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Calendar of Events

28 Voluntary and Diverse: American

Religion and American Society 

Nancy Ammerman
Theology and Sociology, 

Boston University   12-1:15pm

24 Quincy Road, The Boisi Center

10 American Jesus: How the Son of

God Became an American Icon

Stephen Prothero
Religion, Boston University   12-1:15pm

24 Quincy Road, The Boisi Center

23 French Perceptions of Religion in

America: From Voltaire to Regis Debray

Denis Lacorne
Directeur de Recherche, 

Centre d’Etudes et de Recherches

Internationales,

12-1:15pm

24 Quincy Road, The Boisi Center

9 Religion in the Urban Context

Lowell Livezy
Divinity School, Harvard University

12-1:15pm

24 Quincy Road, The Boisi Center

19 The Role of Soft Religions in

Democratization

Amitai Etzioni
Professor of Sociology, George

Washington University, Founder and

Director of the Communitarian Network

Place: TBA    12-1:30pm

23 Third Annual “Prophetic Voices of

the Church Lecture”

Rabbi David Saperstein
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Boisi Center Hosts Second Fulbright  Muslim Seminar
in Fall 2002 and who came

largely from countries in

the Middle East, Africa and

Asia in which Muslims are

a majority. 

Rather than being sur-

prised by the amount of

religious faith Americans

displayed, scholars in this

group were often dismayed

by the degree to which reli-

gion and politics seemed to

mix in American public life. The

group also clearly displayed  divisions

between those who came from coun-

tries in which Islamic principles were

incorporated into public life, generally

from Muslim majority countries, and

those who came from countries in

which religion and public life were

held separate and apart. Those

Muslims who lived as minorities in a

non-Muslim society were far more

likely to embrace political institutions

that favored tolerance and secular

political systems.

The visitors stayed on campus

for three weeks and spent a week 

visiting Washington DC. The

Fulbright participants included Dr.

Emran Hossain, a historian from

Chittagong University in Bangladesh;

Dr. Redouane Aboueddahab, a profes-

sor of American Studies at Lyon II

University; Dr. Raj Basu, a historian

from Rabindra Bharati University in

India; Ms. Aisha Farooqui, a professor

in Islamic Studies at Osmania

University in India; Professor 

Yahyah Khisbayah, a psychologist

from the Universitas Muhammadiyah

Surakarta in Indonesia; Mr. Hasnul

Arifin, a lecturer in Islamic Law at the

State Institute of Islamic Studies in

Indonesia; Mr. Khaldun Malek, 

a lecturer in Politics at the University

of Malaya in Malaysia; Mr. Levent

Ermek, a politician from the

Netherlands; Dr Adam Ajiri a lecturer

in Islamic Studies at the University 

of Maiduguri, Nigeria; Ms. Sadia

Mahmood, an instructor of

Comparative Religion at the Fatima

Jinnah Women’s University in

Pakistan; Mr. Emir Espano, a profes-

sor of Religious Studies at Ateneo De

Zamboanga University in the

Philippines; Mr. Ibrahima Badiane,

Secretary General of The Islamic

Institute of Dakar in Senegal; Dr.

Mukhlis Abu Bakar, a Fellow at the

National Institute of Education at

Nanyang Technological University in

Singapore; Dr. Gert Lubbe, professor

of Classical, Near, Far Eastern and

Religious Studies at the University of

South Africa;  Dr Azize Ozguven, pro-

fessor of the American Studies

Department at Dokuz Eylul University

in Turkey; and Mr. Jakana Muwendo, a

lecturer in Islamic Studies at the

Islamic University of Uganda.

Details of the scholars’ visit

can be viewed on the Boisi Center

website at www.bc.edu/boisi

At the beginning of June, the

Boisi Center played host a sec-

ond time to a group of internation-

al scholars in a month long

Fulbright program sponsored by

the US State Department. The

focus of the seminar was to intro-

duce international scholars to the

many ways that Americans under-

stand the relationship among 

religious pluralism, diversity, free-

dom, tolerance, and politics.

Unlike the seminar hosted

by the Boisi Center in the previous

year, this seminar brought together

scholars from a broad range of 

disciplines, including American

studies, literature, psychology and

political science, as well as reli-

gious studies. It also included

more scholars from countries in

which Muslims are a minority,

such as the Netherlands, France,

the Philippines and India. This

diversity resulted in a far more lib-

eral group than that which visited

Bush Advisor Speaks on Faith Based Initiatives

On October 21st, Steven

Goldsmith, Special Advisor to

President Bush on Domestic Issues

and Faith Based Initiatives, spoke as

part of an evening program at

Gasson Hall assessing the status of

President Bush’s measures to pro-

mote the delivery of social services

through religious and community

programs. The panel, co-sponsored

by the College of Arts and Sciences

and the Boisi Center, was moderated

by Professor Alan Wolfe, director of

the Boisi Center, and featured com-

mentary by Father Tom Massaro of

Weston Jesuit School of Theology,

Father Joseph O’Keefe, interim Dean

of the Lynch School of Education at

Boston College, and Professor Marc

Landy of the Political Science

Department at Boston College.

Goldsmith began his talk by

describing his relationship with the

black churches in Indianapolis dur-

ing his tenure as mayor of that city.

The conversations he had with black

church leaders there shaped his con-

viction that the social services provid-

ed by urban churches deserved gov-

ernment support and that churches

could effectively be used to provide

services more directly to the commu-

nity. He disagreed with those who

have argued that the government

should leave all welfare programs to

the churches, staking his position on

Continued on page  5
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Jim O’Toole Traces the Past of a Remarkable Bi-racial Catholic Family

On the evening of November 4th,
the Boisi Center and the Church

in the 21st Century initiative 
co-sponsored an “authors meet 
critics” event at Robsham Theatre 
featuring Alan Wolfe, the director of 
the Boisi Center and author of  The
Transformation of American Religion:
How we actually live our faith” (Free
Press 2003) and Peter Steinfels, New
York Times religion correspondent

and author of A People Adrift: The
Crisis of the Roman Catholic Church in
America (Simon and Schuster 2003).
The panel of critics included David
Brooks, columnist for the New York
Times, Wendy Kaminer, contributing
editor for The Atlantic Monthly, and
R. Scott Appleby, director of the Kroc
Institute for International Peace
Studies at Notre Dame. 

Both books deal with issues
related to how American religion has
changed in the past few generations.
Wolfe focuses on the Protestant
majority and how the styles of faith,
commitment, and doctrine have
changed. He argues that Americans

are moving away from a focus on the
distinctions that differentiate
Protestant sects and more towards an
individually oriented style of faith
that centers on prayer, worship, 
and witness.

Steinfels’ book, which was
begun before the sex abuse scandals
reshaped the way we think of the
American Catholic Church, argues
that this institution is on the brink of

either moving further into decline or
forward into a thoroughgoing trans-
formation. He marshals evidence
from a variety of reports on Catholic
beliefs, the status of Catholic institu-
tions, and the shortage of vowed and
ordained personnel to support his
argument about the vulnerabilities of
the church in the current situation.
Although his account has been 
dismissed as the perspective of a 
“liberal critic” by his detractors,
Appleby argued that he considers the
book quite “equable” in its approach
in that it takes on the undeniable
problems within the Catholic Church
whose impact cuts across the interest

of all stakeholders. Rather than run
from the looming changes facing the
Church, it assesses them head on. 

One theme that the panelists
lifted up from both books is the 
reason for these changes. Appleby
commented that in the last 30-40
years, the idea that there can be one
“Truth” has come under attack in 
certain areas of the culture so that
truth claims, whether of a religious

or secular nature
are automatically
suspect. This in
turn has led to an
erosion of faith in
the authority of doc-
trines and institu-
tions. Panelists also
discussed the rise
of individualism as
a probable cause
and the shift

towards an understanding of individ-
ualism that is increasingly associated
with the idea of self-centeredness
rather than originality. Wolfe pointed
out that although there is a certain
narcissism associated with contem-
porary American individualism, it is
also characterized by a self-reliance
and entrepreneurship which is one
of the more positive characteristics of
American culture.

The entire event can be
viewed on Boston College’s Front
Row website:
http://www.bc.edu/frontrow/





A Road Trip in Search of God in America

In All That’s Holy: A young guy, 
an old car and the search for God in

America (Jossey Bass , 2003), Tom

Levinson recounts the story of his

decision to drive

across America

and talk to people

about their rela-

tionship to God, to

religion, and their

spiritual lives, in 

a journey that ulti-

mately leads him

to a greater under-

standing of his

own religious iden-

tity. Visiting the

Boisi Center on

September 23rd,

Levinson read pas-

sages from his

book that illumi-

nated the spiritual pathways he

uncovered in others, and hinted at

the discoveries these experiences also

revealed within himself.

Describing himself as a

fourth generation Jewish New Yorker,

Levinson’s religious quest took him

from an undergraduate degree in

religious studies from Princeton to 

a Masters in Theological Studies 

at Harvard Divinity School. After

graduation his

journey took him

to work in a 

faith based social

justice organiza-

tion in Boston,

where he was also

struck by the idea 

of producing a

Studs Terkel-like

oral history of

spirituality in

America.

He embarked

upon his journey

in the fall of 1999

and traveled by

car for three and

a half months, during which he

spent hours having conversations,

and listening to the stories of others,

only to find that he had embarked

upon a pilgrimage rather than a fact

finding mission as he had first

intended. His journey brought him

insight, understanding, and ulti-

mately, transformation.

Levinson read passages from

his narrative and answered questions

from the audience about how he was

received by the people he met on the

road. He was asked whether the peo-

ple he met tried to convert him to

Christianity and whether he encoun-

tered any anti-semitism. Although he

did experience some attempts to con-

vert him he felt no ill feelings from

people he met towards his jewish-

ness. He said he found himself shar-

ing more of himself than he antici-

pated in his conversations, most of

which lasted for hours and included

sharing meals and invitations into

the homes of people he met. His

encounters included a conversation

with a convicted killer days before his

execution, the owner of a café called

“Coffee Messiah” who dubbed his

enterprise a “postmodern church,”

and a Buddhist seeker named Elvis

Miranda. Levinson is currently a sec-

ond year law student at the

University of Chicago.

“God is not Neutral” in American Foreign Policy

Elizabeth Prodromou, an interna-

tional relations professor from

the Institute on Religion and World

Affairs at Boston University, present-

ed a paper titled “God is Not Neutral:

Religion and US Foreign Policy After

the Cold War” at the Boisi Center on

November 4th . Her paper examines

the turn towards religion that US for-

eign policy has taken since the end of

the Cold War, and focuses on the cur-

rent president’s use of religion in jus-

tifying his approach to foreign

affairs. Prodmorou states that Bush’s

personal theology had a strong effect

on his response to the crisis present-

ed by the attacks of 9/11. She argues

that he framed the events as a con-

frontation in a “Manichean world 

of good versus evil, and returned 

continuously to the discursive theme

of America’s position on the side 

of good.” Terrorists were cast as the

embodiment of evil, or as he referred

to them in an October 2001 speech

as “the evil ones…they’re motivated

by hate.” Similarly,  the regimes that

gave them support were considered

“the axis of evil.” America, on the

other hand, is portrayed by Bush 

as responding directly to God’s call 

as suggested by a recent speech 

in which he states that “God told me

to strike at al Qaida and I struck

them, and then he instructed me to

strike at Saddam which I did.” 

Prodmorou argues that

Bush’s fundamentalist Christian

worldview coincides neatly with the

secular worldview of neo-conserva-

tive ideologues within the govern-

ment. These advisors have advocated

that America take a strong and

aggressive stand towards protecting
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the ground that government and

churches should work in community

based partnerships to provide social

services. Goldsmith argued that

churches, because they are based in

the community where the problems

exist, are more likely to provide sen-

sitive, comprehensive and efficient

delivery of those services than the

government. deernm-ent. 


