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NO REVOLUTION WITHOUT RELIGION
by Nathan Schneider

Why the Occupy movement needs to Occupy faith.
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“We need you.”
The Occupy movement has been largely a white, urban phenomenon, and
one with a bit of a tendency toward vanguardism, which makes it not
entirely surprising that it’s often blind to the fact that there is no force more
potentially revolutionary in U.S. history or in the country today than
religion. But the movement remains oblivious to this fact at its own peril.
You who are blind, see.
On the other side of the Atlantic, left intellectuals have been starting to
discover what they have to learn from religion about revolution. Slavoj
Zizek, Alain Badiou, and Giorgio Agamben have all written about the
apostle Paul in recent years: he stood at the intersection of Judaism and
Christianity and was the architect of an underground movement that
eventually subsumed the Roman Empire. During the early days on Liberty
Plaza, actually, I felt like I was witnessing a glimpse of how Paul described
his early church: the holding of all things in common, a singleminded
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asceticism, and local cells miraculously spreading throughout the known
world. Living in societies far less religious than ours, thinkers on the
European left are realizing that the loss of religious imagination can mean
losing the capacity to imagine and take steps toward a radically different
kind of society.
It’s hard to think of anyplace where religion’s revolutionary potential has
been more fully realized than the United States—both for good and for evil.
Many activists nowadays assume the completely nonempirical notion that
religion in this country today is a wholly owned subsidiary of the
Republican Party. But this impression is the result of a very temporary and
partial—if singularly effective—alliance forged at the onset of the Reagan
era. This alliance need not last. American religion is nothing if not finicky
with regard to politics, and highly troublesome to those in power.
*
The colonial impulse itself, of course, originated among Puritan
congregationalists—utopians who sought to create autonomous
communities apart from monarchs. This impulse, further radicalized, gave
us the concept of religious liberty and the legal right to free thought. In the
decades before independence, antiimperialist ideas spread through the
revivals of the First Great Awakening. Quakers, working in leaderless and
consensusbased communities, resisted conscription and oathtaking at the
behest of the state; in the mid19th century, they also led the crusade to
abolish slavery. Facing discrimination and lack of access to services,
Catholic immigrants created a whole system of parallel schools, hospitals,
and charities. The Northeast of the 19th century was dotted with offthegrid
communes and experimental lifestyles, run according to the dictates of
various religious and spiritualist sects; it was from these that we get
Americanisms from Shaker furniture to Graham Crackers. The
insurrectionary and separatist Mormons emerged from this milieu as well,
until being driven westward to found their socialist Zion in the desert, which
they defended from the feds by force of arms.
These are not the exceptions of American religion; inventiveness, suspicion
of authority, and autonomy are really right in the mainstream, however
cleverly disguised for the sake of bourgeois decency. Want to see mutual aid?
Look no further than the nearest suburban, nondenominational
megachurch, where members find free day care, credit unions, employment
services, good works for the poor, support in times of crisis, and access to a
political machine.
While these political machines have tended of late to be coopted by the 1
percent, in the past they were engines that helped drive (as well as suppress)
the early labor movement, and women’s suffrage, together with just about
every other political movement with any major impact on American history.
And how could it not? About 14 million people belong to labor unions in the
United States; closer to 120 million attend religious services regularly. Most
of them, at least some of the time, are told in those services to do good, seek
justice, and rescue the oppressed. Whether it’s on behalf of affordable
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housing or the unborn, or for an end to AIDS and human trafficking,
religion represents an enormous proportion of how people in this country
organize.
*
The Occupy movement has already caught some of the bounty that faith
based organizing has to offer. Before and especially after last fall’s wave of
evictions, Occupiers have met, slept, and eaten in houses of worship.
Religious communities possess tremendous quantities of real estate, no
small amount of it unused. Such spaces could become available to the
movement, and by means more diplomatic than the failed, forced
occupations of church property tried in New York and, most recently, San
Francisco. Far preferable, I would think, are Occupiers’ successes in
defending from closure an historic black church in Atlanta and a Catholic
homeless center in Providence.
Meanwhile, for a movement that has still failed to bring evictiondefense
and antiforeclosure action to a mass scale, religious groups provide the
ideal platform for doing so; equip them with the right tools and strategies,
and when some of their own are threatened by the banks, their fellow
faithful will rally to save their homes—not merely on the basis of political
ideology, but with the far more powerful motivation of looking out for the
community. This kind of action also has special resonance in religious
traditions, from the debtforgiving Jubilee of the Hebrew scriptures, to the
radical aid for those in need taught and practiced by Jesus Christ, to the ban
on usury in Islamic law. An act may be civil disobedience by temporal
standards, but to a higher law, resisting oppression is a basic requirement.
One need only think of the civil rights movement, arguably the last mass
resistance movement in the U.S. to win decisive political gains. In it,
churches were often the basic units of organizing. Clergy locked arms with
activists at the front lines, and together they won.
The tryst between civil rights and churches, however, was not always a
happy one. Southern clergy, both black and white, had learned to benefit
from segregation, and a new civil rights organizer in town could represent a
threat to their privileges. Saul Alinsky claimed that he never got anywhere
appealing to clergy by the precepts of their faith. “Instead,” he wrote, “I
approach them on the basis of their own selfinterest, the welfare of their
Church, even its physical property.” An eminent religion reporter I know
says he deals with them like he used to deal with the mob. The clergydriven
Occupy Faith network has been created to be an interface between the
leaderless movement and the needs of professional religious leaders. It’s not
an easy task, Occupy Faith’s organizers realize, but it needs to be done. The
alliance between churches and civil rights ultimately worked because
courageous people made clear that it had to.
While most religious communities don’t come anywhere near the Occupy
standard for horizontality and transparency—nor does Occupy, for that
matter—they’re not as bad as an outsider might think. The flock often finds
plenty of ways of scaring the shepherd—from the power of the pocketbook, to
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steering committees and boards, to the threat of simply picking up and going
elsewhere. That’s why, as with unions, Occupy isn’t going to get anywhere
with religious communities until it wins over the rankandfile. Then,
leaders will have to show support for the movement, or else.
*
As I stood waiting for the action against Trinity Church to begin on
December 17, I struck up a conversation with a man in a Roman collar and a
black beret, Fr. Paul Mayer—a formerly married Catholic priest and
veteran of every major American social justice movement since he marched
with Martin Luther King, Jr., in the 1960s. Trinity is an Episcopal church; I
asked him what he thought Catholics would do if OWS were making a
demand like this of us.
“We’d be worse,” he replied.
I didn’t know it at the time, but, together with Episcopal Bishop George
Packard and Sr. Susan Wilcox, a Catholic nun, Mayer was about to lead the
charge over the fence, down onto Trinity property, and promptly into police
custody. The following night, out of jail, he and Wilcox joined me and a
lapsed cradle Catholic, a theologian, and a sociology student for the first
meeting of Occupy Catholics at a bar near Zuccotti Park. We came together
with a common but still not quite clarified desire to create an affinity group
of Catholics involved with the movement, as well as to take what the
movement was teaching us and bring it to our church. Maybe, someday, we
could help Catholic churches respond better to Occupiers than Trinity did,
and vise versa.
So far our emphasis has been on reaching out to laypeople, online and
through the social justice ministries of nearby churches. We’ve held a
general assembly at Maryhouse Catholic Worker, part of the organization
Dorothy Day cofounded with Christian anarchist principles to serve the
poor and struggle for justice and peace. For months we’ve been slowly
growing, planning, and praying about how to lead our church, the biggest
landowner in New York City, to join Occupy’s call for a more righteous
society. We’ve been teaching Catholics about the movement and Occupiers
about the long and deep Catholic social justice tradition. We got this group
going because the connection between Occupy and our faith was so obvious
we couldn’t ignore it. We needed this movement, and we know that the
movement no less needs us.
This past Good Friday, the most solemn day of the Christian year, we stood
in front of St. Patrick’s Cathedral and sang, “Were you there when they
crucified the poor?” against the bishops’ silence on a budget in Congress
poised to slash services upon which the 99 percent depends. “We love our
church,” we cried with the people’s mic, “and right now the church needs to
speak.” So we did. Maybe next time we go to St. Patrick’s, we’ll be sleeping
on the sidewalk.
A version of this article appears in n+1‘s Occupy! The OWSInspired
Gazette issue 4.
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