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Editorial 
At the Place “Where Religion Meets the World” 

Henry S Kuo 
Chief Editor (2014-2015) 
Graduate Theological Union 
Berkeley, California, U.S.A.  

Published in: BJRT vol. 1, no. 1. © Graduate Theological Union, 2015 

This academic year (2014-2015) has borne witness to many 

important events both on “Holy Hill” and in the wider world beyond it.  

The Board of Trustees of the Graduate Theological Union appointed 

Riess Potterveld to be the 7th president of the GTU.  Several of the 

GTU’s consortial seminaries elected new leaders.1  A generous donation 

to the GTU of rare and priceless works of art and sculpture is in the 

process of being catalogued and will soon be on display for visitors.  

The Hindu Studies Initiative has been established under the leadership 

of Professor Rita Sherma, and will be inviting its first cohort of M.A. 

students in the coming Fall. Outside the GTU campus, alumna Laurie 

Zoloth (Ph.D. ’93) of Northwestern University has completed her term as 

President of the American Academy of Religion.  Jorge Aquino (Ph.D. 

’06) has also just finished his term as President of the Association of 

Catholic and Hispanic Theologians in the United States (ACHTUS), and 

is succeeded by Nancy Pineda-Madrid (Ph.D. ’05).  Just a few months 

ago, the Rev. David V. Esterline (Ph.D. ’84), was named the 6th president 

of Pittsburgh Theological Seminary, becoming the first GTU graduate 

to lead a Presbyterian theological institution in the United States.  The 

list can go on, but suffice it to say, exciting things are happening in the 

GTU community both on and beyond the “Holy Hill!” 

1 The Pacific School of Religion elected Rev. David Vásquez-Levy to be its 12th 
president. Starr King School for the Ministry elected Rev. Rosemary Bray McNatt as its 5th 
president.   A few months later in December, the Dominican School of Philosophy and 
Theology named Fr. Peter Rogers, OP its next president.   
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Unfortunately, this same academic year has also witnessed 

sobering and heart-wrenching events throughout the nation, and 

indeed the world, as well.  In the winter of 2014, several pivotal events 

happened in Ferguson, Staten Island, and followed in other cities such 

as Baltimore and, more recently, McKinney, Texas where the nation had 

to confront the reality that racism is still deeply embedded as 

“America’s original sin,” to use James Cone’s phrasing.2  Several GTU 

faculty and students have participated in #BlackLivesMatter marches 

and demonstrations around the Bay Area, with some of them having 

been arrested for their participation.  The shadow of the lynching tree 

once again falls upon the nation in June, as nine members of the 

historic Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston, SC 

were killed by a young White man in what the police identified as a 

hate-crime.   

In light of these developments, I am brought to reflect on the 

GTU’s mission of ensuring that it is a place “where religion meets the 

world.”  But what does it mean to be such a place in a world in which 

various systemic evils and injustices seem to run their course with little 

resistance, and hope seems to be in short supply?  In this editorial, I 

hope to simply provide a short reflection on the matter by discussing 

the report from the Pew Foundation, released in early 2015.  While I do 

not mean for the editorial to become a Christian-theological reflection, I 

aim to use a Christian reflection on the data to launch into a broader 

and more general reflection on what it means for religion to “meet” the 

world. 

The report from the Pew Foundation showed a precipitous 

decline for mainline Christianity in the United States, with stunning 

growth coming from the nebulous and categorically-unclear religion 

2 Bill Moyers, Interview with James Cone, Bill Moyers Journal (PBS, Nov. 23, 
2007).  Available at http://www.pbs.org/moyers/journal/11232007/watch.html.  



known as the “None in Particular.”3  Statistics are, of course, subject to 

interpretation, and the data can lead people to construct worlds 

differently.  One way of constructing the world given the data from the 

Pew Foundation is one in which Christianity is becoming less relevant.  

The church has “seen its day,” its glory days far behind it.  And many 

mainline churches resignedly accept this hermeneutic and live into the 

church’s death. 

Yet, a closer inspection of the report paints a more nuanced 

and less desperate picture: among Christian churches, non-White 

congregations experienced growth regardless of denominations.  Thus, 

what the Pew Study shows is not so much how the church in America is 

declining, but how much the church in America is diversifying.  One 

wonders how many Christians identified themselves with “None in 

Particular” because the church institutional does not reflect how they 

see Christianity?  All this to say, within the orbit of Christian theology, 

this is something worth celebrating; the church is embracing a 

catholicity of ethnicity, of ideas, whereby people from all ethnic 

backgrounds and philosophical persuasions are drawn into the ever-

widening embrace of the church.  Of course, how deep and wide the 

borders of the church’s catholicities stretch was, is, and will be 

something the church wrestles with.  Thus, far from being dead, the 

church is presented with the opportunity to exercise its option of living 

into a greater catholicity, a catholicity that encompasses various human 

conditions.   

Which human conditions shall be included in the orbit of 

Christian catholicity requires churches to continually read the signs of 

the times, to always engage with the world at large.  This obligates 

Christian theologians to perform a hermeneutical double-duty: (1) to 

3 America’s Changing Religious Landscape (Washington, DC:  Pew Research 
Center, 2015).  Available at http://www.pewforum.org/2015/05/12/americas-changing-
religious-landscape/  
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understand the world, and (2) to understand their own theological 

traditions adequately in order to bring both into constructive 

conversation.  To put it differently, constructive theology is weak 

without adequately understanding the theological traditions from the 

past.  Those traditions we take for granted were, after all, constructive 

theology at one point in the church’s history.   

In the broadest sense, I would surmise that Christianity is not 

unique in needing to understand the world and their own religious 

traditions.  Indeed most, if not all, of the major world religions 

represented at the GTU have traditions stretching back many millennia.  

In a multi-cultural and multi-religious region such as the Bay Area, and 

in a concentrated location such as Berkeley, Buddhist, Christian, Hindu, 

Humanist, Islamic, Jewish, Unitarian, and many other religious traditions 

have a rare opportunity to learn from one another in close proximity.  

Not all Christians are aware, for instance, that there are many Buddhist 

schools of thought.  Indeed, the course availability at the GTU and the 

neighboring University of California at Berkeley provide what may well 

be an unparalleled and one-of-a-kind opportunity for such learning to 

take place. 

But yet, the close religious proximity means little if religion 

does not engage the realities of the world.  How do religions “meet” 

and engage a world in which people differ on how to interact with the 

Other?  How do various Christian traditions engage an America in which 

racism, as Charleston (among too many other recent incidences) has 

painfully revealed, remains a dangerous memory in which few wish to 

confront, to name an example?  How do various religions engage the 

environmental crisis that our world faces today?  Such questions are at 

the heart of the mission of the Berkeley Journal of Religion and 

Theology.  In publishing this journal, we aim to present sustained and 

perspicacious reflections on the difficult space in which religion 
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“meets” the world.  I thank the editors at the BJRT and the 

administration of the GTU for their support of the project.  Starting off 

strong is difficult for a project such as this, and the journal would not 

have been possible without their hard work.  Of course, many thanks to 

our authors and reviewer for their contributions to this inaugural issue, 

all of which represent interdisciplinary scholarship that seeks to bring 

religion to “meet” with the world. 

The rainbow that reveals itself in the wake of a rain shower 

inspires Karen Lebacqz’s reflections on God’s justice for today in the 

inaugural Lebacqz Lecture.  A little known individual in a notebook at 

the Bancroft Library provides a lens into a more expansive 

understanding of what is meant by “Reformation” and why it still can 

matter today, as Christopher Ocker’s Distinguished Faculty Lecture 

shows.  Purushottama Bilimoria’s article on animal justice draws on 

various traditions to bear on animal existence, and Colette Walker 

ruminates on the connection between art and spirituality, bringing 

Wassily Kandinsky and Rudolf Steiner in conversation with each other. 

The previous academic year has witnessed many changes in the 

world, changes that challenge, and changes that are celebrated.  Yet, 

some things don’t change.  Religion, for one, will never disappear. For 

more than fifty years, the GTU has watched over these religious 

developments from atop Holy Hill.  Yet, faculty and students do not 

watch idly by, for at the place “where religion meets the world,” how 

theology or religious studies is done is not merely an academic inquiry, 

but one in which the theories and religious reflections meet the realities 

and challenges the world faces.  One of the contributions the GTU has 

made, and will continue to make, was to articulate clearly this liminal 

space where religion meets the world as the world continues to change. 

This leads faculty and students to reflect critically and analyze rigorously 

the traditions, assumptions, and methods that involve critique inquiry 



9 

within such a space, and courageously propose new ways of thinking 

and new ways of action so that the world can indeed be conducive 

to the flourishing of all life.  The Berkeley Journal of Religion and 

Theology, as a journal of the GTU, aims to be a resource to the wider 

public, to show how we make real the GTU’s mission to be a place 

“where religion meets the world.” 
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The symbol of god’s covenant with humankind is the rainbow. 1  

Biblical people worship a God who loves color and gives us color as a 

reminder of God’s presence among us. Since retiring from Pacific 

School of Religion and the Graduate Theological Union, I have had 

occasion to think a great deal about colors and their roles and 

meanings in our lives. My hobbies of photography and quilting both 

urge me to dwell on the subtleties and nuances of color. As a member 

and former President of the Ocean Wave Quilters of Fort Bragg, 

California, I typically make at least four small quilts a month to be 

donated to the hospital, the nursing home, the adult day care program 

at the Senior Center, the animal shelter, or other humanitarian 

concerns.2 All this quilting means that color is my constant companion.  

 I will propose here that we can take each color of the rainbow 

as signifying something about biblical justice. As the rainbow is the 

symbol of God’s covenant with humankind, what could be more perfect 

for a theologically-based approach to justice than to look for --and at3-- 

a rainbow of justice? I will further propose, though I cannot develop the 

argument in detail, that biblical justice understood through the lens of 

color is vastly different from most philosophical approaches to justice.  

Following Sir Isaac Newton, rainbows traditionally are thought 

to have seven colors.4 Controversies emerge over choices and names of 

                                                
1 Genesis 9:13—“I have set my rainbow in the clouds and it will be the sign 

between me and the earth.” 
2 I also had the privilege of being a visiting scholar at the University of Victoria in 

British Columbia in 2011, where I studied the history of quilting and its role in women’s 
oppression and women’s liberation. 

3 This essay is accompanied by a picture of the “Rainbow of Justice” quilt that I 
made. When I first gave the lecture, each panel was separate and I was able to display 
them one at a time. This also explains why each panel has at the top only the colors that 
would have been discussed up to that point. 

4 The seven colors were named by Sir Isaac Newton in 1672. Originally he 
named five: red, yellow, green, blue, and violet. Later he added orange and indigo. See 
Wikipedia (accessed 9/23/14).  
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colors in the rainbow. “Orange,” for example, did not exist as a color in 

its own right for many centuries – it was simply called “yellow red.” 

There remains today a dispute as to whether “indigo” belongs in the 

rainbow at all, or whether Newton simply added it in order to have 

seven colors to match the seven days of the week and the seven planets 

known in his time. I ignore these controversies here in order to focus on 

what each color might mean for a biblical perspective on justice. 

Granted, my perspective is Western and reflects primarily the 

associations that Western cultures have with different colors. Each color 

is also potentially paradoxical, with both good and bad associations. I 

cannot treat all of those here. With these caveats in mind, let us begin. 

 

RED :  The first color in the rainbow is Red. Red is the color of passion. It 

can connote both the passion of love – of Valentine’s hearts and roses –  

and also the passion of anger – “seeing red,” we say in English when we 

are particularly angry about something.5  

Some thirty years ago, Carter Heyward wrote a book entitled 

Our Passion for Justice.6 There is much in her volume that remains true 

and compelling. “We must make no peace with any oppression,” writes 

Heyward.7 I would certainly concur! To be passionate, Heyward 

suggests, is to be spilling over with the Spirit of God: red is, after all, the 

color of Pentecost, of the Spirit descending on us in flames-- and 

anything less than spilling over with the Spirit is not sufficient.8  

I suggest that those flames are meant to ‘burn’ in our hearts – 

to cleanse us as only fire can cleanse.  Every year California endures 

                                                
5 Indeed, my quilt club has been asked not to put too much red into the quilts 

we make for Senior Day Care, as red can agitate already disoriented seniors. 
6 Carter Heyward, Our Passion for Justice: Images of Power, Sexuality, and 

Liberation (NY: The Pilgrim Press, 1984). 
7 Heyward, 5. 
8 Heyward, 21. 
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forest fires that consume hundreds of acres of precious trees. There is a 

place near my home in Mendocino where the entire sweep of 

headlands is full of dead, burned trees. My heart breaks to see it, yet I 

know that fire brings renewal to forests – it allows new vegetation to 

grow, it brings new habitat for animals and birds. Just so will a passion 

for justice sometimes burn us, cleansing us in ways that are heart-

breaking at the time, but that do portend renewal.   

Passion, of course, means suffering, or bearing with, and in the 

struggle for justice there will be suffering indeed. A modern example is 

young Malala Yousafzai – the Pakistani girl shot by the Taliban who was 

later awarded the Nobel peace prize. Malala’s passion for education for 

girls has only been heightened by her horrific experience and by the 

danger now hanging over her head. “One child, one teacher, one book, 

one pen can change the world,” Malala declares. I devoted my working 

life to teaching in the belief that one teacher can change the world, as 

Malala claims.   

So the first demand of a biblical approach to justice is the 

passion that is represented by the color red. “Real red,” I call it with my 

love of alliteration. I have therefore constructed my red quilt panel with 

flames coming down as the Spirit does at Pentecost and also with 

flames burning out of two hearts entwined. I have also added flames 

coming up, representing the eruption of the passion for justice when 

injustice rules on earth. 

 

ORANGE.  Next to red in the rainbow is orange.9 Recently, one of my 

best quilting friends was asked to make a lap quilt for a friend’s aged 

mother. “Of course,” she agreed eagerly and then asked, “What is her 

favorite color?” “Bright orange,” she was told. “Oh no” thought my 

                                                
9 According to Wikipedia, the color orange was not so named until 1512; prior 

to that time, it was simply known as yellow-red. (accessed 7/11/14) 
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friend, “a whole quilt in bright orange sounds like a nightmare!” 

Indeed, she confessed, she had no orange at all in her quilting stash. 

I do. In fact, I have lots of oranges, in different hues and styles. 

Before I became a quilter, orange was never one of my favorite colors. 

But a tiny touch of orange can brighten an otherwise dull quilt. Vincent 

Van Gogh wrote to his brother Theo “there is no orange without blue” 

but he might just as well have written “there is no blue without orange,” 

because orange makes other colors stand out. It was a favorite color of 

impressionists such as Matisse and Toulouse-Lautrec. Because orange 

stands out so strongly against blue, it is used for life vests, for the 

famous ‘black box’ in airplanes, and for our very own Golden Gate 

Bridge, which must show in grey fog.  

So it is with justice: true justice makes other values “pop.” 

When situations are shrouded in clouds of injustice, values such as 

loyalty, humility, and service cannot stand out. Justice must be 

“orange” in the sense that it stands out and brings out the true hues of 

other values. Justice is not the first of the cardinal virtues – that honor 

belongs to prudence, correctly understood – but as Josef Pieper says, 

“Justice is the highest of the three moral…virtues: justice, fortitude, and 

temperance.” 10 Justice, therefore, is “literally the fundamental virtue.”11 

The virtue of justice illumines other virtues just as orange illumines other 

colors. 

Nature is remarkably full of orange.12 From tigers to monarch 

butterflies to those gorgeous maple leaves in a New England fall, 

                                                
10 Josef Pieper, The Four Cardinal Virtues (University of Notre Dame Press, 

1966), 64. 
11 Pieper, 65. 
12 Politics is also full of orange. Orange appears in many national flags; it has 

been used in the name of several revolutionary groups; and it is associated with 
Protestantism through the “house of Orange” historically. See Wikipedia (accessed 
7/11/14).  Of course, there are also negative associations: “agent orange,” used during 
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nature offers us an amazing display of orange colors. Orange is a bright, 

happy color. According to Wikipedia, in Europe and America orange is 

often associated with play and spontaneity, while in Buddhist and Hindu 

cultures, it is associated with renunciation of the world and with the holy 

– hence, the orange robes worn by some monks.  

For me, orange is, above all, the California poppy.13 Poppies are 

surprising and tenacious. They show up in places where one would not 

expect them to be able to grow. In my little house in Mendocino, I put 

in a pathway that is called “hard pack.” Sand and grit are packed so 

tightly and pounded down so hard that absolutely nothing is supposed 

to be able to grow in it. It suppresses weeds – or so they say.  You can 

imagine what grew in my path: a magnificent bunch of California 

poppies! They grew and grew. They grew so big that they covered the 

whole path. Finally, they had become too big for me to leap over, and I 

decided that I had to pull them out. But they are tenacious beyond 

belief, and they just keep coming back year after year no matter how 

often I pull them up.  

                                                                                                        
the war in Vietnam, was not in fact orange but carries connotations of death and 
destruction. 

13 Of course, one cannot be of my generation without also associating orange 
with Anthony Burgess’ A Clockwork Orange. (NY: W.W. Norton, 1962). In the introduction 
(“A Clockwork Orange Resucked”) written in 1986, Burgess complains of two things. First, 
the original 21st chapter was omitted from the American publication of this book. This 
chapter was important because in it the protagonist grows up and faces genuine moral 
choice between good and evil. Second, the meaning of the title has been much distorted 
by people who do not know its origins in “the speech of old Londoners.” The image of a 
“clockwork orange” was used there for something bizarre. Burgess writes, “I mean it to 
stand for the application of a mechanistic morality to a living organism oozing with juice 
and sweetness.” One who is either all good or all evil and cannot exercise moral choice 
between good and evil is a ‘clockwork orange’ – a thing that has the appearance of 
something lovely with color and juice but that is in fact only a mechanistic clockwork toy.  
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The tenacity of my poppies reminds me of a poem Dom Helder 

Camara14 wrote. It was a tribute to the weed that had appeared in his 

driveway:  

 

They want to mend my pavement. 

I hadn’t even noticed 

it was broken. 

I like 

the humble little weed  

which has sprouted there. 

How can I make them understand 

that it is far more lovely, 

more alive, 

than the cold cement 

my friends want me to have? 

If cement wins the day, 

it will be a tombstone 

invisibly inscribed: 

‘Here lies  

the liveliest, 

most tenacious, 

cleverest little weed 

for miles around.’ 

 

When all the grass in California has turned brown – our 

wonderful ‘golden’ hills! – lo and behold, there will be bright orange 

poppies dotting the hillsides. Such surprise is part of God’s presence 

among us. In The Color Purple, author Alice Walker puts the following 

                                                
14 Dom Helder Camara, A Thousand Reasons for Living (Philadelphia: Fortress 

Press, 1981), 82. 
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words into Shug’s mouth: “[God] always making little surprises and 

springing them on us when us least expect.”15 And what, of course, 

could be more surprising than a “Lord of Lords” and “king of kings” as 

Handel’s Messiah has it than to find that the savior of the world comes 

in the form of a helpless, tiny baby? Like the poppy, God’s justice is 

both surprising and tenacious. Perhaps the uprisings around the world 

are not so surprising when we know the conditions in which people are 

forced to live, but the tenacity of the cry for justice is itself sometimes 

surprising. The longing for justice will bloom in the harshest conditions. 

And like the poppy, justice will be beautiful!  

 

YELLOW.  Our next color is yellow. Wikipedia begins its description of 

this color by saying “yellow is the color of gold, butter, ripe lemons, and 

the sun.” In my quilt, I substituted baby chicks for the butter partly 

because they are cuter and partly because the yellow color of our butter 

can be an artificial color due to food additives and there is never 

anything artificial about God’s justice! Yellow is also the color of 

daffodils, ripe bananas, egg yolks, some birds, buttercups, school 

buses, caution flags, taxicabs, and many national flags. In China, yellow 

is associated with happiness, glory, and wisdom. Elsewhere, it is 

associated with optimism and pleasure. For me, it is a warm, welcoming 

color. 

With his penchant for paradox, Reinhold Niebuhr once 

famously opined: “any justice which is only justice soon degenerates 

into something less than justice.”16 For Niebuhr, human justice is 

typically the “nicely calculated less and more” of balancing claims. True 

justice requires something more – equity and fairness, to be sure, but 

                                                
15 Alice Walker, The Color Purple (NY: Washington Square Press, 1982), 178. 
16 Reinhold Niebuhr, Moral Man and Immoral Society (NY: Charles Scribner’s 

Sons, 1932), 258. 
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also mercy and compassion. Hence, “love must be regarded as the final 

flower and fruit of justice.”17 Following Niebuhr, we can say that Biblical 

justice is never the ‘tit for tat’ of philosophical justice. It is richer and 

deeper than a simple ‘give to each what is due.’ And so I think justice is 

also yellow – or, as I like to think of it, “yes yellow” – a color that invites 

and includes, encourages and emboldens. Dom Helder Camara writes: 

“Teach us to make our Noes still have a smack of Yes and never to say 

Yesses that have a smack of No.”18 This is what yellow connotes.   

Yellow is the color of warmth, of welcome, of compassion, of 

openness, of the light that bathes everything in healing power. In 

Micah’s famous “What does the Lord require of you?” (Micah 6:8), 

justice comes first, but is immediately followed by the injunction to 

“love mercy.” It is my understanding that the Hebrew term can also 

connote the keeping of commitments. The love spoken of in Micah 6:8 

is Hesed – the kind of love that makes and keeps promises, the kind of 

love that endures through thick and thin, the kind of love that bespeaks 

a covenanting God. “A compassionate person lives in such a way that 

her passion for life, for human dignity, for God’s justice manifests itself 

as a sturdy, unbreakable connection to other people,” writes Heyward.19 

To be in covenant with others is to understand that the common good 

is also our good – that we are at root relational and must see ourselves 

as social beings. Justice requires not only the passion that I associated 

with red but also compassion – a vision that connects us to the social 

whole and a willingness to suffer with others when they suffer.  This is 

what yellow brings to justice. 

                                                
17 D.B. Robertson, ed., Love and Justice: Selections from the Shorter Writings of 

Reinhold Niebuhr (Gloucester, MA: Peter Smith, 1976), 283. Niebuhr’s concept of the 
interaction of love and justice is complicated and far more complex than can be discussed 
here, but it is clear that justice and love are complementary terms that may apply to 
different realms but nonetheless must inform each other. 

18 Camara, A Thousand Reasons for Living, 104. 
19 Heyward, Our Passion for Justice, 236. 
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GREEN. Warmth and openness permit new growth, which for me is 

always the color green. The big fir tree in my back yard is mostly dark 

green, but in the spring the ends of the branches sprout the loveliest 

bright green. It almost dances in front of the older growth. Green is 

vibrant, verdant, life affirming, life announcing. 

As a quilter, I am staggered by the many shades and hues of 

green. There are yellow-greens, grey-greens, blue-greens, forest 

greens, grass-greens, bright greens – the list is never ending. The 

variations are so manifold that I never seem to have exactly the right 

color of green for a quilt. But all of them are, for me, “great green” – 

the color of growth and new life and abundance: “I have come so that 

you may have life abundant.” (John 3:16)  Biblical justice is not the 

nicely calculated less and more of what is due to each; it is a generous 

opening to life and forgiveness and newness. God’s justice is green: it 

requires and creates abundant life for all. 

Indeed, my chosen field of ethics seems to me sometimes 

stunted in this regard. In my own work in the field, and especially in my 

teaching, I stressed logical thinking. I asked students to avoid 

questionable moves from premises to conclusions, to challenge shaky 

premises, and to be able to give solid reasons and muster good 

evidence for their arguments. All of this is the “stuff” of ethics, and I 

absolutely affirm it. But tight ethical argument is not enough. I have 

seen how tight ethical argument can be used to stifle and crush human 

spirits rather than to give new life, and this is wrong. I have experienced 

this particularly in the arena of arguments about abortion, stem cells, 

and the value of fetal life. Ethicists sometimes seem to think that all that 

matters is creating an air-tight argument about the rights of the fetus 

and its status as a human being. They fail to attend to the effects of that 

argument on the lives of women and children. Mark Jordan’s The 
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Silence of Sodom is a good reminder to us of how language itself can 

be life-denying. 20 Theological arguments, Jordan notes, are framed in 

rhetorical structures and this is what gives arguments their force. But 

those very structures can be stifling, dangerous, and stultifying. True 

justice will never be life-denying; it will be green – life-giving, renewing, 

engendering. 

  

BLUE . Below green in the rainbow is blue – the color of robin’s eggs, of 

blueberries and of some flowers and birds and, most of all, the color of 

the sky.  

As with the other colors, blue is a somewhat ambiguous color.21 

On the one hand, we say we are ‘blue’ when we are feeling sad. So 

there is a hint of regret or loss associated with blue. Is there a hint of 

loss or sadness in doing justice? Again I turn to Reinhold Niebuhr who 

recognized that every justice is also an injustice. Once things have gone 

wrong and we try to set them right, somebody is almost always going to 

lose something. Or, as Dom Helder Camara puts it, “Once you button a 

button in a button-hole not the right one, it then becomes impossible 

to button up the other ones right!” 22 

Consider, for instance, the biblical call to return lands to their 

original owners during the Jubilee year. This is good news indeed for 

the original owners. But what about the loss to those who had come 

into possession of those lands? The house that I own – that I worked so 

hard for so long to acquire in my retirement and that I love so much: 

should it be returned to the Pomo people who once inhabited the north 

                                                
20 Mark D. Jordan, The Silence of Sodom: Homosexuality in Modern Catholicism 

(U. Chicago, 2000), 23 
21 For instance, we speak of being “green with envy” or “yellow-bellied” with 

cowardice. Space does not permit a full discussion of these negative associations with the 
various colors. 

22 Camara, 49. 
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coast area where I now live? To do so might be what justice requires. 

The compelling book One Hundred Million Acres23 chronicles the 

treaties that promised lands to Native Americans and the violations of 

those treaties.  Long ago that book convinced me that much of our land 

in America is wrongly owned by later settlers such as I. So indeed, true 

justice might require that my house and land be returned to the Pomo 

people. Yet I bought my house in accordance with all the rules and 

regulations of the state of California, and surely taking it away from me 

would also be an injustice to me in some way, even as it might bring 

about justice for others. Every enactment of justice may include a seed 

of injustice,24 and therefore should bring with it both jubilation but also 

a somber assessment of loss and grievance. The color blue and its 

association with sadness and loss can remind us of this aspect of justice. 

But of course blue also has its positive associations. Blue is one 

of my favorite quilting colors. My blue fabric stash finally grew so large 

that it simply would not fit in the shelf allotted to it no matter how many 

times I tried re-folding the fabrics! It spread upward into the green shelf 

and downward into the purple shelf until finally I decided that I simply 

had to make a series of blue quilts to reduce the stash. Some of those 

quilts were just blue and white together – just blue and white, nothing 

else, because blue and white together have a crispness, a clarity, a 

transparency, that can be very beautiful and very comforting. We call 

someone ‘true blue’ when we know that they have qualities of 

faithfulness and courage of their convictions. Blue has its positive 

associations that help us consider the demands of justice: transparency, 

clarity, crispness, the courage of convictions. 

                                                
23 Kirke Kickingbird and Karen Ducheneaux, One Hundred Million Acres (NY: 

MacMillan, 1973). 
24 See Karen Lebacqz, Justice in an Unjust World (Augsburg, 1987). 
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We also think of blue as a “cool” color, compared to the “heat” 

of red, orange, or yellow. This “coolness” is also crucial for justice: we 

should have a passion to do justice, but sometimes we need a cool 

head to know what justice requires. An interesting recent article in The 

American Scholar tackles the question of intergenerational justice.25 

Lincoln Caplan points out that fears of economic chaos as baby 

boomers retire and grow old have fueled fights against Medicare and 

other programs to assist the elderly. These fears, he suggests, are 

based on formulas for thinking about old age that no longer apply. 

Older Americans may indeed be on Medicare, but also remain 

productive citizens who give as much to communities as is taken away in 

the form of medical care or other services. True justice requires that we 

think carefully and thoroughly about what is fair, and gather our facts 

before jumping to conclusions. As a cool color, blue reminds us to keep 

a cool head connected to our passionate hearts. 

Because blue is the color of sky and of ocean, it connotes both 

breadth and depth.26 For more than ten years, I have thought of it as 

“bold blue.” I was surprised to see how often the theme of boldness 

appears in Heyward’s Our Passion for Justice. “We must be bold,” she 

writes at the outset;27 she speaks of expressing our experience 

“thoughtfully and boldly”;28 and near the end of the book she prays 

“May we approach the mountains boldly.”29 To be bold, justice must be 

blue: it must be wide, and deep.  

                                                
25 Lincoln Caplan, “The Fear Factor,” The American Scholar, Summer 2014, 18-

29. 
26 The sky is blue because molecules in the air scatter blue light more strongly 

than red light. Similarly, deep water is blue because its molecules absorb red light and 
reflect the blue. 

27 Heyward, 5. 
28 Heyward, 40. 
29 Heyward, 252. 
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But there is yet more to the color blue. Blue is the rarest of 

nature’s colors. Green, red, orange and even yellow are quite common, 

but very few of God’s creatures are blue. More importantly, when blue 

does occur, it is often created through unusual means.30 Most colors are 

chemical in origin: pigment molecules absorb some wavelengths of 

light and reflect others. The colors we see are the reflected ones. But in 

some cases blue is not a reflected color, but a structural color: there is 

something in the structure of the creature (for instance, in the shape of 

the structure of a bird’s wings) that causes the wavelengths that 

correspond to blue to be amplified as they bounce back and forth from 

one ‘ridge’ to another. In other words, we see the color not because an 

item absorbs certain wavelengths, but because the structure of the item 

magnifies or intensifies certain wavelengths. Blue, in other words, can 

be not only reflective, but structural. Furthermore, while pigments can 

fade, structural colors do not fade. Blue can therefore be our reminder 

that true justice must be structural justice31 and it must not fade over 

time.  

 

INDIGO: Next to blue in the rainbow is indigo. “Indelible indigo,” we 

might call it, as the original dyes from which indigo was made left 

indelible marks on the dye maker. Indigo is the color of the depths of 

the ocean and the night sky at dusk. Located somewhere between blue, 

violet, and black, indigo is a controversial color. There is disagreement 

as to exactly where it is on the spectrum, whether it is closer to blue or 

to violet or to black, and so on. Indeed, as noted above, some think 

indigo does not belong in the rainbow at all, but was simply added by 

                                                
30 Here I draw from Harvard magazine (July-August 2014, p.12). 
31 It cannot, therefore, simply be commutative justice, or justice in exchange, as 

Robert Nozick would have it in Anarchy, State, and Utopia (NY: Basic Books, 1974). 
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Newton because he wanted seven colors because of the significance of 

the number seven.   

Indigo has been the subject of another ‘New Age’ fad – the 

notion that there are “indigo children” who are smarter than others and 

have spiritual qualities that set them apart. This theory was popular a 

few years ago when I first started studying rainbow colors in earnest. I 

am happy to say that the theory seems to have fallen out of popularity 

now – perhaps because one theorist argued that 95% of all children 

born during a specific chronological period were “indigo” children, and 

that theory would rather undermine the notion that “indigo” children 

are so rare and special: if 95% of children are indigo children, then 

indigo is the norm, not the exception. 

Putting this dubious new age theory aside, I see two 

connections between indigo and our subject of biblical justice. First, 

indigo is the color of our everyday blue jeans. It reminds us that 

everyday things, such as the very clothes that we wear, are matters of 

concern from a justice perspective. I often taught my introductory ethics 

class at 8:00 am. Very few of my students were bright-eyed and bushy-

tailed at that hour. When they came straggling into class dragging their 

feet and clutching their cups of coffee, I would ask them: “how many of 

you have already made an ethical decision today?” Invariably, they 

would look at me as if I were crazy. “My eyes aren’t even open; how 

could I have made an ethical decision already?” “Well,” I would reply, 

“let’s talk about that cup of coffee in your hand. Who grew and 

harvested the coffee beans? Under what conditions did those people 

work? How did the coffee get from there to here, since Berkeley, 

California, is not a coffee-growing region?” Our everyday actions are 
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matters of justice.32  So, in a biblical, rainbow-inspired approach to 

justice, indigo reminds us, as Beverly Harrison so powerfully did, to 

make the connections.33 Ordinary, everyday things connect to powers 

and principalities and should push us toward larger considerations 

about how people live and how we are dependent upon their labors 

and the risks that they take.34 

Second, indigo is a very dark color – such a dark blue that it 

almost borders on black. While many blues have a quality of 

transparency, as noted above, it is difficult to see through indigo. 

Heyward asks, “[what if,] in seeking God always as light, we are missing 

God as darkness?”35 Do we seek a comfortable justice that we can see 

clearly, and miss the complexities and even the beautiful ‘darkness’ of 

justice – the times when the demands of justice are not transparent and 

when we must wade in murky waters in order to do justice?  Indigo 

justice is dark justice.  

Today, especially in philosophical circles, it has become 

common to argue that justice can be achieved by setting up proper 

procedures.36 Justice has become, in my view, too procedural. We set 

up “ethics” committees in hospitals to determine whether or not to 

“pull the plug” on a dying patient. The idea is that if we just get the 

                                                
32 Indeed, if Iris Marion Young has it correctly, our everyday reactions that we 

think of as not even in the realm of reason are nonetheless matters of justice! See Justice 
and the Politics of Difference (Princeton U., 1990), chapter 5. 

33 Beverly Wildung Harrison, Making the Connections: Essays in Feminist Social 
Ethics (Boston: Beacon Press, 1985; Carol S. Robb, editor). 

34 I say risks here in part because the history of indigo as a dye for clothing 
present some justice issues. Several centuries ago, slaves in the United States were often 
the ones who worked with the very dangerous lye and other chemicals needed to 
manufacture indigo. Today most ‘indigo’ is synthetic, of course, but originally it came 
from the indigofera tincturia plant in India. 

35 Heyward, 27. 
36 The most famous philosophical argument for procedural justice is John Rawls’ 

A Theory of Justice (Harvard University, 1971; revised edition 1999).  
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right people together in a committee, they will determine what is right 

and wrong. But what if committee A says an action is ethical and 

committee B says it is not? Does this mean it is right in one place and 

wrong in another? How can we recover a sense that we should accept 

some outcomes and actions but not accept others? Justice needs to be 

substantive as well as procedural, so that we can name injustices. The 

“darkness” of indigo is a reminder of the difficulties of seeing clearly 

but also of the necessity of tackling the hardest issues and not being 

afraid of the murkiness of justice issues and the need to struggle for 

substance rather than simply content ourselves with procedure. 

PURPLE: And so, of course, we come finally to “the color purple.”

Purple is the color of “mountains majesty,” as we sing in “America the 

Beautiful.” It is the color so often associated with royalty. Purple is a 

color to inspire awe. Roman Catholic cardinals originally wore purple, 

according to Wikipedia, though now purple is reserved for bishops and 

the cardinals wear red.  

Purple itself does not have its own wavelength and is therefore 

not a “spectral” color. Violet is the color that Newton named as part of 

the rainbow. But the flowers we call “violets” are in fact purple. Purple is 

the color that sits mid-way between blue and red, and is made today by 

mixing red and blue pigments. It is an ancient color – made in antiquity 

from the mucus of the spiny sea snail “murex,” it is mentioned in the 

book of Exodus (25:4), where blue, purple, and scarlet yarn are to be 

brought as an offering to God. Purple is a favorite color of some artists, 

such as Gustav Klimt.  
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Purple is associated with women’s suffrage and with feminism: 

“When I am old, I shall wear purple.”37 Purple has also been associated 

with an anti-apartheid movement in South Africa.38 Purple is the color of 

altar cloths at Advent – when we wait for the royalty that will come to us 

in such surprising form. (And one should never underestimate the 

power of orange and purple next to each other as colors, just as the 

royalty that comes at Christmas comes in such surprising form.) Purple is 

the color of the “heart” medals that are given to our brave soldiers who 

are wounded in action or to their families if the soldier has died. 

Alice Walker’s award-winning novel The Color Purple in fact 

says very little about purple. But in the crucial passage, Walker writes in 

Shug’s voice: “I think it pisses God off if you walk by the color purple in 

a field somewhere and don’t notice it.”39 This passage suggests that the 

color purple can be our reminder to be attentive to the smallest flower 

in a field even as we look toward those distant majestic mountains. I 

therefore put into my purple panel in the rainbow quilt both the distant 

“mountains majesty” and a path through a field of purple flowers. 

Since mountains take on their purple hue from a distance 

because of the way light refracts colors through space, perhaps purple 

is also a color that should remind us of the distance between ourselves 

and God. The idea of a distant God is not a popular idea today. Today 

we speak largely of a God who weeps with us, walks with us, and is our 

friend. Certainly, I would not want to ignore the immanence of God nor 

the many ways in which God is incarnate in our lives. But the God whose 

37 This phrase is from the poem entitled “Warning,” written by Jenny Joseph. It 
became a catch-phrase to describe women breaking free from restraints and 
expectations. 

38 The “Purple Rain Protest” of Sept 2, 1989, began when government forces 
decided to put purple dye into the water that was sprayed on protesters; the protesters 
got hold of the hoses and turned the purple water into “rain” on government buildings. 
See Wikipedia. 

39 Walker, 178. 
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justice rings through the Bible is a transcendent God – the great “I am,” 

larger than all human language and so deep in meaning and purpose 

and power that we have no words adequate to talk about God.40 

Perhaps all we have is the color purple with its reminders of royalty, its 

hints of the vastness of God and its cautionary advice to walk humbly. If 

justice is to be God’s justice, then it will always have a purple hue – a 

sense of majesty, of mystery, and of a power that glows in the smallest 

of God’s creations and yet soars beyond human understanding.  

The justice that I have described with this rainbow and tried to 

depict in my quilt is passionate and compassionate, surprising and 

tenacious, life-giving, transparent and deep beyond transparency, 

majestic, mysterious, and yet ordinary and commonplace. It cannot be 

encapsulated by formulas such as “give to each what is due” or “treat 

similar cases similarly.” Or perhaps it would be better to say that in 

order to know what is “due” we must look with eyes of compassion, 

with an orientation toward growth and new life, with a heart burning 

and filled with the Spirit of God, with a perspective as wide as the sky 

and as deep as the ocean itself. We must bring a justice that contains 

majesty and yet attends to the smallest of things around us. This is 

Amos’ justice: it will roll down like waters, washing away everything in its 

path and creating opportunities for new life and abundance. This justice 

requires commitment, character, humility, hope, faith, and love. This 

justice comes from a rainbow that should arch over the entire sky, all the 

time! As rainbows come out after storms, I venture to suggest that we 

live in the midst of many storms; we can only hope for many rainbows of 

justice to follow. 

40 The book of Job (38:4) makes this clear: “Where were you when I laid the 
earth’s foundation?”  
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 Here’s a story. I get it from a notebook in the collection of the 

Bancroft Library down the hill, across the street. The notebook was 

assembled in 1593. It is from the inquisition in Guadalajara, Mexico. As I 

reconstruct it, it goes like this. 

There once was an immigrant named Miguel Redelic “the 

German.” But he wasn’t exactly a German: he was born in a town called 

Guben, in the small state of Lusatia, which at the time was technically 

part of Bohemia. It had been part of Brandenburg, and Germans called 

the people there not Germans but Wends. The Wends spoke Sorbian, 

which was more like Czech. At the time of Miguel’s birth his corner of 

Central Europe circa 1545 fell under the archduke of Austria who was 
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the so-called “king of the Romans” and the brother of the Holy Roman 

Emperor Charles V. Charles was also the King of Spain, and Spain 

included New Spain, halfway around the world, which was a dominion, 

at mid-century, reaching as far south from Mexico as Peru.  

About the time Miguel was born, Martin Luther was relatively 

old. He, Philip Melanchthon, and numerous of their associates in 

Wittenberg, who promoted an anti-papal version of Christian reform 

about eighty miles west of Guben, were steeling themselves for a war in 

which their prince and his allies would be crushed by Charles, 

Ferdinand, and their allies in Europe’s first confessional war. The city of 

Guben had adapted a Lutheran church order in the Sorbian language a 

few years before.  

To be honest, neither Ferdinand (king of Bohemia, archduke of 

Austria, king of the Romans) nor Charles V (Holy Roman Emperor, king 

of Spain, including New Spain) had much reason to be concerned with 

Lusatia. Such was the business of men of power. They were after bigger 

fish. But try to imagine the tangled, tenuous knot of jurisdictions, 

markets, and polities that all this represents, from the ethnic complexity 

of someone’s hometown to pathways across continents and oceans. 

The tangle connected a Sorbian-speaking community of perhaps 5,000 

people in Lusatia to Europe’s first successful attempt at direct-rule 

colonialism on the other side of the world. And it somehow connected 

the religious controversy over Martin Luther to planet earth. Because 

Miguel the so-called German immigrated to New Spain as a young man 

around 1565. 

He lived we know not where for fifteen years in Mexico. After 

that, he worked in the silver mines of San Andrés, near Guadalajara, for 

a decade. Then in 1591 Miguel the immigrant miner was denounced to 

the inquisition and investigated by the bishop of Guadalajara for 

Lutheran heresy.  
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Why? Miguel was telling tales about his travels as a young man: 

nothing fancy, just these. On the North Sea coast, at the borderlands of 

England and Scotland, he saw a Calvinist church with white-washed 

walls and no pictures or statues of saints. At port in Amsterdam, he 

heard Calvinist evangelists sent to preach to their ship under 

quarantine. People were saying that Miguel really knew Protestant 

beliefs and practices. But it is simple stuff: how the Protestants used 

both bread and wine in the Eucharist, not just bread; how they denied 

Purgatory, the papacy, and the value of praying to saints; how 

Anabaptists in Flanders and Germany held wives and property in 

common (this bit about wives is extremely unlikely), which might have 

interested people of Mesoamerica, where Catholic priests were trying 

to eliminate polygamy. 

Miguel was arrested and tried. The inquisition found him guilty 

of heresy and apostasy. They called him a “convert” to the sect of 

Luther and his followers, a member of the sect of Luther-Calvin, or a 

member of “another” sect condemned by the church, as his sentence 

variously said. I know no reason to believe he ever avoided mass in 

Catholic Mexico. There were no Protestant churches, open or secret, 

anywhere in the western hemisphere in the 1590’s. The cause of 

suspicion seems to have been, in other words, not any particular 

religious activity or behavior, just those stories from his youth.  

By the time the interrogation finished, Miguel was praising 

Luther’s life, saying Martin Luther pleased God, and he wanted to be 

like him. He called Luther a prophet and a holy man. Luther, he said 

during interrogation, prophesied from the prison of the duke of Saxony, 

taught what true sanctity is, showed in a book how Christianity is 

enchained, and appeared before the pope and the emperor preaching 

the truth. A council, he said, had been convened in Germany, referring 

to the Council of Trent: Trent was part of the Holy Roman Empire. It was 
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meant to subjugate Germans. Some of this may have come from Miguel 

unprompted, but it’s easy to imagine an interrogator coaching him to 

these statements, which were almost accurate. He was not accused of 

saying these things to anyone else. But the trial, in Guadalajara and 

then Mexico City, rehearsed highpoints of a religious controversy in 

Germany seventy years before. 

Miguel repented. He signed a confession of the Catholic faith 

(figure 1).  He had already lost his properties. Off to jail he went, in the 

monastery of Nostra Señiora del Carmen of Mexico City. He served a 

four-year sentence. This was similar to the sentences given to secret 

Judaizers in New Spain. Had his crime been bigamy, sacrilege, or 

sorcery (the crimes of a Spaniard going native or an Indian caught 

between Christian and indigenous norms), had he been an 

uncooperative defendant, he could have expected a public lashing and 

years of hard labor rowing in Spanish galleys.  After he served his 

sentence, his name was added to the names of reconciliados hanging 

on plaques in the cathedral of Mexico City.  And after that, we hear 

nothing of Miguel ever again.  

That is the story of Miguel Redelic Aleman, “the German.” 

So here is a man who lived in Mexico for twenty-five years 

without raising anyone’s suspicion. His conformity to Catholic practice 

would have been checked by the Consejo de Indias in Sevilla, where he 

must have received license to travel to New Spain, although no record 

of that appears to survive. By any reasonable standard, he was not 

passing for Catholic. He simply was Catholic, a baptized person who 

confesses the Creed and receives the sacraments of the church. There 

were no Lutheran churches in New Spain, secret or open. Catholic 

priests had, you’d think, more important things to worry about. Human 

beings, after all, had been occasionally sacrificed to pagan gods in 

gorgeous temples in Mexico less than a century before. Some people 
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still secretly performed ancient pagan rituals. Catholic rules of 

monogamy and divorce were new, perplexing, and resisted. The 

“mestizo world” (Gruzinski) of Guadalajara must have dazzled a man 

like Miguel when he first arrived, and long after. Because, if scholars 

lately have made anything clear, it’s how interestingly mingled Christian 

and pagan, European and indigenous outlooks and ideas were in the 

memories and practices of both learned friars and ordinary people.  As 

an older man, Miguel might have been shocked to find priests who 

cared about what he witnessed and how he felt as a young man almost 

a lifetime and an ocean away. 

Consider all the sixteenth-century people you might associate 

with cultural change and religious controversy, all the people you might 

associate with political and social transformations of the world, all the 

people whose lives we rehearse in history classes: people like Luther 

and Calvin, Ignatius and Teresa of Avila; spiritual mavericks like 

Marguerite d’Angouleme or Faustus Socinus; the rulers of great 

empires like Charles V, King Francis I, Queen Elizabeth, the Ottoman 

Sultan Suleiman, the Safavid Persian Shah Ismail, the Moghul Padshah 

Babur; the humanists, such as Erasmus, Rabelais, Bodin, and 

Montaigne; theologians like the Dominican Cajetan, the Lutheran 

Melanchthon, the Calvinist Beza, the Jesuit Francisco Suarez, or the 

Jesuit Diego Lainez. I allege, of all the many people you may have 

learned to associate with the age of the Reformation(s), this obscure 

immigrant, Miguel Redelic the so-called German, may tell us something 

more important about Reformations that really matter than what we 

learn from all the rest. 

Here is a man of no consequence caught in the vortex of a 

dramatically changing world, a migrant sucked out of central Europe, 

where he probably learned mining in the Erzgebirge mountains, and he 

follows work across an ocean and two seas. I suppose he was open to 
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adventure. But his destiny was also driven by the high price of silver in 

Chinese markets, which fueled western demand for this basic currency 

of trans-oceanic trade. Most silver came from two places between 1540 

and 1650, New Spain or Japan. Miners in Central Germany, where 

production was declining, provided skilled labor in colonial silver mines 

since the Spanish started digging in the 1530’s. In a place like San 

Andres, Miguel would have worked beside indigenous, Nahua-speaking 

laborers, both men and women, enslaved and free. He was a cog in the 

wheel of an exotic and global economic machine. 

You could call Miguel’s Mexico a massively disrupted, greatly 

reorganized cultural ecology, about as massively disrupted and 

reorganized as any sixteenth-century society could be. When he arrived 

at New Spain around 1565, the pre-conquest generation of indigenous 

noble families in the Valley of Mexico, the survivors of Hernan Cortes’ 

violent conquest forty years before, were just dying out. The peoples of 

Mexico had been the subjects of the most sophisticated missionary 

campaign the world had yet seen. The Valley of Mexico was littered with 

hundreds of new churches. By the end of the century, resisting tribes on 

the periphery of this core territory, where the mines of San Andres 

could be found, had been subjugated. The first generation of 

missionaries had aggressively built a hybrid Christianity, brilliantly 

accommodated to Nahua languages and culture. The next generations 

consolidated these gains. The regulation of private life, the introduction 

and enforcement of European norms, especially regarding marriage, 

and the occasional prosecution of immigrants for Lutheran or Judaizing 

heresies were part and parcel of this consolidation campaign. 

It has been said that Miguel gives evidence of “the opinions of 

minorities, of subversive heterodox groups” in the Spanish colony 

(Alicia Mayer González). I wonder. To be sure, Protestants did cross the 

Atlantic, but not much and not for long. Technically speaking, the 
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Augsburg slave-trading settlement of “Little Venice” in Venezuela 

(1529-1546) was by some technical definition Lutheran, after Augsburg 

went Lutheran in 1538. Little Venice closed down in 1546. There were 

Huguenots, French Calvinists, in the colonies established at the Bay of 

Guanabara in Brazil (1555-1560) and Fort Caroline in southern Florida 

(1562-1565), but these each lasted only a few years. There were a 

hundred or so corsairs, some French, mostly English and at least 

technically Protestant, who survived attack and shipwreck along the 

Mexican coast in 1568 and scattered into Mexico. They were rounded 

up when the Mexican inquisition was established in late 1571, 

prosecuted as heretics, and sentenced to hard labor in Spanish galleys 

or executed for heresy in the inquisition’s first years. Protestant heretics, 

in other words, came in sprinkles. This was enough to encourage an 

aroused inquisition. But there were no organized Lutherans to dread in 

the New World circa 1590.  

Something far more interesting was going on. Luther had 

become a figure in the repertoire of symbols forming creole identity. 

Miguel’s trial itself made Luther a Mexican presence. He was the devil-

inspired attacker of the very practices and beliefs so genuinely helpful 

to new-world missionaries – the veneration of saints and images, 

indulgences, relics, processions, and the traditional sacrament, what 

Alicia Mayer González describes as the “particular conjunction of 

concepts, practices, rites, and beliefs” of a Catholic faith serving as a 

“means by which to seek a unique identity and feel the consciousness 

of the ‘creole fatherland.’” Miguel performed at trial a corroborating 

Lutheran counter-position to Catholic selfhood.  In time Luther’s status 

grew so great, Prof. Mayer González can describe him as an antitype to 

positive Catholic figures, and an antitype of very high magnitude: a kind 

of heretical counterpart to the venerated Virgin of Guadalupe. 



 37 

So here is Martin Luther, who only once in his life left Germany, 

on a four-week visit to Rome in December and January 1510. He enters 

the new world, not under his own power or with the help of Lutheran 

evangelists, but as a certain creole figure in “a multiple world whose 

hybrid and mestizo qualities cut it loose from standard moorings” 

(Gruzinski 2002, 203). This was the first “world-historical” Luther. Do not 

underestimate his great power. This creole bad boy could impact the 

destiny of the unfortunate Miguel a great distance away from 

Lutheranism. As far as we can tell Miguel had no desire to be a 

Protestant until caught in the web of a legal procedure, when playing 

the penitent was his only way out. 

Take sixteenth-century Reformations, however you define them 

– Catholic, Protestant, Reformed, Lutheran, Radical, Anabaptist – you 

pick. To judge Reformations as planned events, and to judge them by 

an absolute standard, we’d have to say they all failed. Not one reformer 

would or could say, his or her intention was to divide churches. Quite 

the contrary. They all meant to restore the one, true, catholic, and 

apostolic church to its truest version, however they defined it. Luther 

failed to free Christendom of a papal Antichrist. Trent and the Jesuit 

Order failed to reunite the western church around a papacy defined as 

the first priest and pastor of our planet. Schwenckfeldians, Socinians, 

Anabaptists, and other “Radicals” found hidden and out-of-the-way 

places to cultivate their biblical and spirit-oriented faiths. More often 

than not, the radicals barely managed to stay hidden or alive. There was 

a wide gulf between the stated aspirations of sixteenth-century 

reformers and their actual achievements. 

And yet all intentions notwithstanding, in spite of all the 

unrealized ambitions, the religious controversy of the sixteenth century 

belonged not just to Protestants but to an expanding Christendom. Let 

yourself be amazed by this extraordinary thing. Each was now essential 
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to the other – Protestant and Catholic. Each was conceptually 

entangled with the other, a fact we might best see when we turn away 

from the reformers’ intentions to consider the commoner caught in the 

webs that they wove. The first world-historical Luther was a product of 

the sixteenth-century religious controversy, not a product of Martin 

Luther.  

It is the Reformation as an unintended complex that I propose 

as Reformations that really matter, adapting, and I think reorienting, 

Brad Gregory’s recent argument. I concede that Protestant and Catholic 

reforms were hugely consequential, that the religious controversy 

“changed the world,” to say it loosely, but not because reformers 

changed the world. By foregrounding the unintended complex, we 

concede the idea that its consequences were unintended, as Brad 

Gregory has argued, and we sideline a lot of traditional questions in 

Reformation research, such as: was the late medieval church or the early 

Protestant church corrupt, as each side alleged; did the Reformation 

succeed; did politics, faith, doubt, or fear matter more than doctrine; or 

how do our favorites in the race, after applying the correct 

hermeneutical voodoo, authenticate our own religious, political, social, 

or individual convictions or preferences? 

Don’t get me wrong. My intention is not to trivialize religious, or 

non-religious, or anti-religious commitments. I certainly don’t mean to 

disrespect the Protestant identities that have their foundations in the 

Reformation. My intention is to define “Reformation” in its broadest 

cultural dimensions. Let the narrow Reformations be. If you or I have 

made a commitment to a community with a horse in the race of 

religions, sure, it is reasonable and good for you or me to say, Luther, 

Calvin, Hooker, Socinus, Zinzendorf, or Wesley matter to me and a 

group of my friends, because I am a Lutheran, Anglican, Methodist, 

Presbyterian, Unitarian member of the clergy; St. Ignatius, conciliarism, 
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the school of Salamanca, a reform papacy may matter to me because I 

am a priest or a member of a religious society founded as a reform 

order partly in response to the rise of Protestantism. To be sure, 

studying the Reformation and debating it is, to one degree or another, 

a useful and important way to know oneself as a Lutheran, Catholic, 

Presbyterian, Baptist, Methodist, Anglican, and evangelical, and to 

know yourself as the member of a “traditioned community,” as Lewis 

Mudge used to say. Many millions of us in the world right now, to one 

extent or another, do so identify ourselves as members of Christian 

denominations. 

Meanwhile, historians, you know, have qualified and relativized 

the historical concept of the Reformation into a fine powder. This 

powder is then gathered into piles that are important to special 

audiences but not necessarily important to anyone else – piles of 

national, language-group, or local histories. All the better, you might 

say. Choose piles relevant to your tradition, and dig into the tradition of 

your cultural enclave. It is hard work to study religious belief, thought, 

practice, and ritual for the “traditioned community.” Shame on 

theologians and clergy who neglect it.  

We could divide up our histories. The atheists go over here. 

They get the Scientific Revolution and the Enlightment. The Anglicans, 

Presbyterians, Baptists, and Methodists get the British Isles, and the 

Methodists also some of seventeenth-century Moravia and Saxony. The 

Lutherans get Germany, of course, but also Scandinavia, and they can 

have Minnesota; the Dutch get most of the Netherlands; the Unitarians 

get Poland and Hungary; and the Catholics get Spain, Italy, Mexico, 

Peru, and bits and pieces of almost everything. The African Americans 

can go with the Baptists, Methodists, and Pentecostals, but they should 

spend a lot of time studying the Caribbean. The Hindus have India, but 

so do Muslims, Buddhists, Jesuits, and other orders; later, there come 
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along German Lutherans, Moravians, Methodists, Anglicans, Baptists, 

and Presbyterians. The Buddhists get all of Asia. The Muslims can have 

the Middle East, and work it out with Jews. And now we are somewhat 

separated into our denominations. We can fortify ourselves in our 

seminaries and Centers, ground ourselves in the histories of homelands, 

migrations, and diasporas. Then we can reconvene on Berkeley’s holy 

hill to feast on the California buffet where religion meets the world, 

comparing notes from the histories of our “traditioned communities.” In 

other words, you might say, fine, historians have broken down and 

particularized the Reformation into many histories. We’ll choose the 

ones relevant to our community or interests, and then come together 

and celebrate our diversity.  

Is this enough? Does membership in a religious community say 

very much about us, this peculiar group of people attending a lecture 

on a Thursday evening? In the Protestant Establishment circa 1952, 

building a pan-Protestant identity seemed to matter a lot. A decade 

later, when the great experiment of the GTU was begun, it was the 

height of innovation to create a festival of traditions. Is it anymore? 

The Reformation that matters to a professional identity, a 

family, a congregation, a prayer minion, a denomination, a nation, or an 

ethnicity, does not matter enough. A peculiar burden of the 

Reformation(s) as a historical topic is to explain not merely the 

beginning of the multiplication of Christianities in the modern world but 

to explain how a religion, once so jealous of its cultural monopoly, so 

devoted to institutionalizing its spiritual monopoly, building on 

medieval foundations, as it seemed to do in the sixteenth century, could 

give shape to this world of incongruent alternative belief and 

knowledge systems and not actually try to destroy it. It is the burden of 

the Reformation as a historical topic to help explain fundamental 

religious change in the predominant religion of the west –  and by a 
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certain reckoning, the world. Its burden is to form, not a national, 

regional, or local narrative, but a more comprehensive view of religion 

in the world. 

As it happens, there are lots of big narratives of the 

Reformation floating around. Let me just claim, recklessly, that they all 

boil down to five metanarratives, five big stories about European 

religion, politics, and culture. 

First, there is a metanarrative of stadial progress toward 

western modernity. It is the Ren-Ref of high school history textbooks. It 

was a staple of American Protestantism. It still seems prevalent in 

popular culture. Protestant seminary professors in the nineteenth and 

early twentieth-century liked to go on the grand tour to Europe, where 

they visited German historians and theologians, who often favored this 

metanarrative. A century and half ago you could also find it propagated 

in frontier Ohio by anti-immigrant, abolitionist sermonizers, and the 

plotline has been told frequently ever since (figure 2). The stadial 

metanarrative goes something like this: Protestants broke free of the 

pope’s political and intellectual tyranny and medieval superstition, 

paving the way for the Enlightenment, modern science, and/or the 

welfare state, or constitutional democratic monarchy, or liberal 

democracy – take your pick. It happened by stages. But it basically 

starts with Martin Luther. That is the plotline of a metanarrative of 

stadial progress. 

There is a metanarrative of western decline. This counter-

plotline was big among Catholic scholars during the Kulturkampf, that 

period after the unification of Germany when Bismarck’s government 

promoted Protestant culture as the basis of national identity (figure 3). 

To that Prussian enterprise, liberal Protestant theology contributed a 

heady cocktail of Luther, Kant, and Hegel. Catholic scholars, in 

response, against Kant, Hegel, and Luther, defended the unity of faith 
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and reason. The position is still alive today. For example, Pope Benedict 

XVI used it in 2006, when he argued that the opposition of reason and 

faith was caused by a “dehellenization” that arose from “the postulates 

of the Reformation in the sixteenth century” and the theology of John 

Duns Scotus two hundred years before Luther. In the counter-narrative, 

the Reformation contributes to the rise of philosophical cynicism, 

atheism, fascism, individualism, Christian fundamentalism, and/or moral 

anarchy – pick your poison. That’s the metanarrative of cultural decline. 

There is the metanarrative of secularization. A baseline is 

suggested, of course, by the famous sociologist Max Weber. He argued 

that Protestantism, through a complex process, encouraged the 

emergence of rationalistic approaches to labor and economy, social 

organization, and science. The key was what Protestants in Weber’s day 

called “ethics,” basically, the bundle of values, attitudes, and habits that 

shape or reflect patterns of human behavior. Weber attributed 

modernity to a Protestant “ethic,” not a plan or program, but a complex 

of values and habits that encouraged the rise of capitalism and 

technocracy. 

Even in Weber’s day, America did not really fit the model of 

rational, technocratic secularization. Nor does the world in our own day. 

The idea is problematized by Islamist movements and Pentecostalism in 

Latin America and Africa, which seem to grow with modernization, when 

according to Weber, they should decline as the world’s technocratic 

disenchantment rises. Accordingly, the concept of secularization among 

scholars who use it has changed. Purveyors of the secular metanarrative 

stress not the eclipse of religion by atheism but the migration of 

religious sensibilities and values into the state. So, for example, Michel 

Foucault1 argued, in his later years, that sixteenth-century Reformations 

facilitated first an intensification of “the pastorate,” the quasi-sacred 

1 Michel Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, trans. G. Burchell (2009). 
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roles of minister and priest, the one sectarian, the other hierarchical, 

which in turn built deep links between state and people and eventually 

helped give shape to modern “governmentality.” The state, in his view, 

assumed qualities and powers once associated with the cure of souls. 

Another interesting example of this metanarrative comes from Giorgio 

Agamben.2 Agamben sees the Reformation as the point at which a 

medieval tension of what he calls two liturgies, one priestly, stressing 

sacramental power, and the other monastic, stressing a manner of life, 

becomes an explicit division between forms of churches and, in turn, 

contributes to the longer process by which the church abandons its 

disruptive, messianic vocation and yields to state power. The migration 

of religious sensibilities mystify the secular state. So goes the 

metanarrative of secularization lately. 

There is the metanarrative of confessional identity-formation. It 

is the plotline early modern historians like to attack lately in academic 

conferences, when they are not reproducing it. It stresses the 

differentiation of Lutheran, Reformed, and Catholic state churches in 

the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the role of theological debate 

in establishing these differences, the regimes of religious and moral 

oversight and control created by these states, and the role of religion in 

shaping and building state bureaucracies. The process of “confessional 

state-building” exhausted itself by the end of the seventeenth century, 

yielding to religious indifference, secularism, and nation states. The 

plotline of confessionalization tends to slide into a story of the 

emergence of secular Europe. There is a metanarrative of 

confessionalization. 

There is finally a metanarrative of pluralism. This is where the 

post-colonial scholar insists on the variety of secularisms outside 

Europe. The sociologist distinguishes differing degrees of religiosity or 

2 Giorgio Agamben, Opus Dei. Archeologia dell’ufficio (2012). 
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secularity within Europe. The issue here is not merely to track the 

multiplication of religious products in a world marketplace. The analysis 

of pluralism adapts a Weberian notion of “functional differentiation.” 

Functional differentiation refers to the process by which spheres of life, 

such as economy, politics, the arts, and education, develop their own 

distinct modes of perception, normativity, and reason and thus become 

distinct spheres, or, in the language of the sociologist Niklas Luhmann, 

subsystems in the system of society. The metanarrative of pluralism 

applies a concept of functional differentiation. 

Some of you will argue with my metanarratives. They strike me a 

bit as caricatures. They overlap. The first one, of stadial progress, 

probably no historian would take seriously today. As for the rest, cultural 

decline, secularization, confessionalization, and pluralism, users all 

agree that the chronology of cultural change extends well before and 

well beyond the conflict between Luther and the papacy. Reformations 

fall within long, wide chronologies. The importance of famous reformers 

has been relativized. And, while I am being cavalier, let me just claim 

that the plotline most plainly descriptive of our world is the last one, the 

metanarrative of pluralism. 

Pluralism is simply true of society as we know it.  

Consider the obvious. 

I may, as a Christian, believe that God exists in a particular way, 

in the three hypostases described by the Nicene Creed, but I can 

coexist with someone, I might even marry someone, who rejects the 

idea of the Trinity or monotheism or the existence of God, and I may 

function in that marriage perfectly well, unmolested by the state or by 

my church, even if it disapproves, or by my friends, even the ones who 

think it is strange or unadvisable to marry across faiths or cultures. I 

might even be a seminary professor and teach collaboratively with 

people with whom I disagree about the being of God, in something 
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called a “theological union.” If, on the other hand, I were an atheist, I 

would interact with religious people, precisely because religion is 

irrelevant to work, workplace, and everyday commercial exchange. In 

this and every “knowledge society,” those religious people will work 

with me, even if they know I think what they believe is really crazy. Most 

of the society in which we live has no functional need to separate 

people into distinct religious or non-religious categories, branding each 

of us as a certain kind of religious person or a certain kind of atheist or 

spiritual person. Yet we make those distinctions among ourselves in 

certain areas of life, chosing those areas in variable ways. We learn 

languages, develop habits, and conform to norms appropriate to each 

kind of situation. Sure, something like this plurality seems to exist in all 

societies all the time, in different and alterable ways. It is worth thinking 

about how narrow convictions are enforced in one setting and relaxed 

in another. This sort of switching between norms happens on a massive 

scale in a pluralistic society all the time. 

The big question of the Reformation is, how does the religious 

controversy of the sixteenth century, a time when spiritual acculturation, 

doctrinal surveillance, and moral control jumped forward among both 

Protestants and Catholics, affected functional pluralism then, and how is 

that pluralism related to functional pluralisms in the world now? Where 

does the peculiar religious texture of our world come from, a world in 

which, by the way, Catholicism, in all its variety, and the 

superabundance of Protestantisms compromise the largest religious 

block on earth? I don’t think we know yet the answer to this question. 

But we should try to find it. 

To find an answer requires a new approach to the history of 

Europe’s predominant religion and its large transitional moments, like 

“the Reformation.” It is not merely a matter of taking sixteenth-century 

beliefs seriously. It is not enough to respect the spiritual integrity of 
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people in the sixteenth century. It is not a matter of documenting 

religious decline. Neither belief nor unbelief alone describes the 

religious condition of the world we know. The issue is, how theology, 

ritual, or spirituality might distinguish themselves as “religious” from 

ideas, values, norms, and organizations in spheres of, let’s say, 

government, law, family, natural science, or health care; and then 

inform, coexist, or compete with those other sets of values. 

If you know anything about Reformation historiography in the 

last hundred years, you know that my new agenda is not so new. Once 

upon a time, the “big history” of the Reformation was all about tracking 

the origins of the modern world. Historians looked for evidence of 

religious authority breaking down in Europe, and Luther’s attack on the 

papacy fit the bill. They looked for the rise of habits of thought that 

were not restricted by religious dogma, and the idea of textual 

revelation, translated and received by lay readers, fit the bill. They 

looked for the rise of state power free of clerical control, and the 

“secularization” of church property in the Reformation fit the bill. In a 

way I am saying we should return to questions in these dimensions. But 

we no longer know what exactly fits the bill. 

We now know that the Reformation did not free science from 

religious authority, or undermine the legal privileges of churches. State 

power grew in Catholic and Protestant places, and also in places where 

rulers tolerated multiple confessions or were indifferent. Thanks to 

reams of narrow scholarship in the theology and philosophy of the late 

Middle Ages and the Renaissance, we know that epistemological and 

metaphysical presuppositions in the early sixteenth century did not 

strongly separate Protestant from Catholic intellectuals, as historians 

once commonly believed. Humanism flourished in Catholic, Protestant, 

skeptical, and even scholastic forms. As for science, even if we put aside 

medieval Catholic innovators like John Buridan and Nicole Oresme, the 
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most important innovators of cosmology and physics in the sixteenth 

and early seventeenth centuries were Copernicus, Galileo, and 

Descartes – none Protestant, one conventionally Catholic, and the other 

preoccupied with theism and the soul. Protestant intellectuals were no 

quicker to accept conclusions of Copernicus, Galileo, and Descartes 

than Catholic intellectuals were. In fact, the first theologian to try to 

reconcile Copernican’s sun-centered cosmos with the bible was a 

Salamanca theologian, Diego de Zuñiga, in a commentary published in 

1584. Why was confessional debate so totally irrelevant to science? 

Because in the late fifteenth and sixteenth centuries natural philosophy 

was pursued in the strongly inter-confessional realm of the liberal arts, 

geometry and astronomy especially. To put it bluntly, the sixteenth-

century religious controversy played no role whatsoever in the rise of 

modern science. That separation is far more important than trying to fit 

science into one or another party of confessional debate. 

I could go on about how Protestant theologians innovated 

religious justifications for the state intervention in the church not by 

separating princes from religious authority but by adapting arguments 

from medieval canon law, proving the continuity of Protestant claims 

with the traditional religious obligations of government. Reformers 

thought they were re-sacralizing society, not desacralizing it. 

So why not forget the ambition of finding the germs of a 

disenchanted modernism in the Reformation? Why not examine the 

entanglement of opposing viewpoints in a wide and untidy frame? Why 

not put aside the plotline running from medieval belief to modern 

unbelief or from some fictional medieval cultural and religious unity to 

diversity? Look for a metanarrative of entanglements within western 

Christianity and between the religion of the west and the cultures of the 

rest of the world, and let a migrant like Miguel recontextualize the 

Reformation. The task is not merely to ground living Christian traditions 
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in history. It is to reappraise Christianity as a world religion. Consider 

how Protestants and Catholics both reoriented a late medieval 

pluralism, shifting it around new inputs, some of which were created by 

the controversy between Luther and the papacy, and others of which 

were created by many other things, such as: Jewish expulsions in 

western Europe; the de-urbanization of Judaism in Central Europe; the 

resurgence of Muslim empires in Asia; and of course contact with the 

cultures of the far east, and in the far west, where a certain nightmare of 

Protestantism strangely seems to have mattered as much to creole 

religion as the threat of pagan remainders. Reformations that matter 

have a presence in the “connected histories” (Sanjay Subrahmanyam) of 

the early modern world. They will contribute to a better understanding 

of the entanglement of beliefs and varieties of unbelief in the world. 

You know, the religious controversy of the sixteenth century 

began when this obscure professor, Martin Luther, planned a 

theological disputation about penance in a provincial university. 

Somehow this spun out of control and evolved into a huge public 

debate about the papacy, sacraments, and a lot of everyday religious 

practices. We know a lot about how and why this happened city by city, 

region by region. It is what historians lately do best. The expanded 

agenda I am suggesting to you seems to have almost nothing to do 

with the debate over Luther or its main points contested in that debate. 

What does Islam and Mesoamerica, Jews, polygamous pagans, the 

geometry of celestial motion, or arguments about the nature of a cause 

have to do with the interpretation of the apostle Paul and the Greek 

noun for righteousness? Reformations that matter could seem to push 

reformers right out of our minds. 

Yet here is a story. An unfortunate man named Miguel makes a 

brief cameo appearance on the stage of this world. He is an immigrant 

boxed into a heresy he very probably was not practicing. His trial 
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helped to hypostasize a kind of Lutheran presence in New Spain, 

inscribing a Reformation debate onto an expanding Christianity, a 

differentiated religion even when its unity was enforced.  Looking 

beyond Protestant-Catholic confessional identity-building or the rise of 

atheism in Europe will not eclipse the Reformation. It will uncover a 

Reformation that matters in the world where we live. 

 
 
A Note on Sources for Miguel Redelic 

Miguel Redelic is mentioned briefly by José Toribio Medina, 

Historia del Tribunal del Santo Oficio de la Inquisición en México 

(Santiago de Chile: Elzeviriana, 1905), 88; Antonio Barrera-Osorio, 

Experiencing Nature: The Spanish American Empire and the Early 

Scientific Revolution (Austin: University of Texas, 2006), 170 n. 44; and 

María Alicia Mayer González, “Lutero y Alemania en la conciencia 

novohispana,” Alemania y Mexico: percepciones mutuas en impresos, 

siglos XVI-XVIII, ed. Horst Peitschmann, Manuel Ramos Medina, María 

Cristina Torales Pacheco (Mexico: Universidad Iberoamericana, 2005), 

199-218, here 209. His case was forwarded to the holy office in Mexico 

City from the bishop’s tribunal in Guadalajara. Its record may be found 

in Miguiel Redelic, aleman. Vezino y Minero de las minas de Sant 

Andres del obispado de Guadalaxara, Mexican Inquisition Original 

Documents, Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley, Banc 

Mss ms 96/95m, vol. 1. My description is based on the holy office’s 

summary of findings and judgment (my thanks to Arthur John Ocker for 

help with the Spanish). Miguel does not appear in the Catálogo de 

pasajeros a Indias, vols. 3-5, which cover the years 1539-1577, or in the 
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Spanish national archival database at the time of this writing. Catálogo 

de pasajeros a Indias durante los siglos XVI, XVII y XVIII, ed. Luis Romera 

Iruela, 7 vols. (Sevilla: De la Gavidia; Madrid: Ministerio de Cultura, 

Dirección General de Bellas Artes, Archivos y Bibliotecas,Subdirección 

General de Archivos, 1940-1986). Portal de Archivos Españoles, 

www.pares.mcu.es (accessed 26 November 2014). My other sources are 

listed in the following bibliography. 
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Figure 1. Miguel Redelic Aleman (“the German”) signs his confession, 
witnessed by the notary Pedro de los Rios. The Bancroft Library.  University 
of California, Berkeley. BANC MSS ms 96/95m, vol. 1.  
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Figure 2. Lyman Beecher, Presbyterian minister, conservative abolitionist, 
member of the Colonization Society, co-founder of the American Society for the 
Promotion of Temperance, and father of Harriet Beecher Stowe, claims the 
American west for Protestant civilization and warns of the dangers of Catholic 
immigration to the frontier. 
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Figure 3. The Vienna theologian Karl Werner’s three-volume study, published in 
1881-1887, was the first sustained attempt to trace metaphysical skepticism to 
developments in scholastic theology. 
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Introduction 
There is always the risk of romanticization when it comes to 

tackling the topic of animals, from classical discourses to contemporary 

practices. There are numerous issues to consider where animals are 

depicted and represented, or misrepresented. These may pertain to 

human sacrifice of animals, symbolic imagery in high-order astral 

practices, mythic and hybrid iconography in ancient mythologies, art 

and religions. We might next mention the depiction of animals as the 

denizens of monstrous evil, as a threatening part of ‘brutish nature’, 

living out the law of the jungle, and hence requiring to be subdued 

under the law of the survival of the fittest. Huge dinosaurs, mammoths 

and other ‘monsters’ (consider the rich imaginary in movies like “Jaws”, 
                                                

1 I wish to express gratitude for help with editing the essay to Jessica 
Paduganan and Farha Naaz, as well as the Chief Editor and the two anonymous reviewers 
for their work on the BJRT. 
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“Armageddon,” “Avatar”, etc.) are reconstructed (often digitally) or 

virtually resurrected from fossils and archeological excavations, albeit 

without theoretical sophistication, which end up being projected on 

large cinemascope screens. Then there is the utilitarian deployment of 

animals in agro-culture, farming – the importance of the poultry, bovine 

and other animals species in dietary consumption, but also in game 

hunting, the circus and the zoo, domestic pet culture, animal guide (for 

the challenged human), animals pornography, and other unrecorded 

implicates of animals in the human life-world.  

Animals have become indispensable in scientific explorations 

also: consider how animals provided clues for the supposed missing 

links in the evolutionary chain of being, with the pioneering works of 

Lamarck and Darwin (animals were reconfigured, even invented, to fill in 

certain lacunae in neo-Darwinian theories); Dawkins and Dennett take 

evolution of organism (by various chance factor) as the side-show in the 

primordial soup of the Big Bang. Many discoveries in biology begin with 

or are hypothesized from observations of animal behavior and 

vivisections, testing of tissue-cells, and extended to pharmaceuticals 

and drugs that are then dispensed to ailing human beings.  The 

refinement of these products may involve genetic-manipulations and 

animal experimentation in biomedical laboratories and in psycho-

linguistic research units. Then there are implants of monitoring devices 

in animal bodies to monitor their flight paths and behavior in natural 

and artificial environments. Last but not least, animals are sent to the 

stratospheric space or deployed in astronautical travels (e.g. chimps 

and dogs in unmanned rockets), and so forth. These mark the more 

recent inclusion of animals in the human theoretical and far-reaching 

geographical epistemologies. 

It is somewhat disarming to realize the extent to which the 

ontology of the non-human animal species is inexorably and pervasively 
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linked with the human imaginary and lebenswelt. What would the 

human world have been like without animals?  Perhaps as human 

beings have done away with the gods in the modern world and 

replaced them with cell phones, we may be on the brink of doing away 

with vegetation with a disturbingly similar fate awaiting the animal 

kingdom also. Some philosopher-scholars who are concerned with 

engaging in ethical reflections and debating theories of justice at large 

have found in this field of discourse a fertile ground for mining 

conceptual resources and mapping certain blind-spots and lacunae 

prevalent in the human moral menagerie. The analogy here is to the 

sudden ripples felt in the hitherto paternally constructed moral systems 

– ethics, justice, law, penal codes, ‘rights of man’, toleration,

inclusiveness, etc – when it was discovered that slaves, women, people

of other racial and ethnic backgrounds, indeed even minorities and

‘aliens’ (foreigners), may have an inalienable right to liberty, equality,

basic capabilities, justice and fairness, along with certain positive rights

that entail duties on the part of the state or the dominant majoritarian

group that would enable the flourishing of the members of the

alienated or segregated groups. Moral antinomies lurk beneath many a

good intention that may not be immediately detected, especially when

one principle can lead to two contrary, if not clashing, derivative

outcomes. And there are likely to be antinomies in respect of human

disposition towards animals, their welfare, treatment or neglect of moral

considerations, across all traditions, for one cannot assume a priori that

this area of possible moral concern toward non-human ‘individuals’ or

species was all already sorted out and even fine-tuned before we or the

current generation(s) came on the scene. That there really is a no moral

problem outstanding here and hence there are no antinomies to boot.

But philosophers within the animal rights and animal liberation groups

have been at pains to unearth a number of glaring antinomies and have
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pointed to a serious and significant moral problem facing human 

beings’ relation to animals in all the spheres and spaces where animals 

are involved or implicated. Of course, staunch rationalists may see no 

real problems with this lack or they may deny that there are any such 

antinomies because animals in their view do not share the same moral 

subjective status (as moral agents, moral patients, individuals with equal 

inherent values, interests and rights, or jural entities in legal terms, such 

as corporate); and these despite the talk of ‘natural duties’, duty of 

justice (Rawls), non-cruelty/humane treatment, conservation of species 

or sustainability in the face of ecological degradation, environmental 

responsibility, and so on. But what does this all say about the reach and 

desired completeness, much less absoluteness, righteousness, of 

humanly conceived morality or be it moralism? Can non-humans be 

accorded moral significance or, more technically, moral considerability, 

and if so to what degree? There are numerous debates on the 

intricacies of each of these tropes in the spaces symbolically occupied 

between humans and animals in our modern times (across disciplines 

such as philosophy, cultural studies, feminism, as well as pop, media, 

and film cultures). Where do the religions – and their theologies or 

respective theodicies - under consideration, stand on these issues and 

challenges? 

I wish to take up a few of these sentiments and put them to test 

in respect of the claims to moral high-grounds in Indian thought-

traditions vis-à-vis mostly Western or biblical traditions, especially in 

America, turning the focus in this instance – on a par with issues of 

caste, gender, minority status, albeit still within the human community 

ambience – to the question of animals, and to ask: how sophisticated 

and in-depth is the appreciation of the issues and questions that are 

being debated in contemporary circles?  What degree of awareness 

could we say has been present in the traditions - not just in some 
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perfunctory, platitudinal, belief-based descriptions or prescriptions, but 

in actual explanatory and morally sensitized senses?  I ask these 

questions because today’s animal rights/liberation movements are 

based largely on moral-philosophical considerations with secular and 

legal sensitivities rather than on religious or religion-informed 

philosophies; in fact, someone like Peter Singer chastises religion (and 

he means largely Western/Abrahamic traditions), for their animosity 

towards animals; even though the early roots of animal welfare –e.g. 

RSPCA/SPCA, anti-cruelty codes, and the first vegetarian movements – 

were all either Christian or Jewish based (e.g. Lewis Gompertz;  Henry 

Salt and his Vegetarian Society of London, that re-inspired Gandhi’s 

vegetarianism; or the 7th Day Adventist who started Sanatarium foods 

worldwide).2   But there have been movements within Christian and 

Jewish theologies, and grass-roots movements in the West and Israel, 

as well as in India, to revive and re-interpret orthodox texts, and furnish 

fresh theo-philosophical grounds for the same arguments and ends that 

secular animal rights advocates have been striving towards. Morality can 

have many homes; it is not the exclusive proclivity of secular utilitarian 

philosophers or a handle-full of animal rights activists. That is my 

argument. 

My aim is first to present the respective representations of and 

attitudes toward animals in as broad a compass as possible: Hindu, 

Buddhist, Jain, Jewish and Christian, with some references to Gandhi 

and the secular modern West.  

My concern will not be with details, but rather how Indian and 

Western religious thought position themselves on the challenges of 

theodicy and on animal utilization, in the light of current philosophical 

2 Robert Tappan, “Feeding the Children of Abraham”, Scholarly Works of 
People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA),  p. 2 (pdf accessed).  Lewis 

Gompertz was the British founder of the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to 

Animals in 1824. 
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and scientific speculations on the supposed sentience of animals. That 

is to say, how the traditions look upon the life-status of animals and 

justify, or rationalize, the many topographies of evil in respect of the 

animal-kingdom. These topographies include suffering, harm, 

unnecessary or untimely death at the hands of nature (climatic, 

environmental, inter/intra-species tussles, uncontrollable diseases, etc) 

but also, and increasingly in greater proportion, in the hands of 

(hu)mankind. A framing question I will be addressing is the extent to 

which orthopraxis have informed ethical views in these traditions, and 

vice versa. For example, we need to ask at what point and with what 

degree of compunction or complicity does Judaic thought move from 

the explicit vegetarianism of the Genesis 1:29 to homologizing women 

and animals (bestes puantes), and considering flesh as food? 

 On the Brahmanic-Hindu side, would animal sacrifice in the 

erstwhile yajñās of Vedism have ever sparked off moral conscience vis-à-

vis hiṃsā (injury/violence), had it not been for Jain and Buddhist disquiet 

against the grain of ahiṃsā (a simple act of adding the negative ‘nañ’- 

prefix: a moral term that likely did not exist in Brahmanism before the 

rupture)?  Thereafter Hindu texts rise to the occasion and increasingly 

become staunch advocates of animal care, welfare, proper husbandry, 

treatment and hospitality – in proportion to the inclusion of animal 

imagery in religious symbolism and deification. To ignore such penal 

ordinances (e.g. in Arthaśāstra, Dharmasūtras, Nibandhas, several 

Purāṇas, Mahābhārata), would be to risk punitive measures and 

expiation of the demerit (prāyaścitta), here and hereafter. Is modern 

Hinduism, even as it becomes more secular (cf. Hindu Code Bills), 

McDonalized and globalized, after the Gandhian interlude, far behind in 

abrogating the moral inclusiveness of animals in a reformed Hindu 

ethos?  Or will the evangelism and self-righteousness of Hindutva with 

its almost absolute embracing, ‘revivification’ of vegetarianism likely to 
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alienate secular Indian animalists, by underscoring more of the 

orthodoxly religious rather than the moral grounds? Still, India boasts 

the largest number of faith-based vegetarians, followed by Israel.   

PART A 
Rites over rights: Western origins of sanctified flesh consumption 

First I will present some standard, let us say, ‘official’ , 

theological views and then offer moral hermeneutical critiques in terms 

of their relevance and ethical reach toward contemporary challenges 

and changes in the animal habitat or treatment brought about by 

technological and consumer-based developments, and other 

‘innovative’ methods. 

In the Torah, Genesis 1.26 states: Then God said, “Let us make 

man in our image, after our likeness. And let them have dominion over 

the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over the 

livestock and over all the earth and over every creeping thing that 

creeps on the earth.” 

Genesis 1.29 suggests that people were initially vegetarians 

living on seed-bearing plants that God gave them. It wasn’t until after 

the Flood (Gen 9.3) that flesh of animals was permitted for food, and 

after the exodus from Egypt animal sacrifice also (Jeremiah 7:22-23). But 

this appeared to have been short-lived and was never intended to be 

an absolute prescription. 

 Of course, the Christian Bible did not interpret 1.26 in the light 

of 1.29, and took ‘dominionship’ rather literally. So evolved the idea of 

man’s prelapsarian stewardship over the rest of nature: God had 

created nature that it may serve Man. The Jewish tradition, by contrast, 

has been more circumspect. The key principle or moral intuition that 

seems to have been the guiding force is the prohibition of inflicting 

suffering – tsa’ar ba’alei chayim in Hebrew  – on living creatures.  There 
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seems to be some recognition in rabbinical rulings of the physical, 

psychological and emotional suffering of animals, and hence the 

innumerable prohibitions against the over-use and recklessness 

towards, and abuse of, animals, whether in farming practices, extracting 

labor from animals, or in human dietary preferences and practices. 

Religious laws derived from this basic moral intuition have reinforced 

the duty humans have towards non-human animals; however, in practice 

and especially religious and secular rites, there have been certain 

ambivalences and inconsistencies that modern scholars have been at 

some pain to point out.  

 While hunting and games that involves the death of animals 

are prohibited as these serve no religious purpose, animals can be 

slaughtered for food, but only by sanctioned specialists who offer 

certain prayers in the process, and see to it that blood is fully drained 

from the flesh, among other things. This rule, along with blessings 

offered at the table, ritualizes the consumption of flesh. Naturally 

deceased animals cannot for that reason be used for food, but their by-

products, especially the skin and horns may be taken for other 

purposes. Animal products are used in religious rituals; skin and leather 

for the scrolls, mezuzah and the tefillin, the shofar blown at Rosh 

Hashanah, and Kosher-meat is permitted on Shabbat and Pesach (what 

we call the Passover feast), and in daily meals as well. These Jewish 

dietary laws are given in the Torah, and the basic ones are3:  

 - Certain animals may not be eaten at all. Only animals that 

are ruminant (chew its cud) and have split hooves may be eaten. 

 - Of the animals that may be eaten, the birds and mammals 

must be slaughtered in accordance with Jewish law. 

3 Giora Shimoni, “What are Jewish Dietary Laws?” About.com Guide.

 http://kosherfood.about.com/od/kosherbasics/f/jewishdietlaws.htm  
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-All blood must be drained from the meat or broiled out of it 

before it is eaten. 

-Meat (the flesh of birds and mammals) cannot be eaten with 

dairy. 

But what exactly is the significance of kosher and kushrat and 

their implications for moral thinking on animals? Do animals have any 

rights beyond being part of human rites? Should we talk of animal rites, 

rather than animal rights? Thus, is there something ambiguous in 

allowing the beasts of burden to rest on the Sabbath? And yet, apart 

from enforced rest and strictures on creative work, there seems to be 

concern for animals underscored in the prohibition against animals 

laboring on the day of rest (Genesis 8:1). Is a fully-fledged vegetarianism 

ever entailed in the beneficence shown to animals (Exodus 21:28)? Do 

we get close to minimal rights of animals in the Hebrew codes? Has 

contemporary (orthodox and liberal) Judaism countenanced the 

arguments of one of their own Israeli-Jewish animal liberationists and 

liberal Rabbis, declaring that the consumption of meat is now 

halachically unacceptable, and they blame Judaism for sanctioning 

slaughter of animals for food that through Christianity and Islam also 

has become a mainstay of Western culture? Although most do not 

dismiss Judaism for that moral fault, they instead work to build a new 

moral metaphysics and set of practices to honor more rigorously the 

originary moral intuitions.4 

Cheeseburgers are not kosher. But this speaks little of the 

animal as such.5 Likewise, the ambiguity surrounding the beasts of 

4 See chapter 6 of Lisa Kemmerer, Animals and World Religions (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2012);  Stephen Moore (ed.) Divinanimality: Animal Theory, 
Creaturely Theology (New York: Fordham University Press, 2014).  

5 Giora Shimoni, “What are Jewish Dietary Laws?” About.com Guide. 
http://kosherfood.about.com/od/kosherbasics/f/jewishdietlaws.htm  
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burden to rest on the Sabbath. But the strict adherence here 

underscores more of a religious based requirement than a moral 

understanding as such. Elsewhere feeding the animals before humans 

and allowing animals to have a right in the fruits of their labor, seems to 

be ‘based on a recognition of an inter-species moral relationship’, i.e., 

entitlement ensuing from investment of labor. The subjective qualities 

of animals possessing desires, feelings, and needs are given due 

accord.  This is more clearly marked in the prohibition against taking a 

bird’s egg from the nest while the mother is present. Either this is in 

recognition of the mother’s ownership, hence right, over her own egg, 

or it may be in recognition of the same kind of attachment that humans 

have to their off-spring, and it would be brutal in both instances to sever 

that connection. But the beneficence shown in these rules are 

constrained in two other areas, I shall explain. 

When an animal kills or mauls any human person, according to 

Maimonides, that animal is tried in a court of 23 judges and sentenced 

to death, destroyed (and its flesh not be eaten), and the owner may be 

charged with homicide as well.  It is a strange, though moral agency 

that is imputed on the animal when an animal kills out of its own 

volition, or some instinctual tendency. This renders the animal a jural 

entity, which no modern law accords to it (though the animal, such as an 

American pitbull terrier that mauled a child in Australia was instantly 

destroyed).  It is curious however that when animals are horded away to 

the slaughterhouses, not withstanding the supervision of rabbis present 

that proper religious process is followed, animals are not given the right 

to defend themselves against being killed by humans, for their own 

dietary drives!  “Oh Lord, thou preservest man and beast” (Psalm 36.7), 

but not mauled in slaughterhouse 3. It would seem crueler to accord 

moral agency and a fake-right to self-defense in a mocking court, where 

an impending capital punishment is a foregone conclusion, then to 
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foreclose the same right when the killing is in the reverse direction; this 

is not a bilateral arrangement, nor balanced in the inter-species 

inclusion of animals in the human community. 

When Kosher isn’t kosher anymore – in the feed-lot 
enclosure for example. 

Modern challenges and practices of procuring meat has 

radically transformed since the industrial revolution and much more so 

with the corporatization of the hitherto village-based animal farming 

practices. Critics in the secular-rational-utilitarian front are all too aware 

that the meat industry is a heinously macabre enemy of the animal 

rather than its friend, for the industry treats animals as an almost 

inanimate object to be slaughtered and delivered to the dining table of 

their consumers who are, for the most part, blind-folded from the 

process and deceptions involved in the manufacture of meat products 

and its by-products, their religious predilections notwithstanding. So if 

today's meat comes from the same abusive factory-farms as do most 

other meat, notwithstanding rabbinical or halal supervision and /or 

intervention to see to that prescriptive rules are followed, there are no 

standards to ensure that the slaughter is any less cruel or is humanely 

carried out (e.g. not killed before being stunned). In some instances, it 

has been shown to be much worse, according to animal industry 

sleuths, such as PETA.6 

Furthermore, while Abrahamic teachings that, via Protestant, 

Catholic, Jewish and Islamic teachings, form the bedrock of the modern 

industrialized world, emphasize the grave importance of protecting 

human health, the consumption of animal products is responsible for 

6 “Animal Rights 101,” About.com Guide. 
http://animalrights.about.com/od/animalrights101/tp; “USDA’s official number of animals 
killed for food” Animal Liberation Front.com. 
http://www.animalliberationfront.com/Practical/FactoryFarm/USDAnumbers.htm 
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numerous diseases including heart disease. And just when over 1 billion 

people across the world do not have enough food to sustain 

themselves, our carnivorous diets are at least ten times as wasteful of 

food resources as a vegetarian one. 

We can speak of the number of animals killed and how many 

end up in well-intending dining and festive-celebratory tables (e.g. 280 

million of one species of bird are being rounded up for ceremonial 

slaughter each year in the US for Thanksgiving feast). Animals 

slaughtered in the US amounted to nearly 10.2 billion land animals and 

52 billion sea animals in 2010. (Thus, a total of about 63 billion animals 

per annum). This USDA figure does not include another 875 million 

animals that died lingering deaths from disease, injury, starvation, 

suffocation, maceration, or other atrocities of animal farming and 

transport; nor those in the wilderness killed by hunters, game-shooters, 

in-pounds, animal experimentations, laboratory research and genetic 

engineering, nor wildlife displaced by animal agriculture and human 

habitat developments, construction of damns, new housing zones, 

roads, water-ways etc., nor wildlife directly killed by farmers with the use 

of pesticides, traps, Monsanto’s terminator seeds and other methods. 

Since the U.S. is a net exporter of both live animals and processed 

meat, the number of animals actually consumed in the U.S. is less than 

the number killed.  Add to these, the numbers of land and sea animals 

(including whales) exported live or slaughtered, and from other 

countries across the globe, increasingly China, India, Australia, New 

Zealand, Pacific Islands, Russia, Latin American and African countries. 

Thus for example, India became the world's largest source of buffalo 

meat in 2012, ahead of Brazil. Buffalo meat is cheaper than beef. The 

Indian government has invested heavily in abattoirs. Recently released 

Ministry of Food Processing data showed that India exported 1.89 

million tons of beef in 2012-2013, which is a 50 percent increase over 
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five years ago. India's buffalo meat exports have nearly tripled since 

2009, rising to 1.65 million tons in 2012, according to USDA figures.7 

There is also concern among ecologists and environmentalists 

on the huge impact the massive meat industry has on natural resources, 

drainage on the land, water usage, pollution (from the methane gas that 

cattle produce and the waste from the slaughterhouses), and other 

unmitigated consequences of the carnivorous fealty (which Michael 

Pollan and others have began to bring to public consciousness). 

Animals have become just a veritable fodder for the excesses of human 

desires and commodified life-style.  

A question arises: why do we not grant the same legal 

protections to animals while they are on the farm as we do in the case 

of domestic pets in the home, who may even be afforded full funeral 

rites upon their death? What has happened to the principle of 

universalization and universalizability that the Enlightened fathers, 

notably Kant, put forward? But of course they had not conceived of a sui 

generis animal ethic at all. Preference was given to negative 

utilitarianism that argues for the reduction of animal pain and which 

does not use the language of universal rights or equitable moral 

universalizability for animals; rather, it speaks of duty of care and 

respect and regard for the interests and desires of animals, on a par 

with human sentient beings, as one has towards one’s under-aged 

children and aging parents (more usually than not in hospice care). 

PART B 
The Indian Animal: Animals and Ecology in the Pre-Vedic age 

7 For more information see “Annual Report” in “Reports & Downloads,” 
Ministry of Food Processing Industries, Government of India, accessed July 2, 2015, 
http://www.mofpi.nic.in/; For updated USDA statistics on exports, see “Livestock and 
Poultry: World Markets and Trade,” United States Department of Agriculture, Foreign 
Agricultural Service, last modified April 2015, accessed July 2, 2015, 
http://apps.fas.usda.gov/psdonline/circulars/livestock_poultry.PDF   
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It is generally believed that the Indus valley people (as far back 

as 10,000 BCE) domesticated several herbivorous wild animals. They 

trained those animals for use in agriculture, travel and hunting. Their 

settlements were on river banks, amidst dense jungles and forests and 

hence they maintained a close relationship with the natural 

environment. They superimposed a supernatural force on every aspect 

of nature and worshipped these.  Trees and animals were objects of 

adoration and they treated them as the manifestations of a higher order 

(ṛta).  

Hence it is the cow who occupies a pride of place in several 

hymns of the ṚgVeda. The cow, its variegated species, and their habitat, 

are described in the texts in glamorous details. The sages considered 

the cow as the personification of motherhood, fertility, and liberty. The 

cow, like the horse, was also given as ‘gift of good milk cow’ (dakṣinā). 

The cow was compared to the goddesses such as Pṛṣṇi, Āditi and 

Ushās. Rain was regarded as nothing other than the milk pouring from 

the udder of a cow. It is therefore not surprising that in the early Vedic 

period, the cow was killed for sacrifice as the main offering (havis), 

because it was seen to have such resemblance; and this earthly ‘good’ 

might well be sufficient to please the gods who would, for their part of 

the bargain, return rain and calves a plenty.8 The cow, owing to her 

apparent intelligence, patience, and acquiescence, was adjudged as 

among the best sacrificial animal (yājñiya pasu). As Laurie Patton noted:  

… as many Vedic hymns and later ritual texts … indicate, 

sacrifice of an animal into the fire was part of the ecological 

balance in the ancient Vedic world; the killing and distribution 

8 RV I.16.114.10; RV.X.169.3/II.7.5 X.91.14 
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of the animal was part of a larger understanding of human 

harmony with natural forces.9 

The Ṛgvedic people then regarded animals as an integral part 

of their agrarian and pastoral culture. The deification of animals, apart 

from the sacrificial theology, probably also indicated a gesture towards 

animistic beliefs among the indigenous and non-Aryan groups in the 

region. So it wasn’t that there was total, unconditional prohibition of the 

consumption of animal flesh, whether from the sacrificial offerings or 

from other sources.10  Male calves and bulls were regularly eaten in 

ancient India. Any cattle that naturally died could be eaten, its meat 

dried and sold. 

The lesson to be gleaned here is that how, historically speaking, 

the killing of animals and their distribution otherwise was part of a larger 

hermeneutic of the harmony of the human life-world with the natural 

forces; what it might mean to re-disperse the natural world in the 

process of rejuvenation; what it might mean to hasten the processes of 

life and death; and how the tropes of harmony with nature and sacrifice 

could well converge, in short, toward a kind of redistributive justice in 

the context of the natural environment.11 

Ecology in the Purāṇas 

9 Laurie Patton, ‘Nature Romanticism and Sacrifice in Ṛgvedic Interpretations’, 
in Hinduism and  Ecology, eds. Chris Chapple and Mary Evelyn Tucker, (Cambridge: 
Center for the Study of World Religions, 2000), 43. 

10 For an argument that the ‘holy cow’ was neither sacredly regarded nor 
prohibited for consumption as part of the regular diet of the early Hindus, from RigVedic 
times (barring a few lines underwriting the prohibition in the Arthaveda), see the 
controversial account by D N Jha, The Myth of the Holy Cow. (New Delhi: Matrix Books, 
2001). 

11 Ibid. 
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Apart from registering the unity of all sentient (chetana) and 

non-sentient (achetana) beings, the Viṣṇu Purāṇa informs us that gods, 

men, animals, reptiles, and birds, are but the various forms of the 

creator Brahma since these have emerged from his limbs.  Mention is 

also made of the need to safeguard the interests and needs for times 

yet to be: bhaviṣya. It is interesting that such a future-regarding 

comparison is made long back in the Purāṇa. And so the argument by 

the best inference goes a fair way toward supporting an ecological 

perspectivism that is not confined contingently to the interests and 

needs of the current generation, but factors in the predictable 

depletion of resources exacerbated by the excesses (e.g. exponential) 

growth of the population burdensomely on Mother Earth, which more 

than likely will prove detrimental, if not catastrophic, to the needs and 

interests of the future generations (bhaviṣyaloka), to which they have 

equal entitlement. This is not only mark of good ecology, but also of 

decent moral philosophy. 

Purāṇic reasoning on animal health-care 
Early Indians took great care in keeping the animal environment 

clean. Garuda Purāṇa prescribes the following medicinal herbs for 

keeping the elephants healthy: myrobalans (Terminalia chebula), 

haritaki (Chewbulix myrobalan) and brahati. Pastes of several medicinal 

herbs are recommended for curing several ailments of elephants. 

Ashoka, the Buddhist Emporer, much later likewise built hospices and 

veterinarian units for ailing animals.  

In the Arthashastras, heinous and gratuitous acts against 

animals are punishable –in respect to their neglect, over-use, abuse, 

stealing, letting run amock, even negligence by veterinarians, etc. –in 

the interest of maintaining eco-balance. Nevertheless, the meat of 
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female cows no longer able to give milk was permitted for 

consumption. 

Animals and the concept of non-violence (ahiṃsā) 
The common ethos emerging through the reflections of 

Purāṇas, Arthaśāstras, and the epics appears to be this: It is part of the 

dharma of the rājaniti that the king and his ministries maximize 

protection and maintenance of all beings and species that belongs to 

the earth (bhauma). Still, any cattle that naturally died could be eaten 

and its skin and flesh dried and sold. 

The treatises on ethics and religion (Dharmasātras and Smṛtis), 

the two epics (Ramayana and Mahabharata), and ancient lores (Purāṇa), 

emphasized the fourfold values of life which could be practiced in two 

ways, i.e., an active life in this world (pravṛtti) and renunciation of the 

world (nivṛtti).12  The virtues of the second tradition perhaps led to the 

development of non-injury (ahiṃsā) in dharmic tradtions. A more 

compassionate leaning paved the way for a more successful 

development of non-violent sacrifices in which pulses, cereals, and 

ghee, were substituted for animals in the sacrificial fire.13  The 

Mahabharata declared non-injury as the highest duty to be performed 

by an individual.14 The Bhagavadgītā provides quasi-philosophical 

grounding for the values extolled in the Mahābhārata and is more 

decisive in its ethical pronouncements. It is for this reason that the Gītā 

(for short) has had a profound impact on modern Hindu-Indian thought 

12 For discussion see works of Greg Bailey and T S Rukmani, ‘Literary Fundations 
for an Ecological Aesthetic: Dharma, Ayurveda, the Arts, and Abhijnanaśakuntalam,in 
Hinduism and  Ecology., q.v.. pp. 101-126. 

13  MBh Śāntiparvan. P. CCLV. 24 ff: CCLVII. 4ff. CCLXI. 19; CCLXIV.17.
14 Śāntiparvan  CCXXXVII 17 ff.; CCLXIV . 19 ff.: Anu Parvan CXVI. 72: CXVII 

37-39.
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and is drawn upon obliquely in Western ethical and ecological 

deliberations as well.15  

Several commentators, including Śankara, have observed that 

the feeling of pain is universalized so as to derive a principle of empathy 

and non-injury. Śankara characteristically commented that one who sees 

that what is painful and pleasant to himself is painful and pleasant to all 

creatures, will cause no living beings pain, and that he who is non-

injurious is the foremost of yogins.16  Self-realization in the Gītā takes 

due cognizance of the moral principle of lokasaṁgraha, the well-being 

of all sentient beings. The world of living things is brought together in a 

process governed by moral cause-effect relationships and makes it 

imperative for each being within it to respect the autonomy, the 

interests, and destiny of the other, and ultimately, to find a way out of 

the cyclic implications of this process.17 

Let me now move to certain contemporary narratives. I will 

begin with Mahatma Gandhi. Gandhi was acutely aware that the 

demands generated by the need to feed and sustain human life, 

compounded with the growing industrialization of India, if not of the 

world at large, far outstripped the finite resources of nature. This might 

appear naïve and commonplace with the onset of the 21st century, but 

such pronouncements were rare as they were heretical at the turn of the 

20th century. Gandhi was also adamant about the need for a rigorous 

ethic of non-injury in the human treatment of animals.18 More 

passionately on active environmental renewal projects, Gandhi wrote in 

15 Gandhi, 1962; Naess, 1989, p. 194; Jacobsen, 1996, pp. 231-233 ; Gerald J. 
Larson, ‘Conceptual Resources in South Asia for ‘Environmental Ethics,:’ in Nature in Asian 
Traditions of Thought: Essays in Environmental Philosophy,  J. Baird Callicott and Roger T. 
Ames (eds.) (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1989), 267–277. 

16 Śankara, 1976, pp.198-9; Bilimoria & Hutchings, 1988, 36. 
17 P. Bilimoria, op cit, 17-18. 
18 M.K. Gandhi, My Socialism (Ahmedabad: Navajivan, 1959), 34-35. 
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1926 that for India the next step should not be destructive agriculture 

but the planting of plenty of fruit trees and other vegetation as these 

provide nourishment, stability in the soil, and attracts rainfall, as well as 

provide fodder for the insect and animal world. He was even worried 

about silk and wool extractions, and therefore proposed their 

replacement exclusively with khādi (mix of cotton and linen). The 

implications of such simple ecological wisdom have only just begun to 

dawn on a technologically-suave agriculture economies. Gandhi saw 

vegetarianism as a moral cause, once stating that he would prefer death 

to consuming some beef-tea or mutton, even under medical advice. He 

saw the life of a lamb as no less precious than that of a human being. In 

his little known treatise, The Moral Basis of Vegetarianism, he asserted, 

‘The greatness of a nation and its moral progress can be judged by the 

way its animals are treated.’19 To Gandhi, vegetarianism was not just a 

religious principle, but a moral obsession that he spent much time and 

effort on.  

We see some of Gandhi’s thinking reflected in modern-day 

animal liberation/rights thinking, e.g. in Peter Singer’s argument that 

the morality of actions should not be determined exclusively in terms of 

human interests, rather that since animals indisputably have the ability 

to feel pain and pleasure (i.e. they have sentience), it would be wrong to 

intentionally cause suffering in animals. This general doctrine of 

sentientism is meant to be a corrective to the prelapsarian specter of 

speciesism. One would have to be a ‘species-ist’ to believe that animals 

are not as deserving of freedom from suffering and subordination 

brought about by human interests, as is a race of people who are 

subjugated by another race without justification. Of course, by the same 

token, one cannot be over-romantic according to this view, about the 

special ‘rights’, and so on, on the part of the ‘animal species’, for this 

19 Ahmedabad: Navajivan Mudranalaya, 1959. 
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would be tantamount to ‘reverse species-ism’ (analogous to ‘reverse 

orientalism’). Rather, a non-anthropocentric and non-species-ist moral 

perspective is derivable from at least negative utilitarianism and 

underscores human responsibility to nature rather seriously, principally 

by including animals in the ‘expanding’ moral community of individuals 

and by not allowing human interests to subordinate the well-being of 

animals without justification. On this view, vegetarianism is said also to 

be morally compelling, for it is only out of selfish human interest, for 

food and feeling well, that one would have an animal killed and 

consumed, with relish. One might as well eat one's (or another's) 

pet(s).20  

 A contemporary Gandhian ethical argument for discontinuing 

the slaughter and consumption of the cow (ox, bull, buffalo, or cattle) 

has been taken up by Maneka Gandhi (wife of the late Rajeev Gandhi, 

and daughter-in-law of Indira Gandhi). Her strident animal rights 

campaign works through petitioning parliament and the legislature as 

well as voluntary animal rescue hospices; and one of her major targets 

has been the slaughterhouses, abattoirs, along the Yamuna River, and 

tanneries along the Ganga, which have been the major source of 

pollution of the waters in recent decades.   

It can be surmised from the above discussions that just as 

Brahmanic thought was compelled by the forceful moral concept of 

non-injury championed by Buddhist and Jain protagonists, and moved 

it to a more universalistic and pragmatic stratagem, modern-day Asian 

philosophies (from South to S-E and East Asia) as well, may have yet to 

learn some more from these traditions and cultures – given their amoral 

animal praxis , both sacrificial and human consumption  (except for 

pockets of Buddhist and Daoist monastic practices). The concept of 

20  See Peter Singer, Animal Liberation, 2nd edition (London: Jonathan Cape, 
1990). 
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ahiṃsā helped change the ancient outlook of a nomadically-driven 

people and brought about a rejection of the violence involved and 

perpetrated in Vedic sacrifices. It further helped develop the aligned 

aspects of non-injury in virtues, fledgling to begin with, such as the 

Hindu and libertarian ideals of toleration, forgiveness, and equanimity. 

Thus animals, trees and fauna, for their part as participating subjects, 

could be said to have played a significant role, directly or indirectly, in 

the development of Indian morality and the practice of preservation of 

the environment around them. At some point in history Indians could 

consider it a moral accomplishment to live in harmonious association 

with fauna and flora without disturbing the eco-components of nature. 

Whether in real-life practice and in their polity they achieved this or not, 

remains in some doubt and a subject of much bitter complaint,21 an 

ethics is not always measured by its success (consider the problems with 

utilitarianism, perhaps the most ‘successful’ Western ethics closer to our 

times) but by its conceptual coherence and broadness of vision. The 

sentient and the non-sentient creatures and things of nature became 

increasingly, in the philosophical and devotional (including tantric or 

wildly esoteric) orientated schools in particular, a part of the microcosm 

that is seen to be integral to the macrocosm. The forest universities 

imparted teaching amidst sylvan surroundings. The denizens of forests 

and jungles drew minimal food from nature for their survival, thus 

allowing the periodical growth of forests. People who committed crime 

on animals were severely dealt with by stringent laws. They propounded 

the philosophy of unitary consciousness in all the creatures of the world 

and cautioned against the indiscriminate killing of these creatures that 

21 Alison M Jaggar, ‘Is Globalization Good for Women?’ in Comparative 
Literature, Special Issue on Globalization and the Humanities, ed. David Leiwei Li, Fall, 
53 , (4), pp. 298-314; Gayatri Chakravorthy Spivak, A Critique of Postcolonial Reason, A 
History of the Vanishing Present.  (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1999). Jennifer 
Crawford, The Attentive Heart (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing, 2005). 
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would result in their own downfall. This holistic approach grew slowly 

but appreciably, such that in our times there can be a Gandhi, an Albert 

Schweitzer (also influenced by Jaina ethics), Arne Naess, the Dalai 

Lama, Vandana Shiva, Arundhati Roy, Medha Patkar, Sunderlal 

Bahuguna, a staunch Gandhian, and a Maneka Gandhi, among others, 

who are able to command or claim a voice in the global movement 

towards environmentalism and sustainability without compromising to 

the globalization of industrial capital interest that remains more 

impersonally blind to the epistemic and real violence of their 

instrumental rationalism, with a single-minded pursuit of money 

economy, than the Vedic rishis and fishermen of yore, who used animals 

to appease the gods or provide nourishment to an immediate 

community. 

Conclusion
At the end of the day, or the modern era, what we can learn 

from the wrongs and rights of the tradition (ancient, through medieval, 

to modern day) is this: We should like to think that human beings are 

intelligent and rational enough to be able to come to terms with the 

fact that they have certain basic duties to other species in the common 

eco-sphere (such as not to harm, not to disturb, not to forego trust, be 

willing to make restitution, be compassionate); these duties may ensue 

either in recognition of the rights of others or in respect for the interests 

and values of others (more in the Levinasian sense than that acceded by 

analytical or classical utilitarian ethics). While a morally stronger case 

can be made by basing the argument on interests and values than on 

the moral rights of animals, there is no reason why animal ethics need to 

favour one over the other. It would seem to me that a case for the 

respect of animals (of the kind that Paul Taylor has made as part of his 
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case for respecting nature22) among the faces of the other through 

which indeed we are, can only be strengthened by finding a mean 

between rights and interests. There are ample resources for this 

bridging in all religions, not least on a par in the South Asian traditions. 
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Art in Europe had reached a crossroads in the early years of the 

twentieth century. Over the course of the previous century, the national 

academies’ once-unquestioned monopoly over art education, 

production and standards had been increasingly eroded by the 

challenges posed by independent art movements. Artistic vitality 

migrated away from official institutions toward various “secession” and 

“avant-garde” art movements, which by 1900 included Impressionism, 

Neo-Impressionism, and Symbolism. At the dawn of the new century, 

this newly achieved freedom for the arts combined with widespread 

hopes for societal revitalization, leading to a vibrant discourse about 

how art—including painting—might play a role in setting European 

society on a better path. Many joined the conversation, among them 

the spiritually-oriented artist Wassily Kandinsky (1866-1944) and the 

artistically-oriented spiritual teacher Rudolf Steiner (1861-1925), whose 

ideas attracted greater attention than most. Kandinsky’s slim treatise, 
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Concerning the Spiritual in Art, published in 1912, was widely read and 

discussed by artists internationally. In it he advocated that painters 

move away from recognizable imagery of the visible world, relying 

solely on color and non-representational form in order to access and 

express invisible realities hidden within our everyday experience of the 

world. In doing so, he believed, artists could act as vanguard for the rest 

of humanity as it evolved toward a higher state of consciousness, which 

he described as the coming “epoch of the great spiritual.”1 Steiner, a 

charismatic lecturer associated first with the Theosophical Society and, 

after 1912, with his own Anthroposophical movement, also attracted 

widespread interest among artists.2 Like Kandinsky—though in greater 

detail—he predicted a coming era of increased spirituality in mankind’s 

future. He believed that "artistic feeling or sensitivity, coupled with a 

quiet, inward nature, is the most promising precondition" for such 

spiritual development, and that a new form of art making could help 

facilitate it.3 Steiner elaborated his ideas on the topic in many of the 

thousands of lectures he delivered between 1914 and his death in 

1925.4  

                                                
1 Kenneth C. Lindsay and Peter Vergo, eds., Kandinsky: Complete Writings on 

Art. (Boston: Da Capo Press, 1994), 219. 
2 Steiner had been the General Secretary of the German branch of the 

Theosophical Society, but due to increasingly sharp differences with the organization’s 
leadership, withdrew to form the Anthroposophical Society in 1912. Steiner’s teachings, 
which he termed “anthroposophy,” held more closely to the Western esoteric tradition 
and aspects of mystical Christianity than did those of the Theosophical Society, which had 
turned increasingly toward Asian spiritual philosophies. 

3 Rudolf Steiner, How to Know Higher Worlds, tr. Christopher Bamford. (Great 
Barrington, MA: Anthroposophic Press, 2002), 42 note 1. 

4 See, for example, Rudolf Steiner, Colour: Three Lectures Given in Dornach 6th 
to the 8th of May, 1921, Together with Nine Supplementary Lectures Given on Various 
Occasions, tr. John Salter and Pauline Wehrle, (London: Rudolf Steiner Press, 1996/2002); 
and Rudolf Steiner, The Arts and Their Mission: Eight Lectures Delivered in Dornach, 
Switzerland, May 27-June 9, 1923, and in Kristiana (Oslo), Norway, May 18 and 20, 1923, tr. 
Lisa D. Monges and Virginia Moore, (New York: Anthroposophic Press, 1964), Rudolph 
Steiner Archive online edition.  
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Kandinsky, in his 1912 treatise, and Steiner, in his 

Anthroposophical lectures after 1912, both attempted to work out 

conceptions of new forms of art that could revive the spiritual in modern 

European life, and consequently shared a number of concerns and 

views, though they differed significantly in the details of what this art 

should look like, as well as in their degree of adherence to an esoteric 

worldview.  A close comparison between the aesthetics of the two may 

serve to highlight the fact that in the period before and after  

World War I the question of which direction modern art should take—or 

as Kandinsky voiced it, whither the new art?—was still very much in play. 

With Kandinsky and Steiner, we see two different proposals that 

focused on the same basic problem, both of which were venturing into 

uncharted territory. However, while Kandinsky's thoughts on art have 

been frequently remarked upon,5 Steiner's teachings on spiritually 

informed art have seldom been examined by scholars outside of the 

Anthroposophical community, and are long overdue for discussion in 

the context of the emergence of modern art.  

Steiner, the older of the two by only five years, took on the role 

of esoteric spiritual teacher in mid-life, in the midst of a successful 

academic career. He initially came to public attention through editing 

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s voluminous scientific writings for the 

Kürschner publishing house between 1883 and 1897, and established 

himself as a lecturer on philosophical and scientific topics.6 He began 

                                                
5 Despite this extensive scholarly attention, however, many scholars have, until 

recently, shied away from engaging Kandinsky’s clear interest in contemporary esoteric 
thought, such as the work of Steiner, or alternately have arguably overemphasized his 
reliance on such sources.  

6 Goethe remained a touchstone for Steiner for the rest of his life, contributing 
to his ideas about color and intuitive engagement with the natural world. In addition to 
Goethe’s color theory, Steiner was especially interested in his conception of imaginatively 
feeling into the living processes of nature, exemplified in the morphology of the 
archetypal plant, the Urpflanze. Stewart C. Easton, Rudolf Steiner: Herald of a New Epoch. 
(Hudson, NY: Anthroposophic Press, 1980), 42-46. 
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speaking publically on spiritual topics only after the turn of the century. 

In 1902, his career shifted radically when he joined the Theosophical 

Society—founded by Helena Petrovna Blavatsky and Henry Steele 

Olcott in 1875—and initiated the organization's German branch. From 

this point on, Steiner lectured extensively throughout Germany and 

Europe on Theosophical themes, based on the esoteric doctrines 

outlined in Blavatsky’s writings, as well as on his own episodes of 

clairvoyant insight, which, his biographers report, he had experienced 

since childhood.7 He quickly gained a following for his variant on 

Theosophical teachings, which he called “anthroposophy,” in which he 

emphasized Western esoteric sources and the “Christ Impulse” over the 

increasingly Eastern orientation of the Theosophical Society leadership. 

By 1911, Steiner's differences of opinion with the new leadership of the 

organization, by this time headed by Annie Besant, led to his severing 

ties with the society in December 1911/January 1912, and to the 

founding of the Anthroposophical Society the following month.  

Although Steiner had lectured on the role of art and the 

spiritual properties of color from his earliest days on the Theosophical 

circuit, such topics increasingly interested him beginning in 1910, when 

he wrote and staged the first of his four "mystery dramas" in Munich. 

These productions incorporated multiple art forms and were intended 

to give modern audiences an experience of the profundity of esoteric 

initiation. From 1913 onward, he became even more engaged with the 

possibilities for new forms of art, through designing and constructing 

the first Goetheanum, his new organization's headquarters, in Dornach, 

Switzerland. The Goetheanum was to be a new form of architecture 

embellished with sculpture and painting, and intended to house lavish 

performances of Steiner’s mystery plays and of “eurythmy,” a new art 

form of movement and color that he was developing. Hence, it was 

                                                
7 Easton, 17. 
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intended to combine all the arts in a single space, with the intention of 

bringing about spiritual transformation in both participants and 

viewers.8 In working out his ideas for the painted embellishments in its 

interior, and in response to his artist-followers’ requests for an 

Anthroposophical approach to painting, he developed his conception 

of “painting out of the color.” 

Like Steiner, the Russian-born Kandinsky also came to his 

ultimate calling somewhat late, leaving a successful academic career in 

law and economics in 1896 and moving to Munich to become a painter 

at the age of 30. During the first decade of the century, while he was 

formulating the ideas for his 1912 treatise, Kandinsky worked in a richly 

colored, folkloric style, his thinking steeped in Symbolist aesthetics, 

which was itself heavily infused with contemporary esoteric thought.9 

Kandinsky was drawn to Theosophical Society teachings at the time, 

engaging with the works of Steiner as well as Blavatsky and her 

successor Annie Besant.10 He owned, and had extensively annotated, a 

series of articles Steiner had written for the journal Lucifer-Gnosis on 

how one might increase spiritual sensitivity through meditative 

exercises, and had taken careful notes on Steiner’s descriptions of the 

                                                
8 He talks in one lecture of the architectural space—and by extension any work 

of art—acting as a “jelly mold”: Just as a jelly mold is not itself a final product, but is 
primarily useful in its forming of the jelly, so the architectural space creates the conditions 
within which the true “art”—the spiritual transformation of individuals—happens. Rudolf 
Steiner, Art: An Introductory Reader, ed. Anne Stockton. (Forest Row, England: Sophia 
Books, 2003), 89-91. 

9 Symbolism was a late nineteenth-century European art movement that held 
that art and poetry should seek to present spiritual truths that could only be suggested, 
not directly described.  

10 This has been amply demonstrated by Sixten Ringbom, Rose-Carol Washton 
Long and others. Coincidentally, Kandinsky’s book was published December 
1911/January 1912, at precisely the time Steiner was separating himself from the 
Theosophical Society. As Kandinsky went to press, then, Steiner was still officially a 
Theosophist. 
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spiritual meanings of color. 11 He also likely attended lectures by Steiner 

while living in Berlin during 1908.12 Kandinsky’s positive assessment of 

Theosophy as of 1911/1912 is attested by his references to Madame 

Blavatsky—one of the few non-artists mentioned in the body of the 

text—in the original German edition of Concerning the Spiritual in Art, 

as well as his recommendation of Steiner’s Lucifer-Gnosis articles in a 

footnote.13  

 

The new art must counter the extreme materialism of modern 
European society. 

Both Steiner and Kandinsky—along with many of their 

contemporaries—considered the reductive materialism of the current 

age of industrialization and scientific positivism troubling, and felt that 

Western mankind urgently needed to regain a connection to spirituality 

that had been lost through the erosion of traditional religion. As 

Kandinsky described it, the “nightmare of materialism” had “infected 

[our minds] with the despair of unbelief, of lack of purpose and ideal,” a 

                                                
11 The articles appeared in the Theosophical journal Lucifer-Gnosis, and were 

compiled and published in 1904 as Wie Erlangt Man Erkenntnisse der Hoeheren Welten? 
(How to Know Higher Worlds). Sixten Ringbom, “Transcending the Visible: The 
Generation of the Abstract Pioneers,” in The Spiritual in Art: Abstract Painting 1890-1985, 
ed. Maurice Tuchman, 131-153. (New York: Abbeville Press, 1986), 132, 136. See also 
Rose-Carol Washton Long, Kandinsky: The Development of an Abstract Style. (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1980), 27, 32. 

12 Kandinsky’s friend and former student, Maria Strakosch-Giesler, who recalled 
attending Steiner’s Berlin lectures with Kandinsky in Spring 1908, reported she had once 
shown some of Kandinsky's work to Steiner, who had “show[n] particular interest in the 
work” and commented that "He is capable of something, he knows something." Maria 
Strakosch-Giesler, et al., Conversations About Painting with Rudolf Steiner: Recollections 
of Five Pioneers of the New Art Impulse, tr. Peter Stebbing. (Great Barrington, MA: 
SteinerBooks, 2008), 29. 

13 Kandinsky draws attention to Blavatsky’s contribution in the text itself. He 
recommends Steiner’s articles in a footnote. In the 1914 English translation, however, only 
the reference to Blavatsky remains, and in subsequent editions, all references to 
Theosophical Society leaders are removed, perhaps reflecting Kandinsky’s cooling toward 
their teachings. Wassily Kandinsky, Concerning the Spiritual in Art, tr. Michael T.H. Sadler, 
1914. (Boston: MFA Publications, 1912/2006), 28-29. Long, Kandinsky, 39-40. 
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condition from which he felt the human soul was only beginning to 

awaken.14 Steiner believed this “disenchantment of the world,” as Max 

Weber famously termed it, had stripped people of spiritual sensitivity as 

well as artistic sensibility, capacities that he felt to be closely linked.15 

Despite its “splendid achievements,” he felt, the materialist worldview 

has left “our sense impressions, colors and sounds, flutter[ing] around in 

a totally indeterminate state. The physicists have stopped talking about 

color and sound altogether; they talk about air vibrations and ether 

vibrations and those are neither colors nor sound…. And there is not 

the slightest understanding of sensory qualities…. Nowadays people 

actually only see what can be measured, weighed, and counted, and 

the rest has evaporated.”16 Such blind “acceptance of modern science,” 

he claimed, “means yielding to dead thoughts and looking for them in 

nature. Natural history, that proud achievement of our science, consists 

of dead thoughts, corpses of what constituted our soul before we 

descended from super-sensible into sensory existence.”17  

Despite this, Steiner believed that the current materialism was a 

necessary stage in the process of human spiritual evolution. The idea of 

spiritual evolution played a strong role in Steiner’s teachings, and he 

worked it out in great detail, quite apart from its connection to art. 

Steiner was far from unique in transposing the concept of human 

evolution from the realm of biology to that of spirituality and 

consciousness. It was a theme embraced by many esoterically minded 

writers at the turn of the century—among them Blavatsky—who 

anticipated an imminent leap in human consciousness that would result 

in the emergence of the spiritually advanced “new man.”18 Steiner 

                                                
14 Kandinsky, 6-7. 
15 Steiner, Colour, 185; Steiner, The Arts and Their Mission, Lecture 7. 
16 Lecture on July 29, 1923; Steiner, Colour, 185.  
17 Steiner, The Arts and Their Mission, Lecture 7. 
18 Similarly to Blavatsky, Steiner claimed knowledge of many ages of the 

universe, of the solar system, of life on earth and specifically of humankind. At the time he 
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believed that humans had once been endowed with clairvoyance, but 

that this had gradually drained away over the centuries, replaced by the 

logical, analytical reasoning characteristic of post-Enlightenment 

Europe. Humanity, during the current age, had completed its long 

descent into matter, and must now begin its ascent back to spirit, 

without losing the understanding of materiality gained along the way. 

Although Steiner believed that the time had come, with the turn of the 

twentieth century, to reinitiate humanity more broadly into the esoteric 

truths that had gone underground in this process, he also believed that 

the movement toward positivism had been a necessary development in 

human consciousness, allowing scientific thought and a greater 

individualism to develop. Now the time had come, he believed, to 

reunite scientific and spiritual understanding in the greater synthesis of 

“spiritual science.” 

The concept of spiritual evolution that Kandinsky outlines in his 

treatise was far less extensively delineated than Steiner’s, nor did 

Kandinsky suggest that the “nightmare of materialism” was a necessary 

stage in human evolution, but rather that it contributed to its temporary 

retrogression. Nevertheless, his view, like that of Steiner, is ultimately 

optimistic. Kandinsky describes the evolutionary process through the 

imagery of a triangle, representing humankind, moving ever forward 

and upward, at its apex a small number of visionaries—among them the 

greatest of artists—who through their greater insight help raise 

humanity to a higher plane.19 The triangle’s movement is inexorable, if 

sometimes slowed and even temporarily reversed by periods in which 

spiritual values are trumped by worldly pursuits, as Kandinsky felt was 

true of his own time. The lower segments of the triangle represent 

                                                                                                        
was writing, humanity was in the fifth of seven epochs, an age that he termed the “Post-
Atlantean,” which would, like the periods before it, end in catastrophic apocalypse to 
make way for the next age. Long, Kandinsky, 28. 

19 Kandinsky, 14-20. 
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those who remain blinded by the shortsightedness of the culture in 

which they live, with the blindest of these inhabiting the lowest—and 

largest—segment. Nevertheless, he claims, the triangle “slowly but 

surely, with irresistible strength, moves onward and upward,” such that 

spiritual realities that few can grasp today will soon be understood by 

several and then by many, until eventually the very base of the triangle 

reaches the level that the very tip had occupied, and what were formerly 

considered esoteric views become commonplace.20  

 

The new art will point toward spiritual realities veiled by the 
material world, and help bring about a spiritual renewal of 
(European) humankind. 

Although both felt this re-spiritualizing was in some degree an 

inevitable result of evolutionary forces, both also believed that humanity 

itself would affect how quickly—or slowly—this would take place. Thus, 

both men felt some urgency to further the process, and thought that art 

had an important role to play in bringing about the coming spiritual era. 

As Kandinsky wrote in his treatise, art is “a power which must be 

directed to the improvement and refinement of the human soul—to, in 

fact, the raising of the spiritual triangle. If art refrains from doing this 

work, a chasm remains unbridged, for no other power can take the 

place of art in this activity.”21 Steiner also spoke of art serving to bridge 

the chasm between the reductive materialist worldview and a more 

spiritualized way of life, and providing a way “to harmonize the spiritual-

divine with the physical-earthly."22 Both felt such art would contribute 

positively to the “spiritual atmosphere”—the sum of human actions, 

                                                
20 Kandinsky, 14-15, 19. 
21 Kandinsky, 106. 
22 Steiner, The Arts And Their Mission, Lecture 4. 
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thoughts and feelings—and thereby could bring about spiritual healing 

and elevation of humanity. 23  

One of the ways art can do this, they both believed, is by 

alerting viewers to the spiritual realities underlying the surface 

appearances of the material world. In Steiner’s view, “art must realize 

that its task is to carry the spiritual-divine life into the earthly; to fashion 

the latter in such a way that its forms, colors, words, tones, act as a 

revelation of the world beyond.” 24 In such art, figures would not appear 

to be “illuminated by a source of light,” but instead would be “shining 

with their own light.”25 For Steiner, this does not suggest an outright 

rejection of nature and outer reality, but instead requires artists to form 

“a much more intimate union with the external world [in order to 

present] not merely the external impression of color and sound and 

form but that which one can experience behind the sound and color 

and form, what is revealed in them."26 

While both wished art to point toward the super-sensible, 

Steiner’s conception of this is noticeably more supernatural and 

steeped in esoteric thought than Kandinsky’s.27 Steiner describes 

spiritual beings, as well as such features of modern esoteric thought as 

human etheric and astral bodies, as “spiritual facts” rather than 

theory—facts that he reports experiencing directly through spiritual-

scientific means.28 Kandinsky, on the other hand, makes no mention at 

all of spiritual entities and—although he seems open to the idea of 

                                                
23 Kandinsky, 84-85. Strakosch-Giesler, 45. 
24 Steiner, The Arts And Their Mission, Lecture 4. 
25 Lecture on July 3, 1918, Steiner, Colour, 3-4. 
26 Lecture on January 1, 1915; Steiner, Colour, 82.  
27 Steiner’s conception of the arts seems to grow directly out of aspects of his 

spiritual science. The relations between the arts, for example, reflects components of 
human evolution as taught by Steiner, with architecture corresponding to the physical 
body, sculpture associated with the “etheric or formative force body,” and painting 
reflecting the astral body or soul. Steiner, Art, 177-179. 

28 Steiner, Art, 149. 
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subtle energy, and clearly finds positivistic materialism too reductive—

leaves open the question of a supernatural dimension. In Kandinsky’s 

account, supersensory experience could just as easily be understood as 

the result of greater sensitivity to subtle, invisible—though still 

physical—realities, rather than an indication of a non-physical spiritual 

realm. 

 

The new art must be non-naturalistic, and must intuitively explore 
the communicative possibilities of form and color. 

Both authors are in agreement that, in order to counter 

materialism artistically, the painter must reject naturalism, in a sense 

dematerializing his imagery, though their specific recommendations 

differ as to how one might best do this. Steiner encouraged his 

followers not to rely on the deadening naturalistic conventions of 

painting they had been taught, because he felt such naturalistic 

depictions left behind much of what was present in the world around us, 

treating only the surface and not the vitality of what was depicted. 

Instead, Steiner emphasized the need for the artist to work intuitively—

not merely “observing and studying nature” but “learn[ing] how to 

enter into elemental life with his innermost soul."29 In his view, 

"figures…must be created out of an inner experience, out of the 

inherent creative activity of soul and spirit, while avoiding anything to 

do with a model in the ordinary sense.”30 Because his students initially 

found it difficult to grasp this new approach to painting, Steiner 

frequently took brush in hand himself in order to demonstrate what he 

meant. 

                                                
29 Lecture on July 26, 1914; Steiner, Colour, 73-74. 
30 Lecture on October 21, 1917; Steiner, Art, 146.  
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Although Steiner cautioned his students not to slip into “dry 

symbolism or allegory” which he considered “inartistic,”31 he was also 

leery of fully non-representational art which he was convinced would 

lead to self-indulgence and the expression of personal emotion rather 

than anything more universally and spiritually true. While Steiner was 

interested in the Impressionists’ experiments depicting light and 

color—though he felt they had not gone far enough—he felt the 

Expressionists may have gone too far by embracing abstract painting, 

although he granted that they did nevertheless “sometimes gain insight 

into what is spiritual” though this was “a matter of fragments only.”32 

The Expressionist Kandinsky, in contrast, presented non-

representational painting as the best means of creating art that could 

point beyond mundane consciousness to the supersensible. Such an art 

would present mysterious signs that would startle the attentive viewer 

into seeing differently, seeing the “inner meaning” within the form and 

colors of the composition, which would act as “human words in which a 

divine message must be written in order for it to be comprehensible to 

human minds.”33 In order to argue for abandoning recognizable subject 

matter, he relied heavily on Romantic and Symbolist aesthetics of music, 

“the most non-material of the arts today,”34 comparing sensations 

caused by color and non-representational form to the emotions 

aroused by the tonal qualities of music, referring to both as “vibrations” 

that can move the soul as an untouched instrument can sometimes 

                                                
31 Steiner, Art, 202. 
32 Strakosch-Giesler, 171-172. Given this clear difference of opinion with 

Kandinsky, some advice given in the same passage to one of his students is noteworthy 
for the similarity it bears to the semi-abstract, “hidden” apocalyptic imagery Kandinsky 
was using during 1912-1913. When asked how to employ symbolic motifs of the 
apocalypse, he suggested “one should not approach the symbolic directly, but disperse it 
within the picture, conceal it.”  

33 Kandinsky, 59. 
34 Kandinsky, 40-41. 
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resonate with another played nearby.35 In a metaphor that he returned 

to several times in the book, Kandinsky declared, “Colour is a power 

which directly influences the soul. Colour is the key-board, the eyes are 

the hammers, the soul is the piano with many strings. The artist is the 

hand which plays, touching one key or another, to cause vibrations in 

the soul.”36  

Unlike music, however, Kandinsky felt in 1912 that painting 

could not yet fully do away with recognizable subject matter without 

losing the ability to communicate with viewers, and thus he spent a 

significant portion of his treatise addressing the need to develop a 

universal language of form and, especially, of color. In his long 

treatment of color, Kandinsky moves between subjective color 

analogies and associations, traditional color symbolism systems, and 

physiological responses to color in an attempt to establish some solid 

ground, but without being fully successful. He at one point introduces a 

medical account of synesthesia, in which the patient consistently 

experienced the taste of “blue” when eating a particular sauce, though 

Kandinsky attributes this experience to the individual’s exquisite 

sensitivity of soul, rather than to a neurological difference.37 Given the 

aspiration that Kandinsky held out for abstract art to express the 

“eternal and objective,” what he saw as the intractable subjectivity of 

color experience remained problematic, and continued to occupy him 

during his years at the Bauhaus in the following decade. 

Kandinsky emphasized working intuitively with form and color, 

which he described as attending to the “inner need.” As he explained, 

“the artist must be blind to distinctions between ‘recognized’ or 

                                                
35 Kandinsky, 50. This concept of vibrations is similar to and potentially 

borrowed from Theosophical ideas, and Ringbom has made a close study of Kandinsky’s 
likely debt to the work of Annie Besant and Charles Leadbeater, especially their co-
authored book Thought Forms of 1905. Ringbom, 135-137.  

36 Kandinsky, 52. 
37 Kandinsky, 50. 
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‘unrecognized’ conventions of form, deaf to the transitory teachings 

and demands of his particular age. He must watch only the trend of the 

inner need, and hearken to its words alone. Then he will with safety 

employ means both sanctioned and forbidden by his contemporaries. 

All means are sacred which are called for by the inner need. All means 

are sinful which obscure that inner need.”38 To create such work, artists 

must not be slavishly tied to the materiality of objects nor the courser 

emotions of “fear, joy, grief, etc.,” but must “endeavor to awake subtler 

emotions, as yet unnamed. Living himself a complicated and 

comparatively subtle life, his work will give to those observers capable 

of feeling them lofty emotions beyond the reach of words.”39   

Kandinsky felt that the necessary sensitivity could be further 

“strengthened and developed by frequent exercise. Just as the body, if 

neglected, grows weaker and finally impotent, so the spirit perishes if 

untended.”40 Because of this, he wrote, “it is necessary for the artist to 

know the starting point for the exercise of his spirit…[which] is the study 

of color and its effects on men.”41 In describing his own experiments 

with form and color, Kandinsky described three categories of painting 

he was currently developing:  Impressions—his direct impressions of 

outward nature, Improvisations—“largely unconscious, spontaneous 

expression[s] of inner character, the nonmaterial nature,” and 

Compositions—“expression[s] of a slowly formed inner feeling, which 

come to utterance only after long maturing.”42  

Steiner’s conception of a spiritual form of painting likewise 

rested on exploration of color, though in a somewhat different manner 

than Kandinsky’s. Whereas Kandinsky’s move toward abstraction 

                                                
38 Kandinsky, 69. 
39 Kandinsky, 8-9. 
40 Kandinsky, 71. 
41 Kandinsky, 70-71. 
42 Kandinsky, 111-112. 
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required the development of a universal language through which color 

and form could communicate to a viewer, Steiner was more focused on 

the clairvoyant quality of interaction between the artist and color. While 

Kandinsky was tentative in his movement toward such a universal 

language, Steiner was certain that specific spiritual meanings were 

inherent in the nature of colors, and that if artists “open [their] souls to 

what speaks to [them] out of color,” the colors themselves “shall say 

how they wish to be on the surface of the picture.”43 

For Steiner, color was far more than the “ether vibrations” 

suggested by Newtonian optics and conventional physics.44 Our 

experience of “the life of color,” he believed, is thoroughly spiritual, 

allowing us to “step out of our skins and take part in cosmic life. Color is 

the soul element of nature and of the whole cosmos, and we have a 

share in this soul element when we experience color.”45 In applying this 

to painting, he explained, “forms by themselves are […] motionless and 

stay where they are. But the moment the form has color, the inner 

movement of the color sets the form in motion and world’s ripples, 

spiritual ripples, pass through it. If you color a form you immediately 

give it a soul quality of a universal kind.…You are breathing soul into 

dead form when you give it color.”46 

Steiner repeatedly spoke about the spiritual qualities of what he 

considered the foundational colors for the artist – the four “image 

colors” of black, green, peach-blossom and white, chosen for their 

correspondence to the categories of death, life, soul and spirit—and 

the three “lustre colors” of blue, red and yellow, which he considered 

active in comparison to the form-giving image colors. 47 Yellow, which 

                                                
43 Steiner, Colour, 71, 58. 
44 Steiner, Colour, 185. 
45 Lecture on July 26, 1914; Steiner, Colour, 76. 
46 Lecture on July 26, 1914; Steiner, Colour, 71-72. 
47 His surprising inclusion of "peach-blossom" requires further explanation. He 

included it as the color of humankind – variations of human skin color notwithstanding. 
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he called “the lustre of the spirit,” tends to move outward, he 

explained, with a greater intensity at the center which gradually 

dissipates the farther outward it moves; blue, the “lustre of the soul,” 

requires a distinct border of deeper intensity at the edges, growing 

lighter toward the center; and red, the “lustre of the living,” is relatively 

stable, moving both outward and inward, and presenting as a relatively 

uniform density.48 Despite describing these color associations in detail 

on a number of occasions, Steiner emphasized to his followers that 

“these formulas have to be evolved out of your feeling” rather than 

simply accepted as doctrine.49  

Based on these ideas, Steiner developed his method of 

“painting out of the color,” an intuitive process that he noted was still in 

its beginning stages, and one that he said he, himself, would likely 

require thirty years or more in order to truly master.50 This method, first 

mentioned in his mystery plays,51 required one to “overcome drawing” 

by allowing a composition to “rise out of the colors, be born from the 

colors.”52 Such a radically intuitive mode of working required a new 

                                                                                                        
Not only is it an approximation of (northern European, Caucasian) skin color but, Steiner 
says, it is also the closest approximation of the delicate auric "color" (for which the 
comparison with optical color is analogous rather than literal) of the human etheric body 
as experienced by clairvoyants. Because we humans are so steeped in this color, he says, 
it is harder for us to perceive it than other colors, which is why we do not include it as part 
of the spectrum. Steiner, Colour, 104. 

48 Steiner describes green as yellow and blue moving toward each other and 
intermingling at the center of a white sheet of paper. Peach-blossom he describes, very 
strangely, as made up of alternating white and black lines vibrating and thereby blurring 
together, with red light radiating through from behind. Steiner, Colour, 29-30. 

49 Lecture on May 6, 1921; Steiner, Colour, 25. Although Steiner's “spiritual-
scientific” understanding of color owes much to Goethe’s color theory, it also departs 
significantly, especially where it ties in with aspects of anthroposophical cosmology, such 
as in the elaborate schema he developed to link each of the image colors to levels of the 
continuum between matter and spirit. 

50 Strakosch-Giesler, 108.  
51 Steiner sketched the basic concept in his first mystery drama, The Portal of 

Initiation, of 1910, in which the central character, an artist, “paints in a way that lets the 
‘form’ appear as the ‘work of the colors’.” Steiner, Colour, 3. 

52 Steiner (2003), 155. 
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orientation to composition. “The intellect is a ‘bad dog’ when it comes 

to the artistic,” he explained to one of his students. In painting, 

“certainly you must have had a thought, an idea. But you must then 

leave it behind you, forget it and only work out of feeling. You may 

never know beforehand how […] the composition will look when it is 

finished. First you make a picture, concentrating on it wholly; then 

comes the second figure, and then you watch how it relates to the first, 

and so on, until finally you have a composition. You must wait for the 

composition, never visualize or determine it beforehand.”53 

Steiner advocated the use of fluid, transparent paints, ideally 

made of plant pigments, rather than the dense materiality of 

commercially available “tube colors.”54 Such fluid, intuitive painting 

would help the artist make the necessary shift away from spatial 

perspective—a necessary innovation in its time, he believed, but not 

adequate for the kind of spiritual painting one can “experience 

inwardly.”55 Instead, such painting would employ “color-perspective 

which overcomes the third dimension not by foreshortening and 

focusing, but by a soul-spiritual relationship between colors. . . . 

Painting must acquire a color-perspective which overcomes space in a 

spiritual fashion. Thus can the artistic be brought back to what it was 

when it linked man directly to spiritual worlds.”56 In order to approach 

this kind of painting, he recommended his students repeat a single 

theme multiple times, coming ever closer to “letting colors themselves 

speak” and to expressing the archetype of the motif.57 

                                                
53 Strakosch-Giesler, 171.  
54 Steiner, Colour, 56.  
55 Steiner, The Arts and Their Mission, Lecture 3. He associated this fluid form of 

painting with ancestral memories of earlier stages of evolution in which form evolved from 
a sea of undifferentiated color. Steiner, Colour, 56. 

56 Steiner, The Arts and Their Mission, Lecture 5. 
57 Lecture on June 29, 1923; Strakosch-Giesler, 105-106. 
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In seeking to answer the question whither the new art, then, 

Kandinsky and Steiner pointed toward the same societal problems and 

proposed similar, though distinctly different, artistic solutions. The two 

men were certainly aware of one another’s work while they were 

developing their own ideas, ideas that may to some degree have been 

in dialogue with one another. Kandinsky, however, writing primarily for 

other artists, saw the greatest opportunities for a spiritually efficacious 

art lying in the development of nonrepresentational painting, and was 

far less interested than Steiner in the details of an esoteric gnosis. 

Steiner, on the other hand, was above all laying out ideas for painting as 

a spiritual practice within the Anthroposophical path, albeit a practice 

that would ideally influence the spiritual development of humankind. 

Nevertheless, both men hoped to see a new spiritually-informed type of 

painting emerge that could help counter the reductive positivism of 

their era, and both agreed that such painting must leave behind 

naturalism in favor of an intuitive engagement with form and color. 

Despite setbacks and disappointments, each held fast to these ideals 

throughout their lives. 
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Ayaan Hirsi Ali is a Somali-born politician, writer, and activist, 

and American citizen known for her strident criticism of Islam and her 

advocacy for women’s rights. In her memoir Nomad, published in 2010, 

she attempts to alert the Western world to the dangers of Islam by 

appealing to her own experience as one of its victims.  

Nomad describes Ali's escape from the oppressive Muslim 

environment into which she was born and her gradual migration to the 

liberated West. It includes detailed accounts of horrific physical and 

mental abuses inflicted upon her by her family in the name of Allah, her 

escape from an arranged marriage, her political career and 

controversial expulsion from Holland, and her continuing stand against 

an Islam that could sanction the murder of innocents after 9/11.  Those 

personal experiences of abuse in the name of Islam by her parents 

served as “evidence” for how horrific Islam is. 

Ali describes her arrival in the United States as a clean break 

from her religious upbringing, and as a first taste of genuine freedom in 

a world where Western women are not confined by patriarchy to the 

private sphere, encouraged to get an education, allowed to support 

themselves by working, to wear the clothes they want to wear—where 

women, in short, have about the same rights as men. Relying upon an 
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Enlightenment rationalism, Ali entirely rejects the Islam she knew as a 

girl, and promotes instead a set of “universal” Western values that 

Muslims must adopt if they want to eradicate social injustice. In the 

West she discovers a “reformed and partly secularized Christianity,” a 

religion she describes as “a useful ally in the battle against Islamic 

fanaticism,” one wherein “Christianity of love and tolerance remain one 

of the west’s most powerful antidotes to the Islam of hate and 

intolerance” (xxiv).  She does not elaborate what she means precisely by 

“reformed,” nor does she address the possibility that moderate or even 

progressive Islam may be as useful, if not better, an ally for countering 

Islamic fanaticism. 

Representing herself as an insider who has experienced the 

appalling effects of Islam first-hand, Ali speaks for her fellow Muslim 

women who have grown up in a patriarchal culture that values them 

primarily for their virginity. She writes, “Growing up, I was taught that it 

is more important to remain a virgin than it is to stay alive;” “women are 

the breeders of men, and women’s honor lies in their purity, submission 

and their obedience” (153). Personal confinement to the private sphere 

is “common everywhere that there are Muslims,” she says, and is based 

on Quranic passages which declare that “a husband may confine his 

wife within the home, even until she dies there” (163). She warns her 

Western audience not to be naïve in their assessment of Muslim 

immigrants and their anti-Western agenda.  

Ali also attacks what she describes as a naïve Western 

multiculturalism, for instance drawing attention to a “feminism of 

resentment” that exhibits an "almost neurotic fear of offending a 

minority groups’ culture,” and consequently fails to adequately critique 

patriarchal traditions within non-dominant cultures (229). Feminist 

ideology notwithstanding—or possibly even because of it—her memoir 

might be described as a neo-colonial critique, an essentializing of all 
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Muslims in an effort to accentuate the superiority of the West over and 

against “Islam.”  Striving to provoke the Western reader into 

condemning the supposed injustices present in dominant forms of 

Islam, Ali's book at times seems to perpetuate Islamophobia and racist 

stereotypes, as she calls the superiority of Western civilization “not 

simply my opinion but a reality I have experienced and continue to 

appreciate everyday” (245). 

Critically, she fails to make adequate distinctions between the 

views of the Islamic majority and the views of anti-Western 

fundamentalists. As one account of one woman's experience of Muslim 

patriarchy and Western liberation, Ari's Nomad is compelling. However, 

its episodic narrative is unconvincing as an ideological critique of an 

Islamic faith that represents the experiences of over a billion professing 

adherents. Pitting Islam against the West at every turn, Ali completely 

vilifies the faith she has rejected, but fails to give adequate weight to 

forms of Islam with which she is less familiar. 

 Nonetheless, Nomad may serve other useful purposes in an 

instructional setting.  I would recommend this book for a course on 

Islam as an example of how dangerous it is when the West constructs its 

own image of Islam based on individual accounts and experiences that 

come from ex-Muslims. Additionally, this book might be a good source 

for critique in order for students to understand the intrinsic relationship 

between power and knowledge: whose stories are told and whose are 

left out. 

Therese Ignacio Bjørnaas   
    Graduate Theological Union 
    Berkeley, California, U.S.A.   
 
Therese Ignacio Bjørnaas is a second year doctoral student in 
systematic and philosophical theology at the Graduate Theological 
Union.  A native of Norway, she serves on the steering committee of 
the GTU’s Women’s Studies in Religion.  She has an interest in Islam 
and recently obtained the Certificate in Islamic Studies from the 
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    CFP 
 
 

 
 

2015-2016 Call for Papers 
 

The editors and staff of the Berkeley Journal of Religion and 

Theology (BJRT) are pleased to issue the call for papers for the next 

issue (Vol. 2) of the journal.  The BJRT is an international forum for 

original, interdisciplinary, and cutting-edge scholarship in religious 

studies, philosophy, theology, and other related disciplines that reflect 

the GTU’s endeavor to be the nexus for “where religion meets the 

world.” 

 

To this end, the editors of the BJRT invite scholars from various 

backgrounds to submit articles and book reviews for inclusion into the 

journal.  The BJRT strongly encourages creative scholarship that reflects 

the journal’s mission.  The deadline for submissions for the next issue is 

February 1, 2016 .  

 

Instructions for Submissions and Style Guide for authors and 

reviewers are available on the BJRT website (http://gtu-bjrt.wix.com/bjrt). 

We invite authors – particularly student authors – to read the instructions 

and style guide carefully.  All submissions are double-blind peer-

reviewed by students and faculty of the GTU.  For more information, 

please e-mail the chief editor at bjrt@ses.gtu.edu  
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