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Editorial

LIKE PASSING THROUGH THE MEASLES

Since this is the 25th anniversary of the journal I am going 
to indulge myself by taking a lot more space than is usually the 
case with our editorials.  

When I was pondering what I might write about, I clicked 
on the TV, and over a period of less than 15 minutes caught two 
programs,  one  in  which  Stephen  Lewis  was  speaking,  and 
another  where  Jean  Vanier  was  an  honoured  guest  at  a 
gathering, and the speaker was referring to him and his work. 
These are two Canadians I greatly admire — Vanier, a Catholic 
Christian; and Lewis, a Jew — each of whom has given himself 
in his own way to the service of those in need. They are an 
inspiration to me, as they have been to many others, and I thank 
God for them. In thinking of my admiration for them, however, 
it  occurred  to  me that  I  live  in  a  society  that  invites  me  to 
admire  Jesus.  He is,  of  course,  normally  considered  a  much 
more significant figure than Vanier and Lewis, but he is still in 
line for  admiration.  By contrast,  the New Testament and the 
historic  tradition  of  the  church  present  him  as  an  object  of 
worship. 

In liberal denominations like ours, when it comes to Jesus, 
we  are  often  struggling  with  the  distinctions  between 
admiration and worship, without always being aware of it, and 
would  find  a  comment  of  James  Denney’s  to  be  startling. 
Teaching around the turn of the 20th century, Denney told his 
theology students in Glasgow that if a person didn’t  worship 
Jesus Christ  he didn’t  much care what  they  thought of Him, 
since they weren’t seeing what is there.  But the reaction to the 
content of the Gospels on the part of members of our church 
who stop at  admiration is  fairly  predictable.  Should you ask 
them if Jesus taught the parables, they would say “of course”. 
Should  you ask  them if  he  healed  people  miraculously  they 
would say, “Well, maybe in some cases”. Should you ask them 
if he spoke about himself in audacious ways, they would say 
“People have made too much of that”. Should you ask them if 
he was born of a virgin, if his death has something to do with 
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the forgiveness of sins, if he was raised bodily from the dead, if 
he ascended into heaven, they would say, “That’s the kind of 
theology people used to subscribe to, but  fortunately we have 
grown out of it”. So, I have part of the agenda for this editorial.   

Touchstone
Before I go on with that, however, it is appropriate that I 

should say some things about  Touchstone.  The editorial in the 
first issue 25 years ago was written by Gordon Harland, one of 
the  founding  members  of  the  journal  who,  until  his  death  in 
2003, had a wonderful influence on the shaping of its character. 
In  the  course  of  the  editorial,  he  stated  that  “the  purpose  of 
Touchstone is to bring the United Church of Canada’s heritage of 
theology and faith to bear on its own present life and witness, 
and to engage the issues of our day in the light of the biblical 
message and the Christian tradition.” We still use those words on 
our mast-head, and it’s our intention to continue to try to fulfill 
them. In the process of exploring the issues of Christian faith and 
life  for  today  we  try  to  be  attentive  to  the  witness  of  our 
ancestors. 

One of the obvious ways we do that is through the Profiles 
that appear in each number of the journal. They belong largely in 
the category of hagiography. That is, we take for granted that the 
writers of our Profiles will accentuate the positive side of their 
subjects, drawing attention to their strengths rather than probing 
for  their  weaknesses.  We  don’t  assume  there  were  no 
weaknesses to be probed, but want our readers to see how we are 
indebted  to  Christian  disciples  from the  past,  whose  work  is 
easily  forgotten.  And  we  know  the  work  of  most  faithful 
disciples has long been forgotten, except by God. 

There have been some exceptions, but most of our Profiles 
have  provided  portraits  of  people  in  our  own  denominational 
tradition.   We  don’t  follow  that  practice  out  of  sectarian 
arrogance, but from a recognition that we owe it to ourselves to 
know our own story better, which in turn helps us with our sense 
of identity. There is general respect for our aboriginal brothers 
and sisters,  who these days are struggling to recover their old 
stories and pass them on to the younger generation, because they 
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rightly recognize that identity issues are at stake. We should, I 
think, be following some of the same practices with regard to our 
identity as members of the United Church of Canada, since in 
our denomination the sense of “belonging” is not strong.

The sectarian issue is, however, a real one. We would short-
change ourselves if we were to assume our identity comes only 
from the Canadian part of our story. Our church wasn’t born in 
1925,  important  as  that  date  is.  It  wasn’t  born when the first 
Presbyterians,  or  Congregationalists,  or  Methodists,  came  to 
what became Canada. It wasn’t born with the Wesleyan revival 
in Britain. It wasn’t born when the Congregationalists broke with 
the  Church  of  England.   It  wasn’t  born  with  the  advent  of 
Scottish Presbyterianism.  It was born on the Day of Pentecost, 
the Day that Jesus Christ’s life, death, resurrection and ascension 
came together for the disciples as the events that divided all of 
human history. Thus the whole Christian story is ours. It’s not 
just that Mary and Peter and Paul belong to us. Irenaeus belongs 
to us. Augustine belongs to us... as does Macrina of Cappadocia, 
Catherine of Siena, Julian of Norwich, Teresa of Avila, Martin 
Luther, Charles Wesley, Catherine Booth, and George Pidgeon. 
They  are  all  our  Christian  ancestors,  and  when  we  keep 
interacting with them we are much more likely to hold on to, 
understand, and live out the dynamic central Christian narrative.

Under Siege
That narrative is under siege, and has been in a focussed 

way for over 300 years, as I’ll refer to in a minute.  But let’s first 
consider some high profile examples of the attack upon the story 
in our own time and place. I am not here thinking of the recent 
writings of atheistic scientists like Richard Dawkins; there will 
be articles in an upcoming issue of the journal dealing with those 
matters.  No,  the  people  I  have  in  mind have  been  burrowing 
away from within. The Pagan Christ by Tom Harpur sold well in 
Canada,  and  perhaps  elsewhere,  while  Dan  Brown’s  The  Da 
Vinci Code went completely off the charts, and the movie started 
off as a block buster too, but in the end it didn’t do all that well. 
The  book  from  which  Brown  apparently  took  much  of  his 
material, Holy Blood, Holy Grail, was, after the law suit between 
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its  authors and Brown, selling like hot  cakes. And there have 
been headlines about publications like the Gospel of Judas, and 
The Lost Gospel.  In the “Christianity” section of my favourite 
book store in Winnipeg, there are a remarkable number of books 
whose purpose is to make the point that the “Gospels” that didn’t 
make it into the New Testament were suppressed by a tyrannical 
church,  the  assumption  being  that  the  Christian  narrative,  as 
presented  in  the  New  Testament  and  the  ecumenical  creeds, 
represents  only  the  position  of  those  who  happened  to  be  in 
power. One of the commitments of Touchstone is to engage such 
claims  with  reasoned  argument,  to  provide  well-researched 
appraisals of the mixture of truth, half-truth, and falsehood that 
lies behind books like  The Pagan Christ,  The Da Vinci Code, 
and The Lost Gospel, and at the same time to make an informed 
case  for  the  credibility  and  strength  of  the  historic  Christian 
story.

The  story  is  full  of  an  abundance  of  riches,  but  it’s  not 
formless; the Christ-event has a shape and structure, and as it 
happens, it has a beginning and an ending that are troublesome to 
a lot of people in liberal denominations like ours.  A few years 
ago, I wrote in these pages that Jesus’ earthly life ended, not with 
the  crucifixion,  but  with  the  ascension.  I  wanted  to  persuade 
readers to take seriously the way the Gospels and Acts spell out 
that part of the story: that Jesus was raised from the dead, that he 
appeared from time to time in a risen bodily form to his disciples 
over a period of some days — Luke is the one who opted for the 
symbolic time span 40 that keeps cropping up in both testaments 
— and then, with Jesus’ ascension, the kind of appearances the 
Gospels describe came to an end. I tried to make the point that 
by observing not only Easter Sunday, but also the Sundays of the 
Easter  season,  and  in  due  course,  Ascension  Sunday, 
congregations are drawn into the unique character of the Christ-
event. I didn’t make much of an impression.  So far as I can tell 
most  worship  leaders  in  the  United  Church  don’t  use  the 
Sundays of Easter as occasions of anticipation for the fulfilment 
of  the  resurrection  in  Christ’s  ascension,  since  for  many  the 
resurrection  is  a  spiritual  and  not  a  bodily  thing,  and  the 
ascension is a non-event. We then  go on to celebrate Pentecost 
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as though it had nothing to do with Jesus’ glorification — that is, 
with the drawing of the humanity of the crucified Christ into the 
Holy Trinity. What is at issue here is the nature of God and the 
character of our redemption. Charles Wesley knew what it was 
all  about,  as  we  can  see  from the  first  verse  of  a  hymn for 
Pentecost, done in one of his quirkiest metres.

Away with our fears,
Our troubles and tears!
The Spirit is come,
The witness of Jesus returned to his home;
The pledge of our Lord
To his heaven restored
Is sent from the sky,
And tells us our Head is exalted on high.

Those that have trouble with the “body” part of resurrection 
and ascension need to be assured that I need as much help as 
they do. But if we try to get round the mystery by turning the 
resurrection and ascension into a powerful interior experience of 
the disciples, we end up talking about Jesus living in our hearts 
— in virtually the same way mourners on the occasion of a tragic 
death will insist that their loved one will always remain living in 
their hearts. We place ourselves against the plain testimony of 
the writers of the Gospels, of Luke in Acts, and of Paul ( e.g. I 
Corinthians  15:3-7)  — and I  believe the  rise  of  the  Christian 
movement becomes inexplicable.   Discussion of such matters, 
however, must be put off to another day.

In any case, it is out of similar concerns that I want to draw 
attention to the beginning of the story. When the Western wing 
of  the  church  finally  agreed  on  December  25  as  the  day  to 
celebrate the birth of Jesus — it took until the 4th century for a 
consensus to  be reached on this  — the consequence was that 
March  25  became  the  day  to  mark  his  conception.  The 
importance  of  the  annunciation  for  the  church  rested  in  the 
conviction  that  the  incarnation  began,  not  in  the  stable  at 
Bethlehem,  but  with  the  words  of  Mary  in  response  to  the 
angel’s message: “Here am I, the servant of the Lord: let it be 
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with me according to your word” (Luke 1: 30). The church, as 
we  know,  affirmed  that  history  was  split  in  two  with  the 
incarnation. But we have forgotten that the church saw the words 
of Mary to be a critical part of that splitting in two, for instead of 
the lack of faith and obedience on the part of Adam and Eve and 
their progeny, there was with Mary, faith, the most consequential 
act of faith in the history of humankind. Jesus was conceived by 
the Word and Spirit of God  and by Mary’s consent. It was by 
faith that Mary became the mother of Jesus, and through him the 
mother of  believers. Beginning early in the 2nd century with 
Justin Martyr, and then followed by Irenaeus and others, Mary 
was referred to as the new Eve. The first Eve wasn’t ready to 
take God at his word, while Mary, incredibly, was.

People growing up in a denomination like ours, who then 
become  familiar  with  the  history  of  Western  art,  are  surely 
astounded by the number of painters who chose the annunciation 
as their subject, since in our upbringing, aside from hearing the 
annunciation/birth  story  in  Luke  read  once  a  year,  Mary  was 
virtually never referred to. Those artistic representations began 
early. A fresco done in a Roman catacomb in the 4th century 
portrays the annunciation. All of the most famous artists painting 
before the Reformation, and a great many after it, down to the 
20th century, took on that subject matter.  In the accompanying 
picture  we  can  see  how  the  14th  century  artist  from  Siena, 
Simone Martini, with wonderful insight into the nuances of the 
Lukan  account,  shows  Mary  as  a  shaken  young  woman  who 
shrinks  back  from  the  enormity  of 
what  the  messenger  has  said  to  her. 
She’s not portrayed as a cheerful girl 
who  might  say  blithely,  “Oh,  sure, 
cool.”  It’s  out  of  the  depths  of  her 
devout soul that she offers her assent 
to the stupendous announcement that, 
because  “nothing  will  be  impossible 
with God”, she will bear the Son of the 
Most High. As Jaroslav Pelikan says, 
Mary’s encounter with the Word is the 
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preeminent  exemplar  of  the  relationship  of  grace  to  human 
freedom. 

At the time of the Reformation, our Protestant ancestors had 
a  justifiable  reaction against  the  gross excesses  of  the  cult  of 
Mary  in  the  medieval  church.  We  have  internalized  their 
negative reaction, and have missed the respect and honour that 
the Reformers still accorded to Mary. So instead of restoring a 
more balanced view of her in the Protestant churches, we edged 
her off the platform. The fine Protestant scholars who taught me 
in  the  classroom,  and  through  books,  to  honour  the  central 
theological  tradition  of  Christianity,  drew  attention  to  the 
importance  of  three  early  ecumenical  councils  —  the  one  at 
Nicea in the 325, when the first wording of the Nicene Creed 
was hammered out; the one at Constantinople in 381, when the 
Creed  was  expanded  to  its  present  form;  and  the  one  at 
Chalcedon  in  451,  when  the  character  of  the  two  natures  of 
Christ was elaborated. But there was another council, one held at 
Ephesus in 431, that they passed over. That council, on the basis 
of  what  had  been  affirmed  at  Nicea  and  Constantinople, 
addressed the significance of the mother of Jesus in the salvation 
story.  If  the  baby  who  was  born  of  Mary  was  not  only 
completely human but  also “true  God from true God”,  as the 
Creed said was the case, then it was appropriate that the long-
standing practice, on the part of many in the church, of revering 
Mary as Theotokos (a Greek term that is normally translated into 
English as “Mother of God”) should be endorsed.  The ignoring 
of that third council on the part of my Protestant mentors, and 
the ignoring also of the fact that the decisions at Ephesus were 
re-affirmed at Chalcedon, went along with their deafness to the 
references  to  Mary  that  were  to  be  found  in  the  pivotal 
theologians of the early centuries of the church, theologians that 
my mentors greatly admired. (G.K. Chesterton chuckles over the 
scholar who loved Chaucer, but wrote regretfully that the poet 
had “passed through” an intense devotion to the Virgin Mary — 
like someone passing through the measles, Chesterton quipped!) 
One of the exceptions in our era to this Protestant deafness, the 
great American scholar, Jaroslav Pelikan (1923-2006), did much 
to rehabilitate Mary in Protestant circles, and those who knew 
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anything of his  huge body of work were  not  overly surprised 
when, late in life, while still honouring his Lutheran lineage, he 
became a member of the Eastern Orthodox Church, where Mary 
is given a significant place in the liturgy. Pelikan’s lead toward a 
recognition of Mary has been taken up by Protestant theologians 
like Robert W. Jenson.

There are some revealing illustrations of the sidelining of 
Mary closer to home that may be appropriate to mention. They 
are found in the most recent liturgical book the United Church 
put  out,  Celebrate  God’s  Presence, which  was  published  in 
2000. There is in it, for example, a prayer containing the names 
of 27 biblical characters, listed randomly, many of whom are just 
a minor bleep in the biblical story. Mary is included as simply 
one of them, as though she had no more claim to attention that 
any of the others. In the section containing prayers for the Lord’s 
Supper, there has been printed, to the credit of the editors, the 
oldest  eucharistic  prayer  that  has  ever  been  found,  recorded 
around  or  before  215  C.E  by  Hippolytus,  though  possibly 
reflecting  one  that  already  existed.  That  prayer  includes  a 
reference to the fact that Jesus was “born of the Virgin by the 
power of the Holy Spirit...” But the modern prayers in the book 
never breathe such a notion, even though one of the purposes of 
a eucharistic prayer is, in the context of thanksgiving, to rehearse 
the  story  of  salvation.  One  prayer,  which  is  of  Presbyterian 
origin, does actually refer to Jesus being “born of Mary”. But the 
rest are ready to include the names of almost anybody but her. 
There  is  a  communion  prayer  that  refers  to  Adam  and  Eve, 
Noah, Moses, Miriam, Esther, Ruth and David, but not to Mary, 
while another mentions Sarah and Abraham, Moses and Miriam, 
Deborah and Isaiah, but is entirely silent about Mary. One of the 
eucharistic prayers, which is of United Church origin, leaves me 
rather breathless. It says that Jesus learned the breadth of God’s 
grace “from a Gentile  mother”.  Since Mary was Jewish from 
stem to stern, presumably this is a reference to the encounter of 
Jesus with a Gentile woman in Tyre, recorded in Matthew and 
Mark. But for the editors of the book to approve of these words, 
liturgically enshrining this woman as Jesus’ spiritual teacher, on 
the basis of an interpretation of a text on which the jury is still 
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out, in a prayer that makes no reference whatsoever to his own 
mother, is not encouraging. 

Now if Celebrate God’s Presence had come out somewhat 
earlier,  I  would be making no comment about this  matter,  for 
even the American Episcopal  Book of Common Prayer  of 1977 
has only two eucharistic prayers which simply repeat the phrase 
in  the  creed  about  the  Word  being  “incarnate  of  the  Virgin 
Mary”, and only one prayer that refers in the recollections to the 
“Blessed  Virgin  Mary”,  and  that  is  put  in  a  square  bracket, 
indicating  it  as  optional  wording.  Meanwhile  the  Lutheran 
worship book of the same date has no references to Mary in its 
various eucharistic prayers, and the Canadian Anglican Book of  
Alternative  Services which  came  out  in  1985  does  not  have 
Mary’s name in any of its eucharistic offerings. In the case of all 
three denominations, however, the Nicene and Apostles’ creeds 
are  consistently  used,  so  through  them  Mary  does  retain  her 
place in the sun. Anyway, change is in the air ecumenically, and 
of all  the people  in  our denomination,  those who prepare our 
liturgical books are extremely sensitive to such changes. In the 
mid 1980s the Hymn Society of the United States and Canada 
(largely a Protestant entity) came to the conclusion that the time 
had come for Protestants to reconsider their attitude to Mary, and 
that there was a need in Protestant hymn books for hymns about 
her.  Accordingly they held a  contest,  inviting people  to  write 
hymns on Marian  themes.  The hymn that  won the  contest  in 
1988, “Mary, Woman of Promise”, is to be found in our own 
hymn book that  was published in  1995,  Voices  United.  So if 
those who prepared  Celebrate God’s Presence, being aware of 
the changes in the air — and adopting the practice of piling up 
biblical names in the communion prayers — continue to exclude 
Mary,  knowing as  they  do  her  place  in  both  the  eastern  and 
western church’s piety and liturgical practice,  does that indicate 
the degree of fidelity in our church to a “Protestant” paradigm? 
Perhaps so, but it is a Protestantism that has been purged by the 
intellectual movements of the last couple of centuries or more.
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Implicit Unitarianism
Beginning in the latter part of the 17th century, a persuasive 

alternative to historic Christian faith was embraced by a sizeable 
proportion of Protestant Christians in western Europe, and which 
naturally spread to North America. I want to avoid a negative 
term  for  it,  so  I  will  call  it  religious  humanism.  In  the  18th 
century  it  was  rationalistic  in  its  tone  and  in  the  19th  more 
romantic, but it retained much the same base. It had — and still 
has — a lot to be said for it. To give but one example: I think 
Hans Küng may be right when he says it was the humanism of 
the Enlightenment that finally rooted out the fanatical suspicion 
among both Catholics and Protestants that  there were  witches 
lurking everywhere, and thus brought to an end the execution of 
hapless women that had been going on for so long. In any case, 
the  religious  humanism  I  am  talking  about  animated  some 
outstanding people, including the framers of the Declaration of 
Independence and the American Constitution.  For many of the 
religious  humanists  Jesus  remained  at  the  centre  of  their 
“religion”, except that the interpretative frame found in John’s 
Gospel, in the epistles, and in the creeds, was considered to be 
antithetical to the “real” Jesus, and he was accordingly placed in 
a different theological frame. They claimed the authentic Jesus 
was to be found in the Synoptics — actually an edited form of 
the Synoptics. Out of all that came not just the Unitarian church 
as  a  separate  entity,  but  often  an implicit  unitarianism within 
mainline Protestant denominations like ours. To go back to the 
distinction I referred to at the beginning of this editorial, in the 
view of the religious humanists Jesus was to be admired, perhaps 
revered,  but  not  worshipped.  Thus  the  deity  of  Christ,  the 
miracles,  the  significance  of  the  cross  as  an  atoning  act,  the 
bodily resurrection of Jesus, and the ascension, were questioned, 
and of course the virgin birth. We were left with what the writer 
Nancy  Mairs  has  described  as  a  Protestantism  with  “all  the 
mystery scrubbed out of it by a vigorous and vinegary reason”.  

The rise of the historical-critical study of the Bible, which at 
the beginning was largely a Protestant phenomenon, came in the 
midst of this intellectual/religious upheaval, and amongst those 
scholars a good deal of the material in the Gospels came under 
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suspicion. It must be stated unreservedly that the critical study of 
the Bible has been a huge blessing to the church and most of 
those who practice the art are not religious humanists. But if we 
grant that it’s legitimate for the critics to raise questions about 
the way the theological presuppositions of the Gospel writers, 
and other factors, affect the content of their narratives, it seems 
to me legitimate to be probing the presuppositions of the critics. 

Anyway,  not  many people  in  the  pews were  prepared  to 
accept the fact that they had to cross their fingers when they sang 
the Easter hymns, and the wider culture wouldn’t have allowed 
the  church  to  stop  celebrating  Christmas  even  if  it  had  been 
inclined to. But the virgin birth story remained one over which 
there were knowing smiles, or in some cases open derision. One 
of the ironies of this is that the modernists wanted, among other 
things, to emphasize the humanity of Christ, when historically 
one of the reasons orthodox Christians focussed on Mary was in 
order to affirm Jesus’ genuine humanness. The ancient heretics 
couldn’t abide the notion that the divine Saviour of the world 
was  truly  born  of  a  woman.  Some  claimed  that  Jesus  came 
through Mary like water comes through a pipe, without being 
part of the pipe. The Apostles’ and Nicene creeds used words 
about the Virgin Mary, not so much to make the point that Mary 
was a virgin, which they took for granted, but to assert that Jesus 
was a fleshly person born like all others. 

We  must  take  note,  then,  that  all  the  negativities  of  the 
Reformers  against  the  cult  of  Mary  were  reinforced  by  the 
modernist  scepticism  about  the  reliability  of  the  virgin  birth 
stories.  Kathleen  Norris  writes  of  a  “gratuitously  offensive” 
remark she heard at an ecumenical conference in a speech given 
by a Protestant clergywoman: “We all know there was no Virgin 
Birth. Mary was just an unwed, pregnant teenager and God told 
her  it  was  okay.”  In  such  an  atmosphere,  any  suggestion  of 
marking  the  annunciation  in  our  denomination  has  been  a 
complete  non-starter,  and  I  think  it  helps  to  explain  the 
continuing silence about Mary in the eucharistic prayers found in 
Celebrating  God’s  Presence.  And to  complicate  matters  even 
further, some of the early feminists fastened on Mary as a prime 
example of the submissive role all women were expected to fulfil 
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in  marriage,  church and society,  a  point  that  was made more 
credible by the fact that in the churches where Mary was most 
revered  only  males  were  considered  acceptable  for  the 
priesthood.  But there were feminists who challenged the slur 
against  Mary.  For  instance,  in  1985  Clarissa  Atkinson, 
Constance Buchanan, and Margaret Miles edited a book on Mary 
entitled Immaculate and Powerful, while more recently Beverly 
Roberts Gaventa joined other Protestants in contributing essays 
to a solid scholarly book, Mary, Mother of God (2004). 

Over the last 60 years we have gradually recovered most of 
the seasons and festivals of the Christian Year, which in Scottish 
Presbyterian  fervour  had  been  thrown out.  The Annunciation, 
however,  has  remained  well  beyond  our  line  of  vision.  We 
follow the account of the annunciation — though we certainly 
don’t pause on it and explore its implications — as part of the 
readings  for  Advent/Christmas,  but  never  in  connection  with 
March 25. One might think that the Revised Common Lectionary 
(1992), would be providing to its users a constant reminder of 
festival days like The Annunciation, but that’s  not the case.  I 
know nothing of the politics involved in the preparation of that 
significant publication, which had both Catholics and Protestants 
on  the  team  putting  it  together,  but  the  result  of  their 
deliberations was that there is no reference to Annunciation Day 
in  the  main  body  of  its  material  for  the  three-year  cycle  of 
readings.  Instead  there  is  a  list  of  four  special  days  (which 
historically have been observed by Catholics, many Anglicans, 
and some Lutherans) on page 73, after the listings for Year C. 
I’ll  wager  that  there aren’t  more than a dozen United Church 
ministers in the country who have even noticed that the list is 
there.  In any case, one of the special days is March 25.  And, of 
course, it’s usually a week day. With the exception of Christmas 
Eve,  United  Church  people  are  not  much  inclined  to  attend 
services  on  week  days,  even  to  mark  things  that  have  been 
pushed  fairly  hard  by  their  ministers,  like  Ash  Wednesday, 
Maundy Thursday and even Good Friday.  And we hold the fatal 
assumption that a service isn’t really worth doing if only a few 
people attend. As it happens, however, March 25 in 2007 falls on 
a Sunday, which is the week before Palm Sunday.  So we have 
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an  unusual  opportunity  this  year  to  give  a  nudge  towards  a 
recognition of the critical importance of the faithful response of 
Mary to God’s invitation. 

And happily  Voices United  provides some resources. Not 
only  can  the  familiar  story  from  the  Bible  be  read  on  that 
Sunday,  but  we  have  the  hymn  by  Lutheran  author  Gracia 
Grindal, “To a Maid Whose Name Was Mary” at No. 14, which 
puts the Lukan story into a form that can be sung, and to a fine 
tune. Then we have Mary’s own words from Luke 1:47-55 at 
No. 898, which can be read responsively, or used in hymn-form 
at No. 899, which has a very singeable tune. Finally, at No. 16 
there  is  the  hymn  I  referred  to  earlier,  “Mary,  Woman  of 
Promise”. And since the congregation is going to be sitting back 
wide-eyed,  full  of  questions  and  grave  suspicions,  over  such 
readings and hymns at such a time of year, a  lot of explanation 
will be needed. What an opportunity for Mary to be dealt with in 
the Children’s Time — reproductions of two or three classical 
paintings of the Annunciation would be good props for that — 
and for a sermon devoted to a subject people may never have 
been exposed to before!

But some readers will be asking, “Why do we need this at 
all?” Well, a simple answer is that it is an aspect of Christian 
truth that we have been ignoring. But a deeper answer is that it 
gives  us  critical  help  in  affirming  the  character  of  the 
incarnation. The truth about the incarnation, and thus about the 
triune nature of God, is under perennial challenge. Perennial? It 
seems so. We mustn’t think that the existence of the Nicene and 
Athanasian  creeds  made  trinitarian  theology  a  secure  triumph 
throughout christendom.  For instance, in the latter part of the 
8th  century  Charlemagne  got  the  help  of  the  great  English 
churchman  and  educator  Alcuin  to  make  the  case  against 
adoptionism,  which  was  affecting  parts  of  Spain,  and  was 
moving among his beloved Franks. In the adoptionist paradigm, 
Mary is very definitely  not  to be revered as “Mother of God”, 
and the cross is not to be seen as God the Son actually exposing 
himself to death on our behalf.

But another reader may say, “If we open the door to Mary, 
as  you  suggest,  doesn’t  it  put  us  on  a  slippery  slope  to 
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mariolatry?” Every Christian affirmation without exception puts 
believers  on  a  slippery  slope  that  could  lead  to  heretical 
imbalance. I believe no United Church congregation would find 
its  spiritual  identity  endangered  if  one  Sunday  there  was 
reference to the “Blessed Virgin Mary” in a eucharistic prayer, 
or if it marked the annunciation on March 25 — even though the 
minister  might  receive  from  some  parishioners  similar 
accusations  to  the  ones  directed  toward  me  when,  as  a  very 
young minister in the mid-1950s, I supported the move to place a 
cross  at  the  front  of  the  sanctuary.  The  critics  said  we  were 
turning “Catholic”. But would a congregation really be turning 
“Catholic”  if  it  celebrated  the  Annunciation,  or  if  somebody 
decided to adorn the wall of a Sunday School room or the church 
parlour with a picture portraying the famous story of Mary and 
the angel, or an icon presenting Mother and Child? 

— A.M.W.  
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“A HOUSE FOR SORROW AND A SCHOOL 
FOR COMPASSION”: Recovering Lament In 
Contemporary Worship 

by Philip Gardner

The need to let suffering speak is the condition of all truth.
   Theodor Adorno
For  many  Christians,  the  experience  of  worship  on 

Sunday, September 16, 2001 was a memorable one. Those who 
met that  day did so with television images  etched into their 
minds of ordinary middle class New Yorkers leaping to their 
deaths  from  the  burning  World  Trade  buildings,  moments 
before the towers collapsed into the streets below. There was 
grief;  there was outrage.  Like many other churches, my own 
congregation had long been struggling with what it would mean 
to worship faithfully in the new millennium. Having no inkling 
of what the week preceding would bring, on this third Sunday 
in September, 2001, there was a plan to depart from the normal 
ordo of morning worship to present a lay-led, and intentionally 
multi-generational,  service  around  the  theme  of  God’s  call 
(based on the sixth chapter of Isaiah). Because so much time 
and  effort  had  gone  into  the  service,  the  planners  made  the 
decision to go ahead without adjustment,  and only briefly to 
mention the terrorist  attacks.  The liturgy cheerily  invited the 
congregation to “dance, laugh, sing, and create” as they exited 
the  sanctuary.  Following  the  service,  a  lot  of  attenders 
expressed their utter distress at how the worship, in its neglect 
of context, had “failed them”. Like many who met to worship 
that  day,  our  congregation  needed  to  express  complex 
emotions, including intense anger at God and the paradoxical 
desire  for  reassurance  in  a  continuing  covenant  relationship. 
They needed to lament. It should not be surprising that well-
intentioned worship planners would not have known how to go 
about  creating an opportunity for  communal  lament,  or  even 
that fashioning such a thing might be desirable. Throughout its 
history,  the  church  has  regarded  lament  with  a  mixture  of 
suspicion and hostility. Why, after all, would a people of the 
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Resurrection need such a  construct?  Jesus  triumphed over sin 
and  death;  shouldn’t  Christian  worship  therefore  be  a  joyous 
celebration modelled on the vision of the worship of the saints 
and  angels  found  in  the  fourth  chapter  of  the  Book  of 
Revelation?  Assuming  that  a  benign  Divine  Providence  is  in 
charge  of  the  created  order,  the  root  cause  of  our  residual 
suffering  has  to  be  humanity’s  innate  sinfulness.  These 
approaches, which are actually influenced by eighteenth century 
rationalism,  sound  hollow  and  deficient  in  the  light  of  the 
horrific and widespread human suffering of the century past. All 
creation is, indeed, groaning in travail. 

Lament is not by nature only an internalized experience; it 
is voiced. Although the cry of lament is heard richly throughout 
the Bible, there have been factors at work in Christian history 
that  have  conspired  to  tone  down  the  disruptive  quality  of 
lament’s voice, or to silence it altogether. But David N. Power 
writes, “If there is no place in worship for lament, there is no 
way  in  which  churches  can  wrestle  with  God  over  human 
suffering and hence no accepted reaction to suffering other than 
to endure it with resignation.”1

Hebrew Lament
On the subject  of  lament,  Christianity  has  much to  learn 

from  its  heritage  in  Judaism.  Kathleen  O’Connor  helpfully 
defines laments as “prayers that erupt from wounds, burst out of 
unbearable  pain,  and bring it  to  language.  Laments  complain, 
shout, and protest. They take anger and despair before God and 
the  community.  They  grieve.  They  argue.  They  find  fault.”2 
O’Connor  notes  that  although  laments  may  appear  to  be 
disruptive, ultimately “they are acts of fidelity. In vulnerability 
and honesty, they cling obstinately to God and demand for God 
to see, hear, and act.”3 Laments tend to be dialogic. According to 
Walter  Brueggemann,  it  is  the  lament  “that  preserves  for  us 

1 David N. Power, Culture and Theology (Washington: The Pastoral Press, 
1990) p. 157.

2 Kathleen O’Connor, Lamentations and the Tears of the World (Maryknoll: 
Orbis Books, 2002) p. 9.

3 Ibid.
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Israel’s most powerful and eloquent statements of the effort both 
to survive and to be transformed as a people of faith.”4 Within 
the Hebrew Bible the cry of lament is a pervasive form of speech 
that has dual qualities: it is a cry of protest and outrage to God 
prompted by suffering, and it  is a search, even a demand, for 
deliverance. “The dual phases of protest and search mean that 
lament carries a moral intentionality, namely, to persuade God to 
reverse  the  suffering  and  provide  justice.”5 Unlike  the  dirge, 
which faces the dead and dwells in the past, lament addresses 
God and looks toward the future: 

Biblical lament faces God directly and, therefore, should be regarded as a 
prayer. Even as a complaint against God, lament addresses God in trust 
and hope. People who lament feel that they have been victimized by the 
attack, that their pain and suffering are undeserved and disproportionate to 
whatever they might have done. Since God has acted favorably toward 
them in the past,  they cannot understand why they are suffering in the 
present. Hence, lament is a sign of unfairness, and a search for relief from 
suffering in God as a plea for fairness.6

Within the lament form there are certain characteristics. O’ 
Connor identifies the typical elements of lament as: 

1. Direct address to God
2. Complaint
3. Words that reassure the speaker
4. Motivation for God to act on behalf of the speakers
5. Petition for justice or vengeance
6. Vow or promise to praise7

While there are many laments within the Hebrew Bible’s 
narrative,  prophetic,  and  poetic  sections  (most  beautifully, 
perhaps, in the Book of Job), the primary source is located in the 
Psalms.  Brueggemann  suggests  that  the  lament  psalms  give 
expression  to  what  he  calls  “the  real  experiences  of  life”.  A 
study of such psalms “may suggest a corrective to the euphoric, 

4 Walter  Brueggemann,  The  Psalms  and  the  Life  of  Faith (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 1995) p. 67.

5 Richard Hughes,  Lament,  Death,  and Destiny (New York:  Peter  Lang, 
2004), p. 27.

6 Ibid.
7 O’Connor, Lamentations, pp. 9-10.
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celebrative notions of faith that romantically pretend that life is 
sweetness and joy, even delight.  It  may be suggested that  the 
one-sided liturgical renewal of today has, in effect, driven the 
hurtful  side  of  experience either  into  obscure  corners  of  faith 
practice  or  completely  out  of  Christian  worship  into  various 
forms  of  psychotherapy  and  growth  groups.”8 Brueggemann 
maintains that  lament makes clear that  faith and worship deal 
with, and are shaped by, life as it comes to us. Richard Hughes 
notes  that  the  components  of  the  lament  psalms  “comprise  a 
polarity of anger and trust, hope and accusation, and the polarity 
has a distinctive ‘in spite of’ logic. Thus, people praise God in 
spite  of  complaining,  hope  in  spite  of  accusing,  and  the 
affirmative pole is identified by such phrases as ‘but you’ or ‘yet 
you, O Lord’.”9 Hughes indicates that this polar structure is often 
expressed in antiphonal singing between two groups, or between 
an individual and a group.10

Of particular interest is the group of psalms that fall into the 
category of “communal lament”. These complain to God about a 
national catastrophe caused by foreigners, and usually consist of 
an address, description of misery, confession of trust, appeal to 
God to rescue the community and punish the enemies, and a vow 
of  praise.  “Communal  laments  emphasize  the  divine-human 
Covenant as they complain, recall God’s favorable actions in the 
past, and urge a divine deliverance of the people from the present 
calamity.... Communal laments conceive of history in terms of a 
dichotomy, namely, between what God has done in the past and 
what God is doing now.”11 Within this genre, the people of Israel 
ask why they seem to have been abandoned (as in Psalm 44, 
“Why  do  you  hide  your  face?”;  “Why  do  you  forget  our 
affliction and oppression?”) and challenge God to wake up and 
act for the sake of God’s steadfast love. 

The destruction of the temple, and the collapse of the state, 
in 587 B.C.E. was the catastrophe of Israel to which many of the 
communal  laments respond.  According to Jeremiah (9:17-18b, 

8 Brueggemann, The Psalms, pp. 67-68.
9 Hughes, Lament, Death and Destiny, p. 31.
10 Ibid.
11 Ibid, p. 41.
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19a, 20), the destruction of Jerusalem activated a dirge by female 
mourners. These collective dirges gave rise to the Hebrew city-
laments  of  which  the  Book  of  Lamentations  is  the  most 
prominent biblical resource. Kathleen O’Connor notes that much 
of the power of the book comes from the way that it presents 
human suffering in all of its rawness: “It lingers over pain and 
gives words to mute suffering. A house for sorrow and a school 
for  compassion,  it  teaches  resistance,  liberates  passions,  and 
gives us prayers for the world’s tears ... by honoring the voices 
of suffering, the book undermines familial and cultural systems 
that deny it.”12

There is tendency in reading and interpreting the Book of 
Lamentations (especially for Christians) to move quickly to the 
third chapter, which places the destruction of Jerusalem squarely 
in the context of Judah’s sin, and which offers a glimmer of hope 
for the future. Such a tendency undermines a full experience of 
what the text has to offer. The aptly named Tod Linafelt suggests 
that  this  focus,  the  focus  of  much  earlier  scholarship  that 
concentrated  on  the  suffering  male  figure  of  chapter  3,  is 
motivated by at least three perceivable biases: a male bias toward 
the male figure;  a Christian bias toward the  suffering man of 
Lamentations (based on the perceived similarity to the figure of 
Christ); and a desire to emphasize the more comfortable theme 
of  reconciliation  with  God  rather  than  the  more  disquieting 
theme  of  confrontation.13 A  focus  that  devalues  lament, 
particularly the lament of the female figure of Zion in the first 
two chapters, is a strategy for assisting the reader to “survive” 
Lamentations, that is, “for the reader to somehow deal with the 
pain and devastation represented by the book,  especially  as  it 
challenges  the  reader’s  theology  or  notions  of  how  religious 
language should properly sound.” The result of such a reading 
strategy is “the passing over or dismissal of the most disturbing 
or accusatory passages in favor of the few passages that seem to 
evidence hope through penitence and reconciliation with God.”14

12 O’ Connor, Lamentations, p. 86.
13 Tod  Linafelt,  Surviving  Lamentations,  (Chicago:  The  University  of 

Chicago Press, 2000) p. 5.
14 Ibid., p. 3.
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Claus Westermann argues that the real significance of the 
book’s  laments  lies  is  the  way  they  offer  a  means  for  the 
suffering person to give voice to pain. He also makes a plea for 
the  importance  of  lament  language  in  the  church,  despite  or 
perhaps  because  of  the  challenge  that  “the  lament  forces  a 
confrontation  with  what  is  incomprehensible  in  the  way  God 
acts.”15 The character of Zion in Lamentations is a strong literary 
persona  “and a  rare  example  of  a  female  biblical  figure  who 
speaks,  resists,  and  takes  a  theological  position.  At  first  she 
appears to be a recalcitrant sinner and pathetic figure, but soon 
she articulates her experience of her life and of her God. Hers is 
the first and most passionate voice of resistance in the book.”16 
Further,  Linafelt  perceives  in  the  nature  of  the  Daughter  of 
Zion’s intense concern for the survival of her children, the key to 
the first two chapters and the book as a whole. For O’Connor, it 
is  in  the  absence  of  God’s  voice  in  Lamentations  that 
paradoxically gives the book its power: “Lamentations expresses 
human experiences of abandonment with full force. And because 
God never speaks, the book honors voices of pain.”17

Lament in the New Testament
In Jewish worship, Lamentations was appointed to be read 

at the annual commemoration of the destruction of Jerusalem. In 
Christian  practice  it  is  read  during  Holy  Week,  where  it  is 
interpreted in the context of Christ’s passion, and where Jesus’ 
own  voice  becomes  mingled  with  the  voice  of  lament.  This 
connection  of  Jesus  with  lament  is  prefigured  in  the  infancy 
narrative  in  Matthew where  the  eastern sages  arrange a  hasty 
departure from Judea to thwart  Herod’s evil  intentions.  In his 
fury,  Herod arranges to  have all  the male  children under two 
years of age in Bethlehem and its environs killed. Matthew tells 
us  that  “a  voice  was  heard  in  Ramah,  wailing  and  loud 
lamentation, Rachel weeping for her children; she refused to be 
consoled because they were no more” (2:18). In the story of the 

15 Claus  Westermann,  Lamentations:  Issues  and  Interpretation 
(Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1994) p. 81.

16 O’Connor, Lamentations, p. 14.
17 Ibid., p. 15.
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passion,  however,  lament  is  once  again  heard,  but  this  time 
screamed by Jesus himself.  According to Patrick Miller,  “The 
human  lament  on  the  lips  of  Jesus  is  one  of  the  primary 
incarnational clues in all of Scripture ... For what this means is 
that all  the cries for help that have come forth and still  come 
forth from human lips, all the laments that we have uttered and 
will utter, are taken up in the laments of Christ.”18 In the gospel 
accounts of the Passion, the 22nd Psalm and other laments are 
cited,

...as a way of claiming a direct relationship between their words and what 
happened to Jesus. We hear these psalms now not only as giving voice to 
the human reality, but also as the words and deeds of the God who in Jesus 
Christ  has become one with our  humanity and in so doing has  shaped 
forever the way in which we understand both who we are and what God is 
about.19

Miller notes that the lament not only offers us a key to the 
meaning of the person of Christ, but also to the work of God in 
Christ. As we hear lament on Jesus’ dying lips it becomes clear 
that “Jesus died for our suffering as much as for our sins. In the 
gospels, the interpretative clue from the Old Testament for the 
meaning of the death of Jesus is not a rehearsal or a recall of 
Genesis 3 but the lament psalms.”20

Hellenism and the Gender of Lament’s Voice
In  the  early  centuries  of  Christianity’s  liturgical  develop-

ment,  several  factors converge to silence the voice  of  lament. 
One  of  these  is  the  increasing  influence  of  classical  Greek 
culture, as Christianity shifts from a sect of Judaism to a religion 
of the Gentiles, culminating in its apotheosis as the religion of 
empire. In  Lament, Death and Destiny, Richard Hughes points 

18 Patrick D. Miller, “Heaven’s Prisoners: The Lament as Christian Prayer” 
in Sally A. Brown and Patrick D. Miller, ed. Lament, (Louisville: Westminster 
John Knox Press, 2005) p. 20.

19 Ibid., p. 21.
20 Ibid.
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out that the tradition of Greek lament grew out of ancient death 
rituals and was usually a protest against death as fate.

The lament for the dead or dirge was expressed in two ways. One was the 
spontaneous  cry  or  goos uttered  by  relatives  or  close  friends  of  the 
deceased, and the other was a more formal singing by non-relatives and 
professional  mourners  or  a  threnos. The  singing  by  kin  and  non-kin 
signified an antiphonal form of lament, along with a solo type followed by 
a choral refrain.21

Hughes distinguishes between “lament” and “lamentation”. 
While both terms express anger, lamentation expands the anger 
of  lament  into  an  “unlimited  grieving  process”  that  seeks  to 
inflict  revenge  and  that  leaves  the  bereaved  bonded  to  the 
deceased in unhealthy ways. In response, Athens passed laws to 
privatize individual funerals, to glorify the war dead in public 
ceremonies, and to “control excessive female mourning.”22

There  was  a  fear  that  female  lamentation,  especially  the 
screams of lament from mothers who had lost their children in 
warfare,  might  destabilize  the  state  by  arousing  excessive 
passions  for  vengeance.  Instead of lament,  the  funeral  oration 
became  a  form  of  institutionalized  speech  that  “promised  an 
eternal memory as a substitute for death and the praise of glory 
as a substitute for lament. Funeral orators regarded lament as a 
kind  of  feminine  complaining  about  oneself  rather  than  an 
affirmation of the glory of the dead.”23 Plato expresses this anti-
female  attitude  in  his  justification  for  excluding  lamentation 
from poetry and forbidding men to “take the parts of women” in 
complaining against misfortune. “Plato’s attack on femininity as 
unworthy of males led to his definitive affirmation of masculine 
control, self-respect, and rationality as normative for the self. His 
rejection  of  lamentation,  as  a  form of  negative  femininity  ... 
survived  in  the  influential  critique  of  Greek  lament  by  the 
Fathers of the Christian Church.”24 

21 Hughes, Lament, Death and Destiny, p. 23.
22 Ibid., p.17.
23 See  Nicole  Loraux,  The  Invention  of  Athens,  trans.  By  A.  Sheridan 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1986) p. 2.
24 Hughes, Lament, Death and Destiny, p. 19
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During the  early  centuries  of  the  Common Era,  both the 
Eastern  and  Western  branches  of  Christianity  evolved  funeral 
rites that emphasized death as a blessing, a natural passage that is 
a  part  of  God’s  providential  plan  whereby  souls  forsook  the 
imperfect world and were received by the saints and the angels 
into the realms of paradisal bliss. Since the Christian belief was 
that  God  had  delivered  Jesus  from  death  through  the 
Resurrection,  the  meaning  of  death  shifted.  While  penitential 
psalms like Psalm 51 were used to mark the passage or “exodus” 
from one form of life to another, the victory over death and sin 
and the expectation that the time of Christ’s return was near at 
hand changed the focus to one of celebration. The dirge gave 
way to something thought to be more appropriately joyous. “The 
shift in the meaning of death was largely celebrated through the 
Hallelujah psalms in worship, particularly Psalm 118.”25 Greco-
Roman lament as well as lamentation was seen as “idolatrous, 
evil, and irrational”. 

Further,  Christianity  absorbed the  fear  of  lament  as 
“feminine”. This voiced grief of women was even regarded as 
sexually provocative. In his “Homily 62 on the Gospel of John”, 
Chrysostom comments negatively on the practices of lamenting 
women. Some, he says, do these for public display, rivalry or 
wantonness.26 A  more  sympathetic,  but  none  the  less 
condescending,  attitude  can  be  discerned  in  St.  Ambrose’s 
funeral  oration for  his  brother  Satyrus.  Ambrose has  seen his 
sister’s  lamenting at  her  brother’s  tomb, her weeping and her 
prayer. Though he believes she is not demonstrating a Christian 
attitude toward death,  she is  to be pitied rather than censured 
because women belong to the gentler sex and their affections are 
more tender. In his second oration after the funeral of Satyrus, he 
is more openly critical of the female posture of lament, which he 
regards as deliberately lascivious:

they affect  soiled garments,  as  though there  were  a  feeling of  grief  in 
these. They wet their dishevelled hair with filth. Finally, what seems to be 
the  vogue  in  many  localities,  they  rend  their  mantles,  tear  open  their 

25 Ibid., p. 78.
26 Ibid., p. 74.
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garments and make a public display of their nakedness, as though making 
a prostitute out of modesty itself because they have lost the rewards of 
their chastity. They invite wanton eyes to lust after those naked limbs....27

Sin or Suffering?
Throughout its history, the Christian church has attempted 

to come to grips with the reality of human suffering in a number 
of ways. These ways have not however, even at the time of the 
Reformation, included a liturgical recovery of lament. At the end 
of the medieval period, Luther responded to the fear and despair 
engendered by epidemics of plague by subordinating lament to 
penitential  experience grounded in  Psalm 51.  Calvin  regarded 
lament as a manifestation of the “sin of blasphemy in the forms 
of murmuring and disputing against God.... Lament exemplifies 
finite limits with its failure to discern divine providence acting in 
human history.”28 

But does Scripture really support Luther and Calvin? In the 
gospel accounts of Jesus’ passion, the quoting of Psalm 22 and 
other  laments  point  us  toward  the  realization  that  God 
understands our human suffering because God has experienced 
it. Patrick Miller writes,

To understand the incarnation and death of Jesus through the prism of the 
lament psalms is to know that both the incarnation and Jesus’ death are his 
identification with all those innocent/righteous/faithful sufferers who have 
experienced the pain of human existence, the terrible absence and silence 
of God, and human torment, oppression, mockery, and reproach. In Jesus’ 
death, the crucified God takes up all that suffering and becomes one with 
it. It is now in the very heart and being of God. The death of Jesus is the 
confirmation of the claim of Scripture that God knows our suffering. God 
knows it as one who has experienced it and as one whose child has gone 
through  it.  That  is,  whoever  experiences  what  Psalm  22  or  Psalm  69 
speaks about knows now that is a reality known also to God.29

Recovering Lament’s Voice in Contemporary Worship

27 St. Ambrose, “On His Brother, Satyrus, II,”  Funeral Orations, trans. By 
R. Edfarrari, The Fathers of the Church (Washington: The Catholic University 
of  America  Press,  1968)  p.  202.   Quoted  in  Hughes,  Lament,  Death  and 
Destiny, p. 77.

28 Hughes, Lament and Destiny, pp.113-114.
29 Ibid., p. 21.
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The awareness of Christ’s suffering leads us into the very 
heart  of  God.  There  is  no  Easter  without  a  Good  Friday,  no 
rebirth without a death. As a church, “As long as we live with 
God in a world destined for glory yet still unredeemed, at times 
unspeakably blasphemed, we shall lament even as we rejoice.”30 
In this light, it may be time to balance our liturgical experience 
of the Psalms so that thanksgiving and rejoicing in the goodness 
of creation do not utterly overwhelm lament (as it seems to do in 
many current hymn resources that include a psalter). And I think 
it is time in the church to raise the lectionary profile of the Book 
of Lamentations. Lamentations “refuses denial, practices truth-
telling, and reverses amnesia. It invites readers into pain, chaos, 
and  brutality,  both  human  and  divine.  It  conveys  effects  of 
trauma,  loss,  and  grief  beyond  tears.  Because  God’s  voice  is 
absent, it gives primacy to suffering voices like no other biblical 
book.”31 Paradoxically, Lamentations is a hopeful book for our 
context,  where  we  have  experienced  “a  loss  of  confidence  in 
theories,  theologies,  and  viewpoints  that  claim  to  speak  for32 
everyone  and  seek  to  compel  agreement  from  everyone  no 
matter his or her circumstances in the world.” In its multiplicity 
of voices, the book teaches us that giving a voice to pain is not 
blasphemous: “We are not the first to long for the missing voice 
or to plead for God’s attention and not receive it.”33

A renewed attentiveness to the voice of  lament may also 
call us to reshape our Eucharistic understanding. In her article, 
“The Place of Lament Within Praise,” Gail Ramshaw proposes 
several theses. The first is that while the recovery of the tone of 
thanksgiving  into  eucharistic  worship  is  to  be  commended,  it 
needs  to  be  understood  as  communal.  “It  is  not  that  the 
eucharistic  liturgy  is  a  sign  of  thanksgiving  individually 
experienced, as if feeling happy I join for an hour with others 
who similarly  feel  happy.  Rather,  it  is  that  despite  individual 
pain and social disorder, the eucharist plants and cultivates in the 

30 C. Clifton Black, “The Persistence of the Wounds,” Lament, p. 53.
31 O’Connor, Lamentations and the Tears of the World, p. 94.
32 Ibid., p. 84.
33 Ibid., p. 95.
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assembly a life of thanksgiving.”34 Since in the kind of world we 
inhabit, robust positivism appears laughable and shallow joy is 
suspect, it is perhaps

...only in the eucharistic assembly, a communal thanksgiving, born out of 
our baptism into the death of Christ, can be a genuine and mature stance in 
this terrible world. By joining disparate sorrows and fears into Christ at 
the foot of the cross, the eucharist transfigures private pain into the hope 
of the assembly. So one hears people say, “In the liturgy I believe.” Thus 
we assemble with regularity in the Spirit of Christ, that we can rehearse 
again the stance of joyful hope.35

Ramshaw’s  second thesis  is  that  eucharistic  prayer  is  an 
experience in typology that sees human life saved by a pattern of 
God’s grace. Such typology “gives to the faithful community a 
revolutionary method of reflecting on past, present, and future by 
interpreting  human  chaos  with  the  hope  of  grace.”36 The 
suffering  of  the  present  time  becomes  linked  with  the  whole 
history of human suffering but  balanced “with such a tone of 
praise that even in our pain we rest assured in the salvation of 
God.”37 Ramshaw further suggests that, even better than speech, 
the  medium of  music  helps  the  eucharistic  prayer  to  “be  the 
extraordinary song of hope reaching beyond normal perception 
into the vision of the dominion of God.” As Paul Westermeyer 
reminds us, precisely the same physical equipment is used for 
laugher, for tears and for singing.38 While lament must not be 
allowed to  overwhelm the element  of  thanksgiving,  Ramshaw 
suggests that the said or sung prayers of the liturgy as we are 
gathered at the table need to be broadened to include appropriate 
occasion  for  lament:  “it  is  in  the  intercessory  prayer  that  the 
people are called regularly to lament .... We need to regain a tone 
of  lament  in  our  intercessory  prayer  that  here  within  the 
assembly’s plea for God’s salvation we can deeply lament the 

34 Gail  Ramshaw,  “The  Place  of  Lament  Within  Praise:  Theses  for 
Discussion,” Worship 61 (July, 1987) p. 317.

35 Ibid., p. 318.
36 Ibid.
37 Ibid., p. 320.
38 Paul Westermeyer, Te Deum (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1998 ) p. 28.
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state of the church, the world, the land, the community, the sick, 
those in need, the dead.”39

It  is  my conviction  that  if  the  voice  of  lament  had been 
heard  in  our  worship  on  that  fateful  Sunday  following  the 
terrorist  attacks  in  the  United  States,  it  might  have  made  it 
possible for the congregation to have received the hope and the 
grace  in  the  service’s  benedictory  invitation.  The 
acknowledgement of pain might have lead them toward healing, 
and encouraged them to work for a world order in which tears 
would  be  eradicated  and  where  it  would  indeed  be  not  only 
possible, but desirable to “dance, laugh, sing and create.”

God remembers pain: nail by nail, thorn by thorn,
hunger, thirst and muscles torn. 
Time may dull our griefs, and heal our lesser wounds,
but in eternal love, yesterday is now,
and pain is in the heart of God.

39 Ibid., p. 322.
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A LITURGY OF LAMENT
by William S. Kervin

This  service  is  an effort  to  give contemporary liturgical 
voice to the language of lament. It takes as its starting point the 
gospel readings for the First  Sunday in Lent, interpreting the 
narratives of Jesus’ temptations in the wilderness as a corporate 
“lament  for  the  ways  of  the  world”,  rather  than  a  story  of 
individual temptation or testing. 

Previous versions of this liturgy have been celebrated in 
several  congregations.1 This  version  is  intended  for  more 
general use, to be adapted as necessary. For example, it need 
not be limited to the First Sunday in Lent; it could also be used 
as an alternative or evening service in Lent, or on any occasion 
for  which  a  focus  on  lament  would  be  desirable.  Particular 
congregational practices, such as those relating to the presence 
and  inclusion  of  children  in  worship  and  the  celebration  of 
communion,  will  need  to  be  taken  into  account,  depending 
upon  the  context.  Where  projection  technology  is  available, 
images chosen to reflect the content of the Word section may 
accompany  each  reading  and  provide  a  visual  focus  for  the 
periods of silent reflection.

The service features musical selections from More Voices, 
the supplement to  Voices United.,  which is to be published in 
2007. Alternative suggestions in each case are to found in the 
footnotes.  Copyright  information  for  the  relevant  hymns  is 
provided  in  the  footnotes;  congregational  licenses  from 
Christian  Copyright  Licensing  International,  LicenSing  or 
OneLicense  will  cover  all  of  the  material.2 Some  additional 
liturgical  material  is  drawn  from  Celebrate  God’s  Presence. 
Unless  otherwise  noted,  the  remaining  texts,  such  as  the 
responses in the Word section and the Prayers of the People, are 

1 Randi Helmers reported on an early “celtic” version of this service in 
“From Lamentation to Celebration,” Exchange (Spring 2002):  28-33.  I  am 
indebted to the pastoral staff and congregations of Bloor Street, Eastminister, 
Humbercrest, and Jubilee United Churches, Toronto, for their feedback.

2 See www.ccli.com, www.licensingonline.org or www.onelicense.net for 
copyright permissions (accessed November 1, 2006).
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original  compositions;  permission  is  granted  for  use  of  this 
material in congregational worship. 

GATHERING
The community gathers, accompanied by variations on the music  
to be used in the service. 

Welcome and Announcements
Announcements may take place at the beginning of the service,  
thus allowing the liturgy to flow uninterrupted.
* indicates an invitation to stand, as you are able.

* Call to Worship3                Isaiah 59:11
“We all growl like bears; 
like doves we moan mournfully. 

We wait for justice, but there is none; 
for salvation, but it is far from us.”

* Opening Prayer4

God of lamentation and celebration,  
give us the wisdom and the faith to know 

that you who created the universe
and brought order out of chaos

can create in us new hearts
and reshape our world;

that you welcome not only
our praise and thanksgiving,

but also our anger and doubt,
our pain and brokenness.

Receive our lament as our worship today;
we offer it in passion and in love, 

and in the spirit of one who knew all this and more, 
Jesus Christ, our Saviour. Amen. 

3 Celebrate  God’s  Presence.  [CGP]  (Toronto:  United  Church  Publishing 
House, 2000) p. 151. 

4 Based on CGP, p. 151
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* Hymn: “Why Stand So Far Away, My God?”5 
based on Psalm 10  

Why stand so far away, my God? 
Why hide in times of need? 
The proud, unbridled, chase the poor,
and curse you in their greed. 

Why do you hide when, full of lies, 
they murder and betray?
They wait to pounce upon the weak
as lions stalk their prey. 

The weak are crushed and fall to earth;
the wicked strut and preen. 
Why in these cruel, chaotic times
cannot your face be seen? 

In ages past you heard the voice 
of those the proud oppress. 
Remember those who suffer now, 
who cry in deep distress. 

Arise, O God, and lift your hand; 
bring justice to the poor. 
Come help us stop the flow of blood!
Let terror reign no more!

WORD
“A Lament for the Ways of the World”

A single large purple candle, surrounded by a circular tangle of  
barbed wire, sits on the centre of the communion table (or on  

5 Psalm 10  is  one  of  the  psalms  of  lament  not  included  in  the  Revised 
Common Lectionary. This new paraphrase of selected verses, by Ruth Duck, 
with music by Michael Mahler, is to be included in More Voices (a supplement 
to Voices United). Text Copyright © 1992, Music © 2003 by GIA Publications, 
Inc., 7404 S. Mason Ave., Chicago, IL 60638. Alternatively, the text  is also 
well suited to the tune “Morning Song”, Voices United. [VU] (Toronto: United 
Church Publishing House, 1996) No.162. 
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another table at the centre of  the gathering), beside a closed  
Bible.  To  begin  the  service  of  the  Word,  the  candle  is  lit  in  
silence; the Bible is taken to the lectern and opened for reading.  
The readings and responses proceed slowly and deliberately, by 
several readers.    

First Reading: Jesus in the Wilderness
Luke 4:1-2a6

pause
Holy God, Holy One, Holy Three,7

in the wilderness of this world,
look who is forced to wander. 

In the desert of these days, 
look who is driven to despair.

In the trials of these times, 
look who must bear the load.    

silent reflection

Hymn (seated): “Inspired by Love and Anger”8

The first verse may be sung once as a solo or by a choir; then all  
repeat it in unison.
Inspired by love and anger
disturbed by need and pain, 

6 The Gospel reading from the Revised Common Lectionary for the First 
Sunday  in  Lent,  Year  C.  The  corresponding  synoptic  parallel  for  Year  A 
(Matthew 4:1-11) could also be used. Note, however, that this liturgical setting 
is not appropriate for use with the reading for Year B (Mark 1:9-15). 

7 The  address,  “Holy  God,  Holy  One,  Holy  Three”  is  that  of  feminist 
liturgical theologian Gail Ramshaw; e.g., “Prayer F,” CGP, 256-258.

8 Words by John L. Bell and Graham Maule. Music: Sally Gardens (Irish 
folk  tune,  arr.  John  L.  Bell).  Common  Ground:  A  Song  Book  for  all  the 
Churches. Full Music Edition. (Edinburgh: Saint Andrews Press, 1998), 63. © 
Wild Goose Resource Group, Iona Community (in Europe); © GIA, 1992 (in 
North America).   Alternatives in  VU could be used in the same way,  each 
successive verse following the “silent reflection”. For example No. 743, “God, 
Why Have You Forsaken Me” (repeat verse one as the final verse), or No. 600, 
“When I Needed A Neighbour”, or No. 183, “We Meet You O Christ” (repeat 
verse one as the final verse), or No. 953 “For God Alone My Soul Awaits In 
Silence”, as a repeated response. 
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informed of God’s own bias, 
we ask him once again; 
“How long must some folk suffer?
How long can few folk mind?
How long dare vain self interest
turn prayer and pity blind?”
pause

Second Reading: The First Temptation 
Luke 4:2b-4 
pause

Holy God, Holy One, Holy Three, 
in the green fields of plenty, 

look who has so little.
In the midst of the market,

look who sleeps on a stone.
In the halls of our feasting,  

look who hungers still.      
silent reflection

Hymn (seated; in unison):
From those forever victims 

of heartless human greed,
their cruel plight composes
a litany of need: 
“Where are the fruits of justice? 
Where are the signs of peace?
When is the day when prisoners
and dreams find their release?”
pause

Third Reading: The Second Temptation
Luke 4:5-8
pause

Holy God, Holy One, Holy Three, 
in the corridors of power, 

look who has no place.
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In the courts of justice, 
look who has no voice.

In the nations of the earth,   
look who has no home.

silent reflection

Hymn (seated; in unison):
From those forever shackled 

to what their wealth can buy, 
the fear of lost advantage
provokes a bitter cry, 
“Don’t query our position!
Don’t criticise our wealth!
Don’t mention those exploited
by politics and stealth!
pause 

Fourth Reading: The Third Temptation
Luke 4:9-12
pause

Holy God, Holy One, Holy Three, 
in the houses of our faith,  

look who stands at the door.
In the texts of Holy Writ, 

look who is condemned.
In the prayers of your people,  

look who longs for a sign. 
silent reflection

Hymn (seated; in unison):
To God, who through the prophets

proclaimed a different age, 
we offer earth’s indifference, 
its agony and rage: 
“When will the wronged be righted?
When will the kingdom come?
When will the world be generous
to all instead of some?”
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pause

Fifth Reading: The Devil Departs 
Luke 4:13
pause

Holy God, Holy One, Holy Three, 
in the wilderness and desert,

who will walk the way? 
In field and market, 

who will break the bread? 
In temple and court,  

who will speak the truth?    

silent reflection

Hymn (seated):
solo or choir

God asks, “Who will go for me? 
Who will extend my reach?
And who, when few will listen, 
will prophesy and preach?
And who, when few bid welcome, 
will offer all they know?
And who, when few dare follow, 
will walk the road I show?”

in unison
Amused in someone’s kitchen

asleep in someone’s boat,
attuned to what the ancients
exposed, proclaimed and wrote, 
a saviour without safety,
a tradesman without tools
has come to tip the balance 
with fishermen and fools.

silent reflection
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Sermon: “A House for Sorrow, a School for Compassion”
Homiletical suggestions: 
In  keeping  with  the  liturgical  treatment  of  the  Gospel  

reading  above,  reinterpret  the  story  of  Jesus  in  the  
wilderness  as  a  lament  for  the  ways  of  the  world,  a  
complaint  against  God  in  the  face  of  on-going  death-
dealing  principalities  and  powers.  How long,  O Lord,  
will  you  remain  silent  while  human  life,  creation  and 
earth suffer such violence and exploitation?  

Include a homiletical treatment of the need for the recovery  
of  the  language  of  lament  as  a  prophetic  means  of  
naming  and  responding  to  the  ways  of  the  world,  
supported  by  Philip  Gardner’s  paper  “‘A  House  for  
Sorrow  and  a  School  for  Compassion:’  Recovering 
Lament  in  Contemporary  Worship”  in  this  volume  of  
Touchstone. 

silent reflection

* Affirmation of Faith: 
If communion is not celebrated, the people may join in a 
communal affirmation of faith.

Prayers of the People
Sung Response: “And When You Call for Me”9

And when you call for me, I have already answered. 
And when you call for me, I am already there. 

The response may be introduced: sung first by the choir, soloist  
or cantor, then repeated by all, in union.
Let us pray: 
How long, O Lord of all life, how long? 
How long will wars range, and refugees wander?   

9 To be included in More Voices. Words © Lynn Bauman. Music: Linnea 
Good,  © Borealis  Music.  See www.linneagood.com (accessed November 1, 
2006). Alternatively, “Lord, Listen to your Children Praying” (VU, No. 400) 
could also be used; Words and Music: Ken Medema.
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How long will the earth groan and your good creation suffer? 
How long, O Lord?

silence
R: And when you call for me . . .

How long, O God of generous grace, how long? 
For how long will children remain hungry,
and families go without shelter? 
For how long will parents worry about the next meal, 
the next paycheque?
For how long will so many have so little, 
while so few have so much?
How long, O God?

silence
R: And when you call for me . . .

How long, O God of faith and all faiths, how long? 
For how long must religions divide and cultures clash? 
For how long must governments oppress and institutions 
exclude? 
For how long must peoples long for peace, before you will act? 
For how long, O God? 

silence
R: And when you call for me . . .

How long, O Lord of all our longings, how long? 
Hear our silent and spoken lamentations – 
for individuals, for communities, 
for peoples, countries, 
and for ourselves . . . 

. . . a time for silent and spoken prayers . . . 
Make of these and all our prayers, O God,
a house for sorrow and a school for compassion. 
Show us, we pray, a way through the wilderness
and give us bread for the journey.

R: And when you call for me . . .
[Amen.]
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If communion is not celebrated, the Prayers of the People may 
conclude with The Prayer of Jesus, introduced with words such 
as:
We gather these and all our prayers, 
thankful that we are able to turn to you,
as to our Mother who loves us, 
as our Father, in heaven . . .

hallowed be your name. Your kingdom come, . . .  
Amen. 

THANKSGIVING
* Peace
Jesus said: “Peace I leave with you;                  John 14:27
my peace I give you. 
Not as the world gives do I give to you. 
Let not your hearts be troubled or afraid.”
The peace of Christ be with you all. 
And also with you. 
Let us greet one another with the peace of Christ as we
make our offering (and come to the Table).  

If communion is not celebrated, the following hymn may serve as  
an offertory hymn, to be followed by prayers of thanksgiving and  
dedication at the table. If communion is celebrated, it may serve 
as a presentation hymn, during which the offering is received  
and brought forward, with the communion elements, as the table  
is prepared. 

* Hymn: “God Weeps”10

God weeps at love withheld
at strength misused, 
at children’s innocence abused, 

10 To be included in More Voices. Words: Shirley Erena Murray. Words © 
1996 by Hope Publishing Co., Carol Stream, IL 60188. Music: Jim Strathdee. 
Music © 1988 by Desert Flower Music, P.O. Box 1476, Carmichael, CA 95609 
(916)481-2999. Alternatively, “God Remembers Pain,” VU, No. 610; Words: 
Brian Wren. Music: Jeeva Sam, arr. David Kai.
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and till we change the way we love, 
God weeps. 

God bleeds at anger’s fist, 
at trust betrayed, 
at women battered and afraid,
and till we change the way we win, 
God bleeds. 

God cries at hungry mouths, 
at running sores, 
at creatures dying without cause, 
and till we change we way we care, 
God cries. 

God waits for stones to melt, 
for peace to seed, 
for hearts to hold each other’s need, 
and till we understand the Christ, 
God waits. 

The Great Thanksgiving 
“Prayer E” in Celebrate God’s Presence (pp. 254-255) is  
recommended; it names the scandal of the cross and God’s 
radical solidarity with all who suffer. Alternatively, “Prayer C,” 
(pp. 246-251), used with the Lenten preface (p. 271), would also 
be appropriate.   

Prayer after Communion
See pp. 302-304 of Celebrate God’s Presence for a variety of  
appropriate prayers. 
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SENDING FORTH

Hymn: “Jesus Christ is Waiting”11

Blessing 
Receive now the blessing 
of the God of creation and goodness
the Christ of crucifixion and resurrection, 
and the Spirit of compassion and courage.

Amen. 

Sending Forth                                          Ephesians 3:20
As we go forth, let us give thanks and glory to God.
Glory to God,
whose power, working in us,
can do infinitely more than we can ask or imagine.
Glory to God in the church, 
in Christ Jesus, 
and from generation to generation,
forever and ever.  Amen.

11 VU,  No. 117. Words: John L. Bell.  Music:  French carol,  15th century 
harm.
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PRACTICAL VISIONARY: Tracing the Life of 
Ethel Dodds Parker1

by Cathy James

“Ethel, what are you going to do with your life?”
“I don’t know.”
“Why don’t you go into church work?”
“If our church had anything to offer where I could work 

with and for people and not have to preach to them, I would be 
interested.” …

“Oh, what about St. Christopher House then?”
“What is St. Christopher House?
Six weeks later I was studying social work and living in 

the Settlement, caught up in the emerging church work of the 
Social  Gospel  in  the  city….  After  my  first  day  in  the 
Settlement, assisting with the Mothers’ Club, I knew that my 
soul had come home.”2

With  these  words  Ethel  Dodds  Parker  described  the 
conversation  in  1914  with  C.W.  Gordon  —  a  prominent 
Presbyterian churchman located in Winnipeg, celebrated author 
(nom de plume was Ralph Connor), and old family friend — 
that launched her long and distinguished career in social work. 
It was a career that in some ways typified, and in other ways 
departed from, the pattern that many Presbyterian women of her 
era followed. One of the first Canadian-trained social workers, 
Ethel played a key role in the development of her profession 
and in the extension of Protestant women’s church work into 
new and previously unexplored directions.

1 The research for this essay was drawn from sources at the University of 
Toronto Archives, the United Church Archives, the City of Toronto Archives 
and the Baldwin Room at the Toronto Metropolitan Reference Library. A full 
list of sources and materials is available on request.

2 Ethel  (Dodds)  Parker,  “The  Origins  and  Early  History  of  the 
Presbyterian Settlement Houses” in Richard Allen, ed., The Social Gospel in 
Canada: Papers of the Inter-Disciplinary Conference on the Social Gospel in 
Canada, March 21-24, 1973, at the University of Regina (Ottawa: National 
Museums of Canada, 1975), 89-90.
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Anne Ethel Dodds was born on 22 June, 1890, in Dugald, 
Manitoba, a farming area just east of Winnipeg. Her family was 
small and close-knit, consisting of herself and her older brother, 
Gilbert Charles Gordon Dodds, and her parents, Francis Thomas 
and  Alice  Barron  Dodds.  Francis  Dodds,  according  to  his 
daughter,  was “an indifferent farmer” who had, nonetheless,  a 
real gift as a Sunday School supervisor. It was the recognition of 
this  gift  that  led Dr.  A.B. Baird to ask Francis in  1897 if  he 
would take up “Indian” work on a prairie reservation. Francis 
agreed, and became one of the few ordained lay clergy in the 
Presbyterian Church. 

The  Dodds  family’s  first  mission  was  in  the  Moose 
Mountain Reserve, near Moosomin, Saskatchewan (with present 
boundaries, it is just west of the Saskatchewan/Manitoba border). 
At the time, it was small and isolated, and Francis ran not just 
the mission itself but also the local school — which, like other 
schools in the more remote parts of the prairies, was open only in 
the  summer  months,  and  accessible  only  on  horseback.  Ethel 
fondly recalled that the mission soon became a “hang-out” for 
the surrounding community: always full of visitors. Francis soon 
became  fluent  in  Cree  and  was  frequently  called  upon  to 
translate  correspondence,  mediate  disputes,  and  lend  a 
sympathetic ear in times of trouble. Alice, for her part, taught 
sewing, played the organ, ran a mother’s group, and attempted, 
apparently with much less success than her husband, to master 
Cree.

After  ten  years  at  Moosomin,  Francis  Dodds  became 
missionary-principal of the Cecelia Jeffrey Indian School, a co-
educational  boarding  school  on  the  Lake-of-the-Woods  in 
northwestern Ontario, a little east of the border with Manitoba. 
Ever  eager  to  be  of  both  practical  and  spiritual  assistance, 
Francis  took  over  as  captain  of  a  lake  steamer  that  provided 
goods and transportation to communities throughout the district. 
He was, by his daughter’s account, a wise and practical man, yet 
Ethel  noted that  some Presbyterian authorities condemned her 
father for  his  refusing to evangelize  aggressively  — even as 
they praised him for  his  “fine  work”  at  the  Moose  Mountain 
Reserve and at the Cecelia Jeffrey School. It was a criticism that 
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hurt  Francis  deeply  and  angered  his  daughter.  Her  father 
continued  to  insist  that  it  was  far  better  to  win  people  over 
gradually  through ties  of  friendship,  service  and  trust  than  to 
attempt  to  force  conversion  on  them.  Ethel  adopted  this 
philosophy wholeheartedly and lived by it throughout her career 
in social work.

Ethel  recorded  little  about  her  early  schooling  beyond 
noting  her  attendance  at  a  high  school  in  Regina,  and  her 
graduation  from Regina  Normal  School  (teachers’  college)  in 
1907,  the  same  year  her  father  started  at  the  Cecelia  Jeffrey 
School. After this she spent two years as a public school teacher 
in Rosthern, Saskatchewan, then a year teaching with her father 
at the residential school, and then went for three years of training 
at the Toronto Conservatory of Music, first as a piano scholar 
and then in public speaking. We do know that while studying at 
the  Conservatory  she,  like  many  young  women  of  the  era, 
developed  an  interest  in  Theosophy,  but  it  appears  that  this 
interest soon faded. 

After  she  graduated  from the  Conservatory  in  1913,  she 
returned to teaching in Regina, but in the summer of 1914, she 
once again found herself at a loose end, dissatisfied with the path 
that seemed to stretch out before her, yet unable to see any real 
alternative. It was at this point that she had the conversation with 
“Uncle Charlie” Gordon (who had a summer cottage on Lake-of-
the-Woods) that changed her life. Six weeks later, she was back 
in Toronto, living and working at St Christopher House, one of 
the first settlement houses in Canada, and studying social work 
at  the  University  of  Toronto,  although she always maintained 
that  her  real  preparation  for  church  social  work  lay  in  her 
father’s mission at Moose Mountain, where “life seemed to be 
geared  toward  liking  and  enjoying  the  people  around  us  and 
helping bear the heavier burdens of their lives.”3 This, for Ethel 
and most of her colleagues, was what settlement work was all 
about.

Toronto, at this time, was the major centre of social work in 
Canada. The city saw the launch of a myriad of initiatives at the 

3 Parker, “Origins,” 89.
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turn of the century — most religiously based but some secular — 
intended to improve the lives of ordinary Canadians and address 
the growing problems of urban decay, social isolation, poverty, 
disease,  and  unrest.  Toronto  was  also  home  to  the  first 
professional training school for social workers in Canada, and 
Ethel  was  a  member  of  its  first  graduating  class.  With  her 
classmates  she  spent  about  half  her  time  in  the  classroom, 
learning the theoretical underpinnings of her chosen field, and 
the other half working as a student volunteer, in her case at St. 
Christopher House.

Her time at the House was life-altering, as it was for many 
of the young people who engaged in settlement work, either as 
volunteers or paid employees. Toronto’s settlement houses were 
part  of  a  major  international  reform movement that  sought  to 
tackle  the  problems  of  urban-industrialism  and  immigration. 
The  movement  was  especially  prominent  in  Britain  and  the 
United States,  but  Canadians  soon took it  up  as  well;  by  the 
beginning of the First World War, Canada had twelve settlement 
houses in urban centres across the nation.  Six of these were in 
Toronto, located in the poorest,  most culturally heterogeneous 
sectors of the city.   

Settlement  movement  proponents  argued  that  by 
encouraging  groups  of  well-educated  young  people  to  live  in 
impoverished  districts  and  interact  with  the  poor  and  the 
immigrant  as  neighbours  and  friends,  they  could  both  assist 
newcomers  to  adjust  to  urban  life  in  Canada,  and  eventually 
instill  a  sense  of  interconnection  and  community  throughout 
Canadian society.  Although both men and women founded and 
worked  in  settlement  houses,  most  full-time  residents  and 
volunteers  were  women;  many  were  university  trained  and 
nearly all were religiously motivated.  

The  approach  was  very  practical.  The  settlement  board 
rented, or if possible purchased, a large house or storefront in a 
poor neighbourhood, with residential space in the upper storeys 
and invited reform-minded, well-educated young people to move 
in. The average stay was a few months, but some lived at the 
settlement  for  years.  In  the  lower  storeys  residents  and  non-
resident volunteers established a wide variety of neighbourhood 
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services  and  programs  — everything  from English  classes  to 
well-baby clinics. They also launched aggressive campaigns to 
improve every aspect of urban life.  Toronto’s settlements were 
the  first,  for  example,  to  organize  and  run  supervised  urban 
playgrounds.  They conducted housing surveys, and publicized 
the  crowded,  unsanitary,  poorly  maintained  rental  housing  in 
their  neighbourhoods.   They lobbied for better  street  lighting, 
traffic safety provisions, garbage collection, water and sewage 
hook-ups, and neighbourhood green spaces.  With the support of 
local philanthropists and planners they went to places like New 
York and Chicago to study affordable housing schemes, parks 
development, and improvements in public health.  In all  these 
efforts, they attempted to get members of both the local and the 
wider community involved.  One settler, for example, organized 
a children’s march on city hall to demand improved playground 
facilities in their area. Another told Toronto newspaper readers, 
“We hope to make it impossible for you to enjoy your own home 
comforts until you have added your mite to the improvement of 
housing conditions.”

Many  Presbyterian  proponents  of  what  later  came  to  be 
known as the Social Gospel were fully supportive of the aims 
and ideals of the settlement movement, and were determined to 
“add their mite” wherever possible. A number, including George 
Pidgeon, J.G. Shearer, A.S. Grant, and C.W. Gordon, joined the 
church’s  Board of Social  Service and Evangelism, and within 
that context worked to promote a wide range of social reforms, 
including  the  launch  of  a  network  of  Presbyterian  settlement 
houses across Canada. There was, however, a tension between 
proponents of Social Gospel style initiatives and advocates of a 
more  traditionally  evangelical  approach  to  social  and  moral 
reform — a tension that eventually had serious repercussions for 
the church’s settlements as a whole.

Ethel, in the meantime, immersed herself in the busy routine 
of the student worker at St. Christopher House. In addition to her 
university studies, she assisted in every aspect of the settlement’s 
program, from athletics to clubs and classes to district visiting. 
As soon as she graduated in the spring of 1915 she was sent to 
help out at the newly established Presbyterian settlements, first 
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in Vancouver and then Montreal. In 1916 she was put in charge 
of Toronto’s University Settlement — which Sara Libby Carson, 
head of the Presbyterian Church’s national settlement initiative, 
and Ethel’s immediate superior, was helping to reorganize in the 
midst of wartime pressures and constraints.

In 1917, the Presbyterian settlement project had to deal with 
a serious challenge to its viability as a national entity when many 
of  the  local  Presbyteries  decided  to  reassert  their  claims  to 
manage the settlement houses in their areas, and to run them, in 
some cases,  more along the  lines  of  traditional  city  missions. 
This  prompted  the  resignations  of  Sara  Libby  Carson,  J.G. 
Shearer,  and Helen Hart. Hart was the first  headworker of St. 
Christopher House and trainer of  scores of social  workers for 
Presbyterian church work and for many social agencies across 
Canada.  She  chose  Ethel  Dodds  as  her  replacement  at  St. 
Christopher’s. It was a daunting task. Not only did Ethel have to 
take  over  running  the  settlement,  including  supervising  staff, 
students and volunteers,  maintaining existing programmes and 
launching  new ones,  liasing with other  settlements  and social 
agencies  in  the  city,  and  lecturing  on  settlement  work  at  the 
university, but she also had to deal with a new board of directors, 
some of whom were not entirely supportive of the settlement’s 
objectives and methods. In addition, Sir James Woods, who had 
been St. Christopher’s most generous and supportive benefactor 
since it  opened in 1912, decided (without consulting Ethel) to 
renovate the entire settlement.

Somehow,  through  all  the  upheavals,  Ethel  managed  not 
only to survive, but to thrive in her position as head worker. She 
became, indeed, one of the most prominent social workers in the 
city, and when in 1921 C.J. Hastings, Toronto’s Medical Officer 
of Health, established a welfare division within the department 
of public health, he appointed Ethel first as its staff supervisor, 
and then from 1927 its director. Between 1924 and 1927 Ethel 
also  worked  for  the  Canadian  Welfare  Council,  and  in  1923, 
married G. Cameron Parker. It was a busy time for her indeed. 
However, in 1931, in the wake of the Depression as well as the 
appointment of a new and, according to some sources, somewhat 
narrow-minded Medical Officer of Health, Ethel was forced to 
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resign  under  the  pretext  that  the  department  did  not  employ 
married women. 

This was not the blow it might initially have seemed, for it 
provided the Parkers with the opportunity to adopt their daughter 
Marian.  For  the  next  twelve  years  Ethel  dedicated  herself  to 
raising  their  daughter,  occasionally  taking  on  social  work 
assignments of short duration. During this time, for example, she 
worked with Charlotte Whitton on a series of social surveys of 
various  cities  and  towns  across  the  country  for  the  Canadian 
Welfare Council.  During the war,  she took on the position of 
executive  secretary  of  the  National  YWCA  War  Services, 
responsible for supervising the 140 barracks recreation centres, 
as well as several hostels organized for women in uniform. In 
these years, and long after, she also kept in close touch with her 
former colleagues and friends at St. Christopher House and other 
settlements in Canada and the United States, at the University of 
Toronto, in the Public Health Department and in the church — 
both continuing Presbyterians and United Church members.

In  1948,  G.  Cameron  Parker’s  work  as  an  engineer  for 
Ontario Hydro necessitated a move to the Guelph area, so the 
Parkers pulled up stakes in Toronto and decided to venture into 
farming. Ethel notes that she quickly learned many new skills 
“with tractor, disks and harvesters”. She also became a member 
of the Hamilton Children’s Aid Society, organized the Freelton 
Young Ladies Club in 1950,  and joined the Hamilton Garden 
Club,  where  she  developed  a  passion  for  gardening  that  led, 
among  other  things,  to  her  representing  the  West  Flamboro 
Township on the Board of the Royal Botanical Gardens. 

It  seems  very  clear  that  Ethel  understood  well  the 
significance of her experiences and role as a pioneer in church 
and  state-funded  social  service.  After  her  husband’s  death  in 
1961,  she  attempted  to  carry  on  the  farm  as  well  as  various 
writing  and  research  projects,  but  as  she  puts  it,  “farming 
changed and grew worrisome in the 1960s”. By 1969 it seemed 
time to retire from at least that part of her life. 

Thereafter she devoted herself full-time to chronicling the 
history of the Canadian settlement movement. In the early 1960s 
she,  with  a  group  of  former  colleagues,  had  launched  an 
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ambitious scheme to collect oral histories, letters, and all manner 
of artefacts from the settlements and from the early period of 
professional  Canadian  social  work  more  generally.  The 
manuscript, written by Mary Jennison, was never published but 
it,  along  with  many  of  the  materials  the  group  accumulated, 
continues to offer invaluable insights into the movement. Ethel 
also  wrote,  on  her  own,  numerous  research  notes  on  the 
settlements in Toronto, memoirs of her times at St. Christopher 
House,  and  retrospectives  on  both  church  and  secular  social 
work. In 1973, she joined Richard Allen and a large group of 
academics  and  former  activists  at  a  major  conference  on  the 
Social Gospel in Canada. And in the last months of her life, she 
wrote a series of letters to various friends and acquaintances in 
an attempt  to  secure  a  grant  from the Canada Council  for  an 
acquaintance who wanted to  write  a  biography of Ethel’s  old 
friend and colleague Charlotte Whitton. As she told one of her 
correspondents, “Since before Charlotte died I have been almost 
obsessed  by the  idea that  her  life  story should be  thoroughly 
researched and well written up.” She would want to do it herself 
if she were younger, she noted, but at  87, and with very little 
sight left, she felt it was a project best left to someone else.

Ethel  Dodds  Parker  died  on  13  November  1977.  Her 
obituary  mentioned  her  husband,  parents,  daughter, 
granddaughters, and nephew along with the many and important 
positions she’d held during her career and some of the various 
volunteer activities she undertook. But for Ethel,  it  seems, St. 
Christopher House embodied her calling better  than any other 
institution or task. As she told a group of settlement alumni and 
friends  in  1962,  at  St.  Christopher’s  50th  anniversary 
celebration,  she and  her  co-workers  always knew,  despite  the 
criticism they sometimes received, that the work they were doing 
was at least implicitly and often explicitly religious, based as it 
was  on  living  and  teaching  “the  fatherhood  of  God  and  the 
brotherhood  of  man”.  For  her,  this  was  best  illustrated  in  an 
incident from her time as head worker:

At a St. Christopher Board Meeting about 1920, a board member 
was on the way to the meeting when his car broke down. Arriving 
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late, he told of getting to a garage and urging the attendant to patch 
it up quickly because he was due at St. Christopher House … ‘St. 
Christopher!’ said the attendant, ‘almost all that is good in my life, 
I owe to St. Christopher House.4

The same,  it  seems,  held  true  for  Ethel  as  well.  As  she  noted in  a 
memoir,  to  everyone  who  worked  there  the  settlement  brought 
“warmth, riches and joy that they can never repay”.

4 United Church Archives, Pam HV4183 P3S3, Ethel (Dodds) Parker, “St 
Christopher  House:  Stories  of  My  Time,”  unpublished  memoir,  September 
1961.
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Review Article

HEAVENLY TORAH: As Refracted Through the 
Generations
by Abraham Joshua Heschel  Translated by Gordon 
Tucker London: Continuum, 2005,  814 pp., $49.95.

Abraham Heschel was the most important postwar Jewish 
public  intellectual  and  scholar,  and  a  central  participant  in 
Jewish-Christian relations in a chastened post-Holocaust world. 
Heschel’s life and work, like that of his friend, Martin Luther 
King,  Jr.,  stirred  the  religious  and  political  sentiments  of 
believers  both  within  and  outside  his  faith.  His  activities 
stretched  from  opposition  to  the  Vietnam  war  to  vigorous 
support  for  the  civil  rights movement to  a  campaign for  the 
liberty of Soviet Jews. Heschel’s academic interests were just 
as  broad:  he  wrote  books  about  the  nature  of  prophets  and 
prophecy;  the  Sabbath;  the  great  medieval  rationalist, 
Maimonides; the mystical movement known as Hasidism; the 
Christian  existentialist,  Soren  Kierkegaard;  and  Jewish 
religious life in Eastern Europe, among others. 

This  past  year  saw  the  translation  into  English  from 
Hebrew, and the publication (over thirty years after his death), 
of his magisterial volume on the Talmud, Heavenly Torah: As  
Refracted Through the Generations which he deemed his most 
significant  work  of  scholarship.  In  order  to  understand  the 
outsized  public  personality  of  Heschel,  it  is  essential  to 
appreciate  the  underlying source of his  passions;  that  is,  the 
Jewish  tradition  as  it  developed  from  its  scriptures.  And 
nowhere  are  these  sources  better  revealed  than  in  Heavenly  
Torah.  It  is precisely because he was anchored in a received 
tradition, with all of its particularities, that he can be a figure of 
universal importance. Before turning to our review of Heavenly 
Torah,  a  brief biographical sketch and summary appraisal  of 
Heschel’s work will help to situate him in the context of his 
times.

Heschel  was  born  in  1907  in  Warsaw,  one  of  the 
epicenters of European Jewish life prior to World War II.  A 
scion of an eminent Hasidic family, he was in line to become 

50



TOUCHSTONE, JANUARY, 2007

the  rebbe (a  Hasidic  rabbi)  of  his  community.  This  pious 
community recognized his genius in the exposition of Talmud—
even today the standard of brilliance in Orthodox Judaism—at an 
early age. But Warsaw was a cosmopolitan city, and the charms 
of the world beyond the shtibl, the Hasidic house of worship, and 
beis  medrash,  the  place  of  study,  summoned  him.  Although 
Heschel  would  leave  the  narrow  but  warm  comforts  of  his 
community, he retained always an abiding affection for Jewish 
mysticism in general, and Hasidism in particular, especially in its 
singular  accent  on  wonder  in  the  divine-human  encounter. 
Unlike so many other young Jews of his time who entered into 
general  European,  and  later  North  American,  culture,  he 
continued to observe faithfully his tradition.

Heschel  went  to Berlin in 1927 to study philosophy, and 
wrote his doctoral dissertation on the religious psychology of the 
prophets.  During  his  time in  Germany,  Heschel  studied at  an 
Orthodox and later a liberal rabbinic seminary. For the next five 
years,  he  wrote  and  taught  at  Jewish  schools  in  Berlin  and 
Frankfurt. When Jews of Polish citizenship were deported by the 
Nazis back to Poland in 1938—and most found they were not 
welcome upon their  return—he was able to obtain passage to 
England first and then on to America, where he would make his 
home. 

Heschel began his academic career in the United States at 
Hebrew Union College, the seminary arm of Reform Judaism. 
He  soon  wearied  of  the  College’s  relaxed  approach  towards 
Jewish ritual life, and he left for New York to teach at the Jewish 
Theological  Seminary,  which  trained  rabbis  for  Conservative 
Judaism.  Conservative  Judaism  represented  the  midpoint 
between  Orthodoxy  and  Reform,  and  appealed  to  him  by 
embracing tradition and modernity. 

In 1951, Heschel achieved his first measure of fame by way 
of  a  fulsome  review  of  his  Man  is  Not  Alone by  the  great 
Protestant theologian Reinhold Niebuhr.  In that same year,  he 
published  his  most  beloved  work,  The  Sabbath,  which 
endeavored to show, in his exquisite prose style, that Judaism’s 
past, present and future was secured by its devotion to sacred 
time rather than sanctified space. The Sabbath was a taste of the 
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world-to-come,  Heschel  said,  and  consequently  granted  to 
human beings  a  portion  of  eternity  in  this  world.  Though he 
continued to write to the end of his life, Heschel’s last decade 
was dedicated to the significant political and moral issues of the 
day.  Most  representative  of  this  period  of  his  life  was  the 
photograph  of  Heschel  and  Martin  Luther  King,  Jr,  arms 
entwined, walking in Selma, Alabama, in 1965, during a march 
for civil rights. He died in 1972.

Several themes were repeated all through Heschel’s mature 
writings.  Influenced  by  certain  trends  in  European  religious 
thought, especially the phenomenology of Edmund Husserl, he 
asserted  that  religion  was  best  understood  in  its  own  idiom. 
Religion,  and  the  special  consciousness  that  emerges  from 
religion, was distinct from all of the other branches of the human 
sciences; it could not be trimmed to fit the shape that philosophy, 
for  example,  had  cast  for  it.  For  Heschel,  a  significant 
consequence of this was that, since religious understanding was 
beyond the reach of other disciplines, experience, both individual 
and collective, was central in the formation and maintenance of 
religion. We see this  trait  notably in his  A Passion for Truth. 
This work charted the lines of affiliation in the religious thinking 
of two outwardly dissimilar 19th century religious personalities, 
the  East  European  Menachem  Mendel,  better  known  as  the 
Kotzker  rebbe,  and  the  Danish  philosopher  and  theologian 
Kierkegaard.  The  Kotzker  rebbe,  Kierkegaard  and  Heschel 
himself  appreciated  that  individual  experience  and  encounter 
with the divine was the best path to truth. This desire to know 
truth and God — they are one and the same — arose not from 
doubt about our place in creation, but wonder about our position 
in the divine economy. Out of this sense of wonder, men and 
women will grasp that God is concerned with his creatures. As 
much  as  human  beings  seek  God,  God  in  turn  seeks  human 
beings. The mode in which Heschel expressed the divine-human 
partnership  was  coloured  by  his  steadfast  love  for  Judaism’s 
sacred books, the Torah and the Talmud. 

And the way into understanding Heschel’s  fidelity to the 
Torah and,  in  particular,  the Talmud is  through his  Heavenly  
Torah. Thick like a Victorian novel, the virtuoso translation by 
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Gordon Tucker comes in at a  staggering 814 pages, including 
several useful appendices. Without Tucker’s extensive footnotes, 
the non-expert would be lost in a sea of  biblical  allusion and 
Talmudic quotation. A few words about the Talmud itself: It was 
composed between 100 BCE and 500 CE, when it was codified 
in written form. The Talmud consists of two layers, Mishnah and 
Gemara, the latter being an analysis of the former. The Talmud 
is comprehensive: it explains and regulates the biblical laws that 
affect Jews and Judaism in all aspects of daily life, from proper 
business  behavior  to  sexual  relations  to  fixing  the  dates  for 
Jewish holy days. As my teacher David Novak, a professor of 
philosophy  and  Jewish  Studies  at  the  University  of  Toronto, 
notes, the best way for Christians to understand the importance 
of  the  Talmud  to  Jews  is  to  explain  that  the  Talmud  is  the 
normative  interpretation  of  the  Torah  for  Jews  as  the  New 
Testament  is  the  normative  interpretation  of  the  Torah  for 
Christians. Contemporary Judaism is heir to the rabbinic Judaism 
the roots of which are sunk deep in the Talmud.

Many Orthodox Jews today hold that the Talmud was, like 
the Torah, given in full at Mount Sinai by God to Moses, and 
that the Israelites received it passively. Heavenly Torah seeks to 
overturn  this  notion.  Heschel  holds  that  there  is  a  human 
component in the Talmud, and that it is no less divine because of 
this.  The  Torah  cannot  survive  in  the  absence  of  human 
interpretation,  for  the  Torah  rarely  provides  reasons  and 
justifications  beyond  the  laws  themselves.  What  constitutes 
robbery, and how ought it to be punished? The Torah gives the 
prohibition;  the Talmud fleshes out  the details,  making God’s 
commandments  comprehensible.  “The Torah,”  Heschel  writes, 
quoting the Talmud, “speaks in human language” (250), and this 
is made feasible by the Talmud.

The  narrative  of  Heavenly  Torah  is  told  through  the 
Talmudic  legends  surrounding  the  lives  and  thoughts  of  two 
rabbis and their schools active in the second-century CE, Akiva 
and Ishmael. Heschel employs a strategy of dichotomy: Rabbi 
Akiva and Rabbi Ishmael stand as archetypes of the two major 
patterns  that  he  discerns  in  Jewish  thought  from the  Talmud 
forward. Rabbi Akiva, martyred hideously in 135 CE following a 
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failed revolt against the Romans, pursued “the road of vision” 
and Rabbi Ishmael, also killed by the Romans, sought “the road 
of reason” (32). 

Rabbi  Akiva,  the  mystic,  felt  profoundly  the  miraculous 
hand of God in history, and “could be credited with seeking out 
the wondrous” (33). His interpretation of the Torah embraced the 
hidden and deeper implications of the text, and he felt free to 
expand the simple meaning of the Torah in order to further its 
true  understanding.  He  believed  that  Moses  was  a  passive 
recipient of the Bible. None of the laws contained in the Torah 
were the product of human legislative origin, according to Rabbi 
Akiva, and thus the laws “cannot be dependent on the powers of 
human reason” (40). Additionally, human reason did not cause 
the Israelites to accept the Torah, but rather “as a result of threats 
and coercion” (186). In a famous Talmudic account of the giving 
of the Torah,  God is  shown as  holding Mount Sinai  over the 
heads of the people, saying, “If you accept my Torah all will be 
well; if not this will be your burial place” (186).

Rabbi Ishmael is the restrained and rational counterweight 
to the extremism of Akiva. Heschel describes him as “moderate 
in all things” (36). Heschel wants to rescue and revive the views 
of Rabbi Ishmael, believing that the outlook of Rabbi Akiva has 
prevailed too long in Judaism. Rabbi Ishmael’s view of biblical 
exegesis was much more careful,  interpreting according to the 
evident meaning of scripture as best reason would permit.  He 
trusted that  Israel  accepted the  Torah  voluntarily,  recognizing 
God’s  graciousness  for  the  gift  that  it  was.  In  truth,  Rabbi 
Ishmael was simply adhering to Jewish law: one party could not 
be held responsible for an action that was coerced by another 
party. Unlike Rabbi  Akiva, Rabbi Ishmael accorded to human 
beings a large task in working out the details of revelation. The 
origin of the Torah was very much from God, he believed, but 
God had turned over his book to Israel and it was their charge to 
interpret  it  in  the  light  of  both  eternity  and  their  present 
condition. Moses, according to Rabbi Ishmael, did at times speak 
“on his own authority” (40).  The most celebrated story in the 
Talmud  about  the  human  element  in  the  Torah  concerned  a 
debate between one rabbi, Eliezer ben Hyrcanus, and a group of 
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rabbis.  Their  dispute  was over the  legal  status  of  a  particular 
oven. Rabbi Eliezer dissented from the majority, and called upon 
heaven  to  support  his  position.  Several  miracles  occurred 
confirming  that  God  favoured  the  opinion  of  Rabbi  Eliezer: 
“Why bother Rabbi Eliezer,” a divine voice sounded, “seeing as 
the law is always with him?” One of the rabbis from the majority 
said to the voice: “It [the Torah] is not in the heavens” (659). 
The account closed with God laughing and saying, “My children 
have defeated me. My children have defeated me” (660). The 
point  of  the  story  rested  in  that  “the  Torah  was  not  given 
exclusively from the mind of God; it is refracted also through the 
interpretation of the Sages” (660).

Despite his sympathies with the school of Rabbi Ishmael, 
Heschel holds that the school of Akiva must not be discarded. 
Both are integral to the maintenance of Judaism. The opposing 
principles of Rabbis Akiva and Ishmael are two conduits to the 
completeness  of  truth,  or  what  Heschel  calls  the  “fullness  of 
vision”  (710).  He  writes:  “Thought  develops  only  through 
dialectic: through the synthesis of concepts that are opposed to 
one  another  and complement  one another…whoever  says  that 
these two approaches contradict one another is simply mistaken” 
(708-09). At some points in history, the view of Akiva will be 
the prevailing one; in other generations, the ideas of Ishmael will 
be central. Similar to the way that F.D. Maurice, the 19th century 
Anglican liberal, called for a unity of opposites, a combining of 
the  best  principles  of  Roman  Catholicism  and  Protestantism, 
Heschel  seeks  “a  covenant  between  opposites”  (710),  putting 
together the designs of the two rabbis. The Jewish tradition has 
always sought to preserve both sides of an issue, the majority 
and the minority. “Both these and these,’ it  is recorded in the 
Talmud, ‘are the words of the living God” (710).

I  think  Heschel  here  teaches  a  moral  from which  liberal 
Protestants can profit. Although he would never disavow his own 
views  on  Judaism,  Heschel  understood  that  the  tradition  was 
broader than his own partialities, that there were other authentic 
voices  that  deserved  hearing.  Liberals  and  conservatives  have 
spent  too  little  time  learning  about  the  broadness  of  their 
tradition.  Liberals  read  liberals,  and  conservatives  read 
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conservatives. Heschel encourages us, Jews and Christians alike, 
to move out of narrowness into a greater understanding of the 
richness of each tradition. Both liberals and conservatives need 
to  work  to  diminish  the  distance  between  them,  to  embrace 
moderation more often, if not always. This will serve to increase 
religious unity.

In fact, the United Church of Canada recently demonstrated 
such a commitment to a moderate position: This past August, the 
UCC made a resolution that would have been warmly received 
by Heschel. At the 39th General Council, UCC delegates voted 
against  divestment  from  Israel  and  instead  chose  a  pro-
investment  strategy  that  would  benefit  both  Israelis  and 
Palestinians. The Church’s decision, in that knotty intersection of 
religion and politics,  to  pursue peace through inclusion rather 
than  exclusion  is  an  instance  of  the  moral  courage  and 
moderation that Heschel sought to embody through his life and 
work. The UCC showed a dedication to pluralism so often absent 
in this most impassioned debate.

Heschel, who was prominent in Jewish-Christian relations 
in the 1960s and 70s (he was the major Jewish representative to 
Rome during Vatican II),  also reminds liberal  Protestants  that 
Jews, Christians and Muslims all worship the same God, even if 
the manner of worship differs significantly. Heschel described 
Christianity as a daughter religion of Judaism, and that it had a 
considerable role in the providential unfolding of redemption. He 
called for a pluralism that legitimately respected difference, and 
that  interfaith  understanding  could  only  flow  from  the 
recognition of  real  and theologically  unbridgeable  differences. 
Jews and Christians have much to learn from one another, but if 
that learning does not make Christians into better Christians and 
Jews into better  Jews,  then part of the point  of pluralism and 
dialogue is lost. Heschel has always been essential reading for 
Christian  clergy  and  laypersons  to  understand  Judaism. 
Christians have written many books about Heschel’s influence 
on  them  and  he  has  been  quoted  from  countless  pulpits  on 
Sunday mornings. Long may this continue!

— Matthew LaGrone
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