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Toward a theology of religions

The encounter with religions is an urgent task in our time. The place of the

church in general and of theology in particular in this task presents a unique chal-
lenge and calls for a theology of religions which includes speaking about others,
but also affording others the opportunity to become pariners and speak about

themselves.

“Standpunkt und Standpunkte Unterwegs zu einer Theologie der Religionen,” Zeitschrift fiir Missions-

wissenschaft und Religionswissenschaft 91 (2007): 5-

hortly after Pope Benedict XVI
was elected, the well-known Jew-
ish moderator Michel Friedman
conducted a television interview of Jiir-
gen Riittgers, the Prime Minister of

Nordrhein-Westfalen. What follows is __

part of their exchange.

Friedman: To the issue of equal respect
for all churches, Benedict XVI said,
“The Catholic Church is superior to all
churches.” Was he correct?

Riittgers: He said what he believes and
what his church believes; that is correct.
[ think that he has a right to say that.
Friedman: 1 will repeat it. The Catholic
Church is superior to all other churches.
Riittgers: Yes, 1 did understand that. He
said what he thinks is right, and if he is
right he must necessarily say that the
opposite is not right.

Friedman: And what do you say?
Riittgers: 1 believe that we need to leamn
anew what we stand for and what we
hold as true and untrue. [ am Catholic,
and I believe that our Christian image of
humanity is cormrect and not comparable
with the other images of humanity held
in other parts of the world.

Friedman: But what about the term “su-
perior”™? Is the Catholic Church and its
image of humanity “superior”?

15.

Riirtgers: 1 believe it is correct to use
the word “superior.”

Friedman: What does it mean to a
Protestant, a Jew, or a Muslim when
you say the Catholic religion is superi-
or to others?

Riittgers: It means that a person can be
convinced of his religion and, on that
basis, people then begin to talk with
each other.

That exchange brings us to the heart
of the problem that Christianity and its
theology have had to deal with in the
transition from Pope John Paul II to
Benedict XVI. The encounter with reli-
gions continues to be an urgent task for
the church in general and for theology in
particular; its unique challenge calls for
a theology of religions. This task is
emerging in a historical situation where
we are no longer dealing with a uniform
culture, but with the ever growing plu-
rality of cultures.

The task is connected to a second
one. Christian mission today can no
longer be understood in terms of bring-
ing all humanity into a unified religion
so that all other religions can be assim-
ilated into the Christian religion. The
primary etiquette operative among the
majority of human groups involves dia-
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logue, conversation, cooperation, and,
politically speaking, democracy. This
situation raises the question of the rela-
tionship between relativism and ab-
solute validity—a question which the
present Pope sees as the “dictatorship of
relativism.”

Can one speak today in a meaningful
way of having a standpoint, without the
truth claim of one’s valid standpoint be-
ing understood as advocating a fragmen-
tation of society, which i1s opposed to
peaceful coexistence and the challenge to
integrate differences? It 1s precisely the
accusation of fragmentation that is al-
ways raised in our pluralistic society.
However, the similarity and justifiable
equality of everyone and anyone leads in
the end to “equal—validity” and in-
evitably ends up in the “dictatorship of
relativism.” The three most important
aspects of our consideration center on
(1) the acceptance of plurality, especially
the plurality of religions, (2) the condi-
tions of dialogue, and (3) the opportunity
to have one’s own standpoint in the midst
of a majority of competing standpoints.

Theology needs to be consciously
open to today’s world and contemporary
society. Thus, we turn our attention to
the central efforts concerning conflict
management and peace strategies by tak-
ing others and strangers seriously—
something frequently overlooked in the
broad spectrum of dialogue in the past
and the present. Finally, however, theol-
ogy cannot avoid its own claim that it is
always in the service of ever new truth.
The goal of a theology of religions,
then, cannot be silent about Christiani-
ty’s central task to witness and announce
the claim of Jesus Christ and his church.

The claim of plurality
In dealing with plurality, two things
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need to be distinguished: the fact itself
and its foundation. The fact of plurality
in this world cannot be denied. Plurality
is a signature of the created world, and it
is certainly not confined to today’s
world. This obtains even though at dif-
ferent times in history there have been
variations in people’s awareness of plu-
rality. Centuries ago, cultural and reli-
gious life had a unified imprint in many
respects. For example, in the Western
world in the wake of the Roman Empire,
there was, despite all of the diversity, the
feeling of unity and cohesiveness. By
contrast, in our own time the strong mi-
gratory thrust and ethnic intermingling
that come from global information and
communication technology provide a
completely new sense of foundational
and competing differences in the fields of
economics, politics, cultures, and reli-
gions. This, in tum, leads to a two-
pronged question about the foundation of
religious pluralism and how we are to
deal with this phenomenon.
Christianity, because it has its roots
in Judaism, is essentially marked by
monotheism, by faith in the one God
who is at the same time beginning (cre-
ator) and end (judge) of the world. The
confession of the one God itself, how-
ever, while affirming creaturely multi-
plicty, places the entire creation under
the one, divine will. From the begin-
ning, unity and diversity are in tension
with each other, which makes it difficult
to evaluate one aspect without also eval-
uating the other. Nevertheless, plurality,
which appears to come from the one
God, becomes a secondary phenomenon
which, as such. is of subordinate signif-
icance in reflection about God. In the
end, the question about the one God can
lead to the temptation of seeing the al-
most inexhaustible field of plurality in



the history of creation as the result of

the failure of development. Thus, from
the Jewish-Christian perspective, the
many religions are deemed false, erro-
neous, indeed evil. However, if we pro-
ceed from the notion that even in the
most perverse developments there are
still traces of the originally positive
meaning of plurality at work and that
these traces must be discernible, then we
will see the possibility for points of
contact with the other religions which
mediate the true and complete under-
standing of the world.

In reality, however, what confronts
us 1s not primarily a plurality of sys-
tems and organizations, but human be-
ings who

» speak another language, think dif-
ferently, live in different ways, and fol-
low other worldviews.

» believe or do not believe in a God
and who, in any event, are not oriented
to the Jewish-Christian understanding of
God, human beings, and the world.

The result, frequently, is that we per-
ceive others as a provocation, even a
threat, to our own convictions and iden-
tity. We do not find the “superiority™
discussed in the introduction to be part
of the self-understanding of our contem-
poraries. Rather, we encounter the un-
known as sinister, and we feel threatened
and anxious. The fact is, however, we do
not know the stranger. With Rudolf
Otto. we can say that the stranger is, at
one and the same time, fascinating and
fearful, fascinosum and tremendum. If
we want to confront this situation, our
first challenge is to trust the stranger.
We need to guard against a false per-
spective and false judgments, which,
history shows. will lead to religiously
motivated conflicts and wars. Likewise

in a theological reflection about reli-
gions we need to refrain from judgment
and enter into meaningful and signifi-
ant exchange with the stranger.

In the history of ideas, this exchange
has happened in two ways. First, one
can always engage in the attempt to of-
fer a partial schema of the development
of the situation. A good example would
be the present Pope’s statements about
the theology of religions. Joseph
Ratzinger sketched out his ideas in the
Rahner Festschrift of 1964 and reiterated
them more recently in Faith-Truth-Tol-
erance. Such a schema, however, re-
mains hypothetical, even though hy-
potheses can always be helpful. A hy-
pothesis is not sufficient if it presents a
stumbling block to detailed study or
makes such study superfluous. We can-
not gain access to the stranger as long as
we try to do it via a priori hypotheses.

At the outset, there always needs to
be serious involvement and exchange
with the stranger, as is seen in contem-
porary times. In the end, a hypothetical
longitudinal approach will not be suc-
cessful. What is needed is a thoughtful
cross-section of the actual situation,
Such a procedure. which does not ignore
the multiplicty of religious identities,
makes one humble. The reason is that
such consideration confronts a human
being, first of all in that individual’s
own manifold complexity, and then
with items that seemingly cannot be
harmonized. The enormity of the data
can hardly be dealt with by a single in-
dividual and thus makes a global
overview which all are seeking prob-
lematic.,

Dialogic encounter with others
Correctly implemented, the undertak-
ing leads to dialogue. A real dialogue in-
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cludes not only speaking about others,
but affording others the opportunity to
become partners and speak for them-
selves. Dialogue is always an enterprise
of mutuality and partnership. Before too
hastily addressing the truth question,
which has a central place in religious di-
alogue, the dialogue partners need to
have a clear sense of the fundamental sit-
uation. Part of this situation includes
understanding the basic human charac-
teristics and traits of human beings as
human beings who are “self-reflective,”
who can take the perspective of the
stranger, who see the various perspec-
tives of things, and who, in the end,
make a judgment. Mutual appreciation
and the exchange of different opinions
are constitutive factors of dialogue. We
engage in dialogue at a time when dia-
logue has a high priority, but it is good
not to consider everything that happens
verbally or nonverbally as dialogue, es-
pecially if the basic presuppositions of a
true dialogue are not heeded.

We experience a high point of inter-
religious dialogue in Jewish-Christian
relations when we recall the unique fact
that the constitutive holy scriptures of
Judaism are also included in the Christ-
ian corpus of holy scripture. The seri-
ousness of the situation is seen in how
we deal with the adequacy of such ex-
pressions as “Old Testament,” “First
Testament,” or some other designation.
Certainly in light of Judaism’s survival
into our day, we can no longer simply
speak about Judaism, but, out of respect
for the Jewish people, we must have a
conversation with them. However, what
obtains for Jewish-Christian relations
today also obtains for our relationship
with members of other religions and
worldviews. All religions—some more,
others less—share our existential life
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and our living space and are in conver-
sation with us, whether we like it or
not.

In this sense, it is not surprising that
among the fundamental questions which
Jacques Dupuis has discussed (Toward a
Christian Theology of Religious Plural-
ism) is the value of religious pluralism.
No longer can the stranger and our rela-
tionship with the other simply be con-
sidered the result of a lack of develop-
ment of the other religions. For its part,
Christianity had its own beginning at a
definite hour in history. There were also
times when the Christian message was
not available and. to the shock of mod-
ern missionaries, there were places
which for centuries remained untouched
by the Christian proclamation. What
about all of those people who did not
know and could not know Christ? Jesus’
death for our salvation could not be pre-
sumed from the beginning of creation to
the obvious telos of history. Is every-
one— guilty or innocent—who did not
know Christ eternally damned?

The International Theological Com-
mission addressed the question of indi-
vidual salvation when it stated that “the
possibility of salvation for those outside
of the church who live in accordance
with their conscience is no longer in
question” (Christianity and the Reli-
gions, Sept. 1996). The urgent question
for us today is what place the different
religions have in the salvation plan of
the creator God. Speculatively posed,
this question cannot be answered satis-
factorily. As Christians we must en-
counter the other with respect and re-
serve; feelings of superiority are com-
pletely inappropriate.

Partners in religious dialogue also
need to consider other questions, both
theoretical and practical. We all live to-



gether at a time when it is not sufficient
for interreligious dialogue partners sim-
ply to investigate one another. Rather,
we have and must confront common
tasks as a world community. Where help
is needed we must engage in cooperative
efforts. We are religious people during a
time of great catastrophes such as the
tsunami that struck South East Asia at
the end of 2004, when the whole world
responded with help.

Nor should we overlook the fact that
in a time when various ethnic groups are
intermingling, human beings of differ-
ent ethnicities need to be open to and
need to help one another. This dialogic
attitude i1s an essential contribution to
peace. What often stands at the center of
our attention are not theoretical, but
practical questions of social ethics, jus-
tice and righteousness. gender equality,
social marginalization and the outsider,
the weak and disadvantaged who are en-
dangered at the beginning or end of life,
procreation, and the dying. All these
questions take us back to the central
question of the worldview of the indi-
vidual, which shapes the path of human
life.

Two fundamental givens need to be
observed in dialogue:

» First, the basic conditions of dia-
Togue need to be formally established
and understood. Among these is an atti-
tude of partnership rather than of domi-
nation and power. Dialogic association
means providing the freedom for others
to form the boundaries of their own free-
dom.

» Second, a purely formal consider-
ation of the attitude toward dialogue is
not sufficient because human beings are
always thinking, reflecting, and jude-
ing. It is part of human existence not to
react with animalistic instinct but in ac-

cord with human existence, where ques-
tions are asked about the origin, goal,
and meaning of life. Human beings are
(uestioning creatures, but is questioning
itself the final answer? Are human be-
ings determined to provide answers to
their own questions in order, in the end,
to resign themselves to the fact that
progress can be made in many arcas but
that the final answers to the ultimate
questions cannot be given?

Religions—and not only Judaism
and Christianity—have engaged in hu-
man efforts to discover and produce an-
swers themselves, but also to be open to
having answers gratuitously provided
for them. Thus human beings are not
only potential “hearers of the Word,” but
hearers who witness to the fact that they
have heard the clarifying Word. At the
expressly Christian theological level,
history has shown not only a presumed,
unrealizable seeking, longing, and ask-
ing for God, but also the joyful discov-
ery that God, the totally other— theo-
logically stated—has revealed and medi-
ated himself to human beings. This is
not the place to deal with the more re-
cent Catholic or Protestant teaching on
divine revelation. Suffice it to say that
Blaise Pascal makes the sharp distinc-
tion between the “God of philosophers
and scholars,” and the “God of Abraham,
Isaac, Jacob, and Jesus Christ.” Pascal
distinguishes between the thoughtful
search for God and the gratuitous gift of
finding God. Rather than retreat into
Descartes” idea of the ego, Pascal looks
at the non-ego. where the other is re-
vealed as the “totally other.”

There is yet a third step that needs to
be taken. In view of the plurality of re-
ligions, there is also room for opinions
and judgments on the individual level,
which can then be shared with others.
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But what often happens is that strong
objections are raised against a particular
viewpoint. These are not only offered,
but are expressly advocated as justifica-
tion for being opposed to the offers and
claims of others. The result can be
“schism instead of integration,” or “fun-
damentalism,” where battle scenarios
are formed because unacceptable de-
mands are made. The church has long
had such an arsenal of weapons, which
are now, inversely, being used against
the church itself,

On the way in truth (2 Jn 4)

At this point, allow me to offer a few
points about truth claims.

(1) First, “truth” itself is pluralistic;
there is truth, and there are truths. There
is also a comprehensive understanding
of truth and an unending great number of
relative and limited truths. Further,
truths, in a limited way, also have an ab-
solute claim to validity hidden within
them. Such truths want to be truth not
only for me, but for everyone.

(2) Not everyone who speaks about
the truth means the same thing. A dis-
tinction needs to be made between the
philosophically complex truth of the
Greeks and the Jewish-Christian under-
standing of truth which is intimated in
other religious worlds, in the Asian
search for the truth, for example.

(3) The scope of human knowledge
of the truth is disputed. In his commen-
tary on John Paul II's encyclical Fides et
ratio, Robert Spaemann has said that
this pope was the first one to speak of
the hermeneutical circle between faith
and reason, and who thematized the
doubt that exists today about the ability
of human reason to acknowledge funda-
mental truth. In fact, we live in a time
of an increasing conviction that human

362 Waldenfels

beings are better off avoiding the search
for truth. It even appears to be a sign of
modesty if people accept truths in the
sense of useful, pragmatic rules for liv-
ing together, but avoid seeking ultimate
comprehensive truth.

Human beings, we are convinced, are
not only on the way to truth, but are in
the truth (cf. 2 Jn 4). As Christians we
think in terms of our own self-under-
standing, but at the same time we know
that emphasis on the truth in the histo-
ry of worldviews and religions is nei-
ther unique nor singular. Religious
scholarship has long maintained that
truth and absolute claims to the truth
are pluralistic. That viewpoint, howev-
er, has opened up problems that mani-
fest themselves in an increasing broad-
ening of the understanding of tolerance
and peace, which seeks to overcome the
potential for conflict through leveling
differences. But a leveling of differences
is not a solution.

The Latin word inter is used today in
a variety of ways: infernationality, in-
terculturalism, interreligiosity, inter-
subjectivity, interpersonality. This 1is
accompanied by such expressions as in-
traculturalism, intrareligiosity, intra-
subjectivity. Such use is an invitation
to endure the tension rather than to re-
solve it. However, as soon as these ten-
sions impinged on the realm of inter-
subjectivity, we were challenged to re-
spect others and strangers in their other-
ness and strangeness—and thus also as
creatures who are called to freedom and
who have their own dignity. Occasion-
ally, Christians have had the painful ex-
perience of others pressing them to
meet this challenge, which Christians
proclaim on the basis of their own self-
understanding and image of God, the
world, and human beings.



A classic example was the demand for
human rights, which were called for
from the outside—in opposition to tra-
ditional Christianity —before they were
clearly acknowledged and advocated as a
genuine consequence of the Christian
self-understanding. These demands ex-
acted nothing of Christianity’s sub-
stance, but they showed that Christiani-
ty’s central message—the dual command
to love God and one’s neighbor—was
much more originally anchored in the
order of the world than the leading pro-
ponents of official church Christianity
had thought.

Today, more than previously, truth
reveals itself less as something that is
speculative and theoretical, and more as
a practical task to be fulfilled in life.
Christians live, in the sense of Jn 3:21,
“to do the truth.” We can also say that
there 1s a connection between the truth
and truthfulness. And even if one does
not consider the ultimate consequences
of Jn 14:6, the personalizing truth of the
statement “[ am the truth™ is a provoca-
tion which may very well be expressed
in the human family. To the extent that
human beings claim this statement as
their own, it is an invitation to everyone
who opposes it. It is not a statement
meant to delimit and reject others.

Now, on the other hand, one may. as
a Christian—almost incredulously —
come back to the point which confronts
Christians as unrealizable by outsiders,
but which is offered to the rest of the
world as the indispensable magis. It
concerns the historical figure of Jesus of
Nazareth, who, according to the Christ-
ian faith, died and was raised for the
world and in whom the true face of God
is revealed. This discovery happens for
the majority of Christians and non-
Christians in the same way: it is an ex-

perience. But for believers it is at one
and the same time a joyous and unbe-
lievable experience, and for non-believ-
ers it is an unbelievable as well as an
unrealizable experience.

At this point, believers may feel
compelled to give their own witness and
share their “joyous message™ with oth-
ers. But scripture says something very
different. 1 Pt 3:15 challenges believers
to be prepared “to make your defense to
anyone who demands from you an ac-
counting for the hope that is in you.”
This apologia involves the interplay of
speaking and responding. It is not a
monologue, but a dialogue in which the
other also speaks. Both sides speak, and
both sides listen. Christians would do
well to make it clear that hearing the
Word i1s not one-sided in our God-human
relationship, but is verified in the hu-
man-human relationship. The twofold
nature of the basic command that Christ
left for his own is to be a part of all hu-
man endeavors.

We can also say that the mutuality
of the many who are involved in hu-
man dialogue does not demand, in prin-
ciple, the surrender of the self, but it
does require an openness and basic re-
spect for everyone. What happens in
dialogue is not so much the result of
one’s own efforts or rhetoric, but—
stated in Christian terms—comes from
the pneuma, which “blows where it
wills™ (Jn 3:8). The word pneuma is
ambivalent (“word,” “spirit”); it final-
ly remains unspoken and inexpress-
ible. It leads to a realm which is lived
not in separation, but in community.
However, this community does not ab-
rogate differences. We are reminded that
the central theological formula from
Chalcedon (unmixed, unchangeable,
inseparable and indivisible)—in all its
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genius—is in no way exhaustive and
needs to be expressed anew in our
time. The council did not intend to de-
scribe the reality, but only in negative
formulations to express where the
boundaries are exceeded and where,
consequently, the reality is passed by.
It is time for Christians in interreli-
gious dialogue, where they advocate
their own perspective in a radical neg-
ative theology, to confess their own
ignorance. In this way they come clos-
er to everyone in this world who is
searching.

In his Apostolic Letter Mane Nobis-
cum Domine (2004), which declared the
year of the eucharist (Oct. 2004 to Oct.
2005), John Paul II gave testament to
the Emmaus story: “Amid our questions

and difficulties. and even our bitter dis- _

appointments, the divine Wayfarer con-
tinues to walk at our side, opening to us
the Scriptures and leading us to a deeper
understanding of the mysteries of God.”

From this point forward we are chal-
lenged to form a new standpoint. The
word “standpoint” immediately suggests
identity. At first glance, the words
“way” and “standpoint” seem to exclude
each other. But do they have to? In re-
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cent decades, when historicity has be-
come prominent in our thinking, truth
and identity have come to be seen not as
static but as dynamic. This view re-
quires the courage to always open our-
selves anew and to be prepared to be led.
The significance of the Spirit for the life
of the world has not been comprehen-
sively developed. In the light of the
Easter message, human existence lives
in a “dialogue” condition of expectation
and hope in the indomitable newness
which the divine Spirit alone is able to
give.

In 1 Cor 10:4 we find an inspiring, if
paradoxical, image: “And all drank the
same spiritual drink. For they “drank
from the spiritual rock that followed
them, and the rock was Christ.” The
rock from which we drink is a person—
a person who moves forward. To have a
standpoint and yet to be on the way are
no longer mutually exclusive. The im-
age provides courage, as it did for Peter
when Jesus called him out of the boat
and commanded him to walk on the wa-
ter (Mt 14:28ff). To move toward the
other and lose oneself does not lead to
ruin but to genuine self-discovery and to
being saved. (BAA)



