. After the Methodist Conference of 1826 in
Hamilton, he began living among the aboriginal people on the Credit
River. Introduced to Peter Jones at a camp meeting ofMississaugas
and Mohawks, Ryerson found a spirit-mate in the young native
Methodist preacher who had evangelized his people and whose
father, Augustus, like Ryerson's, had been a United Empire Loyal-
ist, and whose mother, Tuhbenahbenahneequay, was an Ojibwa.
Able now to elicit the help of the aboriginals who trusted him, and
recognized as being precocious besides (within months he could
preach to the people in their language), Ryerson's linguistic ability
saw him commissioned to produce a grammar and lexicon of the
Mississauga dialect. Immediately he set himself to raising money
to build a school and chapel for the natives. Knowing that the Credit
River people could furnish few funds for the project, Ryerson re-
turned to his former circuit and old friends, unashamed, like Wesley
before him, to beg door-to-door for an undertaking whose worth
neither he nor they ever doubted. The structure was completed in
six weeks. Drawing on his agricultural expertise, he convinced the
natives that fenced land and cultivated fields produced vastly more
than either bartering hand-made goods or hunting and gathering in
the wild. Their chief, understanding the restless nature of the Meth-
odist itinerancy, dubbed him A Bird-on-the- Wing.

TheAnglicanhierarchyrecognizedthe youngminister'stal-
ent, and offered to finance a formal education if he consented to
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honour his vocation within the Church of England. Characteristi-
cally neither envying nor toadying, he graciously declined the of-
fer, convinced that only crass opportunism would see him leave
the people among whom he had come to know God for the sake of
self-advancement. He insisted that he believed the Articles of Re-

ligion of the Methodists; he agreed with their constitution; and he
never doubted that they were churchas depictedin Scripture.Never
hostile to the Church of England, he would nevertheless remain
immovably opposed to its efforts to get itself established (thereby
making it an aspect of the state), its attempts at preserving its en-
dowments,and itsprerogativesthat demeanedthose lessprivileged.

By now the Methodists knew that they had to have their own
journal if they were to forestall fragmentation.The Methodist Con-
ference of 1829minuted the foundingof a weeklypaper, theChris-
tian Guardian. Ryerson was elected its first editor. Initially dis-
tributing 500 copies, in three years it swelled to 3,000. Soon it was
the most widely read and influential paper of any in the province.
The Guardian gathered Methodist theological concerns, religious
issues in everyday life, discussions on the sort of government the
people currently had or ought to have, educational reform (always
a priority with Ryerson), as well as practical advice in household
economics. (While the Methodists opposed the production and
consumption of distilled spirits, at least one issue of the Guardian
informed readers of the subtleties of beer-brewing!) The paper's
circulation eclipsed the official Upper Canada Gazette.

Methodism'ssuccessfulventure intojournalism expandedinto
book publishing. The Guardian's first editor opened a bookstore,
selling chiefly books imported from Britain and the U.S.A. The
seed was small yet the yield, as in the parable, unforeseeably huge,
as the Methodist Book Concern metamorphosed into the largest
printing and publishing enterprise in Canada. Its sales of imported
books underwrote the publishing and distribution of indigenous
writers, among whom were Charles G.D. Roberts and Catherine
Parr Traill. Renamed The Ryerson Press in 1919 in honour of its
founder, it continued to support the work of Canadian writers, in-
cluding that of two famous poets, Earle Birney and Louis Dudek.
Surviving until 1970,it did much to shape the Canadian identity in



44 TOUCHSTONE, SEPTEMBER 2002

the twentieth century through the novelists, poets, biographers and
historians whose works it made available across the country.

Ryerson's contribution to the Canadian people through litera-
ture developed into a related contribution through a major aca-
demic institution, Victoria College. Bishop Strachan had long cam-
paigned for a charter for King's College (later to become the Uni-
versity of Toronto), replete with Anglican privileges. All its pro-
fessors, for instance, would have to endorse the Thirty-Nine Arti-
cles, Anglicanism's normative doctrinal statement, while veto power
over the institution's council would rest with the senior Anglican
bishop, the bishop of Lower Canada (Quebec.) The Methodists
countered with their own college, situating it initially in Cobourg,
Ontario, at that time the hub of Methodist strength in the province.
Non-Anglican dissenters of Calvinist persuasion supported Ryerson
in his efforts to end Anglican hegemony in higher education. In
1836 the Methodists erected Upper Canada Academy, expanding
it into Victoria College (1841), and Victoria University (1865 when
faculties of law and medicine were added.) Named Victoria's first
principal, Ryerson atlllounced a curriculum as broad as it was deep.
In addition to Classics (a mainstay at any university at this time),
he added a science department offering courses in chemistry, min-
eralogy and geography, as well as new departments of philosophy,
rhetoric and modem languages (French and German). Always avoid-
ing one-sidedness anywhere in life, he insisted that each student
pursue a balanced programme of the arts and the sciences. Victoria
University relocated to Toronto in 1892.

But if Ryerson became a household name, with churches and
streets named after him in scores of cities and towns, it was on
account of his colossal achievement concerning public education.
Dismayed to see one-half of school-aged children with no formal
education and the remaining half averaging only one year, and hor-
rified at the poor training and brutal disposition of teachers in too
many villages, Ryerson slowly transformed public education in
Canada. He was handed unparalleled opportunity the day he was
appointed Chief Superintendent of Common Schools for Canada

West in 1844, a common school being the social opposite of the
elitist private schools. He was only forty-one. Two years later he

-- -
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was promoted to Chief Superintendent of Education, an office he
occupied for the next thirty years, leaving it only to retire. Ryerson
persuaded the provincial government to assume responsibility for
education. Soon common schools, aided by government grants,
appeared wherever twenty studentscould be gathered.The arrange-
ment was a quantitative leapover the logcabin schoolhouseswhose
instructors were frequently minimally literate themselves.

Thinking ill of a British school system that perpetuated the
worstclass divisivenessin Europe,Ryersonvisitedcommonschools
in Holland, Italy and France, bookending his trip with visits to
Germany where he could observe the education system that the
Protestant Reformer Philip Melanchthon had implemented 300
years earlier.As early as 1524,when only twenty-seven years old,
Melanchthon had begun developing public schools throughout
Germany, reorganizing the universities, fashioning the pedagogi-
cal methods in which hundreds of teachers were trained, and writ-

ing school textbooks, subsequently used by countless pupils.
Germany's system of public education seared itself upon

Ryerson as holding greater promise for Canada than that of any
other European nation. Upon his return to Canada he wooed the
provincial government into paying for education through tax rev-
enues, thereby providing free education for all. Of course, the rich
objected, arguing that they shouldn't have to support the schooling
of their social inferiors. Ryerson triumphed. His free education
was soon compulsory as well. Despite the rants of George Brown,
editor of Toronto's Globe newspaper, that Ryerson had imported
Prussian education into Ontario, Ryersonelevated teaching from a
miserable job to a calling akin to that of the ordained ministry.

For Ryerson, the life of the mind was its ownjustification, a
good in itself. It was his conviction that people are commanded to
love God with their minds. While it wasn't sin for a person to be
ignorant, it was sin to be more ignorant than they had to be, and
sheer wickedness for a society to relegate the disadvantaged to
lifelong ignorance.

He also knew that the life of the mind had utilitarian signifi-
cance. People with greater education could do more of greater so-
cial usefulness than those who had been unable to gain adequate
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schooling. The public good was always served by better quality
public education.

Education didn't merely equip people to know more, how-
ever, in Ryerson's vision but expanded the universe in which they
lived. Education equipped them to live in a different world, a richer
world, a world of greater complexity and wonder. Deprived of ad-
equate schooling,people wouldbe confinedto amuch smallerworld
outside and a commensurately smaller world inside.

Finally, Ryerson was convinced that public education was
essential to social democracy. Political democracy was relatively
easy to achieve: each citizen was given the right to vote. Social
democracy, however, occurred when all citizens had equal access
to opportunities within a society.Apart from a vibrant public edu-
cation, social gains couldn't be retained. The cruel class stratifica-
tion, with its invisible ceilings that precluded socio-economic mo-
bility and frustrated people in private and public prisons, would
reappear as surely as Strachan and his supporters wanted it to re-
appear. Like any nineteenth-centurythinker affected by the French
Revolution, Ryerson knew that if public education didn't thrive,
and with it the release of resentment engendered by the limitations
of the place on the social spectrum where one had been born, then
different clusters in the society,now frozen into immobility,would
turn inward for support and then turn outward in hostility.His edu-
cational vision entailed vastly more than schooling: it entailed a
vision for a nation, its people and its future.

Ryerson struggled to give birth to, refine, and expand public
education with his second last breath. His last breath, of course,
was reserved for what was incomparably dear to him and to his
educational mentor, Philip Melanchthon: the gospel. Next to the
gospel, the multi-talented German reformer had exclaimed, there
is nothing more glorious than humanistic learning, that wonderful
gift of God.

- - - -- - - --
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Globalization has become in the last ten to fifteen years a
central issue of our time, fiercely contested and hotly debated, with
a growing literature that is, indeed, global in scope and size. How
are Christians to understand and interpret this vast, complex proc-
ess, engage it, and live faithfully in the midst of it? This series of
books on God and Globalization is an excellent, even indispensa-
ble, resource for facing the question. Indeed, I know of no work
comparable in scope and quality for addressing this matter from a
Christian perspective, yet in a way that enters and engages wider
public discussion.

The term "globalization" has, of course, different connota-
tions. For some, it is the emergence of an exciting new world civi-
lization made possible by the triumph of market capitalism. Others
see it as "only a smoke screen for a dominant and powerful culture
to comprehend, dominate, absorb, and gather in all other people
and territories in our planetary system." These and other views are
engaged throughout this series, but a particularly helpful place to
begin is the essay by Roland Robertson (the dean of the scholarly
study of globalization) in Volume I. Among other things, we learn
that while globalization entails "great and increasing interdepend-
ence", it mayor may not lead to increasing unification, let alone
homogenization ("McWorld"), for there are also indications of
greater fragmentation and diversity.

-- ---
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In any case, as Jurgen Moltmann points out in his fine essay
on the environment, globalization literally means, "a quantifica-
tion: what was particular shall become universal, what existed only
regionally shall be present throughout the world. The tenn can there-
fore be used for many things - from economy to values, from
Coca Cola to religions." The twenty contributors to this series,
then, understand globalization to refer to "the process of compress-
ing cultural time and space, of bringing the persons and peoples of
the world into increasingly regular interaction", with both good
and evil features and potential.

The question of Christian responsibility regarding globaliza-
tion is a central concern of this series. The agenda that guides each
author is set forth by Max Stackhouse, editor of the series, in his
outline of the threefold task of theological ethics. The first task is
to discern and interpret what is happening "at the deepest moral
and spiritual level", with special attention to the "ethos" - "the
subtle web of 'values' and 'nonns', the obligations, virtues, con-
victions, mores, purposes, expectations, and legitimations" opera-
tive in a culture and its social practices. Second is the task of moral
assessment of the operative values. Finally, theologically grounded
ethical resources for moral guidance need to be offered.

What is most distinctive, and likely to be controversial about
this series, is the frame of reference employed in carrying out the
threefold ethical task. Social theories that claim economics as the

single detenninative generating force are eschewed for ones that
recognize, in addition, political and cultural forces. The key con-
viction that informs this study is that religion or the "spiritual" is
also a power in its own right. "It is simply intellectually mistaken",
claims Stackhouse, "to hold that we can understand the generation
and reception, the resistance and the adaptations of globalization
realities without reference to the fonnative influence of [the reli-
gions ]." We must take full account of both material and spiritual
dynamics, the interaction of economic and political forces with
beliefs, values, religious commitments and the like. Globalization
is seen as a multidimensional process - simultaneously cultural,
economic, political, and religious.
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The biblical motif of principalities and powers (a motif with
some parallels in most other religious traditions) is found by
Stackhouse and his fellow authors to be ideal for discerning, nam-
ing, and assessing this religious dimension. Drawing on the impor-
tant work of Walter Wink and other biblical scholars, Stackhouse

interprets the "powers" as the moral and spiritual animating ener-
gies integral to human life and societies. These powers are the in-
ner, invisible pole that animates the physical or outer pole of any
human organization. They are to the material and biological reali-
ties and forces oflife as the mind is to the brain, or electric current

to a machine, or computer software is to hardware. The powers
entail "the transcendence that allows humans to analyze the mate-
rial and organic factors and their causation, the intentions that reach
beyond what is, to imagine what might be, and the meanings or
relationships to which people dedicate their lives."

Three different clusters of powers - principalities, authori-
ties, and dominions - "identify the moral and spiritual dimen-
sions of the common life that constitute key aspects of globaliza-
tion."

Volume 1 examines the principalities, those powers neces-
sary to every human society. Each power "establishes a distinctive
sphere - a cluster of practices and institutions that operate to keep
these powers functional, ordered, and effective." For example,
Mammon, the basic power directed to producing food, shelter, and
clothing, has as its sphere the economic order. William Schweiker
draws on the rich biblical material dealing with God and Mammon
to expose the perennial, demonic danger of Mammon present in
all economic systems - the "drive to encompass the whole of
life." How do we keep it "limited by, and judged according to more
basic moral and religious norms and purposes"? These include, of
course, principles of economic justice. However, he is especially
concerned with the need to keep clear how we appropriately value
the world in the face of rampant consumerism and commodification
that reduce value to one system of measurement (such as money)
and feed human vice, especially greed.

Donald Shriver, well known for his work on reconciliation,

looks at the principality Mars, the political-military power and its
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organizing sphere of government. He explores the following kinds
of questions: "can humans of the twenty-first century contain their
propensity for violence?" "What combination of personal charac-
ter, institutionalrestraints,and dominantcultural beliefs will hinder
our potential for violence in the future? What is the contribution of
the churches to global peacemaking?" Perhaps most difficult of
all, "is there a religiously legitimate role for the use of violence in
preventing or curtailing violence?"

Mary Stewart Van Leeuwen assesses "the global spread of
modernity on gender and family relations" in her fine chapter on
the principality of Eros - human sexuality, intrapersonalrelation-
ships, and the nurture of the young with its sphere of marriage and
family.David Tracy tackles the Muses - the powers of communi-
cation of information, thoughts, feelings, and the corresponding
sphere of culture and mass media.

Volume 2 deals with authorities, another group of powers
(moral and spiritual energies), which exist in all societies, though
only in complexsocietiesdo they have their own organizingsphere.
They are dependent on principalities for a base, but "they have
command over areas oflife that the principalities cannot fully con-
trol." The authorities include medicine, law, education, science,
engineering/technology, and nature/ecology. The enormous moral
and spiritual influence of these "authorities" on the form, effects
and responsesto globalizationis obvious.Onceagain,we are treated
to a chapter on each of these by an outstanding scholar who both
illuminates what is going on and offers suggestions for Christian
responsibility.

An additional authority, not often identified, yet operative in
societies and globalization, is also discussed. This is the power of
internationally acclaimed moral exemplars. Peter Paris, a former
Canadian who now teaches at Princeton seminary, contributes an
essay on Nobel Peace Prize laureates Martin Luther King Jr.,
Desmond Tutu, Nelson Mandela, and Daw Aung San Suu Kyi.
The universal admiration they receive, he claims, indicates that
despite all of our differences and rivalries, including diverse un-
derstanding of virtue, "human beings everywhere agree on the ba-
sic attributes of a morally good person." Further, the contribution
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of these leaders to peace and justice both in their own nations and
abroad demonstrates the importance of moral and spiritual forces.
Without such moral and spiritual qualities as found in these lead-
ers, Paris concludes, "globalization may well be feared as a vi-
cious monster bent on devouring the world for its own satisfac-
tion."

Volume 3 addresses the challenging issue of the dominions,
"those who exercise authority." "In every past and existing soci-
ety," says Stackhouse, "what integrates the principalities into a
working whole, and what gives distinctive shape to the develop-
ment of the authorities in complex societies is Religion." Reli-
giously inspired and sanctioned values "bend the institutions of
society and become incarnate in the ethos for the common life.
Behind these more empirically discernable factors stands a com-
manding image of what, or who, is the source and norm of ultimate
truth, justice, and beauty. . . who, or what, is Lord - what divine
person or spirit, or what metaphysical-moral law or purpose, is
held to have 'dominion' in the decisive powers and spheres oflife"
even if that does "not always appear on the surface of things."

Here we confront the thorny issue of the rival claims of vari-
ous religions. What religion will or should exercise dominion over
the emerging world civilization? Are there any valid grounds for
claiming some are more "qualified" than others? The series gener-
ally, and in particular Diane Obenchain's chapter in this volume,
takes account of the many studies that point to the commonalties
of world religions. The religions share a metaphysical concern "in
pointing to that which is transcendent," which in turn brings about
"an awareness that there are other standards, norms, and ideals.
Thanks are due the Center of Theological Inquiry and the work of
Max Stackhouse in assembling a distinguished group of scholars
and producing this informative and stimulating series. I look for-
ward to the fourth volume that will examine the possible ways in
which Christianity may and should influence globalization in the
future.

- TenyAnderson
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THE CHILD IN CHRIS-
TIAN THOUGHT
Marcia J. Bunge, Editor.
Grand Rapids: William B.
Eerdmans,2001.
513pp. $38.99

As part of the Religion, Mar-
riage and Family research project
at the University of Chicago,
Marcia Bunge gathered leading
church historians, ethicists and
theologians to contemplate the per-
ceptions about children in the his-
tory of Christian thought, and
analyze the implications for con-
temporary society, families and
church.The bookdeservesapplause
for many reasons, none more than
its intentionto shift the focus on the
nature of children, their spiritual
nurture and the role of the church
in children's lives, from the margin
to the center of serious, scholarly
thought. This intention stands in
stark contrast to the most glaring
conclusion of the volume, that
throughout Christian history chil-
dren occupya hiddenand miniscule
comer of themostcelebratedChris-
tian minds. The book's seventeen

essays cover all the expected big
guns, Augustine,ThomasAquinas,
Karl Barth, Karl Rahner, although
manyinterestinginsightscomefrom

---

those lesser known.
Like all collections, the contri-

butions prove to be uneven. Some
essays provoke and engage, while
others send you scrambling for a
double espresso. Clarissa Atkin-
son's article about the seventeenth
centurymissionariesto New France
offers insight into Indianresidential
schools. She questions the assump-
tion that the prime interest of the
church was theassimilationof chil-
dren, and argues that the church
sought to assimilateparents into the
faith throughtheir children.Marcia
Bunge's excellent piece on eight-
eenth-century Gennan pietism un-
covers the roots of leamer-based
education, and the genesis of what
we promote today as The Virtues
Project or character development.
The essay by contemporary femi-
nist theologian Bonnie J. Miller-
McLemore is disappointing. Its in-
clusion in the book, it seems, is to
add a feminist perspective regard-
ing children. Because she found
very little on the topic, she forces
the reader to examine children
throughthe old lensesof femaleop-
pression, reproductive freedomand
power dynamics.

The reflectionsonchildrenfrom
most church fathers (and a handful
of church mothers) revolve around
three areas: sin (original or not),
baptism (infant or youth), and au-
thority (who is in control). Those
fascinated by the progression of an
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idea through time, such as the con-
cept of original sin, or more inter-
estedin exploringthequestionsthan
the answers, will find these essays
particularly helpful. Be warned,
however, they are not for the faint
hearted!

With few exceptions, most
church thinkers were interested in
making children good adults. They
displayed little or no commitment
to the spirituality of children, or the
intrinsic worth of the child just as
she or he is. The words of Jesus re-
garding children played a distant
second fiddle to Paul's instruction
to the men and women of the early
church.

The United Church of Canada
ministers in a challenging context.
Oneout of every fiveCanadianchil-
dren lives below the poverty line.
The rate of child poverty has in-
creased by 43 per cent between
1989 and 1998. Family structure,
in itscurrentunpredictablestate, re-
sembles the proverbial house upon
the sand. Children in this capitalis-
tic economic structure that threat-
ens to go global, play one of three
roles,commodity,consumeror bur-
den.

The call of the church is to be
in relationship with these children
both as advocates and as sisters and
brothers of Christ, most clearly and
dramaticallywithinthe doors of our
congregations. Our failure rate in
these areas is unacceptably high.

Bunge exposes the core. The
absence of well-developed and his-
torically and biblically informed
teachings about children in contem-
porary theology perhaps helps ex-
plain why many churches often
struggle to create and to sustain
strong programs in religious educa-
tion in child-advocacy ministry.

The lack of contemporary the-
ology regarding children remains
pivotal but it does not provide suf-
ficient explanation for our current
reality. Most congregations tackle
the daunting challenge of educating
children in the faith for, if they are
lucky, forty-five minutes two or
three times a month. Parents gener-
ally lack sufficient biblical and theo-
logical understanding to articulate
their own faith, never mind assume
a role in their child's faith develop-
ment. When congregations or de-
nominations attempt to work in the
area of child advocacy they are of-
ten met with suspicion, if not hos-
tility. The question of our obliga-
tion to children and how we meet

that obligation in the post-Christen-
dom era becomes critical.

One voice is curiously absent
from the essays - the voice of chil-

dren. We would no longer attempt
to do feminist or ethnic minority
research without including the sub-
jects' voices. So, too it is important
to include conversations with chil-

dren and use their insights to guide
further research.
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Bunge and her colleagues have
issued a challenge to church histo-
rians, theologians, ethicists and edu-
cators to enter a growing void of
Christian thought: the child. I hope
the challenge will be met. Much is
at stake.

- Gaye Sharpe

BEYOND THE WOR-
SHIP WARS: Building
Vital and Faithful Wor-

ship by Thomas G. Long.
Bethesda: Alban Institute,
2001. 129 pages. $25.60

The vignette that opens this
stimulating book strikes a familiar
chord. In the oak and marble chan-
cel of an established neo-Gothic
church sitsa gleamingred drumset.
To the touring visitors the senior
pastor explains,disapprovingly,Oh
yes, our new youth minister likes
contemporaryworship.Welcometo
the worship wars.

As tensionaround worshipcon-
tinues, there is a need for a path
through the divisive polemics that
divide congregations, burn out
clergyand break thespirit of church
musicians. In Beyond the Worship
Wars Tom Long offers a thought-
provokingand encouragingglimpse
of a way forward. His approach is

theological yet practical, resisting
quick fixes but taking our cultural
context seriously. Clergy, worship
teams, committees and congrega-
tions can gather around this mate-
rial to much benefit.

The first chapter alone is worth
the price of the book. Here Long
sheds light on our present impasse
by illuminating The Hippolytus
ForceandThe WillowCreekForce.
The formerrefers to the ecumencial
liturgicalrenewalmovement,which
traces its scholarly roots to a third-
centurybishop,Hippolytus.The lat-
ter takes its cues from the Willow
Creek Community Church in Illi-
nois, the flagship of seeker service
worship. Each tends to view the
other as fundamentally flawed, but
Long argues that neither are up to
the challenge of the day. The Wil-
low Creek Force is too steeped in
the consumerist narcissism of our
time to plumb the depths of the
Gospel narrative (MTV at prayer).
The Hippolytus Force is too shack-
led to a private vocabulary of faith
to make a difference in the world
(like Father McKenzie, of Beatles
fame,writingthe wordsofa sennon
that no one will hear).

Long's waythroughthe impasse
is in the example of about twenty
vital and faithful churches - vital,

because they are growing, faithful
because they draw on the worship-
ping wisdom of the church. His
bookis anexaminationof ninechar-

----
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acteristics of worship in these con-
gregations: mystery; hospitality;
drama; music; space; mission; or-
der of service; celebration; leader-
ship.

Practical insight and wisdom
abound. Long typically pushes
popular perceptions to deeper re-
flection by asking Is this the right
question? For example, he gets at
the nature and experience of mys-
tery in worship by shifting the fo-
cus from What are people's needs?
to Peopleneed to worship!Thegoal
is not so much to make worship
meaningful as to bring out the mys-
tery inherent in worship through an
awarenessof the presenceof the liv-
ing God. This is our deepest need,
and the failure to address it is evi-
dent in both seeker and liturgical
services. Worshipis about awe, not
strategy.Similarly,on the subjectof
drama, the point is not to add drama
to worship but to allow the inher-
ently dramatic nature of worship to
emerge. Attention to the narrative
flow and dramatic structure of all
worship is the key.

On hospitality he critiques our
misplaced preoccupation with inti-
macy and gives practical advice to
greeters on the practice of biblical
hospitality. On liturgical space he
illustrates how small adaptations
can make big differences.

Some may squirm at the obser-
vation that these congregations are
led by charismatic leaders, but he

argues that this charis111is one of
service to the community. As dis-
cussions of ministry evolve in our
denomination, this chapter can
make a helpful contribution. The re-
lationship of worship to mission
also gives pause. While his empha-
sis is on local mission, one wonders

if the issue is, more precisely, that
of nurturing tangible relationships.
Can we afford to think only locally
in a global village?

Essential reading is also found
in his chapter on music, that nuclear
reactor of worship, capable of sup-
plying creative power and causing
catastrophic meltdown. While he
demonstrates the need for excel-

lence and eclecticism, I wonder if
he reveals a subtle suspicion of con-
temporary musical styles. I suspect
that our privileging of certain types
of music is often related to social

class and our ignorance of the in-
tegrity of different musical genres.

Tom Long may well have
mapped out the first substantial
piece of common ground in the
present worship wars. By inviting
us to consider the meaning and con-
tent of vital and faithful worship, he
has helped us move beyond the in-
creasingly bankrupt labels, tradi-
tional and contemporary. All read-
ers can benefit from his approach.
His contribution is as vital and faith-

ful as the congregations that in-
spired it.

William S. Kervin
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WHY RELIGION MAT-
TERS: The Fate of the
Human Spirit in an Age of
Disbelief by Huston Smith.
San Francisco: Harper,
2001 $22.95 Cdn, pb

I recentlyfoundmyselfentering
intoan arrangementthat someread-
ers of this journal may have diffi-
culty not regarding as the ultimate
"Faustian" bargain. I was ap-
proached by a member of my con-
gregation's "ProgressiveChristian-
ity" group. He invited me to attend
that group's wrap-up session at
which they would conclude their
discussion of John Spong's most
recent book,A New Christianityfor
a New World. I am not sure what
possessed me to respond as I did to
his request, but to my surprise I
found myself offering to read the
latest Spong and join them for that
session,provided they allowed me
to choose their next book! To my
surprise (and delight) they agreed
to my terms.

Full disclosure demands, of
course, that I reveal my response to
A New Christianity for a New
World.In myjudgment it is far and
away thebestof thebooksby Spong
that I have read, largely because in
it he explicitly names the presup-
positions that drive his reformist
agenda. Indeed, as I pondered a

---

suitable book to commend to the

Progressive Christianity group, it
was Spong's presuppositions that
weighedmostheavily,especiallyhis
assertion that traditional Christian

faith is no longer a live option for
thinkingpersonsin anage of sophis-
ticated scientific knowledge.

For that reason, I initially
thought I might recommend a book
by a recent recipient of the
Templeton Award, John Polking-
home, a former professor of math-
ematicalphysicsat CambridgeUni-
versity,now serving as anAnglican
priest in Bristol. Before I was able
to settleon whichof Polkinghome's
books to recommend, however,
HustonSmith'smost recentvolume,
WhyReligion Matters, crossed my
desk. I am pleased that it did.

Huston Smith has taught world
religionandphilosophyat a number
of American universities including
Syracuse and MIT. His book, The
Worlds Religions (originally titled
The Religions 0.(Man) remains one
of the most accessible introductory
texts of its kind. Somereaders will
also remember him as the focus of
a five-part PBS television series
with Bill Moyers. A practicing
Christian, all of Smith's writings
bear the imprint of his nearly life-
long immersion in the study of the
world's major religious traditions.
For that reason, readers seeking
insights fromtheperspective oftra-
ditional Christian orthodoxy may
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not be comfortable with Smith's

approach to the issueof science and
religion.

Readers who are prepared to
countenance Smith's highly eclec-
tic approach, however, are likely to
respond enthusiastically to Why
Religion Matters. The book's sub-
title provides a helpful perspective
fromwhich to consider itscontents:
The Fate of the Human Spirit in an
Age of Disbelief In short, it is
Smith'8 contention that we live in
an age of spiritual crisis, a crisis
characterized by "the loss of reli-
gious certainties and of transcend-
ence with its larger horizons."

Smith attributes this loss to sci-
ence, although his quarrel is not
with science itself,but rather with a
phenomenon that he describes as
"scientism". "Scientism" adds to
science two corollaries: first, that
the scientific method is, if not the
only reliable method of getting at
truth, then at least the most reliable
method; and second, that the things
science deals with-material enti-
ties-are the most fundamental

things that exist."
At its core, Why Religion Mat-

ters represents an extended oppor-
tunity for Smith to account for his
rejection of both corollaries. Along
the way, he issues a heartfelt plea
on behalf of the human future, ar-
guing that humanity cannot thrive
for long without an appropriate
worldview. "Minds require eco-

nichesas muchas organismsdo, and
the mind's eco-niche is its world-
view, its sense of the whole of
things. Short of madness, there is
some fit between the two, and we
constantly try to improve that fit.
Signs of a poor fit are the sense of
meaninglessness, alienation, and
anxiety that the twentieth century
knew so well."

WhyReligion Matters is a book
that makes considerable demands
on its readers. As might be ex-
pected, Smith is well versed in and
draws heavily from his specialty
areas, world religion and philoso-
phy. In addition, he possesses a re-
markable knowledge of world lit-
eratureas well as an impressivelay-
man's familiarity with the world of
contemporary science. The result-
ing brew can prove to be heady and
even,at times,intoxicating. It is not
a book for the casual reader, al-
though Smith's graceful style and
sense of humor should make it an

enjoyableexperiencefor most read-
ers of thisjournal.

At the very least, WhyReligion
Mattersprovides a wonderful start-
ing point for those seeking to ex-
plore and challenge the commonly
held presumption that the world of
science poses a threat to the world
of traditional religious faith and
practice.

- Foster Freed



58 TOUCHSTONE, SEPTEMBER 2002

Fishing The 'Net
Five years ago I was at a social

gathering and in conversation with
a person who said he was in a web
site business. I asked, "Are you
making any money?" "Yes," he
said, "I am making quite a bit of
money." I thought for a moment and
asked, "Is it a porn site?" With a
touch of red in his cheeks he replied,
"How did you know?" It was an
easy conclusion because that was
the only web business that was mak-
ing money in those days. Things
have changed, and the three things
that should never be discussed at

social gatherings - politics, sex
and religion - are now all topics
of business on the Internet. There
are a number of notable Internet

businesses in the religious field. You
may already have heard from them
trying to get you to buy their serv-
ices.

Christianity.com began in Sep-
tember 2000 with $20 million of

backing from various partners that

included the Christian Broadcasting
Network. Their main business is

providing web-based tools to help
Christian churches and businesses

create their own sites. They have a
number of "partners" that include
The Salvation Army, Focus on the
Family, and the Fellowship of Chris-
tian Athletes. They also publish a
number of articles that are free to

be used by others to fill their own

---

web site. The costs for these serv-

ices is' anywhere from $34.95 for a
basic plan to $599.95 a month for
the premium plan. For Bible study
this site has a simple search tool for
the King James and the Revised
Standard Version of the Bible.

Searches, though, do not end until
the visitor has seen an advertisement

for a Bible software package.
Crosswalk.com was the first

religious company to be listed on
Nasdaq. The symbol is AMEN. This
site incorporates advertising, spon-
sorship, e-commerce and direct
marketing. It lists as customers the
US Navy through its chaplains and
AOL Time Warner. They also have
a strategic alliance with World Vi-
sion. In addition, the company her-
alded the results of the netScore

Buying Power Index, which has
placed the Crosswalk. com site as
the number one portal on the Web
in terms of money spent on the
Internet by its users. It offers Chris-
tian news items and features on ca-

reers, finances, health, home
schooling, sports and entertainment.

For Bible study, this site gives you
direct access to eighteen transla-
tions, seven commentaries, five dic-
tionaries, and four concordances.
They also have instructions ena-
bling you to include these tools on
your own site.

InJesus.com, started by Warren
Bare, claims to have no financial
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backing except fromthose involved
in the site. He writes, "During our
history we have seen the rise and
fallof severalcompaniesthat hoped
to capitalize on the Internet boom
by working within the Christian
marketplace. Some of these com-
panies raised and spent tens of mil-
lions of dollars only to close shop
or be sold for a tiny fractionof what
was invested."This siteoffersemail
news group lists and makes money
by recommending and selling
books.

OnePlace.com is owned by
SalemCommunications,whichalso
owns seventy-two Christian radio
stations. This site allows you to
"Listen to your favourite Christian
broadcasters (such as James
Dobson, Chuck Swindoll, Kay
Arthur, and Chuck Colson) any
time, at your convenience or listen
live to your choice of over 20Chris-
tian radio stations." They also op-
erateSennonSearch.com,whichhas
over 8,000 sennons online.

Beliefnet.com is significantly
different from the sites mentioned
so far. It claims to be "a multi-faith

e-community designed to help you
meet your own religious and spir-
itual needs." By being an independ-
entparty not affiliatedwith any par-
ticular religious or spiritual move-
ment it hopes to capture the "spir-
itual seeker" market.

Those who log in will be invited
to take the quiz "What's Your Spir-
itual Type?" After answering
twenty-five questions, a classifica-
tion is produced. At one extreme is
the "Hardcore Sceptic - but inter-
ested or you wouldn't be here!"
Covering the middle ground is
"Spiritual Straddler - One foot in
traditional religion, one foot in free-
form spirituality." "Candidate for
Clergy" occupies the other end of
the spectrum. (I personally doubt
that anyone reading Touchstone
would receive this classification.)
Visitors are then invited to join an
online discussion group with other
like-minded people in their classi-
fication.

The site includes a number of

people writing articles. Many of the
names will be familiar: John Shelby
Spong, Marcus Borg, Andrew
Greeley, Harvey Cox, Starhawk,
Cynthia Bourgeault and many oth-
ers. The advertising on this site
might be a clue to its users. The ads
include: a weight loss program, a
match-making service, health maga-
zines, and organic gardening maga-
zines. The market demographic
seems to be people who are look-
ing for something more for their life,
perhaps in the fonn of better health,
relationships or spirituality

In May 2002, Beliefnet filed for
bankruptcy protection. As part of

- --
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the planned restructuring they will
no longer rely as much on advertis-
ing for revenue, but will start charg-
ing for services such as its monthly
e-mail magazines.

All these sites are dependent on
advertising or sales. With the de-
crease of banner advertising rev-
enue in the total web market, the
need for sales from a site is essen-

tial. A number of the religious sites

we now useexist as a labourofIove
and free-willdonations.A few have
moved to subscriptions where a
yearly fee is paid for access. Web
based communities are different
than congregations, but both have
funding issues. The future of these
forms of ministry/business will be
fascinating to observe. We live in
interesting times.

- David Martyn


