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W E L C O M I N G A N E W, I N T E R D I S C I P L I N A R Y
P L AT F OR M F OR MULT IFA I T H E X P RE S S ION
Well, we made it. Like Amy Schumer, it felt like
we were pregnant with this project for way longer than
was reasonably necessary. Finally, the brainchild of three
Concordia undergraduates comes to fruition, and we
couldn’t be more pleased to present it to you in the form
of this forty-page collection of essays, poetry, artwork and
photography.
This is where we give big ups to Concordia alumni
Leigh Pennington, our day-one, the brain and heart that
founded this special project. The CRSA has published many
an academic journal in the past. But Leigh had a different,
more versatile vision for this journal; a place not only for
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reflection on world religion, but a platform which highlights
the diversity of skill and talent within the Department of
Religions and Cultures itself. Leigh, we are sending our love
to Tel Aviv!
A first iteration, a volume one. FORUM is meeting
place for us to investigate the nuances of spirituality. It is a
refuge in a world that doesn’t want to consider the beauty of
_

belief.

We the co-editors, Ocean DeRouchie and Kiah EllisDurity, are so excited to deliver this to you. The possibilities
remain endless as we turn a new page for what an
“academic journal” can be and look like.
Yours truly,
Ocean and Kiah
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f o c uses o n 19th centur y Pr esby teria n set tler s in r ur al
Q uebe c. Kiraly is inter ested in th e inter section of p ower
a nd k n owle dg e a nd th e im pact th ose str uctur es have had
o n relig io n th ro ug h o ut histor y. Up on g r ad uating, An na
h o pes to study law. With h er under sta nding of th e place
relig io n o cc upies in p eople’s lives , sh e h op es to h elp
th e Ca na dia n leg al system b et ter r epr esent Ca nada’s
m ultic ultural societ y.

by Anna Kiraly

T h e histor y of So uth Asia was re co nstr ucted d uring th e 19th
ce ntur y. In lig ht of O rie ntalist , Im perialist, a nd Eva ng elist
pres u pp ositions of what that “histor y” sh o uld b e, So uth Asia’s
past was divided , er ase d , elevate d , or f or g ot ten based on h ow
ea ch insta n ce f it into th e la rg er na rrative of a “g lorio us” past.

South Asians
themselves participated in
this construction although
only the elite were given a
prominent voice.
In the words of Michel
Foucault, history, as we
now know it, “distinguishes
between what is relevant
and what is not, discovers
elements, [and] defines
unities” (Foucault, 6).
History does not
merely tell the story of
a place or time, rather,
history is a chosen
narrative based on the
needs of certain people.
History decides what will
become immortal and
what will fall away from
the collective memory of
society (Foucault, 7). The
devadasi are an example of
this phenomenon.
From revered women
to marginalized prostitutes,
the positionality of
the devadasi shifted
enormously in a relatively

short period of time.
This paper will
examine the intersection
of colonial rule, gender
construction, and
reformist movements in
pre-Independent India in
relation to the devadasi.
By deconstructing
the devadasi way of life,
the ideal Indian woman
was constructed. When
those in positions of power
policed devadasi they were
implicitly and explicitly
telling all Hindu women
how they should be.
My aim is to show
that the conception of
gender being put forward
by Indians was heavily
influenced by colonial
ideals and that the
devadasi reform was part
of an attempt to “civilize”
India as it faced new moral
and social expectations
from its incorporation into
the British Empire.
The term “devadasi”
is problematic and fails to
acknowledge the various

traditions it is supposed to
encompass. As discussed
by Davesh Soneji in
“Living History, Performing
Memory,” the term implies
a pan-Indian identity
existed among these
groups which is simply
inaccurate (Soneji, 32).
Devadasi is a term which
was implemented by the
British in order to classify
many women under one
umbrella term (Soneji, 32).
Prior to the
categorizing of tradition
under colonial rule there
were all sorts of local
definitions for similar—yet,
still different—practices
being performed. But, for
the purposes of this paper
I will be using the term
“devadasi” to engage with
the devadasis’ experience
during the colonial period
on a broader scale because
my concern is with all
South Asian women’s
experiences in general.
Bhakti grew as a
religious movement, first
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in South India, and then in
the North during the early
medieval period. Bhakti
roughly meant to share
oneself with the divine
through devotional love
(Flood, 131).
With the growth of
bhakti came the growth
of temples which quickly
became some of the
wealthiest institutions
in South Asia. Spiritual
capital could be gained
by donating to temples
or by building them, thus
propelling a new religious
industry (Prasad, 130).
The deity of a temple
was “the lord of the
universe” and the “master
of life and property”
(Prasad, 133) The deity
would be showered with
gifts and entertainment
and “treated like an
earthly being” (Prasad,
133) Therefore, the deity
was to be cared for and
given anything it desired—
including a wife. This is
the origin of the devadasi
as women attached (both
voluntarily and otherwise)
to the temples.
Often, girls were
offered to a temple’s god
and trained under a female
elder who would act as a
guru (i.e. a teacher) to the
new devadasis. In Southern
India the devadasi can be
found in the 7th century
alongside the beginnings
of bhakti (Prasad, 134)
Their connection with the
tradition is evident when
one examines the temples
in which the devadasis
were found.
For example, Krishna
Gopala’s temples often
housed devadasi, and
in bhakti traditions
devotional love for the
divine was often focused
on Krishna (Soneji, 30).
The devadasi could
be found in local bands
or troops (Soneji, 32)

They were professional
performers tied to temples
who doubled as ritual
specialists. They would
perform in three ways:
during temple service, at a
royal court, or in the home
of “feudal landlords or
wealthy patrons” (Soneji,
33).
Their ritual duties
included but were not
limited to: “the waving of
the five-flames and the pot
lamp,” and musical dance
performances (Soneji, 3031). Devadasis had very
high literacy rates at a
time when most women
could not read or write
(Screenivas, 64). These
women were also relatively
sexually autonomous and
not subjected to menstrual
taboos (Soneji, 30-31).
These opportunities were
granted to them, in part
because these women
were seen as being
married to the divine
(Screenivas, 63).
A devadasi could
never become widowed
and would forever be
auspicious – she embodied
female Shakti (female
cosmic power) (Spear &
Meduri, 437-438). Since
they were married to the
divine they could not be
married to mortal men
but they could however
“[maintain] sexual
relationships with uppercaste male patrons”
(Screenivas, 63). According
to Mytheli Sreenivas:
“The conjugal practices of
temple-dedicated women
shaped their sexuality,
access to and control over
property, and their family
status in ways that were
distinct from most Hindu
women. As wives of the
deity, devadasis accrued
ritual privileges and the
income from tax-free or
tax-reduced land grants […].

Some devadasis amassed
considerable wealth […]”
(Screenivas, 64)
Through the temples
these women were able to
have ownership over their
bodies, as well as material
goods. This gave them
a relatively high level of
autonomy. In various ways
the devadasi were the
exceptions in society and
in nearly every aspect they
were non-conforming.
Until the reforms
began, they were accepted
and even revered, though
their position was always
marginal simply due to
their unconventional
social status. But being
the odd ones out was not
necessarily a bad thing. For
example, having a devadasi
present at a wedding
or come to bless one’s
home was considered
auspicious (Soneji, 31). But,
under colonial rule the
opportunities extended
to the devadasis dwindled
making their already
complicated social position
a tenuous one.
During the 19th
century, both Hindu
reformers and the British
government were making
changes in India. In the
1880s, the Social Purity
movement was sweeping
across America and
Europe leaving a trail of
temperance and purity in
its wake (Kannabiran, 63).
This “purity” took
shape mainly in social
reforms such as moral or
sexual reforms.
For example, the
“moral depravity” of
prostitution was widely
considered problematic
(Kannabiran, 63). Given
Western conceptions of
sexuality at this time,
prostitution referred to
sex outside marriage
rather than specifically

what we would consider
prostitution to be today
(Screenivas, 68).
Through the
internalization of Western
norms, Indians both
working class and elite
came to accept this new
form of “modernity” and
“social purity” as objective
“truths” (Kannabiran, 63).
This “truth” was based
on Christianity enabled
the creation of “truths”
about the Indian “other”
and Hinduism as a whole
(Kannabiran, 63).
This created antiHindu discourse which
promoted the “modern”
over the “traditional,” and
the “new” over the “old.”
Anything “European”
became synonymous with
“civilization” and “progress”
because they had created a
hierarchy within which they
would always be on top.
Whether implicitly
or explicitly, many Hindu
reformers picked up this
“truth” and used it to
shape the new “moral
ideal” of India (Kannabiran,
63).
The role of women,
in particular, became
front and center in
reformist discourse. The
moral “strength” of the
community was now seen
as within the women who
inhabited it, which allowed
the policing of female
bodies to further a colonial
and reformist agenda
(Kannabiran, 63).
Even Gandhi
participated in this.
While he paved the
way for future female
empowerment, Gandhi
also idealized women as
the ones who “sacrifice,”
who are “selfless” and
charitable, the ones who
embodied non-violence
(ahimsa) (Kishwar, 45).
Gandhi, like most
during his time, was

“freeing” women by
changing the boxes that
constrained them rather
than doing away with the
boxes altogether.
With women as the
moral center of society,
the issue posed by the
devadasis would serve
as a microcosm for the
greater purity revolution
of India. The conception
orientalists and colonists

discourses devadasis were
systematically marginalized
from society (Soneji,118).
Women in general were
suddenly being legislatively
controlled due to their
“involvement in the public
sphere” (Soneji, 112-113). As
women participated more
in nationalist movements
their position in society
merited discussion.
The “anti-colonial

“Sexual morality was key to reforming
society and specifically, issues within
the female sphere.”
had of the devadasi
lifestyle painted these
women as promiscuous
and sexually uncontrollable
(Kannabiran, 60).
Sexual morality was
key to reforming society
and, specifically, issues
within the female sphere
were seen as signs of
India’s immorality; signs of
that which needed to be
“fixed” (Soneji, 6).
For the British,
remaking Indian society
in their image was only
possible if everyone
conformed to their ideal.
In other words, when
the government and
the Brahmins (i.e. the
class of priests in Hindu
society) were constructing
a “national” Hinduism
and they encountered
the devadasi, Hindu
morality was suddenly
at risk (Kannabiran, 59).
Ignoring such a “stain”
within Hinduism would be
turning away from “social
progress” (Kannabiran, 61).
Therefore, in order
to truly reach the optimal
South Asian society,
the devadasi way of life
needed to change.
Through legislative,
medical, and educational

nationalist politics” of the
period inevitably shaped
the indigenous conception
of gender. This was
accomplished both through
internalized gender
norms and a willingness
to oppose the categories
being placed upon them
by colonizers (Soneji, 113)
If Orientalist notions of
the “East” were that of a
“backwards” society, they
would prove themselves
to be respectable instead.
Therefore, the “conjugal
female sexuality” being
practiced by the devadasis
was unacceptable; it did
not correspond with
Western expectations
of “proper” social order
(Soneji, 113).
The reform needed
to “neutralize” their
sexual threat by any
means necessary—they
needed to be normalized,
preferably through
marriage (Soneji, 113). In
order to do this, devadasi
needed to be removed
from their auspicious
status as religious women
(Kannabiran, 60).
Once they were part
of the “secular sphere”
they could be charged with
secular offences, namely
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prostitution (Kannabiran,
60).
Outside the religious
sphere they were no longer
seen as married women
and the sexual relations
they had were not socially
acceptable.
The stigma that came
with being labelled “a
prostitute” can be seen in
the legislative material that
followed.
Under the Contagious
Diseases Act of 1868
devadasi could be forced
to undergo medical
examinations since their

devadasis was seen as
a problem, South Asian
women were constructed
as ideally chaste and pure,
similar to the ideal Western
woman.
In the West, women
had ideals of the Virgin
Mary or various other
saints all of whom were
worshipped, at least in
part, due to their intact
virginity (McDannell, 141).
For women who did
not live a life of virgin
purity, only the domestic
model of womanhood
remained. The ideal

“For women who did not live a life of
virign purity, only the domestic model of
womanhood remained.”
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occupation made them
potentially dangerous to
the public (Soneji, 117).
The more they were
legislated against and the
laws were enforced, the
more their immorality
became public knowledge.
This discourse
affected their rights to
education as schools shut
their doors to devadasi
children on account of
the danger of children
who would “exercise an
evil influence over their
companions” (Soneji, 118).
While the accusations
of prostitution were false
at the time, they inevitably
became a self-fulfilling
prophecy as some of these
women fell deep into
poverty under the weight
of a social stigma they
could not escape (Soneji,
118; 39).
This stigma not
only changed the lives of
devadasi women but of
South Asian women in
general.
Arguably, because
the “promiscuity” of the

American woman, for
example, was a mother
and a wife: a woman
who lived and breathed
to serve her household
(McDannell, 130). The West
possessed no category for
a holy woman who was not
chaste (Spear & Meduri,
437).
The Western ideal,
whether European or
American, promoted a
woman which fit neatly
inside their categorical
construction of
“acceptable” female.
By legislating against
the devadasi and telling the
world that sex at will was
inherently wrong, Indian
women were expected to
uphold this new chastity
ideal to serve as an
example of the “right” way
to live (Screenivas, 71).
This created the
same outline for the “ideal
woman” as Christianity had
created in the West. If the
devadasis were the “other”
no one wanted to be,
then it logically followed
that there was also a

“self” which the rest of
South Asian women were
supposed to fit within and
maintain.
To be a “good” woman
one would have to counter
the devadasi, so one would
have to be chaste, pure,
and virtuous.
The implementation
of a new social order
with liberal values, such
as “private property,
individual liberty, a legal
code that sustained
property and liberty, and
education in Western
categories of knowledge,”
was the beginning of the
end for the devadasi way
of life and consequently for
South Asian womanhood
as it existed at the time
(Spear & Meduri, 435).
The devadasi way
of life was increasingly
viewed as alien to British
ideals, and consequently,
also to Hindu reformers.
Even female reformers
took up these views and
with this the devadasi
“issue” became a women’s
rights issue. For example,
Muthulakshmi Reddi
was part of the women’s
rights movement in South
Asia and supported the
abolition of the devadasi
lifestyle (Kannabiran, 65).
For Reddi, in order to
fully reform these women,
they needed to fulfill their
roles as normative wives
and mothers (Kannabiran,
65).
By 1925, women’s
activists were even
championing a “SelfRespect” movement which
promoted the domestic
sphere as well as marriage
as the norm all women
should uphold (Screenivas,
68). Therefore, the only
logical end to the devadasi
debate was through
marriage because it was
argued that marriage

would make them
“respectable” (Soneji, 113).
In the case of
women like Reddi, this
movement was meant
to elevate the women
rather than marginalize
them but, nonetheless,
marginalization is still what
happened. Reddi said
that the devadasi used to
be “pure virgin devotees”
but they now promoted
“evil and immoral” activity
(Soneji, 112).
Being labelled
as prostitutes in
congruence with new
purity expectations being
enforced on society had
made the devadasi into
outsiders. There is a bitter
irony in the fact that
female reformers were
fighting for autonomy and
rights yet disregarded
the way their goal already
existed within the devadasi
women. 		
But to
have a “good” nation,
one needed to fit within
European parameters
of “good” thus making
the devadasi a liability
rather than empowering.
Therefore, the construction
of the new female ideal
was based on the exclusion
of its “other” (Soneji, 113).
Marriage as the
ideal for devadasi reform
also shaped many
aspects of the South
Asian idealization of
womanhood. For starters,
it created a norm in which
heteronormativity was the
only option (Screenivas,
69). When reformers
promoted marriage, they
only meant marriage
between men and women,
therefore, not only were
women being confined to
the domestic sphere with
an emphasis on marriage,
but their sexuality was also
being dictated to them.
Women now not only
had to be chaste but they

also had to be married and
heterosexual in order to be
good women.
The devadasis were
not guaranteed to be any
of those things and were
therefore an anomaly at a
time when conformity was
crucial to continuation. In
addition, as the devadasis
were being confined to
marriage, their property
was also being taken
away. It was argued that
in order to be a good wife
they would need to give
away their possessions
to “normalize” their social
status (Screenivas, 88).
By normalized they
really meant that the
property should be
transferred to and owned
by men so the women
could become proper
wives (Screenivas, 88).
By doing this, they were
saying that women in
general could not be good
wives if they held personal
property.
If women were
allowed to possess
things it would give them
means outside of their
marital relationship which
obviously was not the
intention when “freeing”
women. Women were now
being constrained within
the parameters of being

society.
The reforms took
away devadasis’ rights
over their bodies, their
property, and their money
because lacking the right
to perform without being
labelled a prostitute or to
own land meant that these
women could no longer
possess the economic
freedoms they once had.
By taking all of this away
from the “other” woman
they created an ideal which
opposed and excluded
every distinguishing part of
devadasi culture. By Indian
Independence in 1947,
the devadasi were legally
removed from temples
(Screenivas, 88). The irony
of this action is almost
poetic: independence was
gained only to legislate in a
distinctly pro-Western way
against something which,
prior to colonization, was
viewed as acceptable.
When reshaping India
to match the global empire
it was now a part of, there
was no longer any room
for nuance as all women
were lumped together and
valued based on the group
rather than the merits of
the individual (Chakravarti,
28).
Faced with bodily
surveillance from the
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“There’s a bitter irony in the fact that
female reformers were fighting for
autonomy and rights yet disregarded the
ways their goal already existed within
the devadasi women.”
good, chaste, married, and
under the control of men
without the means for
independence. Essentially,
everything they reformed
about the devadasis way
of life was what made
them autonomous and
independent individuals in

Empire and South Asian
men, women were pitted
against one another. The
devadasis were not what
reformist women needed
at the time because,
above all, colonial South
Asia was playing a game
of respectability with the
FORUM
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Empire.
As discussed by
Uma Chakravarti, “the
image of womanhood was
more important than the
reality” (Chakravarti, 78).
Women were faced with an
intersectional oppression
which did not allow them
to band together and fight
off their oppressors as
a group, not to mention
that the elite women, like
elite men, would have
internalized the same
Western ideologies. The
power structures in South
Asia put into place by the
British Empire created a
new atmosphere in which
both good and bad could
exist. On the one hand,
South Asian women were
able to lead a suffragette
movement and enact
legislative change such as a
shift in child marriage laws
(Lamba, 119).
South Asian
women, by playing into
the colonial ideal, were
able to start carving some
space for themselves
in their country. But
it is evident that, with
the deconstruction of
the devadasi’s lives,
this atmosphere also
hindered their progress by
constraining femininity in
new ways.
The creation of
Hinduism under colonial
rule by Brahmin and British
elites prioritized a textually
based religion that would
benefit both parties
(King, 170-171). It was
assumed that Hinduism,
like Christianity, should
be understood mainly
through its texts (King,
167).
According to Richard King:
“Thus, the oral and ‘popular’
aspects of Indian religious
tradition were either ignored
or decried as evidence

of the degradation of
contemporary Hindu religion
into superstitious practices
on the grounds that they
bear little or no resemblance
to ‘their own’ texts” (King,
167).
In addition, the texts
were translated mainly
by Christian missionaries
which caused them to
be engendered with
presuppositions based
on the translator’s biases
(King, 167). The texts were
supposed to be a priori
(or the “first”) in order to
get to the “real” history of
South Asia so an emphasis
was placed on Sanskrit
writings. 			
Therefore, various
local or folk traditions
were lost in the making
of Hinduism as only
one universal and
definitive belief system
could remain. Through
this process, Hinduism
became a brahmanical and
sanskritized tradition from
which the ideal woman
emerged as Sītā, the
heroine in the Ramayana
and wife to lord Rama
(King, 170; Flood, 109).
The Ramayana is still
one of the most important
stories in Indian culture,
but the Valmiki version of
the epic received special
status. Valmiki’s Ramayana
is roughly 2000 years old
and written in Sanskrit
allowing it to become the
“definite” version when the
textual representations
of Hinduism were
standardized (Hess, 4).
But, when examining the
portrayal of Sītā, there is
a harshness to Valmiki’s
version which aims to show
her subordinate position
(Hess, 7).
Sītā is rarely
described bodily other
than to demonstrate her
youth and tenderness;

instead, Sītā is most
often described in
relation to her husband
(Sutherland, 73). It is
reiterated time and time
again that she is devoted
to him wholeheartedly
(Sutherland, 73-74). 		
She is subservient, and
passive which is seen as
“the prescribed behavior
not only for a perfect
wife, but for all women”
(Sutherland, 75). Rama
even refers to her as his
“virtuous wife” thus placing
her worth in her purity
(Sutherland, 75).
There are various
versions of the Ramayana
and not all of them
portray Sītā this way. But
in the Valmiki version,
the passive, idealized
Sītā supplants the other
versions which showed a
strong and independent
woman (Hess, 4).
Her worth is not
the complexity of her
character, rather, it is her
unending devotion to her
husband and her “selfsacrificing, submissive,
and pious” lifestyle that
arguably make her the
ideal Indian woman
(Sutherland, 76).
After examining the
role of devadasi in the
construction of the ideal
woman, it is obvious why
their presence became
unacceptable to Indian
society. The devadasis
were not representative
of the idealized woman
that Sītā portrayed. They
fit more closely within a
more complicated Sītā, one
with agency, but that was
not the Sītā accepted by
society at this time.
The devadasis can
therefore be seen as
women before their
time. Their autonomy,
auspiciousness without
constraints, and ownership
over their bodies was

something foreign to
most places including the
“progressive” West up
until (and possibly even
including) recently.
Perhaps under
different circumstances
the devadasis would have
been able to thrive and
empower the women
around them, but, as it
stands, through sexual,
marital, and economic
reform their lifestyle was
virtually erased from South
Asian history. According
to Soneji, the devadasi
had been turned into a
“political modernity that
[depended] largely on the
historicist discourses and
ontological assumptions of
Europe” (Soneji, 115). The
construction of a particular
kind of South Asia allowed
the devadasis to be

omitted. In turn, “a particular
kind of womanhood” was
constructed to match the
society South Asians were
creating (Chakravarti, 78).
Traditions and people were
removed from the narrative
so as to focus all of the
attention on the new ideal
(Chakravarti, 78). Given the
circumstances it is hard to
imagine it going any other
way. South Asia as a whole
was shaped and constrained
by the British Empire’s
presence, and they pushed
those constraints further
and further down the
hierarchy until they landed
on the lowest peoples. The
Empire created a box for
the elites, South Asian elites
created a box for Hinduism,
which created a box for the
people, which created a box
for women, which created

the box into which the
devadasi could never fit.
Through this process,
various experiences,
people, and folk
traditions were lost to
the overarching category
of what “India” would
become. The devadasis
were but a small piece
of a larger puzzle whose
irregularity stopped them
from fitting in easily,
thus they were set aside
and lost like an odd
piece forgotten beneath
someone’s living room
furniture.
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E VA
MORRISON
“In my paintings I’m
interested in exploring
collective memory, notions
of familiar and unknown,
and the uncanny moments
of something dreamed,
remembered, or distantly
instinctual. Altering
landscapes by layering
colours and mark making,
I play with a psychological
space and realistic
representation of man-made
structures and nature.
Historically, imagery
of nature and religion are

associated with peace and
solace. In Western art there
is a timeless connection
between the power of God
and the natural world. In a
post-modern society this
connection becomes more
complicated, as we balance
the strength of science and
intellect against ancient
religious narratives and
morals. I’m interested in
exploring the meeting point
of spirituality, represented
by historic monuments and
intergenerational traditions,

and contemporary
relativism.
My paintings subvert
traditional representations
of man-made religious
monuments and nature
by inserting my own
feelings of unease, wonder,
and isolation. Inspired
by collective histories,
second-hand superstitions,
patterns of anxiety, dream
imagery, and religious
narratives, I explore what
is simultaneously alien and
long familiar.“
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GOD-DAMMIT
ALENA MONDOK
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Hail Mar y, f ull of g race.
Our Lord is with th e e.
Bles sed ar t th o u a mong women ,
a n d bles sed is th e fruit of thy wom b,
Jesus .
Holy Mar y, Moth er of Go d ,
pray for us sin n er s ,
n ow a n d at th e h o ur of o ur death.
Amen.

PERSONAL NARRATIVE

The summer before I turned eleven, I found
God at summer camp.
Camp Ekon, located on Lake Joseph in Muskoka, Ontario, was founded in
1971 by the Jesuits of Upper Canada. On their website, the camp is described
as “Jesuit in philosophy, Roman Catholic in tradition,” yet in my recollection the
administration did not impose religion on any of its campers.
Instead, campers were offered an optional mass each afternoon for the few
children who wished to attend. I’m sure most of my peers thought it absurd that
I chose to listen to the camp chaplain preach for forty minutes rather than go
swimming or do archery or arts and crafts, but I saw the daily mass as my refuge.
I was a shy child who found it hard to make friends. Being away from my
parents for the first time was heartbreaking and scary. Isolation and loneliness led
me to the chapel for mass each day, where I was comforted by the rituals I took
part in. Taking communion with my fellow campers, reciting the Lord’s Prayer and
being blessed by the chaplain each day filled me with an intense feeling of warmth
I had never experienced. Mass not only consoled, but provided me with a sense of
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belonging. I reached up to God and He was reaching down to meet me halfway.
It was the first time I saw God as a loving being, rather than as a strict
authority figure.
My maternal grandmother, Joyce Bryan—“Nana,” was a devout
fundamentalist Christian who dedicated every aspect of her life to serving God
and guaranteeing her spot in Heaven. Nana doted on all of her grandchildren,
especially my brothers and I, being that we were the children of her only daughter.
Nana took us with her to church and Sunday school as often as she could.
When we spent the night in her home we were expected to say grace with every
meal, say the Lord’s Prayer each morning when we woke up and again before bed.
My mother distanced herself from my grandparents’ religion by the time I was
born, but she wasn’t opposed to our exposure to Nana’s lifestyle. My brothers and
I were even baptized, merely to satisfy the wishes of Nana.
At home with my immediate family we lived an almost entirely secular
lifestyle—apart from an annual visit to a United Church in our neighbourhood for
Christmas Eve carolling.
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Before Camp Ekon religion seemed dull to me. I imagined God as a mean
old man whose only purpose was to give orders and take all the fun away from
everything; but the positive experience I had at camp peaked
my interest.
I spoke with Nana at length about the Bible. My religious awakening thrilled
Nana but perplexed my parents. My mother was especially wary of my newfound faith, since she rebelled against her parents’ religious customs in favour of
an agnostic world-view. Her concern was doubled when she received a troubled
phone call from Mark, a close friend of hers, whose twin daughters were a year
younger than me in school. I brought my bible along with me to school, and spoke
at length about God to my peers. Mark, a vehement atheist, was concerned
when one of his daughters came home and told him: “Alena says that I’m a
child of God!” I attended public school in a liberal, bohemian neighbourhood in
downtown Toronto where practicing religion was not the norm. God simply wasn’t
“cool.”
Much to Nana’s disappointment, my Christian phase was short-lived. As I
reached early adolescence, I finally possessed language to define what I knew
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myself to be from a very early age—bisexual. I decided to discuss these desires with
Nana, who had become my closest confidant. One night in the bed we shared at
her home, we lay side by side, both staring at the ceiling.
“I might not only like boys,” I
whispered. My voice quivered as I
spoke, and my heart raced. Nana did
not respond right away, but recited a
Hail Mary.
“Only you can get yourself into
heaven, Alena.” She then rolled over,
turned off the light, and softly wept.
We never spoke about my sexuality
ever again.
I was overcome by tearful rage. I felt
betrayed by God, and I had so many
questions. Would I go to hell? What

Image courtesy
Alena Mondok,
pictured age 11,
circa 2007.

would it be like, and who amongst my peers and family members would be
joining me? According to Nana, only those who accepted Jesus as their Lord and
Saviour would be going to heaven—and if I did follow Christ, what did it matter
who I was attracted to? I lost my faith.
As a lonely prepubescent at summer camp, I viewed God as a parental
figure in whom I could seek comfort, having been momentarily separated from

my own parents. In fact, it seems in retrospect as though my faith at that young
age was mostly brought about by my desire for God to manifest things in my life.
Protection; comfort; courage… bigger tits. I have a very vivid memory of leading
several of my young friends in an ecstatic prayer, asking the Good Lord to bless
us each with large breasts, while my mother folded laundry in the next room, just
out of earshot.
My personal
conception of God has
evolved since I became
a religious studies major.
I recently came across a

“I finally possessed language to define
what I knew myself to be from a very
early age—bisexual.”

book of sermons by Rev. David Hart, a United Church of Canada minister, called
Spirit Awakening: Finding New Life in Christian Faith. Hart’s teachings reject the
traditional view that God is a magical man in the sky who created all life as we
know it and made rules that govern the way we live.
A more mystical, dualist notion of God is becoming increasingly popular
within Christianity. This view is that God is infinite Spirit or Consciousness
manifesting as every aspect of the universe. Hart explains that when Jesus said,
“Whatsoever you do for the least of these you do for me” (Matthew 25:40-45), he
was referring merely to the oneness and harmony in all of existence. I have found
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tremendous comfort and inner peace in this understanding of God.
When I was eleven, I went to mass or held my Bible to feel close to God. At
twenty-two, I feel and see God in all aspects of my reality. I see God in the faces
of my friends and family, in nature, in good books and in music that moves me. I
know that I serve God when I care for children, play with my cat, water my plants,
or pull myself out of bed when I feel almost too depressed to do so. I feel God when
I yearn to caress the body of a beautiful woman, and I am no longer ashamed of
these urges because I know that it is God that will radiate from my fingers when I
do so.
Nana is long gone now, but I hope she is proud of me. Though her
beliefs were archaic, and her words hurt me, I know that her love for me was
indescribably powerful and that she only ever wanted the very best for me.
After my grandparents passed away, my mother planted two rose bushes
in our backyard—one for Nana, one for Granddad—to honour my grandfathers’
love of gardening. The roses grow bigger and more beautiful each year, clinging
defiantly to the side of our shed.
Recently my mother emailed me a photo of a single rose she had cut, with a
short caption.
“Nana is happy,” she wrote.
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WITCH
HUNT
CRISTINE VISTA
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An unfortunate
event, like a baby’s sudden
death in our small, rural
Philippine village triggers
both the ire and curiosity of
its inhabitants.
Being isolated and
uneducated, many of the
residents can only offer
one explanation to console
the family: “An aswang (evil
being) took the infant’s life,
it wasn’t your fault.”
Scapegoatism is
a common mechanism
used in religion in several
cultures in the world, it aims
to blame unwanted events
or disasters on evil spirits,
witches or in this case, the
aswangs.
But in many cases,
when people start to look
for the “incarnates of evil”
in their communities, they
end up assigning this role
to the eccentrics and or the
marginalized individuals
who are not living in a
way their society deems
“normal.”
In this case, it could
be the isolated elderly; a
middle-aged, unmarried
women, or unsociable
people.

Oil over Acr ylic
Size: 36" x 48"
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JADE
TURCOTPLANT

STREETS OF SRINAGAR

From ISIS flags to “free Palestine” graffiti and army propaganda,
Srinagar’s voiceless walls are telling the truth of the past and present.
Bordering Pakistan, in the beautiful snow-capped
mountainous Himalayan region of Jammu and Kashmir,
lays the city of Srinagar. For decades, Srinagar has

ABOVE
Red Walls of Srinagar

been, and still is, home to civil-military conflicts for
several reasons, including its strategic location near
the border of Pakistan. The complex relation between
India and Pakistan dates back to the Partition of
1947, and has mostly revolved around religious and
territorial conflicts. Muslims (Sunni and Shia), Hindus
and Sikhs have shared the region of Jammu and
Kashmir for centuries, but in result of the political
climate of the recent decades, animosity has risen.
In Srinagar, situated under Indian-Administered
Kashmir (IAK), checkpoints, unjustified operations and
other reminders of the military occupation are part

TOP LEFT
A man coming out of a mosque holding
prayer beads

BELOW
Military propaganda

23

FORUM

FORUM

of daily life. It has been
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authorities because they

Watch that armed forces
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are perpetrating human

Daughter of Kashmir” is
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rights violations. Especially
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documentary “Daughters
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from the government
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of Jyoti Singh is presented.
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killings have plagued the
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valley of Kashmir.
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and censorship are
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Although memories of
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result of the traumas,
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government immediately

is still a place for education,
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condemned the crime and

growth; for family, love, and

arrested the perpetrators.

birth; for dreams, hope,

For Aasifa, the opposite

and victories.
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Daughters
of the world

Today, violations

Aasifa was 8 years old
when she was kidnapped

Kashmiri people face

REVISITING
LINES OF FAITH
GARRET T ELLSWROTH-SPOT TON

This is a modern ode to the ragged youth,
To the separation experts gone west in search of truth,
		 To the fire worshippers, bearded men quoting Plato,
		 And the stone faced stoic soldiers ready to die like Cato,
		 All the self-proclaimed prophets who pronounced their
own pope,
		 And those Catholic cigarette mothers who just can’t kick
the dope,
To all of you who crawled across town to dry up for good,
But came back restless, trying anything you could.
To all the fallen angels and those few heightened demons,
On the outermost reaches of enlightened heathens,
		 To what you became when you spilled your heresy like
blood,
		 And to those who will crowd your grave in French mud,
		 To the household Gods and the hotel spirits,
		 To the strung out hounds still awake to hear it,
To the dusty soldier who will die at his post,
Alone with his thoughts of the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost.
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To the sandpapered girls taking the King streetcar east,
And all those bearing the number of the beast,
		 To all you who search for that burning fire within,
		 In admiration or in fear of losing what was given,
		 To the chase, to the capture, to the things insurmountable,
		 To those whom divine notions hold seemingly accountable,
To the apostolic fathers and the epic muse,
And the blind old poets reciting the broadcast news.
To the selfless school teacher and the senseless skin bleacher,
And the withdrawn men and women who cannot be
bothered with either,
		 To the caffeine queen for having grounds to be heated,
		 And all the messages she left, that I deleted,
		 To the self-loathing young mother feeling painfully numb,
		 And the punch drunk clown walking aimlessly dumb,
To our trespasses, our forgiveness, whether received or not,
To the way that we live, and the things we were taught.
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Images used: Go Ye Therefore, and Teach All Nations by Harry Anderson; Sermon on The Mount by Carl Heinrich Bloch; Photography of
Horns at Download Festival 2016 by Matt Eachus; Photography of a Crowd by Charles Peterson

Ang ella Ke ushg eria n major s in Eng lish Liter atur e a n d min or s in
Spa nish Tra nslatio n . Sh e is a n a mate ur a r tist. Her inter est in
f in e a r ts a nd c ulture spa rke d f r om a yo ung ag e, wh en sh e b eg a n
to explore h er own tale nts in dif fer ent medias: acr ylic a nd oil
painting, sketching, sta m p ma k ing, collag es , etc. Inspir ations f or
h er work ste m f ro m h er own life exp erien ces , th e cultur es sh e
was expose d to which a re Armenia n , Leba n ese, a nd Spa nish .

JESUS CHRIST
LIVE!
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ANGELLA KEUSHGERIAN

“In this collage, I have
combined the two things I
grew up with: Christianity
indoctrinated by my
religious parents; and
rock and roll music, which
I discovered fueled by my
own curiosity.
Finding liberation in
a chaotic genre of music
was akin to my mother
listening to a choir, yet
there was still a residue
of anxiety in my heart. I
feared I subjected myself
to the god-awful risk of an
eternity in hell by listening
to bands like Slayer or
Iron Maiden.
Both of these bands
included elements and
references to the Devil

in their songs, as well as
death, gore, and violence.
It took ten years to
let go of that fear.
The music I listen to
and the faith I chose to
follow are not mutually
exclusive, nor should they
have a dividing impact on
an individual.
It was at this point
when I became an avid
fanatic of all things rock,
and my knowledge
grew stronger by the
day. Through it all, I still
attended church on
Easter Sunday. Oh, to be
young and free again!
This piece presents
Jesus, a young man
airborne over the crowd,
facing an audience of

punk rockers who cheer
and praise him. In colour
are his apostles, somberly
looking yonder at the
stage man’s stern and
immaculate face.
I attempt to mimic
the enthusiasm of
concertgoers at the sight
of their favorite singer—
similar to the cheer of
churchgoers as they
gleam in joy at the words
of a sermon.
Finally, the quote
“Sing and Rejoice! Fortune
is smiling upon you” is a
lyric from the song “Land
of Sunshine” by American
rock band Faith No More,
a song about the impact
of organized religion in
the state of California.
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MIRIAM
ELIZABETH GALE

Miriam— am I bound to you? Through my bloodline, through
memory?

Ochre, burgundy, Prussian
blue.
I am all of these. Bartering with the clouds to carry me, the Sh’ma on my
tongue.
As if there was some higher
purpose.
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How cruel it is to say that everything happens for a
reason.
Cemented,
lost—
And we are still repairing the
damage.
Displacing and
renaming—
Burying under
floorboards.
A piece of me is hardened because of this past, this past I did not cross
myself—
One diaspora crashing out and forcing
another.
I wish I could make it succinct, to say that I believe the world has
changed—
—to say that it means something
beautiful.

To recognize Kartofflepuffer as Hannukah latkes, and german chicken frikadelle,
as my grandmother’s Chicken frikadee.
To taste a home, across an ocean, that is lost
to me.
Tracing my fingers along the cement blocks at the Berlin memorial and reciting the mourner’s
kaddish, as liberated as Miriam who danced and sang herself out of the land of Egypt.
Lo yisa goy el goy
cherev Lo yilmadu od
milchama
Held and suspended between the memorial golden plaques of Jewish names in Erlangen,
and the Palestinian names on the news who have been killed on the Gaza Strip.
Intrinsically bound to
both.
I have started an inquiry into
shame neatly folded into
packages able to hide to blend
into the shadows outside.
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Denouncing queers (like myself) that dress so that they may be seen as
separate, stating that they are irreplaceable.
Frightened of the consequences that could ensue if I was so— dually seen, when 11 people
praying were shot in Pittsburgh for just being Jews?
Something ancient, feeling painfully new. Shouting to
friends, “Where are you? When I need you the most?”
Taught to scoff at the Jews with unruly curls, and Stars of David dangling from their necks.
Much more “liberal” and “contemporary” than the Hasids in tzit-tzit with peias in Mile End.
Taught to be embarrassed by the Jews that are unashamed of their Jewishness.
Don’t I have curls growing out of straightening treatments, and Ashkenazi/Sephardi blood in
my veins? Did we both not hear klezmer and mourn a loss, only a diaspora could spell?
Miriam— am I bound to you? Through my bloodline, through memory? Do I have a choice?
(Hebrew Translation: “Nation shall not lift up sword against nation; neither shall they learn war any
more.”)
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ELEA
SCHMITTER
HEREDOM or Hierosolyma is an
ongoing project that questions the notion
and limit of modern spirituality. For the
purpose of the work, I became a registered
member of an esoteric and secret
organisation.
In search of a wider perspective,
this project seeks to parse through the
complexities of extremism in the religious
sphere thus defining its significance
in our world today. The work evolves
through reflection upon rituals and a
reinterpretation of their mechanism that
is essentially utopian; a narrative that
presupposes a quest.
Ritual refers to the set of rules or

rites chosen as processes carried out on a
regular basis for a specific purpose or, more
specifically, the set of habits, implicit or explicit
rules that govern certain spiritual ceremonies.
It encompasses all the mores of a religion or
spiritual order through symbols, objects and
prayers.
This project explores the cause and
consequences of those said rituals, as their
means and meanings are meant to both evolve
with time while being rooted in their traditions
while giving me the opportunity to explore
my own spirituality by allowing the mind to
question freely its limits. Having been baptised
as a newborn, this is the first time I’m choosing
my spiritual path.

Scan this QR with
your phone to
watch Heredom,
or visit this link:
https://tinyurl.
com/y5mr5fw7
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T H E O N LY C H R I S T
WE DESERVE
Meursault and Modern Salvation
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Following a delicio usly serp entin e jo urn ey, Jen nifer L.
D uro ch er will com plete h er BA in Relig ions a nd Cultur es ,
with a min or in Histor y, at Con cor dia Univer sit y in th e
Spring of 2019. Her MA r esear ch will focus on Ch ristia n
a nd se c ula r constr uctions of mea ning in a p ostexiste ntial world em phasized th r o ug h a r adical th eolog y
of ever yday mysticism . O utside of academia , Jen nifer is
ma rrie d a nd privileg ed to moth er t wo, love-a nd-meatinf use d child r en wh o viscer ally r emind h er daily that th e
o nly lif e wor th living is th e on e in which ever y moment is
ma de sa cre d .

by Jennifer L. Durocher

Alb er t Ca m us’ 1942 n ovel , L’ Etr a ng er, oth er wise titled in Eng lish
as T h e O utsider, is th e stor y of a s ocially n on- conforming ma n
na m ed Me ur sa ult wh ose ch oices a nd s ubseq uent actions lead to
his eventual co nde m natio n at th e ha nds of a n unforg iving law
system .

In this simple
summary, The Outsider
can be thus be paralleled
to a modern-day Christ
narrative. To compare
Meursault to Christ is no
accident. The overly aloof
and oftentimes seemingly
despicable main character
was compared by Camus
himself to be “the only
Christ we deserve”
(Camus 2013, vii).
Camus explained
that he meant no
blasphemy by his
assertion. Meursault—
while absolutely selfcentred, self-gratifying,
and deeply mired in
senseless indulgence—
simply insists that
the material world is
inherently meaningless.
As such, he sees no
reason to lie or be fake,
he feels no obligation
to “play the game” of
acceptable society, and
ultimately, this leaves
him prepared to die for
these beliefs, similar to
the Jesus in the synoptic

Christ narrative (the
“story” in the combined
gospels of Matthew, Mark,
and Luke).
For modern, nonporous human beings in
a disenchanted world,
Meursault becomes a
salvific role model, not in
a religious sense but in a
humanist one.
Through a framing
of the role of “story” in
human life, this essay will
explore the ways in which
Meursault functions
as an existential Christ
figure—a Ricoeurian
challenge to tradition—
and what this means for
contemporary society.
As we will see,
“story” serves to
contextualize existence,
whether those stories
be historical or fictional,
they act as a template
upon which humanity can
analyse itself. In a modern
understanding, the
synoptic Jesus template
can be superimposed
upon the character of

Meursault. He can then
be read as humanity’s
saviour in that he dares
the reader to see past the
illusion of the material
world as inherently
meaningful; he forces
the reader to confront
the reality of death; and
he redeems humanity
by presenting a new
worldview, one in which
the goal is to live freely,
specifically in the “now.”
The Christ story is
an inescapable horizon
upon which the character
of Meursault is set. We
can convincingly argue
that Christianity arose as
a reactionary, apocalyptic
Jewish sect in a period of
great social and political
unrest within Judea.
There existed a great
revolutionary fervour
amongst the Jewish
people in the struggle
to escape the brutal,
deceptive, self-indulgent
and extravagant nature of
the Romans and reassert
a Jewish identity.
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As outlined in Dale
Allison’s argument for
Jesus as an apocalyptic
prophet, Jesus embraced
this revolutionary spirit of
reform shared with many
of his Jewish brethren.
Yet there is nothing
particularly unique in
this. After all, Jesus was
but one of a multitude
of rebellious, messianic
figures at the time who
prophesied a return to
greatness of the Jewish
people by rising up
against Roman pressure.
Indeed, Camus tells
us in his 1956 work, The
Rebel, that “rebellion,
though apparently
negative […] is profoundly
positive in that it
reveals the part of man
which always must be
defended” (Camus 1956,
19).
While other
messianic figures quietly
faded from memory upon
their deaths, the memory
of Jesus, his message—
his unique “story”—only
grew stronger. The
Jesus story differs from
other messianic figures
of history through
the emergence of the
Resurrection plot point.
The concept that
Jesus would die (like all
living things) but come
back (through the will of
God) to vindicate all he
had said is a powerful

Resurrection of Jesus is
the linchpin necessary
for the trust required to
believe in the “truth” of
his dyophysite nature and
the message that future
patristic Fathers would
embolden.
Following the death
of the historical Jesus, and
in light of the realization
that the eschatological
reality that the desert
monks (Jesus possibly
included) prophesied
was not as immanent
as they had perhaps
previously thought, it
became necessary to take
a longer view of history,
to formally create their
“story.” As a tradition
that has since come to
be based primarily on
the redemptive nature
of faith, precisely what
Christians have faith in
became paramount—the
necessity of “getting their
story straight” about
Christ.
In his 2013 book,
The Insistence of God:
A Theology of Perhaps,
John D. Caputo aptly
suggests that “the palace
theologians would
have taken the original
outlaw in whose memory
Christianity takes place
to be bad news, a
destroyer of temples,
a deconstruction, and
they would be more right
than wrong about that”

“This fully fixed Christian image of Jesus is
not necessarily who he was historically, but
who the Church Fathers needed him to be.”
trope and represents the
focal point in what would
become the synoptic
Christ narrative.
Whether or not
historically accurate, the
emerging “story” of the

(Caputo 2013, 26).
Indeed, “Christianity
only opened its doors for
business, began writing
down its stories and
organizing itself, when it
realized this coming again

was going to be deferred;
the coming was going to
be a longtime coming”
(Caputo 2013, 151).
The role of “story”
thus manifests itself
within the emerging
Christian worldview. The
imaginative articulation
of what it means to
believe in Jesus—the
Christ—is not simply the
message he may or may
not have proclaimed,
but the centrality of the
proclaimer himself.
Considering Caputo’s
stance on the historical
Jesus and the origins of
Christianity, the synoptic
Christ story can thus be
interpreted as a carefully
constructed narrative
established by the
Church Fathers designed
to present the Jesus of
History—now the new
and improved Christian
Messiah!—in a very
specific light. The Jesus
found in the synoptic
gospels would come to be
called the Son of God, the
Son of Man, the Beloved,
the Holy One of God, the
Redeemer, humanity’s
Saviour. Jesus would be
transformed from a fleshy
creature in time and place
into a timeless healing,
miracle-working, teaching,
selfless, forgiving,
wandering prophet who
spoke like a warrior-poet
in parables concerning
the nature of love and
the coming Kingdom of
Heaven.
This fully fixed
Christian image of Jesus
is not necessarily who
he was historically, but
who the Church Fathers
needed him to be.
Simply stated, the
Jesus of history is the
Christ of faith because the
Church Fathers insisted
he was. The synoptic
Christ narrative is the

foundational story which
Christian storytellers
have since been retelling
for almost two thousand
years.
Yet, like all stories,
once “out in the world,”
the synoptic narrative
took on a life of its own,
igniting the imaginations
of all those (including
Albert Camus in the
twentieth century) who
come in contact with it.
Within the West
(indeed perhaps
even the world) the
synoptic narrative is
fully entrenched in our
collective consciousness
and represents the
gold standard—that
inescapable horizon, if
you will—upon which
all subsequent Christ
narratives are measured.
Having set the
stage, let us now jump
ahead in time, almost
two thousand years later,
into the society in which
Albert Camus found
himself.
A frenchman living
in Algiers, the city capital
of French colonial Algeria,
Camus (like the historical
Jesus) came from humble
beginnings: his father
died during World War I
while his deaf mother did
her best to then support
her family.
In the aftermath of
the Great War and the
desperation of the Great
Depression resulting in
rising totalitarian regimes
leading ultimately to
the outbreak of World
War II, Camus lived in a
similar (though certainly
not identical) social and
political climate of unrest
and uncertainty as the
Jesus of history. Trained
as a philosopher with
a special penchant for
absurdism, living the life
of a wartime journalist,

Camus reluctantly joined
the French Resistance in
the early 1940s.
It would be in this
setting that The Outsider,
the story Meursault—our
friendly neighbourhood
existential Christ—would
emerge as Camus’

believe in God in the first
place. Indeed, Meursault
is no authority figure in
the religious, social, or
even political sense of the
word. However, lacking
these qualities does
not preclude him from
nevertheless acting as a

“As Meursault understands it, whether
one makes this decision or that one is of
no everylast consequence beyond our own
expereince on earth.”
Ricoeurian response to
both the reality of the
time Camus lived in set
against the template
of the synoptic Jesus
narrative.
Meursault does not
exhibit the qualities we
typically attribute to the
traditional Christ figure
as defined above. Unlike
the Jesus found within
the formative synoptic
narrative, Meursault is
not specifically a “chosen”
or “anointed” one. He
is not called by God to
miraculously heal anyone;
he does not magically
make food enough to
feed thousands; he does
not overtly preach to
any masses; he does
not perform miracles in
order to gain believing
followers; nor does
Meursault demand that
anyone drop everything
to follow him to God’s
Kingdom. Meursault does
not speak of the necessity
of loving others, or of
embracing forgiveness.
There is nothing
about Meursault that
suggests he advocated
the rise of the meek in
the face of adversity, or
even of the immanence
of God. For that matter,
Meursault does not even

Christ figure in his own
way.
Camus identifies
three criteria for
assessing Meursault as
our modern Christ.
First, through
an ongoing dialogical
process within the novel,
Meursault, like Jesus,
comes to understand
that the material world in
which we all live is truly
meaningless and so he
refuses to lie or be fake
to fit into it. Camus would
more fully develop this
philosophy later in The
Rebel. The rebel, we are
reminded, is one who
says “no”—to the status
quo, to injustice, ‘to the
living in a sleep-like state.
Meursault, like
Camus’ rebel and the
synoptic Jesus, chooses
instead to dispute reality
(Camus 1956, 258). He is
truthful with Raymond
Sintès about not minding
becoming his friend if
it pleases him to do so
(Camus 2013, 27). He is
truthful with Marie when
he tells her he does not
think he loves her (Camus
2013, 32) or cares to get
married, but will if it
makes her happy (Camus
2013, 38). He is truthful
with his boss when he
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tells him he did not care
one way or the other to
go work in Paris (Camus
2013, 38). He is truthful
with the lawyer (Camus
2013, 61-62) and the
priest (Camus 2013, 105)
when they question him
about his (lack of) belief in
God.
Of course, Meursault
and Jesus differ on what
this meaningless world
signifies. Deception is a
prominent religious and
secular theme and relates
to the material world, to
commerce, to personal
gain and to power. In
Christian language,
deception is considered a
sin—a turning away from
God—a trait of the Devil.
Meursault’s insistence
on being truthful, yet
without employing the
same religious meaning,
is still a statement against
deception itself, against
the materiality of the
world. When Sintès
confesses to Meursault
that he had beaten up
his supposedly unfaithful
prostitute/girlfriend and
has intentions to further
ruin her, Meursault nonjudgmentally tells him
that he simply found the
story “interesting” (Camus
2013, 29).
The knee-jerk
reaction to this interaction
for most of us, I think, is
one of moral outrage.
This is not at all like
the Jesus we imagine, for
example, in the parable
of “A Sinful Woman
Forgiven” (NRSV, Luke 7:
36-50). In not outwardly
condemning Raymond’s
behaviour Meursault can
be seen as essentially
condoning it which is
a very uncomfortable
thought for polite,
Christian society. Unlike
Jesus who denies this
material world as it

is in favour of God’s
lasting spiritual kingdom
elsewhere, Meursault
does not. But neither
does Meursault capitulate
to the absurdity of this
world and crumple into a
Nihilistic despair.
As Meursault
understands it, whether
one makes this decision
or that one is of no
everlasting consequence
beyond our own
experience on earth.

When first taken
into custody following
the murder Meursault
committed, he feels like
the whole judicial system
is a game that is not
about actual justice, but
about following a set of
abstract (and ultimately
absurd) rules, with clearly
outlined consequences.
In the same way
that the Jesus can be
considered an outsider to
the status quo (the story

“Unlike Jesus, he does so not because
it’s the Right Thing To Do spiritually,
but because for him it is meaningless
either way.”
His insistence on truth
becomes a kind of Jesuslike selflessness. In his
personal ambivalence,
he offers the choice to
the other person and so
articulates his own sense
of personal integrity.
And yet, unlike Jesus, he
does so not because it’s
the Right Thing To Do
spiritually, but because
for him, it is meaningless
either way.
Certainly, there
are consequences
attached to whatever
decision is ultimately
made, but a humanist
like Meursault resists
the religious implication
of choice itself. The
world as it is simply is
and so Meursault is
just Meursault, without
pretense.
The second criterion
outlined by Camus
is that, as the world
is meaningless with
no reason to be fake,
Meursault therefore
refuses to conform to
society’s rules simply
because it is expected.

of Jesus being condemned
and put to death is
the glaring parallel, of
course), Meursault, too,
is an outsider and feels
superfluous, something
like an intruder (Camus
2013, 76) within his own
society and lives critically
of it while never actually
attempting to escape it
(as a Nihilist would).
During his court
case, Meursault laments
that “it’s was almost as if
my case was being tried
without me. Everything
happened without my
involvement. My fate was
being decided without
anyone even asking me
my opinion” (Camus 2013,
89). The system was so
concerned with his nonconformist attitude—in
the fact that he did not
appear to grieve for the
death of his mother—that
it was as if the actual
murder was irrelevant.
For Meursault,
whether he conforms
to social expectation or
not, it will not bring his
mother back (Camus

2013, 82). There is no
sense in grieving. Yet
the system saw this as
an unacceptable social
response and in this
moment, Meursault
realizes that he is guilty
(Camus 2013, 81), not in
relation to the murder,
but because he didn’t live
by the prescribed rules.
Camus’ third criterion
for Meursault as a Jesus
figure is perhaps the
most important. If the
world is meaningless,
and therefore there is
no reason to be fake and
put on a front in order
to conform to social
expectation, then one
must be willing to follow
through on these beliefs
to the death.
The pivotal moment
in the novel, Meursault’s
senseless murder of
a faceless Arab man,
forces the reader to
consider his concept
of choice as either a
religious moral one, or a
humanist one. The reader
must face the reasons
and consequences of
Meursault’s impending
death, and therefore by
logical extension, our own
future deaths.
Meursault is a bitter
reminder that no matter
what we choose to do,
this world will end in all
its absurd glory whether
by our own individual
departure from it, or by
some grandiose, religious
collective “end times.”
What we see here

taking place within both
texts, that both the
apocalyptic and absurdist
genres are presenting
a new way in which to
look at existence, then
it follows that we must
already be acquainted
with the old way to
look at existence. We
can conclude that the
old way (in John: the
story of Judaism, and in
Meursault: the story of
the synoptic gospels), is
clearly not the correct way
for Camus. Meursault’s
impending death is the
catalyst to the reader’s
own awareness, change,
and resistance.
Whether we choose
to acknowledge it or not,
the world is ordered by
death: the flesh is weak:
death is inevitable—even
Jesus dies. Death is the
one great constant that
humans desperately
attempt to ignore. Like
the Jesus of Revelation,
Meursault embodies—
embraces even—this
inevitability of physical
death: actions have
consequences, the
consequence of life is
death, regardless of what
kind of person we have
been. Yet Meursault’s
own “end times” are,
by definition, also his
“beginning times:” the
blatant realization that all
we have is now and we
must live it.
If the messge within
the Revelation of John is
a promise in time that

“Whether we choose to acknoweldege it
or not, the world is ordered by death.”
is a kindred relation
between Meursault and
the Jesus of Revelation.
When we consider that
there is an unveiling

through Christ, soon
the hardships that the
children of God have
faced—that is, the
constant displacement,

the oppression, the
general (as well as the
acute) misery that people
have endured, etc.—will
be vindicated in the “New
Jerusalem,” then the
message of Meursault in
The Outsider is a promise
that through him and his
insistence on existence
itself, through his rebel’s
“no,” Meursault redeems
humanity, indeed, he can
“save” us by presenting
this new way to live in our
meaningless world, not in
a truly apocalyptic sense
(as there is no sense of
an immanent, global “end
times”), but in a truly
revelatory sense.
Meursault’s
existence offers the
modern humanist the
unveiling of a new way
to live within this world:
resist the absurdity of
existence and therefore
live fully.
Like the synoptic
Jesus, Meursault can
be perceived as “good
news” in that he too
brings a beneficial and
life-changing message
that there is a better way
to be: the Kingdom of
Heaven is here, in the now
(much like the heretical
Thomasine Jesus) found
in the freedom from
the constraints of the
notion of an inherent
meaningfulness of a
material world.
There is a distinct
emphasis on the act of
living itself: both the
physicality of it, as well
as the spirituality of it.
Death itself does not set
one free, but rather, living
freely does, draining the
limits of the possible.
The gospel of
Thomas addresses
this idea about living
freely, that the secret
to humanity’s eternal
life has something to
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do with both our own
physical and our spiritual
existence in our limited
time on earth and how
it relates to a “living
father.” It seems that the
Thomasine Jesus is life
itself: the point is to live
(it is the same message
Meursault brings forth,
particularly in the
emphasis he places on
the physical elements
around him and the

Thomasine Jesus, humans
are active agents, the
storytellers of their
own lives, not simply
mindlessly following the
story set out by Caputo’s
“palace theologians.”
Whereas the
synoptic Jesus narrative,
as well as the Revelation
narrative, takes the
power of creation out
of the hands of people
and places it squarely in

“If we are not judging, then we are simply
looking at people as they are: worldly,
embodied creatures, both flawed and full
of light.”
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sensations he experiences
due to them). This is an
important assertion as
it addresses where our
perception ought to be
directed: to the here and
now, specifically how we
engage with the world.
If, ontologically, in
the long run none of this
matters to Meursault
(likewise to the synoptic,
Revelation and Thomasine
Jesus) then there is no
reason to judge people
(as judging is predicated
on an external sense of
morality). If we are not
judging, then we are
simply looking at people
as they are: worldly,
embodied creatures,
both flawed and full of
light in a historical time
and place—humans as
human: beautiful and
broken.
Meursault reminds
us that every day we
make choices—not
“good” or “bad” choices,
just choices—and those
choices lead us forever
onward in the creation
our own “story.”
For Meursault
and likewise for the

the hands of the divine,
Meursault places that
power back in the hands
of individual people.
While people are, within
this broader Christian
imagination, always
looking without for
salvation—to an anointed
one, a healer, a teacher,
a magician, an alien,
anyone—Meursault is a
full-fledged humanist and
therefore, he does not
look without but within.
Camus insists by
calling Meursault the only
“Christ that we deserve”
that in our modern,
buffered state—a state
with a clear sense of “self”
and “other”—humanity
no longer has need of
the traditional synoptic
Jesus template. Meursault
demands we look within
to be our own saviour.
As such, the existence
(or here, even the nonexistence) of God is
completely irrelevant
to Meursault. Rather,
Meursault is primarily
concerned with living a
Taylorian understanding
of an authentic life: his
vision of how to dwell

meaningfully within a
meaningless world as it
is, not how it might be,
nor how one thinks it
should be.
Finally, Paul
Ricoeur’s thesis, which
has been hinted at
throughout, argues
that the tension created
between the dwelling
place within our mind
and our dwelling place
in the outer world in
which we live births (via
the active engagement
of our imagination) what
he calls poesis (Ricoeur
1982, 454), or creation,
or more aptly here,
story.
Indeed, “story” is
life: “story” helps shape
our understanding of
ourselves and the world
in which we live. “Story”
can offer meaning in an
otherwise (potentially)
meaningless
world.
Applied to Christological
development, we can
identify
Ricoeurian
tension in a variety
of ways: the story of
the Jesus of History
reforming
Judaism
in response to the
reality of Roman life in
Jerusalem c. 30 CE; the
story of the apocalyptic
Jesus responding to a
Jewish prophecy; or the
story of the synoptic
Jesus responding to an
unfulfilled eschatological
proclamation
postAscension.
In more modern
times, we see the
Mormon Jesus
responding to American
expansionism and
Manifest Destiny; or
the Heaven’s Gate
and Raëlian Jesus’
responding to an
ever-present desire to
understand what is “out
there.” And so, in a long
tradition of Ricoeurian

tension, an ongoing
dialogue between stories
that were and stories
that are yet to come,
the “Meursault as Jesus”
paradigm is its own kind
of poesis responding to
its own temporal and
theological challenges:
the disappointment of
the synoptic Jesus in the
face of a post-enchanted,
modern world.
As rational, thinking
beings, humans dwell
within the mind and
without in the world, and
we engage with that world
using our imagination in
a dialogical exchange in
creation of a perpetual
“story.”
We’ve
seen
how
Christianity was borne
from
the
historical
circumstances and the
mythic stories of the Jewish
tradition which informed
them. The very essence of
the Christian imagination
is rooted in the shared
and subsequent divergent
“stories” in time and place
of the Jewish and Christian
people.
As a tradition rooted
in great “story,” the
Christian
imagination
has emerged as pivotal
within the context of
faith. As Caputo reminds
us, the actual Jesus of
history has since been
“lost in the fog of history,
buried under centuries
of piety and power, of

ontologizing, theologizing,
Neoplatonizing,
quasiGnosticizing councils, in
constant need of being
recovered by historical and
terrestrial quests trying to
unearth an empty tomb”
(Caputo 2013, 26).
We endlessly reimagine, re-analyze, and
re-interpret the figure
of Jesus to address the
changing needs of the
people in the world in
which we continuously
dwell. It is a fundamentally
Ricoeurian
model
zof
poesis. In the present
day, the synoptic Christ
narrative is so much more
than simply canon. The
synoptic Jesus narrative
forms
the
essential
backbone to all Christ
narratives which have
followed it, including the
humanistic interpretation
of Meursault set forth
by Albert Camus’ in The
Outsider.
These are the
stories that shape what
matters—or, perhaps,
what should matter:
stories about who we are
and what we would like to
be.
As the Christ narrative
is expressed variously in
time (indeed, including in
Camus’ novel) a theology
is conveyed: it is identity
formation in its purest
form using the human
imagination.
Meursault
functions as an existential

Christ-figure—a
truly
modern,
un-enchanted
version—through
a
dialogical
exchange
with the synoptic Jesus
narrative
played
out
against everyone and
everything else occurring
in The Outsider which
forms the horizon upon
which Meursault himself
(and humanity by proxy)
can explore life and
the stream of choices it
presents.
Meursault is not the
external saviour imagined
by the Patristics. Meursault
resists Christianity, Jesus,
and God. Yet he does not
deny the story of God,
as such, either. Rather,
Meursault insists we write
our own story, pick up
our own cross, bear the
burden and responsibility
of finding meaning in a
meaningless world.
In short: Meursault
demands we be our own
saviour. Meursault tells
us that the greatest gift
humanity can receive is the
knowledge that existence
itself is a privilege (Camus
2013, 109)—that existence
is the Kingdom of Heaven—
and life is worth living
precisely because, against
all probabilities, we are
alive. Indeed, in a modern
world, Meursault is the
“only Christ we deserve.”
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