
Book Reviews 

By Computer and Spacecraft to God and Eternity 

Essay-review by John Wren-Lewis 

The Physics of Immortality: Modern Cosmology, God and the Resurrection of the Dead 
by Frank Tipler. Macmillan, 1994, $39.95. 

If you want to know what a real "new 
paradigm" scientific worldview might 
look like, as contrasted with the old-hat 
pseudo-scientific worldviews which often 
currently sail under the "new paradigm" 
flag, read this book by the professor of 
physics at Tulane University in New Or­
leans. 

I don't mean read it as something to be 
believed - nothing scientific ever asks 
that. Only time and experiment can show 
whether Tipler's specific ideas are viable 
or not, as he himself continually insists 
(offering a 120-page Appendix for Scien­
tists, with the equations they would have 
to examine and test). I mean read it to 
have your horizons expanded and some 
old-age prejudices blown apart, particu­
larly prejudices about the supposedly nec­
essary oppositions between materialism 
vs spirit, technology vs "small is beauti­
ful", economic rationality vs social altru­
ism, progress vs the here-and-now, and 
perhaps most important of all, reduction­
ism vs holism. Where most contemporary 
spiritual, ecological and New Age think­
ers start out by deploring scientific reduc-

tionism and end up calling for loyalty to 
Planet Earth, Tipler takes the reductionist 
bull by the horns and rides it all the way 
to transpersonal heaven, where he discov­
ers the only Whole really worthy of loy­
alty, the universe itself, the All which is 
the ever-present Omega. 

He makes this intention clear right 
from his very first paragraph, which 
should win some kind of prize for chutz­
pah: even if he doesn't get the Nobel 
Prize (as he well might) for his co-author­
ship, with Britain's John Barrow, of the 
so-called Strong Anthropic Principle in re­
lativistic cosmology. Having recently 
spent months struggling to find an arrest­
ing opening for my own book(I think 
with some success), this one leaves mine 
for dead: 

This book is a description of the Omega Point 
Theory, which is a testable physical theory for 
an omnipresent, omniscient and omnipotent 
God who will .... resurrect every single one of 
us to live forever in an abode which is in all 
essentials the Judea-Christian Heaven .... .I 
shall make no appeal, anywhere, to revela­
tion. I shall appeal only to the solid results of 
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modern physical science .... ] shall show ex­
actly how physics will permit the resurrection 
to eternal life of everyone who has ever lived, 
is living, or will live. I shall show exactly why 
this power to resurrect, which modern physics 
allows, ..... will in fact be used. (The italics are 
mine, but Tipler is completely serious about 
all these claims, and gives detailed calcula­
tions to back them up.) 

Yet he's not trying to square science 
with any prior Christian belief, for he him­
self is not a Christian. He gives cogent 
reasons towards the end of the book why 
he can't personally accept formal Christi­
anity, boiling down to the fact that it's too 
exclusive to encompass the sheer generos­
ity, power and wonder of the Omega­
Point Theory. Rather, he draws on top 
scholarly authorities on African and na­
tive American shamanism, Hinduism, 
Taoism, Buddhism, Judaism, Christianity 
and Islam, to argue that all these religions 
are humanity's pre-scientific intuitions of 
a potential in the physical universe which 
science is at long last beginning to recog­
nise - namely, the potential for eternal 
conscious life, ie conscious life not sub­
ject to "the thousand natural shocks the 
flesh is heir to" in organic life as it has so 
far evolved on Planet Earth. 

And here, speaking as a former scien­
tist and a born-again mystic (since my 
near-death experience in 1983), I would 
say that both the weakness and the 
strength of Tipler's book is that he takes 
no account- indeed seems largely un­
aware- of the fact that mystics all down 
the ages in all religions have actually ex­
perienced a timeless "dimension" of alive­
ness in and through the transience of 
organic human life, and have thereby 
been able to experience that transience 
without suffering. But I think the strength 
outweighs the weakness as far as the. 
book's value is concerned, because my 
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own extensive studies since getting re­
born into eternity-consciousness have led 
me to the conclusion that about 99% of 
what is taught about mysticism is pie-in­
the-sky fantasy, which does more injus­
tice that justice to what mystical 
consciousness is really about. 

Why? Because the whole structure of 
the human mind is "incamational," ie, ori­
ented to expressing eternity in finite or 
space-time terms - so unless you are by 
some "act of grace" already experiencing 
eternity-consciousness, your ideas about 
it are likely to be more false than true. 
Probably the only way to get any re­
motely realistic imagination of it (as dis­
tinct from escapist fantasy) is to think of 
how fmite consciousness might find a 
way to survive physically without being 
subject to the organic limitations of 
"change and decay". This, as Tipler 
points out, was what the ancient religious 
ideas of "spiritual bodies" were trying to 
do, but they were only vague imaginings, 
because humanity's notions of the real po­
tentialities of matter were then so limited. 

The strength of his book is that it 
shows how modem science brings these 
ideas down from the realm of vague 
imagination to possibilities of practical re­
alisation - so even if he's wrong in his 
specifics, he takes a major step forward in 
giving "a local habitation and a name" to 
what otherwise rjsk being "airy nothings". 

Well, not exactly local in the ordinary 
sense, nor in the sense in which our con­
temporary ecologists want us to recover 
the sense of locality on Planet Earth. Yes, 
we are children of the earth along the line 
of time past, and technologies which ren~ 
der the planet unfit for human habitation 
must surely be curbed, yet there is some­
thing in the human soul which knows it is 
not just "of the earth, earthy," and philoso­
phies which deny that impulse do so at a 
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psychological and spiritual peril every bit 
as great as the dangers of fouling our cur­
rent ecological nest. And this is where Ti­
pler, the self-styled unrepentant 
reductionist, ·speaks like a true mystic 
who knows there is more to matter than 
evolution has yet uncovered - but true to 
his scientific brief, he makes no appeal to 
magic or the supernatural. He appeals to 
what science and technology are already 
uncovering right here in our present 
earthly backyard about the potential of 
matter to support intelligence in non-or­
ganic fonns, in machines such as the one 
on which I'm writing this review right 
now. 

Flesh and blood, said St.Paul, cannot 
inherit the kingdom of God - and it's 
pretty unlikely, even with the greatest pos­
sible advances in space-travel, that they'll 
ever inherit much beyond our own solar 
system. But Tipler (who goes well be­
yond PhD level in Computer Complexity 
Theory) gives ground for thinking that 
well before the end of the next century, 
we shall have been able to transfer our 
whole minds with the full sensuous enjoy­
ment-capacity and feeling-capacity of our 
biological inheritance inside self-replicat­
ing nanotechnological computers weigh­
ing no more than 100 grams each - and 
since they need experience no time-lapse 
while travelling, colonising the entire gal­
axy with (or rather as) them will be a 
piece of cake. With that much ecological 
space to play with (to say nothing of the 
fact that the energy-requirements of indi­
vidual personal existence in that fonn are 
minimal), there is no question of scarcity, 
which Tipler argues (again drawing on 
some pretty fonnidable authorities) is the 
root of all so-called evil impulses. So 
those sci-fi- fantasies about inhuman 
Daleks turning against their human crea­
tors, or of Dallas-style soap-operas being 
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carried on interstellarly, are just that - fan­
tasies based on our as-yet-limited experi­
ence of finite consciousness. 

Colonising the rest of the universe will 
take a little longer- several million mil­
lion years, in fact -but since the most ba­
sic of all life-drives at the root of 
consciousness is survival, colonised it 
surely will be, well before the point 
where the expansion of the universe goes 
into reverse towards the "big crunch." 
And at that stage, the vastly expanded col­
lective intelligence of the colonised uni­
verse - the Omega-consciousness - will 
have at Its disposal the unimaginable en­
ergy of gravity-shear, which will give It 
the power to stop the contraction and ere~ 
ate a stable cosmic paradise of truly eter­
nal finite life. I was reminded at this point 
of a science-fiction story I once read 
about a day when a vast number of plane­
tary supercomputers were linked up 
across the galaxy; when the resultant su­
per-supercomputer was asked humanity's 
age-old question, "Is there a God?", the 
reply came back, "Yes there is- now!" 

But Tipler explicitly denies the need 
for any sinister overtones in that answer, 
because he establishes, by appeal to game­
theory, that Omega-consciousness must 
of Its very nature be utterly generous to­
wards every sentient life-fonn that has 
contributed to Its own vast evolutionary 
struggle. So It will have both the power 
and the imperative to resurrect all who 
have ever lived, good and bad alike, into 
It's own blissful time-transcendence, with 
absolutely no problems of overcrowding 
or denial of space for individuality, and 
no kind of pressure on time for doing 
whatever each one wants to do (and 
hence no boredom). And here again, any 
feeling readers might have that this is all 
too far off (squillions of millennia) to be 
real, is simply due to lack of imagination 
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based on our present limited experience, 
for we shan't have been "hanging 
around" in any limbo during the interim. 
When Tipler talks of resurrection, he 
means resurrection, not immortality -
which once again jibes completely with 
my own mystical experience. When I ex­
perienced "time-stop" in Thailand in 
1983, I most emphatically had no experi­
ence of an immaterial soul existing apart 
from my bodyt but rather of a literal re­
birth or resurrection - that is, of 
"Omega's" John Wren-Lewising starting 
up entirely afresh, with all its fonner 
memories, when the body was resusci­
tated before brain-decay set in. 

In the book's concluding chapters, Ti­
pler actually shows how his theory might 
be compatible with mysticism, though I 
don't think that was his intention. At sev­
eral points he remarks how in modem 
physical cosmology, the Omega-state can 
validly be said to "reach back through 
time" to influence events leading up to its 
own evolution, and though he doesn't use 
the term, I was reminded of the "strange 
attractor" idea in Chaos Theory. This 
could indeed be one way of under­
standing the "beyond that is within" expe­
rienced by mystics. (As a gesture to 
Christians, Tipler suggests there's no logi­
cal reason why Omega shouldn't have res­
urrected Jesus from the dead, but he also 
can't see why, if It did, It stopped there -
so he prefers to explain the Easter appear­
ances as just visions.) 

At first sight, it's something of a puz­
zle that this book hasn't gone off like a 
bomb in spiritual and religious circles, 
considering the popularity of other books 
linking modem science with spiritual is­
sues, like Capra's The Tao of Physics. 
True, there are many points where Tipler 
overestimates the general reader's capac­
ity for grasping even simple ideas in rela-
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tivistic cosmology; even I, who did the 
subject for my degree, am still quite un­
able to say whether his assertions about 
the Bekenstein Bound or the Higgs Boson 
make sense or not. But that kind of diffi­
culty applied equally to Capra's book, 
and even more to Stephen Hawking's A 
Brief History of Time, which had a far 
more negative conclusion that Tipler's, 
yet became a bestseller. So why is Ti­
pler's book still only trickling off the 
shelves? 

I think he puts his fmger on the answer 
in the very last sentence of his main text, 
when he asserts that "Religion is now a 
part of science." This is implied by his 
whole argument, and I think he just 
doesn't realise that the psychological ef­
fect is to leave the great majority of peo­
ple feeling "left out," because it means 
there's no significant contribution they 
can make to humanity's "salvation". 
Since being born again as a mystic, I've 
come to recognise that the urge for per­
sonal significance is as fundamental to hu­
man consciousness as the urge for 
survival, and not to be dismissed as mere 
"ego". So I canquite see that it's not just 
clergy who might be less than wildly en­
thusiastic about Tipler's book because it 
could make them redundant; he may not 
intend his Omega Point to seem too dis­
tant from our lives to matter, but that's 
how it comes across if the evolution lead­
ing up to it from here on out is mainly a 
matter of high science and technology. 

But do read it, all the same, for even if 
his peers eventually declare his conclu­
sions doubtful or invalid, it's still very im­
portant in showing how even the most 
reductionist science today implies the 
spiritual perspective. And it should force 
us all to think again about whether current 
"green" attempts to curb scientific/techno­
logical advances in the name of love for 
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Planet Earth may not be theologically 
shortsighted estimates of humanity's spiri­
tual destiny, which according to both St 
Paul and Tipler may be the only means 
whereby our undeniably spectacular 
home planet, necessarily perishable in the 
long term on current worldviews (and 
maybe the not-so-long term, if that wan­
dering asteroid hits), could be resurrected 
to share God's eternity. Amidst the cur­
rent timely outbreak ofeco-prophesy, Ti­
pler has given us an equally timely 
reminder of another (and surely more Ba­
sic) aspect of the religious story, a state­
ment which simple conservatives like the 
Pope and Billy Graham are just not 
equipped to make. 

Cast yourselves recklessly into the 
current of life! A Critical Response to 

Richard Leonard's Beloved Daughters: 
100 Years of Papal Teaching on 

Women. (Melbourne: David Lovell, 
1995; 120 pp., ISBN 186355 045 3). 
In her foreword to Richard Leonard's 

book, Elizabeth Johnson writes that it 
"performs a real service in providing ac­
cess to some of the primary material" 
needed for any intelligent conversation 
about both a possible nature and role of 
women in the church (p. v). Leonard cov­
ers primary material from the last hun­
dred years of papal documents in three 
chapters, presenting the material helpfully 
in the categories of "Catholic social teach­
ing" and "Mariological teaching", and giv­
ing a description of the context of each 
document. By far the greatest emphasis 
falls on the two documents from John 
Paul II- Mulieris dignitatem and Ordina­
tio sacerdotalis. In fact, only the first 
third of the book is really devoted to the 
"hundred years" of the title, and the book 
might be better described as an examina­
tion of the two documents of John Paul II, 
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with the earlier material used as back­
ground to the understanding of the more 
current documents. 

Chapter four, which comprises all of 
Part Three ("What have women gained 
and lost in this teaching?"), covers a vari­
ety of positive and negative reactions by 
commentators to the teaching (mostly of 
Mulieris dignitatem), and chapters five to 
seven are devoted to a study of the herme­
neutics of John Paul II and Elisabeth 
Schiissler Fiorenza. Chapter eight plots 
the basic lines of opposition drawn up be­
tween Schiissler Fiorenza and Joseph 
Ratzinger (Leonard's choice to represent 
the papal henneneutic with regard to 
scripture). The chapter is rather curiously 
entitled "Towards a fruitful dialogue". 

The concluding three and half page 
chapter, "Finding a middle ground", pre­
sents the difficulties Leonard perceives in 
the papal teaching (especially the teach­
ing of John Paul II) about the vocation of 
women: lack of self-examination by the 
official church regarding its discrimina­
tion against women; an unhelpful Mariol­
ogy; gender exclusive language. Leonard 
concludes by asking that the papal docu­
ments be taken on their own tenns, calls 
for a continuation of the dialogue (one 
has to ask at this point "what dialogue?"), 
and gives warnings of disintegration 
within the church if there is no dialogue. 

This is a slim volume, easy to read at a 
sitting, with a light style. Although brief, 
the book ·certainly covers enough material 
to give a good idea of the key themes and 
philosophical underpinnings that are un­
der investigation. Of course, extracting 
from a longer work (Leonard's M. Theol. 
thesis) is always an exercise in compro­
mise and one has to put up with the fact 
that the work of Schussler Fiorenza (there 
are those who would want to question 
Leonard's description of her as "the lead-
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ing and most influential figure in Chris­
tian feminist hermeneutical inquiry in the 
last decade", p. 71) is not situated within 
the broader context of feminist, womanist 
and majeurista liberation theologies. In 
this way the concern with henneneutics is 
restricted to a discussion of the polarities 
of two individual methods. 

Certainly Schussler Fiorenza's empha­
sis on an historical method means that her 
work is more easily brought into compari­
son with the papal/ Ratzinger hermeneu­
tic, but how will the dialogue be carried 
out for those many feminist theologians 
in the church who are not historical crit­
ics? The issue of representation applies 
also to Leonard's attempt to speak for all 
women here. Statements like ''Therefore 
Mary, for women, does not become ... " (p. 
58) make presumptions about repre­
sentation which many women would fmd 
difficult. 

Generally speaking, Leonard has 
given us a kind of handbook of infonna­
tion, comprising an outline of papal teach­
ing and an outline of the two differing 
henneneutics, but there is very little criti­
cal response to these, no real criticism of 
either Schussler Fiorenza or Ratzinger. I 
found myself waiting, without result, for 
Leonard to commit himself in some way 
to a full critical response to the material 
he had gathered. 

In the absence of this, let me take up a 
· few of the areas that seem to call for a re­
sponse. Beginning with pages 10 and 15, 
Leonard gives us examples of papal 
theologising based on certain biological 
perspectives, and examples of the camou­
flaging effect of "double-speak" in this 
theologising. One argument goes in this 
way: women and men do not have equal 
rights in marriage; the woman must be 
obedient to the man. If a woman wants 
equal rights, it means that she must lower 
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herself from her truly regal throne and her 
status of rational and exalted liberty. That 
must mean, then, that being obedient to 
another human being means being the one 
who rules as queen and is free. Really? 
Somehow the logic appears to be lacking. 

If we go further and look at later docu­
ments that seem to accept the equality of 
men and women, we find that women are 
higher than men by virtue of the fact that 
they have a womb, since in this way they 
mirror God. Once again, if women want 
the same rights as men (this time not in 
marriage, but in the ministerial priest­
hood), they would have to lower them­
selves from their supreme status. The 
logic here seems to be that women are 
higher than men because they mirror 
God, whereas men only represent Christ, 
having the necessary male genitalia to 
qualify. At this stage we have to ask, is 
God really after all female, or is it only 
for men that we should take the genitalia­
mirroring business literally? Apart from 
all this, one wonders at a papal theology 
that might subordinate Christ to God in 
such a fashion. 

Of course the major problem here is 
the ambiguity and naivety of John Paul 
II' s understanding of the use and function 
of symbolic language and the difficulty of 
the inconsistencies in the literal interpreta­
tion of such language. This shows up 
clearly in Leonard's section on "The 
Church as bride" (pp. 44-6). Mulieris dig­
nitatem is at pains to be clear that using 
the metaphor of the bride for the Church 
should not be taken literally, since men 
constitute over half of the Church (and 
therefore one cannot think of them liter­
ally as being properly represented by the 
female metaphor of the Church). At the 
same time we read that Christ's love as 
the symbolically male bridegroom is par-
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ticularly the model and pattern of men's 
love. 

Thus, we seem to have moved the men 
from one side of the relationship of Christ 
and the Church (i.e. men and women to­
gether as the Church) to the other (i.e. 
men as more fully represented by Christ). 
When we add to that the way in which 
only (ordained) men can fully and prop­
erly image Christ because of their genita­
lia ("their maleness establishes a clear 
and unambiguous link with the persona 
Christi"), we are dangerously close to 
equating the Christ with (ordained) men 
and the Church with women. If this is so, 
then the idea previously expressed, that 
men and women in marriage are mutually 
subject to each other, is swallowed up in 
the concept that in the love relationship of 
Christ and the Church, only the Church is 
subject (p. 44). 

Further in the argument, when the 
eucharist becomes the moment of consum­
mation between the Christ and his bride -
the Christ represented by the ordained · 
priest and the Church really by the 
women - the distinctions somehow reach 
their lowest common denominator of or­
dained men and lay women. One has to 
ask at this point, what happens to the non­
ordained men, since they seem to have 
dropped out of the equation. If they are 
not to be taken literally as the spouse, but . 
the ordained clergy are to be taken liter­
ally as the Christ, there seems no room 
for them at all in the discussion. 

This is an interesting point, because it 
helps to clarify that there is a great deal of 
oppression for (non-ordained) men im­
plicit in the documents, not just for 
women. A patriarchal philosophy/anthro­
pology that would reduce women/Mary to 
womb (used [mother] or unused [virgin] -
and Mulieris dignitatem condemns the 
sexual objectification of women!), while 
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holding before her an impossible biologi­
cal state as model of spiritual perfection 
(virgin mother), also advocates a mascu­
linity based on aggression and hierarchi­
cal one-up-man-ship. There is· a very 
good example of this in Pius XII 's view 
that a husband "must strive to exceed his 
equals and rise above them in his own 
field of endeavour" so that his wife may 
have honour and status. 

Pages 58 to 60 bring us into the midst 
of the debate about masculinity and femi- · 
ninity, where philosophical positions in re­
gard to "woman's nature" are crucial. 
Again it is disappointing that Leonard has 
chosen not to engage the issues critically, 
but rather left it to Johnson in the fore­
word to provide a brief outline (pp. iii-v). 
The issue of gender analysis in its inter­
play with socio-political analysis is surely 
of the highest importance to women in the 
Church. Thus, I do not agree with 
Leonard that woman's vocation is the 
crux. This is only a secondary issue that 
works out of the more basic debate about 
woman's nature. What Leonard fails to 
see are the implications of the Church's 
statements that women are equal in so far 
as they follow the nature ordained by God 
for them. What sort of qualifiers are put 
on that equality, by virtue of what the 
Church considers or intetprets to be 
women's nature ordained by God? 

One cannot assume, as Leonard seems 
to do, that the Church's statements about 
equality mean that everything is fme in 
that area and we have only to concern our­
selves with the roles of women. Gaudium 
et Spes states that women ought to be able 
to play their part fully in all spheres of 
life "according to their own particular na­
ture". Leonard's concluding comment 
that the document "endorsed and pro­
moted a new era of thinking about 
women's role and status in the church and 
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the world" (p. 23) seems to be overly opti­
mistic. More realistic is his (implicit) ca­
veat about Mulieris dignitatem where 
liberation for the woman as a disciple is 
described in tenns of her response out of 
a distinctly feminine disposition, as it is 
understood by the church (pp. 90, 95). 

Page 73 brings us to the issue of 
women's experience and representation. 
The institutional church presumes to 
speak for women and to speak about what 
women are. Leonard characterises this 
process of speaking for women as one 
that uses the long line of apostolic conti­
nuity and interpretation as the basis of 
statements within the whole Christian 
community. He reiterates "whole" Chris­
tian community three times. Mulieris dig­
nitatem "is retelling the story of the 
Christian church in relation to the particu­
lar situation of women, drawing on the 
whole community's experience and reflec­
tion on the life of Jesus and the example 
of Mary." When has the "whole commu­
nity" been involved in such an interpreta­
tion and retelling? 

There are many other issues that could 
be addressed; such as how one can do ec­
clesiology without a concern for its 
broader setting within social and political 
milieux (p. 76); the "double-speak" about 
the interpretation of scripture within the 
Church (the last word belongs to the 
Church, and the Church must give the last 
word to the Bible, which must be read 
within the Church ... ; p. 106); and the 
question of the relationship between the 
Church's concern to read the signs of the 
times and its concern to maintain the con­
tinuity of its tradition. 

My argument here is not really with 
the genre of Leonard's book. It is a good 
and infonnative handbook. There is cer­
tainly a place for purely descriptive mate­
rial, but if Leonard wanted to provide 
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such material, that should have been 
made clearer. One assumes that a Masters 
thesis is not just a descriptive exercise, 
and I am presuming that a large amount 
of critical material from that thesis has 
not been included, for whatever motive. 
This seems a shame, as even the non-spe­
cialist reader could have benefited from 
an inclusion of more critical work. 

Leonard makes a plea that the papal 
documents must be taken on their own 
tenns. I have to ask why this should be 
so. If I recognise the henneneutic at work 
in these documents, it does not mean that 
I should not criticise it. Even reader re­
sponse theory, which holds that there are 
an infinite number of readings of any text, 
would also want to talk about the ethical 
implications of each reading. There are 
not sufficient grounds for dialogue simply 
by saying that we have recognised the her­
meneutic at work in the papal documents. 
Leonard has established that there are two 
conflicting henneneutics at work. He has 
not suggested how this conflict can lead 
to dialogue or on what grounds dialogue 
can take place. What is taking place at the 
moment -condemnation of the feminist 
henneneutic in the latest Vatican docu­
ment on biblical interpretation- is not dia­
logue. 

In conclusion, the following errata 
should be noted: p. 9, line 7; p. 59, line 
22; p. 72, line 20; p. 81 1st paragraph, end 
of the quote?; p. 97, line 1; p. 103 fn. 90 
"Kiing"; p. 110, line 3. One expects to 
find most, if not all, the works referred to 
in the text in the bibliography. Certainly 
key works that infonn a considerable sec­
tion of the discussion should be included. 
It is surprising then to find many omis­
sions here, such as Schussler Fiorenza's 
"The Ethics of Biblical Interpretation" 
and Ratzinger's "Biblical Interpretation in 
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Crisis", to mention just two such key 
works. 

One final comment on a note of per­
sonal taste. I fmd the portrayal of the (to 
my eye) very tentative woman on the 
cover sums up quite well the negative as­
pects of the portrayal of women in the ma­
terial under review. Perhaps this is what 
Leonard, or the publisher, intended. I 
would prefer a more positive portrayal of 
women as strong and capable dialogue 
partners - as they have always been, and 
as they will be in the ongoing discussion 
for which Leonard hopes. For women 
have always been slow to heed warnings 
like those of Benedict XV that they 
should not cast themselves recklessly into 
the current of life. 

Majella Franzmann 
Philosophy UNE 

The feminine principle in the Sikh 
vision of the Transcendent 

Nikky-Guninder Kaur Singh, Cambridge 
University Press Cambridge, New York 

and Melbourne: 1993. 318pp. ISBN 0 521 
432871. 

This volume is the third in the Cam­
bridge Studies in Religious Traditions se­
ries, edited by John Clayton, Steven 
Collins and Nicholas de Lange and is a 
timely and erudite work based on a par­
ticular feminist construct of the Sikh relig­
ion. The author analyses both religious 
and secular Sikh literature with the ex­
plicit goal of countering current Sikh mas­
culinist scholarship, and of blowing away 
the patriarchal cobwebs obliterating the 
strong emphasis on the 'feminine' and 
gender equality enunciated by the fif­
teenth century founder of Sikhism, Guru 
Nanak. 

Nikky-Guninder Kaur Singh argues 
that in using a genetic approach to explain 
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Sikhism, historians of religion categorise 
it with Hinduism or Islam, or as a syn­
cretic faith, thus distorting and hiding its 
unique origin in the religious experience 
of Guru Nanak. She also rejects the im­
puted origins of Sikhism in the Sant tradi­
tion, especially the emphasis placed on 
the influence of Kabir. Further, she ob­
jects to explanations using the familiar 
'devout Sikh' slogan ( 48-49) and rejects 
the usual methodological concerns of his­
torians of religion in favour of the use of 
a literary-henneneutical approach, specifi­
cally, that of Gaston Bachelard's poetics. 
For the historian of religion, this is very 
refreshing, even if the much debated ques­
tion of essentialism is sidestepped in the 
process. The same problem occurs in her 
total reliance on western Christian femi­
nism for validation of her feminist analy­
sis, even attributing all women's 
scholarship in India, Pakistan, the Middle 
East and Asia in general to western 'guid­
ance' and inspiration. In particular, the 
work of Indian women scholars and the 
long history of women's movements on 
the sub-continent seem to be unknown to 
her. In locating 'the feminine principle', . 
Singh explains that this 'refers to qualities 
conventionally associated with women' 
(53), and in so doing, neglects analysis of 
the hierarchical dualism implicit in such 
frameworks. The male Sikh gurus, Singh 
maintains, understood that their poetic ut­
terances were feminine, and that the reve­
lation of the feminine is equal with their 
personae as masculine. What emerges 
from her analysis of Sikh scripture and 
secular writing is not, however, confined 
to the 'conventional' feminine. 

Beginning with the wonderful poetry 
of the Granth, the 1630 pages of which 
are set in musical ragas, Nikki-Guninder 
Kaur Singh explores the basic analogy of 
the mata (mother), and reveals the female 
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in the Sikh perspective as someone who 
'exists as a person upon whom depend 
creation and nurturing' (58), is neither a 
goddess nor a voluptuous temptress, and 
whose sexuality is 'accepted as essential 
to life'. The Mother as 'Infinite Matrix' 
enables women's household chores such 
as churning butter, weaving, dyeing fab­
rics and sewing to become significant 
metaphors of transcendent activity. An­
other powerful feminine image evoked is 
that of the Bride who 'is essentially em­
bodied, passionate, relational, communal 
and ... intimately connected with the Tran­
scendenf (91). The omnipresence of the 
bridal symbol in the Guru Granth is seen 
to point to the sharedness and oneness of 
human experience as well as the link be­
tween the human and animal worlds 
(reminiscent of Indo-European myths of 
the sacred mare). The Bride is imaged as 
a conduit for achieving union with the 
Transcendent, there being no more need 
for a seer or Prophet, nor a hierarchy of 
power. The Transcendent is Fonnless and 
Singh highlights the genuine genderless­
ness of the Sikh concept in the language 
of the scriptures. The feminine principle 
then is not a female divine nor a Goddess; 
it is an expression of the dynamism of the 
union of the cosmos with the Fonnless di­
vine. The Bride is thus seen to reflect the 
personal evolution that (Singh argues) is 
the hallmark of the western women's 
movement. The Sikh bride, in her vibrant 
red clothing is indeed dependent, but this 
dependency is shared by men, women 
and in fact, the entire cosmos. 

In examining both Sikh scripture and 
secular poetry, Nikky-Guninder Kaur 
Singh opens up for the reader a rich world 
of feminine imagery. In particular, Chap­
ter 4, 'Durga recalled: transition from my­
thos to ethos' is a fine literary critique of 
the place of the imagery of the Hindu 
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Goddess as a model for the Sikh warrior 
in the writing of Guru Gobind Singh. The 
Punjabi verses glow with energy, even to 
the non-Punjabi speaker, and while quite 
defensive vis a vis the Hindu tradition, 
Kaur Singh's juxtaposition of the Hindu 
and Sikh Durga gives life and energy to 
analysis of the Goddess which is rare in 
even the most insightful scholarship. Simi­
larly, the analysis of the work of the mod­
em ( 1872-1957) poet, novelist and 
scholar Bhai Vir Singh shows a remark­
able female energy and power in his hero­
ines. His 'flesh and blood' women are 
models to be emulated; they experience 
and expound the presence of the Tran­
scendent. The attainment of supreme 
knowledge becomes their quest, a goal to 
be reached, and the heroines in Bhai Vir 
Singh's writing make it clear that 'She is 
the one made in the image of the Tran­
scendent Creator', the one who searches, 
looks for her Beloved One, without any 
male intennediaries and she finds the an­
swers herself. 

This is a scholarly work which is long 
overdue in the evolution of Sikh scholar­
ship. The author points out the problems 
within the tradition in relation to the poor 
practice of the ideals of the Khalsa · 
woman enunciated by Gobind Singh and 
the strong validation of women in all 
parts of the Sikh scriptures, a validation 
which has been ignored in Sikh scholar­
ship to date. While one could have 
wished for both more alertness to feminist 
scholarship in the Indian sub-continent 
and less adulation of western feminism 
and also a more sophisticated angle on 
gender dualisms and oppositions, the qual­
ity of the literary critique and the way in 
which the texts of the Sikh tradition come 
to life on the page makes this an exciting 
work on a religious tradition which is too 
often given little attention in the west. 
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The author calls upon Sikh women, other 
Asian women and western feminist schol­
ars 'to come close and understand one an­
other and bring about change'. With 
which one can only voice a heartfelt soli­
darity, and a reminder that male scholars 
who see themselves as experts on the 
Sikh tradition will learn a great deal from 
Nikki -Guninder Kaur Singh's pioneering 
work. 

Sunit Kaur Grover, Deakin University 
Penny Magee, Melbourne. 

Teaching and Learning Religion: A 
Phenomenological Approach 

Terence Lovat. Social Science Press, 
Wentworth Falls. 1995. 88pp ISBN 0-

949218-77-4 
This book provides a useful overview 

of the phenomenological approach to re­
ligious education. It has two sections, the 
first dealing with the theoretical basis of 
the approach, the second and longer sec­
tion dealing with how the approach works 
in practice which is particularly directed 
at the teacher of the new religious studies 
courses in Australian schools. The second 
section includes chapters on such topics 
~s religious ritual, religious time and 
space, religious change. At the end of 
each of these chapters there is a summary 
of teaching points and a list of suggested 
tasks. 

The book does not however include a 
critical evaluation of the phenomenologi­
cal approach itself which was perhaps out­
side the scope of an introductory 
practically oriented work such as this. 
Nevertheless it is worth noting that the 
phenomenological approach is not im­
mune from criticism, particularly if it be­
comes the dominant approach to the study 
of religion (as it has tended to do in the 
various Australian State Studies of Relig-
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ion syllabuses). Because the methodology 
aims to achieve neutrality in the presenta­
tion of the various religious belief sys­
tems and not make any judgement as to 
their truth or moral acceptability, it does 
leave out one important aspect of the 
study of religion. This is the area which 
deals with the pupils' own search for 
meaning and purpose in life and the ac­
companying goal of religious autonomy 
in which the pupils have developed their 
own thought through response to the is­
sues raised in religion. The pheno­
menological approach can provide useful 
data in achieving this goal but it needs to 
be supplemented by philosophically 
based modes of inquiry that raise the 
more difficult questions of the truth and 
acceptability of the various religious phe­
nomena examined~ 

Allowing for this significant limitation 
in the phenomenological approach, the 
book does achieve well the goals it sets 
out to accomplish, namely to provide a 
succinct, clear and readable account of 
this approach and to show how it can be 
usefully employed in the teaching of relig­
ious studies. 

Peter Hobson 
Social, Cultural and Curriculum Studies 

UNE 

New Face of the Church in Latin 
America: Between Tradition and 

Change. 
Cook, Guillenno, ed. American of Missi­
ology Series, 18. Maryknoll, NY: Orbis 

Books, 1994.289 pp. US$19.95 pap. 
ISBN 0-8-88344-937 

The Church in Latin America is an 
area that is difficult to describe well. 
More often than not, complex sets of in­
ter-locking realities are reduced to biased 
stereotypes. This work attempts to dispel 
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a number of myths about the topic by fo­
cusing on Latin American Protestantism. 

Through the eyes of an amazing array 
of perspectives -including ecumenical, 
evangelical, grassroots, Protestant and 
Catholic, Latin and North American, and 
others the book succeeds in providing a 
broad overview of (relatively) recent de­
velopments, and thus exploding several 
popular misconceptions - for example, 
about the predominant influence of Ca­
tholicism, and the lack of theological 
depth and social engagement of Pente­
costalism. 

"The content is about evenly divided 
between unpublished papers, translated ar­
ticles, and papers that have appeared in 
specialized journals. The twenty-one 
chapters, of varying lengths, have been di­
vided into [five] sections" (p. xii). Part 
One ("1492-1992: Change and Continu­
ity"), deals with the 500 years of Christi­
anity in Latin America, and the legacy 
and implications of colonialism. Part Two 
("The Dynamics of Change"), covers so­
cioreligious change. Part Three ("Popular 
Religion: Tradition and Change"), deals 
with popular religion from the perspec­
tives of an Indigenous culture, spirituality 
and base communities, among others. 
Part Four ("Area Studies"), provides case 
studies of recent developments in Guate­
mala, El Salvador, Nicaragua and Brazil. 
Part Five ("The Future of the Latin Ameri­
can Church"), looks at the prospects of 
Liberation Theology, Christianity ·and the 
Church in Latin America. There are chap­
ters by such outstanding leaders as Justo 
Gonzalez, C. Rene Padilia, Maria Clara 
Luchetti Bingemer, Jose Comblin, Pablo 
Richard (and Team} and Jose Miguez 
Bonino. It is quite disappointing, how­
ever, to find what the editor himself de­
scribes as "a paucity of women and of 
native Americans among the contribu-
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tors" (p. xiii). Several of the authors make 
extensive use of David Martin's Tongues 
of Fire and David Stoll's Is Latin Amer­
ica Turning Protestant? (both published 
in 1990). The book amplifies and comple­
ments research found in older works such 
as Frontiers of Theology in Latin Amer­
ica, edited by Rosino Gibellini, published 
in Italian (1975) and English (1979), and 
the fuller treatment, Faith Born in the 
Struggle for Life, edited by Dow Kirkpa­
trick (1988). 

The book has endnotes and a good bib­
liography of more recent works, but no in­
dex. There are some (rather annoying) 
technical problems almost as if the book 
was put together in a hurry. These in­
clude: repetition of several pages of text 
in two different chapters by the same 
author (e.g., Escobar, pp. 32-33 and 120-
121); references to works that are not 
listed anywhere in the bibliography or 
notes; numerous typographical errors, in 
English, Spanish and Portuguese, espe­
cially in the bibliography; and, inconsis­
tent use of notation styles. Nevertheless, 
the work is a necessary resource, and an 
important contribution to the field. 

RaulFerruindez-Calienes 
University of Sydney 

AIDS, Ethics and Religion: Embracing 
a World of Suffering. 

Overberg, Kenneth R., ·ed. Maryknoll, 
NY: Orb is Books, 1994. 284 pp. 

US$18.50 pap. ISBN 0-88344-949 
In a decade and a half, one disease has 

generated both a pandemic and a massive 
industry. The inability to contain or cure 
HIV I AIDS on a world scale ensures that 
continued attention be paid to the mani­
fold dirl).ensions of the disease. This col­
lection of essays edited by the Jesuit 
theologian, Kenneth Overberg, endeav-
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ours to provide some of the most recent 
writings of policy formulators, doctors, 
scientists, specialists and pastors, both to 
enable us to keep pace with the burgeon­
ing effects of HIV /AIDS and to measure 
our responses. 

The collection itself is divided into 
four sections touching on the global real­
ity ofHIV/AIDS, ethics, society, andre­
ligion. The essays in the sections appear 
to have been selected with a view to high­
light how important it is to maintain and 
increase attention to the control and cure 
of the virus, and so ensure that a compas­
sionate response is both practically and 
ethically based. Of particular emphasis in 
this effort is the demonstration that 
HIV/AIDS is far more than simply a 
epidemiological or medical problem. 
Chapters 4,9, 21 and 22 especially bring 
out the· key conjunction between AIDS 
and socio-economic realities. The West­
em inspired and controlled economic 
practices in Africa and Asia are demon­
strated to have laid the foundation condi­
tions necessary to enhance and accelerate 
the spread of HIV I AIDS. 

Far from the thinly-disguised blame of 
cultural behaviours emanating from the 
west, there are constant reminders of the 
enonnous disparities in allocation of re­
search monies, of the use of Africa as a 
testing ground for trial drugs (with no 
commitment to ongoing supply should 
they be found successful), of refusal to 
control the West's constant intrusion into 
tourism and business ventures which fa­
cilitate an infectious environment. 
Women in third and first world are seen 
to be the new bearers of the pain this dis­
ease ushers in. 

For these observations alone the book 
is a worthwhile contribution to the ongo­
ing battle against the disease and against 
human greed and self-righteousness that 
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foster its progress. Nevertheless, the plea 
for global consciousness that much in the 
collection contains does not see a match 
in selection criteria. The two unacknow­
ledged criteria that seem to govern selec­
tion are that Roman Catholic concerns be 
well-aired and that it have a centripetal fo­
cus on the United States. As to the former 
there is an effort to include in the religion 
section a nod towards ecumenical re­
sponses. Essays from a Methodist, Ortho­
dox and Lutheran perspective are 
included here, but each one pales against 
the excellent contribution of the Catholic 
sociologist Andrew Greeley. Striking by 
absence is any writing from an Episcopa­
lian. It is noteworthy that the Episcopa­
lian Church in the United States has been 
grappling with issues of sexuality occa­
sioned by the historical accident of the 
transmission of HIV in that country. Such 
analysis is lacking in this volume apart 
from a few asides, and Sanders and 
Samba's chapter dealing with the behav­
iours of men in impoverished parts of Af­
rica, where heterosexual transmission is 
the pattern. The work in San Francisco of 
Grace Cathedral staff under the leader­
ship of its Dean, the Very Rev'd Alan 
Jones, is but one of many examples of 
Episcopalian response. 

More seriously however, is the as­
sumption that the United States, if not the 
Northern hemisphere, lea~s the fight 
against HIV I AIDS, and this in spite of fig­
ures dotted through the book of continued 
rises in HIV transmission and AIDS 
deaths. In this regard, Australia has a 
claim to offer examples of so-called "best 
practice,, whether in demographic and 
epidemiological study, scientific research, 
palliative responses, or ethical and spiri­
tual reflection. I counted two passing ref­
erences to Australia in the entire volume, 
which were not sufficient to warrant an in-
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dex entry. The HIVIAIDS Research Regis­
ter, published by the Federal Govern­
ment, and the National Church HIV/AIDS 
Bibliography published by the National 
Churches Working Group on AIDS pro­
vide ready access to a multiplicity of re­
sources, such as would have assisted 
Kenneth Overberg in overcoming the un­
witting Northern first-world leanings of 
the collection. 

Alan Cadwallader 
St Barnabas Theological College 

Women, the Earth, the Divine. 
Rae, Eleanor. Ecology and Justice Series. 
Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1994. 160 
pp. US$14.95 pap. ISBN 0-88344-952 
As the title indicates there are three 

parts to this book and each segment con­
tains two chapters. The first segment on 
women addresses the present situation of 
women and issue of ceo-feminism. The 
second segment on the earth is concerned 
with an earth centred ethic and the world 
as it is being disclosed to us from within 
the paradigm of the new cosmology. The 
third segment deals with the Holy Spirit 
as the feminine divine and then continues 
to develop the relationship between the 
feminine divine principle and the relig­
ions of Judaism, Hinduism, Buddhism 
and Islam. 

That there is a connection between 
women, the earth and the divine is not im­
mediately obvious, neither is the signifi­
cance of such a connection obvious. The 
author's task is to show just how these 
three realities can and should be related. 
She argues that there must be an attempt 
made to reclaim the feminine but that this 
should not come from within a patriarchal 
paradigm. She writes, "What is needed to­
day is for women both to look within 
themselves and to come together in order 
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to define what the feminine is." (p.2). 
Thus it is not surprising that she begins 
with the present situation of women. 
There is an emphasis on bodiliness and 
materiality in the feminine which has 
been usually subordinated to the rational 
in a patriarchal society. This feminine em­
phasis leads naturally enough into issues 
of ecology and indeed into ceo-feminism 
which seeks to overcome some of the 
problems bequeathed to us by dualism 
and instrumentalism. 

The reader is invited (expected?) to ac­
cept that a patriarchal society has alien­
ated us from God, the earth and one 
another. New currents in thought, espe­
cially the new cosmology and bio-region­
alism are promoted as comporting easily 
with the feminine principle while being 
poorly suited to the teriets of classical the­
isnl. 

The plausibility in Rae's book results 
from the fact that much damage was done 
in the past by alienating and dualistic the­
ologies and philosophies. The solution 
which she proposes is the recovery of the 
feminist principle using the key areas of 
Women, the Earth and Divinity. Admit-

. tedly not the only ones, but the ones · 
which nevertheless "both factually and 
~ymbolically offer us the deepest insights 
mto the meaning of the feminine." (p.1). I 
suspect that although the connections she 
makes are well known and accepted ( eg 
Griffin, Santamir), she is also indebted to 
the insights of Process philosophy, espe­
cially that of Hartshorne of whom there is 
no acknowledgment despite her use of the 
term panentheism. 

The book has very full endnotes and 
has been well researched and is well or­
groused. But despite this, and despite the 
fact that she may be the first person to 
make explicit the connection between 
women, the earth and the divine, I think 
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that much of what is said here has been 
said before. Therefore I found as much 
value in the endnotes as I did in the actual 
text. If the reader has not read anything in 
the field then this book is an excellent in­
troduction because it covers an enormous 
(too much?) amount of ground. But this 
coverage is also its weakness for it must 
fail to deal with most of these issues in 
sufficient depth - hence the need for com­
pendious endnotes. 

Has she been able to "provide momen­
tum for the movement into a viable fu­
ture"? Yes, I believe the author has been 
able to provide an accessible account of 
the issues which are generated by the con­
tinuing attempt to reclaim the feminine. 

P. Tolliday 
St Barnabas Theological College 

Encountering the West:· Christianity 
and the Global Cultural Process. The 

African Dimension. 
Sanneh, Lamin. Maryknoll, NY: Orbis 
Books, 1993.286 pp. US$24.95 cloth 

ISBN 0-88344-929 
. The author, who is Professor of Mis­

sions and World Christianity at Yale Uni­
versity, states at the outset that his book 
treats the encounter between Africans and 
others with the modem West. It is this, 
but also much more. Encountering the 
Westis a study of the relations between re­
ligion and culture, taking the spread, 
growth, and permutations of world Chris­
tianity for· its subject matter. It is a de­
fence of Christian world mission, and an 
attack on uncritical modernist perspec­
tives; and it is a survey of the genesis of 
Christian attitudes toward culture and lan­
guage. 

Sanneh argues that religion and cui~ 
ture are not rivals (in the way that virtu­
ally all post-enlightenment intellectual 
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currents would have it), but that culture is 
the very medium through which religion 
is mediated. Thus religion "in general" is 
particularised to specific human groups 
through language. At the outset (chap 1. 
"Religion and the Cultural Project: An Ex­
amination of Thought and Action") San­
neb examines the fmds against purely 
materialist conceptions of culture: "The 
'culture problem' is not simply a matter 
of arguing for what is necessary and use­
ful, but of conceiving the human enter­
prise in such terms as are compatible with 
our over-whelming sense of moral truth. 
Therefore, we may ask: can the human in­
strument, without a sense of transcen­
dence, achieve a fulfilment that is 
different from murky self-centredness? 
What is to prevent intellectual egoism 
from becoming a creed for self-centred­
ness?" A purely mechanistic and material­
ist notion of culture, the argument 
concludes, can only result in a "contest of 
national wills and individual endowment, 
with culture theory serving to promote a 
sentiment of cultural destiriy and imperial 
grandeur." (p45) 

Having highlighted the "flaws" in the 
Western "cultural project", Sanneh turns 
to deconstruction of literary stereotypes in 
depictions of Western approaches to other 
cultures ( eg, oppressor and oppressed, vic­
timiser and victim). His second chapter 
("They Stooped to Conquer: Cultural Vi­
tality and the Narrative Impulse in Mis­
sionary Translations") points to the 
emphasis on "mother tongue literacy" in 
the work of European missionaries -
whether in early Greece and Egypt, me­
dieval Europe, or nineteenth century Af­
rica. The author's sound grasp of western 
philosophy is now matched by a close fa­
miliarity with missionary practice. · 

In "Gospel and Culture: Theological · 
and Religious Reflections" (chap.3), the' 
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author continues the argument that "the 
pure gospel, stripped of all cultural entan­
glements, would evaporate in a vague ab­
straction, (p 117). To the contrary, 
Sanneh argues in opposition to Frazer, 
Gibbon, and others, and in support of 
Newbigin in particular, Christianity was 
received into so many indigenous cultures 
as a revitalising agency, one that pro­
moted pluralism while established a pan­
cultural sense of unity. The author then 
advances a "striking paradox" of mission- . 
ary agency (chap. 4 "Religious Insiders 
and Cultural Outsiders, or Religious Out­
siders and Cultural Insiders? The Intercul­
tural Critique"): that missionaries, having 
learnt the vernacular language of the 
group they had sought to enter and influ­
ence, soon became peripheral to "indige­
nous claims on Christianity", and were 
forced gradually to "relinquish control 
into local hands" (p 153). In considerable 
detail Sanneh demonstrates the appropria­
tion of the Christian message by indige­
nous causes, whether of nationalism, or of 
cultural or religious reassertion. 

Ultimately, Sanneh is urging that 
world Christianity be seen as an impor­
tant source for the realisation of human 
potential and global awareness. This is a 
serious book, tightly argued, and relevant 
to questions of social theory and religion 
far beyond the boundaries of its already 
expansive title. 

Graham Hassall 
University of Melbourne 

Dictionary of American Religious 
Biography. 

Bowden, Henry. 2nd ed. rev. and en­
larged. Westport, Cf: Greenwood Press, 
1993. 687 pp. US$75.00 cloth ISBN 0-

313-27825-3 (available from DA Infonna­
tion Services) 
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The first edition of the Diction­
ary(1911) featured biographical accounts 
of 425 American religious figures from 
all denominations who played a signifi­
cant role in America's past and who died 
before 1 July 1976. This work was well 
received and has proved a valuable re­
source for church historians and general 
readers alike. This revised and enlarged 
edition has updated original articles, 
added 125 new biographies, and consid­
ers persons who died before 1 July 1992. 
Each entry includes brief details of the 
subject's statistics, education and career; 
then a narrative account of their accom­
plishments and significance; and, finally, 
a bibliography of representative works, in­
cluding primary and secondary sources. 
References to biographical entries in 
standard sources, such as the Dictionary 
of American Biography, are also given. 

The entries are engagingly written. 
Bowden, Professor of Religion at Rutgers 
University, has written and edited several 
books on American religious history, and 
here he displays the techniques of an ex­
perienced historian. He has the ability to 
interpret leadership and to highlight the 
lasting significance of his subjects. Selec­
tion, of course, is the key consideration. 
Bowden's perspective is quite clear when 
he affinns that pluralism has always been 
a key element of the American religious ' 
experience. This means that his selection 
is much more representative than one 
based on consensus. It also means that the 
selection task is more difficult and, of ne­
cessity, leaves Bowden open to charges 
of randomness, subjectivity and omission. 

But one could hardly quarrel with 
Bowden's conviction. The American ex­
perience has been complex and diverse 
and, as he says, 'the good and the bad, the 
ponderous and the mystical, the steady 
and the flashy are all representative fig-
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ures in the kaleidoscope of components 
that make up religion in this country, past 
and present' (p. ix). Reformers, visionar­
ies and scholars are accompanied by char­
latans and con artists. Women, Native 
Atnericans, blacks and Asians are well 
represented; and there are lay people, mi­
nority leaders and cultists of many stripes. 
Persons of foreign birth, who flourished 
in America, are included. One would ex­
pect this for the early centuries, but the in­
clusion of names like Abraham Hesche!, 
·Thomas Merton and Paul Tillich indicates 
the broad scope of the work. All these fig­
ures are included because they changed 
life around them to an appreciable degree. 
Every reviewer would have to express sur­
prise at certain omissions; this reviewer 
wondered immediately why Susan B. An­
thony was not included among the Quak­
ers, and Will Herberg among the Jews. 

Appendices include listings by de­
nominational affiliation and by birthplace, 
and there is a general bibliography and an 
index to persons and organisations. This 
is a clear and concise guide; Bowden 
writes with admirable objectivity and 
evenness of concern. The work is enthusi­
astically recommended for major collec­
tions supporting religious studies and, in 
particular, American studies. 

Lawrence D. Mcintosh 
Joint Theo/0 gical Library 

Judaism and Human Rights in 
Contemporary Thought A 

Bibliographical Survey. 
Breslauer, ·s. Daniel. Bibliographies and 
Indexes in Religious Studies, 25. West­
port, CI': Greenwood Press, 1993. 195 

pp. US$49.95 cloth ISBN 0-313-27994-2 
(available from DA Information Services) 

Daniel Breslauer, Professor in the De­
partment of Religious Studies at the Uni-
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versity of Kansas, is respected for his 
writings and bibliographic surveys cover­
ing Jewish understandings of covenant 
and community, modem morality and 
contemporary ethics. Here he concen­
trates on human rights in Judaism and 
documents developments and trends. The 
intention is to deal with both theoretical 
discussions about the nature and sub­
stance of human rights and the practical 
application of theory either by Jews or to 
Jews. 

The work begins with an informative 
survey analysing the problems involved 
in studying Judaism and human rights. It 
proceeds to sketch the classical sources of 
Jewish thinking, to introduce the specific 
rights generated by Jewish theory and, fi­
nally, to look at the moral dilemmas fac­
ing Jews today. The bibliography is 
divided into five areas: general works, hu­
man rights in the Bible and Talmud, Jew­
ish theories, Judaism and specific rights, 
human rights and contemporary Judaism. 

This is a valuable, comprehensive ref­
erence work designed for scholars work­
ing in religious ethics and in modem 
Jewish intellectual history. The seventeen 
specific rights covered in Section 4 in­
clude considerations of the rights of the 
community, of women, and the right to 
freedom from racism. Other rights, such 
as those relating to equality under the law 
and the freedom of movement, are also 
here. All told, there are some 800 entries 
for items drawn from scholarly books and 
periodical literature. Each entry com­
prises a full citation and a descriptive an­
notation. Items are mostly in English or 
Hebrew, but studies in other languages, 
especially French and German, have also 
been included. All annotations, however, 
are in English. There are author, title and 
subject indexes and numerous cross-refer-

. ences. The work is highly recommended 
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for all libraries specialising in Jewish stud- the kaleidoscope of Chinese religious 
ies and for major theological collections. thought and practice. 

While the dominant structure is histori­
Lawrence M cl ntosh cal, ~?manages to avoid presenting 

Joint Theological Library an ehte vtew of events which so marred 

Chinese Religions. 
Ching, Julia. Maryknoll, NY: Orbis 

Books, 1993. 275 pp. US$18.95 pap. 
ISBN 0-88344-875 

Besides translations of older classics 
by ethnographers (Dore and de Groot) 
and sociologists (Weber and Granet), and 
a few minor works, there are essentially 
three serious contenders for the English 
reader seeking an overview of Chinese re­
ligions. Two of them (C.K. Yang's Relig­
ion in Chinese Society and L.G. 
Thompson's Chinese Religion: An Intro­
duction) take a socio-anthropological ap­
proach. The other (D. Howard Smith's 
Chinese Religion) is an historical work. 
Any introduction to Chinese religion that 
focuses primarily on either anthropology 
or history will have shortcomings, yet a 
rapprochement between the disciplines 
seems amazingly difficult to achieve. 

In Julia Ching's Chinese Religions we 
are. fortunate to have an introductory 
work which, while following an historical 
model, is constantly drawing out the /i(es­
sence, principle) embedded inch' i(psy­
cho-physical energy, manifestationS), if I 
might thus appropriate Chu Hsi' s tenns. 
The thirteen chapters move from prehis­
tory to the philosophie's,oftb.e Warring 
States, fro~ Buddhism'senvy to Con£u~ 
cian responses, and from the arrival of · 
Westelll; prophetic traditions to ·Maoism. 
Tiuuughout, ,Chi~gteases out the ongoing 
contributions of eac,h age with· discussions 
of divi~atiori, ancestors, gods,: shmilans, 
kinship~ Co~cian·~orality,'Taoist cults 
~d the many other ¢Iements which forin 

' - - . i / :' ~ ~ : ./ .·. ' : . . . . ' . . . 

Smith's work. Thankfully, she also 
avoids his Christian reading of Chinese re­
ligions, but perhaps at a price. For while 
Ching never conflates, she constantly 
compares, particularly with Judaeo-Chris­
ti~ traditions (a legacy from het dialogue 
wtth Hans Kiing in their Christianity and 
Chinese Religion). Some of her compari­
sons are insightful enough, but on the 
whole the methodology feels uncomfort­
able, compulsive and piecemeal. Ching is 
t?o careful a scholar to allow false equa­
tions and so ends up making comparisons 
only to destroy them with endless qualifi­
cations. I wish she had abandoned com­
parisons. I also wish she had omitted 
~ns~dering the legacy of Chinese relig­
Ions m Japan and Korea. The latter is, of 
course, a most important topic in its own 
right, but it distracts from her story. With 
a history spanning millennia and with the 
largest population on earth, Chinese relig­
ions seem in themselves enough for one 
short introductory book without pointing 
out every obvious. contrast or following 
every path that leads to a new digression. 

This book, with its useful bibliog­
raphy, notes and indexes, is hailed on the 
back cover as 'the most comprehensive 
and concise history of Chinese religions 
ever written'. This is undeniably true but . . . ' IS It victory by default? Had .itfocused 
more on its theme, it could have ,been 
more concise; ,and had it re-employed 
space, it could have been more compre­
hensive. Nevertheless, Ching's is still a 
very fineintroductory text. : 

. . T.ony Swain 
University of Sydney 
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Mysterium Liberationis: Fundamental 
Concepts of Liberation Theology. 

Ellacuria, Ignacio, and Sobrino, Jon, eds. 
Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1993. 752 

pp. US$44.95 cloth ISBN 0-88344-917-X 
All you ever wanted to know about lib­

eration theology and now know why you 
were afraid to ask - and with good reason! 
It's not easy to find one's way through 
more than 700 pages of material. This is a 
truly compendious work, and one which 
deals with a wide range of topics as they 
bear on the theology of liberation. There 
are thirty-five essays classified under the 
two major headings of 'History and Meth­
odology' and 'Systematic Contents'. Sub­
jects such as history, hermeneutics, 
women in liberation theology, the Holy 
Spirit, grace, sin and sacraments are just a 
brief selection of what the book contains 
in addition to the more usual material on 
Christology and the Kingdom of God (the 
trademarks of liberation theology). One 
of the drawbacks of the book is that there 
is a certain amount of repetition since 
each of the essays is self-contained. But 
this is unlikely to pose too much diffi­
culty since most readers will choose to ex­
amine specific concepts in which they 
have an interest. In this they will be as­
sisted by numerous indexes and a six­
page bibliography which has been 
translated into English. 

When this book was compiled, Ignacio 
Ellacuria had already been murdered by 
government forces (as was his compan­
ion, Juan Roman Moreno);·therefore, the 
articles which appear under their names 
were not originally intended for this vol­
ume, but were included as substitutes by . 
Jon Sobrino. The fact that their martyr­
dom (and others') is mentioned in the 
preface stands as a powerful witness to 
the theology that the reader fmds in the 
book. Liberation theology is a continual 
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critique and reflection on a situation 
where people are being crucified daily. 
Behind such essays as 'Spirituality and 
the Following of Jesus', or 'Hope, Uto­
pia, Resurrection', stands the passion of 
contemporary martyrs. 

As an illustration of one short essay in 
the collection, I have chosen to look at 
'Women and the Theology of Liberation', 
co-authored by Ann Maria Tepedino and 
Margarida Ribeiro Brandao. Feminist the­
ology is still to reach its high point in the 
theology of liberation, and much in this 
essay could be found among issues ad­
dressed by first world feminists. How­
ever, there are some points which seem 
especially pertinent to the Latin American 
situation. First, there is the 'praxis of ten­
derness' which issues in a quest for new 
relations between women and men. This 
approach first saw. the light of day at a 
Women's Perspective conference at Bue­
nos Aires in 1985, and it sought to join 
the experience of the home with pastoral 
commitment and theological reflection. 
Second, the well-known 'option for the 
poor' has been found to have its most con­
crete and dramatic expression in the poor 
women who are the poorest of the poor. 
The expression'the feminization of pov­
erty', while originally deriving fro111 
North America, has been used by Latin 
American feminist theologians to de­
scribe a situation in which 'a dispropor­
tionate number of poor families, 
especially at the lowest poverty levels, are 
single-mother families.' It is appropriate 
to note that this is. really the only essay ·in 
the entire volume which deals with 
women, and .it is one of the briefest. In the 
essay (a longer one) which deals with 
Mary, the reader is ti·eated to a conserva-. 
tive approach, one wl)ich emphasises 
faithfulness to God following the steps of 
Mary the handmaiden. 



Australian Religion Studies Review 

This is an indispensable volume for 
theological libraries, where its value will 
be primarily as source material. For per­
sonal purchase readers may prefer books 
which will give them a fuller treatment of 
some of the themes found in this work. 

Phillip Tolliday 
St Barnabas Theological College 

Australian Catholics: The Social 
Justice Tradition. 

Hogan, Michael. Melbourne: Collins 
Dove, 1993. 150 pp. $34.95 pap. ISBN 1-

86371-236-4 
Michael Hogan has done it again. His 

Sectarian Strand was a very readable, 
highly informative history of Australian 
churches written around the organising 
principle of sectarian conflict. This time 
the theme is social justice. Hogan begins 
by noting that what passes for social jus­
tice differs from age to age, and that it is 
both impossible and unprofitable to judge 
one age by the issues and standards of an­
other. He reminds the reader that even the 
most enlightened orientation of this age 
will be judged as hopelessly inadequate 
and benighted in the future. Given this 
starting point, he delineates both the is­
sues and the approaches to these issues at 
ten periods of Australian history. He at­
tempts to keep critical comments to those 
which could be made by someone living 
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at the time. That is, the way in which the 
church identifies issues of social justice 
and responds to them is assessed in terms 
of the existing theological orientations of 
the time. This is a big challenge, but 
Hogan succeeds for the most part, and in 
so doing provides an excellent model for 
the assessment of social justice issues 
throughout history. The rise and decline 
of certain types of issues in the social jus­
tice domain throughout the history of Ca­
tholicism in Australia is very interesting. 
The conflicts between emphasis on pri­
vate or on social moral issues, between 
overseas and local perceptions of issues, 
and between laity and clergy and hierar­
chy feature in the telling of this history. 

This is an excellent little book, but it is 
difficult to determine the target market. It 
would be a good resource for VCE sub­
jects on religion and society, and on eth­
ics. It is a bit thin for advanced university 
work, but would provide a resource for 
courses focusing on religion in Australia; 
or it could be recommended as additional 
reading in church history subjects or 
moral theology subjects in schools of the-

. ology. The informed lay person and 
church leader would find it a good read. 

Gary D Bouma 
Monash University 


