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'WE TALKING ABOUT US' : 
the implications of the ending of religious isolationism 

Kenneth Cracknel l 

The t r a d i t i o n a l  form of Western scho la r sh ip  
i n  t h e  s tudy o f  o the r  men's r e l i g i o n  was t h a t  
o f  an impersonal  p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  an "it" . The 
f i r s t  g r e a t  i n n o v a t i o n  i n  r ecen t  t imes  has 
been t h e  p e r s o n a l i z a t i o n  o f  t h e  f a i t h s  ob- 
served, so t h a t  one f i n d s  a  d iscuss ion  o f  a  
"they". P resen t l y  t h e  observer becomes per-  
s o n a l l y  invo lved ,  so t h a t  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  i s  
one o f  a  "we1' t a l k i n g  about a  "they1'. The 
n e x t  s tep  i s  d ia logue,  where "we" t a l k  t o  
"you". I f  t h e r e  i s  l i s t e n i n g  and m u t u a l i t y ,  
t h i s  may become t h a t  "we" t a l k  w i t h  "you". 
The cu lm ina t i on  o f  t h i s  process i s  when "we 
a l l "  a re  t a l k i n g  w i t h  each o the r  about "us". 

T hese immensely pregnant words were f i r s t  w r i t t e n  
by W i l f r e d  Cantwel l  Smith i n  an essay on t h e  
s tudy  o f  Comparative R e l i g i o n  as l o n g  ago as 

1959, and s i nce  repeated from t ime  t o  t ime  i n  o t h e r  
w r i t i n g s  - most r e c e n t l y  i n  h i s  mas te r l y  Towards a  
World Theoloqy i n  1981.' There he adds t he  comment:  he 
study of  comparat ive r e l i g i o n  i s  t he  process, now 
begun, where we human beings l ea rn ,  through c r i t i c a l  
ana l ys i s ,  e m p i r i c a l  enqui ry ,  and c o l l a b o r a t i v e  d i s -  
course, t o  concep tua l i se  a  wor ld  i n  which some o f  us 



are  Chr is t ians ,  some o f  us are  Muslims, some o f  us are 
Hindus, some of us are Jews, some o f  us a re  scept ics;  
and where a l l  of  us are, and recognize each o ther  as 
being, r a t i o n a l  -men and women. l'. 

I must r e s i s t  t h e  s t rong tempta t ion  t o  expound the  
thought o f  W i l f r ed  Smith, whom I count n o t  on l y  as a 
g rea t  f r i e n d  and encourager, b u t  also, through h i s  
man i fo ld  w r i t i n g s ,  as one of t he  w ises t  o f  my mentors. 
Happi ly,  Towards 2 World Theoloqy makes such a task  
o t iose ,  as i n  t h i s  remarkable book he expounds l u c i d l y  
a l l .  t h e  seminal t h i n k i n g  t h a t  he has con t r i bu ted  
through such c l a s s i c  statements as The Meaning and End 
o f  Re l ig ion ,  Questions o f  Re l i q ious  Truth, F a i t h  and - - -- 
R e l i e f  and h i s  numerous occasional  w r i t i n q s ,  beaut i -  
- - - P -  - 
f u l l y  anthologised by W i l l a r d  Oxtoby i n  Re l iq ious  
~ i v e r s i t ~ . ~  For I am asked t o  t r y  t o  s e t  be fore  you some 
percept ions on t h e  mat ters o f  i n t e r - f a i t h  d ia logue 
which have come t o  me i n  t h e  course o f  extensive 
involvement w i t h  our m u l t i - f a i t h  scene here i n  B r i t a i n .  
I n  t h e  course o f  these remarks I s h a l l  f requent ly ,  
whether consciously  o r  u n w i t t i n g l y ,  be expounding 
W i l f r e d  Cantwel l  Smith. Therefore i t  i s  no o ther  than ' 

r i g h t  and f i t t i n g  t h a t  I should beg in  by paying t h i s  
t r i b u t e  t o  him and a l l  I have l e a r n t  from him. I, too, 
want t o  c a l l  f o r  a wor ld  theology i n  t he  sense o f  a 
reasonable, a r t i c u l a t e  d iscourse about t h e  one God who 
has been a t  work among a l l  h i s  human c h i l d r e n  a t  a l l  
t imes and i n  a l l  places. We, a l l  o f  us  t h a t  i s  - Jews, 
Chr is t ians ,  Muslims, Hindus, Buddhists, Jains, Sikhs, 
Baha ' is  as w e l l  as a l l  those I would c a l l  " f a i t h f u l  
a the i s t s ' '  - from the  S to i cs  and Epicureans through t o  
contemporary Marx is ts  and Humanists, make up i n  our 
separate h i s t o r i e s  the  one s i n g l e  r e l i g i o u s  h i s t o r y  o f  
humankind. 

The Ending o f  Re l i g ious  I s o l a t i o n i s m  

There i s  a s t o r y  of an extremely p ious  clergyman who 

was t o l d  by an undergraduate t h a t  comparative r e l i g i o n  
formed p a r t  o f  her  t heo log i ca l  course. He exclaimed 
w i t h  hor ror ,  "My dear, I would r a t h e r  you read Lady 
C h a t t e r l y ' s  Lover than t h a t  subject ! " .  Professor Trevor 
Ling, t e l l i n g  t h i s  s to ry ,  comments t h a t  " the  desperate 
na ture  o f  the  comparison showed how s t rong  h i s  f e e l i n g s  
were".3 I use the  s t o r y  merely t o  i l l u s t r a t e  what I mean 
by l ' iso lat ion ism" - the  i dea  (prevalent  n o t  on ly  
amongst Chr i s t i ans )  t h a t  i t  i s  b e t t e r  t o  know noth ing  
about o ther  people 's  f a i t h .  Dr Stanley Samartha, t he  
great  ecumenical pioneer of t he  way o f  i n t e r - r e l i g i o u s  
dialogue, has r e c e n t l y  commented on the  s i t u a t i o n  i n  
h i s  own country of I nd ia :  " the negat ive a t t i t u d e  to -  
wards o ther  r e l i g i o n s  based on the missionary theology 
o f  a c o l o n i a l  e ra  prevents many Chr i s t i ans  from enter-  
i n g  i n t o  dialogue ... Even t o  t h i s  day i n  our theolog- 
i c a l  co l leges  the  systematic and scho la r l y  study o f  
o ther  r e l i g i o n s  remains marginal. There seems t o  be the  
assumption t h a t  t he  l e s s  one knows about o ther  r e l i g -  
i o n s  the  st ronger w i l l  be one's sense o f  mission.". 4 
This i s  t he  ideology of i so la t ion ism,  and i t  appears t o  
me t o  be a moral impera t ive  t o  be r i d  o f  i t, speed i ly  
and i n  our own time. And t h i s  for  th ree  reasons. 

i. Because i t  i s  un t rue  t o  the emp i r i ca l  r e a l i t i e s  
o f  our world. 

These are  i n  one sense so obvious t h a t  they need no 
s p e l l i n g  out,  y e t  t he  way the r e l i g i o u s  map of  t h e  
wor ld has changed i s  n o t  y e t  f u l l y  appreciated by even 
l ead ing  th inke rs  and educators i n  our country, o r  i n  
other  lands, l e t  alone w i t h i n  the deep consciousness o f  
the  mass o f  the  populat ion.  B r i t a i n  i s  now a r e l i g i o u s -  
l y  p l u r a l  soc iety ;  f i v e  hundred mosques serve the  
m i l l i o n  Muslims who are our f e l l ow  c i t i z e n s  and mina- 
r e t s  tower above the  sky l i ne  i n  our c i t i e s  and major 
towns; temples and gurdwara equal ly  serve the  r e l i g i o u s  
needs o f  t he  f i v e  o r  s i x  hundred thousand Hindus and 
Sikhs; Buddhist pagodas are  t o  be found on the  banks o f  



t h e  Thames and by  a  l a k e s i d e  i n  M i l t o n  Keynes; r e t r e a t  
cen t res  r u n  by Zen Buddhists,  Vedant i s ts  and many o the r  
exponents o f  eas te rn  pa ths  a t t r a c t  thousands upon thou- 
sands of  people every week o f  t h e  year;  sma l le r  group- 
ings ,  Baha ' is ,  Jains,  Zo roas t r i ans  a r e  growing i n  
i n f l uence .  L i v i n g  Judaism i s  p o w e r f u l l y  p resen t  t o  us, 
whether th rough  t h e  eloquence and mora l  l eade rsh ip  o f  
S i r  Immanuel Jakobovi ts  t h e  C h i e f  Rabbi and h i s  o the r  
or thodox co l leagues,  o r  th rough  t h e  w i t  and wisdom o f  
such men and women as L i o n e l  Blue, Hugo Gryn and J u l i a  
Neuberger, Rabbis o f  Reform and Progress ive Judaism. 
Nor must we f o rge t  t h e  i n f l u e n c e  o f  t h e  o f t e n  h i g h l y  
c o n t r o v e r s i a l  new r e l i g i o u s  movements. 

Yet many people f i n d  t h i s  r e l i g i o u s  and c u l t u r a l  mix- 
t u r e  a  b e w i l d e r i n g  exper ience. Not o n l y  C h r i s t i a n s  b u t  
people o f  o t h e r  f a i t h s  as w e l l ,  f i n d  i t  s t range  t o  work 
as co l leagues  and t o  be ne ighbours w i t h  people who h o l d  
d i f f e r e n t  world-views and observe d i f f e r e n t  customs, 
who keep d i f f e r e n t  f e s t i v a l s  and h o l y  days, and f o l l o w  
d i f f e r e n t  teachers  and masters.  One r e a c t i o n  t o  a l l  
t h i s  i s  fear,  and i t  i s  h a r d l y  s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  we have 
on t h e  p a r t  o f  t h e  hos t  community occas iona l  outbreaks 
o f  xenophobia, and on t h e  p a r t  o f  t h e  incomers a  tend- 
ency t o  c r e a t e  ghetto-communit ies. Strangeness begets  
i n to l e rance ,  and p e r f e c t  fear  c a s t s  o u t  love .  

I t  would n o t  be hard  t o  g i v e  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  o f  t h i s  
nega t i ve  r e a c t i o n  w i t h i n  these  i s l a n d s .  But  t h e  
s i t u a t i o n  i s  even more f r a u g h t  on t h e  w o r l d  l e v e l .  I t  
may n o t  have mat tered once t h a t  men and women l i v e d  
w i t h  i d e o l o g i e s  o f  i s o l a t i o n i s m ,  whether I s l a m i c  o r  
Hindu, Buddh is t  o r  Confucian, C h r i s t i a n  o r  Jewish. Then 
r e l i g i o n  and c u l t u r e  and n a t i o n a l  i d e n t i t i e s  were inex-  
t r i c a b l y  bound toge ther ,  and r e l i g i o n  i t s e l f  func t ioned  
as t h e  "sacred canopy" ove ra rch ing  each community, and 
g i v i n g  l e g i t i m a c y  t o  t h e  s t a t e  i t s e l f ,  and i t s  own 
p a r t i c u l a r  s i g n i f i c a n c e  t o  a l l  aspects  o f  t h e  l i f e  o f  
b o t h  community and i n d i v i d u a l .  Bu t  what now t h a t  t h e r e  
a r e  p r o p o r t i o n a l l y  huge numbers o f  C h r i s t i a n s  and 

Hindus i n  Saudi Arab ia  and t h e  G u l f  States? What now 
t h a t  Hinduism has an enormous diaspora, and t h e  very  
l a n d  o f  Hinduism i t s e l f  has become a  secu la r  s t a t e ?  
What now t h a t  China can no l onge r  conceive o f  i t s e l f  as 
" t he  middle kingdom" surrounded by " f o r e i g n  d e v i l s " ?  
What now t h a t  Japanese Shinto ism i s  f o r ced  t o  g i v e  
p l ace  t o  t he  needs o f  a  modern i n d u s t r i a l  es ta te?  

Such quest ions mere ly  p o i n t  t o  t h e  immense psycho- 
l o g i c a l  or,  may we say, s p i r i t u a l  r e v o l u t i o n  t h a t  i s  i n  
process, which we i g n o r e  a t  our p e r i l ,  and which we a re  
p ro found ly  i l l - e q u i p p e d  t o  understand. An apparen t l y  
t r i v i a l  example w i l l  s u f f i c e  t o  p o i n t  t o  t h e  p r e c a r i -  
ousness of our  s i t u a t i o n  and t h e  p a u c i t y  o f  our  
resources t o  d e a l  w i t h  these mat ters .  I r e c a l l  be ing  i n  
Washington, DC, i n  t h e  F a l l  o f  1979 i n  t h e  very  month 
t h a t  t he  Shah was deposed and t he  I s l a m i c  Revo lu t i on  o f  
Aya to l l ah  Khomeini succeeded. Someone s a i d  t o  me, 
"Don' t  go l o o k i n g  f o r  a  copy o f  t h e  Qur 'an i n  a  Wash- 
i n g t o n  bookstore.  A l l  t h e  Qur'ans have been bought up 
by t h e  C I A  who a re  t r y i n g  t o  f i g u r e  ou t  what 's  gone 
wrong.". Reduc t i on i s t  analyses which d i scoun t  t h e  
s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  r e l i g i o u s  impulses i n  human mot iva t ion ,  
o r  t h e  extreme p o l i t i c a l  n a i v e t y  o f  supposing t h a t  t h e  
wo r l d  can be d i v i d e d  i n t o  t h e  " f r ee "  and t h e  "Marx is t "  
w o r l d  a re  a l i k e  despera te ly  dangerous. 

So, i n  a  w o r l d  i n  which t he  b i g  j e t s  p h y s i c a l l y  t rans-  
f e r  f ou r  o r  f i v e  hundred people a t  a  t ime  from t h e  Arab 
w o r l d  t o  t h e  West, o r  from China t o  Japan, o r  from 
Russia t o  S r i  Lanka, and t h e  T V  s a t e l l i t e s  ins tan tan-  
eous ly  t r a n s m i t  t h e  view o f  S ikh s e p a r a t i s t s  i n  London 
t o  New D e l h i  and Madras, o r  the  u t t e rances  o f  Colonel  
G a d a f f i  t o  homes i n  t h e  mid-west o f  t h e  USA t h e  phys i -  
c a l  i s o l a t i o n  o f  r e l i g i o u s  t r a d i t i o n s  i s  gone f o r  ever. 
Wishing t h i s  were n o t  so i s  t o  emulate t h e  o s t r i c h .  
Taking i t  s e r i o u s l y  and r e a c t i n g  p o s i t i v e l y  w i t h  a 

ro found l y  new s e n s i b i l i t y  can be t h e  o n l y  way forward. 
Re have t o  commit ourse lves d e l i b e r a t e l y  t o  t h e  ending 
of  r e l i g i o u s  i s o l a t i o n i s m .  



ii. Because i t  i s  untrue t o  our h i s t o r i c a l  past.  

I i m p l i e d  a  moment ago t h a t  i n  t he  pas t  d i f f e r e n t  
r e l i g i o u s  c u l t u r e s  l i v e d  i n  separat ion from each o ther :  
Muslims i n  t h e  Middle East; Hindus i n  Ind ia ;  Buddhists 
i n  South East Asia and so on. S t r i c t l y  speaking t h i s  i s  
an over -s imp l i f i ca t ion .  To be sure, v i l l a g e  people a  
hundred o r  even f i f t y  years ago, whether i n  Arabia o r  
Tamil Nadu, Thai land o r  T ibe t  ( I  use, o f  course, modern 
nomenclature) j u s t  as much as the  r u r a l  popu la t i on  o f  
Le i ces te rsh i re  o r  Thur ing ia  would have l i v e d  ou t  t h e i r  
l i v e s  knowing noth ing  except t h e i r  own form o f  Islam, 
Hinduism, Buddhism o r  C h r i s t i a n i t y .  For them t h a t  was 
r e l i g i o n .  But modern research i s  making i t  d a i l y  
c l e a r e r  t h a t  r e l i g i o u s  t r a d i t i o n s  have always i n t e r -  
penetrated each other .  

L e t  me g i ve  some examples, b u t  w i thout  becoming too  
de ta i led .  I n  1978 Roy C Amore publ ished a  remarkable 
l i t t l e  book, Two Masters, One Messaqe, which he sub- 
t i t l e d  "The L ives  and Teachinqs o f  Gautama and ~ e s u s " ?  - 
I n  t h i s  he looked again a t  t he  work o f  e a r l i e r  scho lars  
who, i n  t he  f i r s t  f l u s h  o f  t h e  d iscover ies  o f  t he  
sacred books o f  t he  east, had been bowled over by the  
s i m i l a r i t i e s  between the  teachings o f  t he  Buddha and 
the  Chr i s t ,  and no t  j u s t  t he  teachings alone - because 
the  Buddha, too, according t o  the  L a l i t a v i s t a r a  b i o -  
oraphy, was a l so  v i r g i n a l l y  conceived. For a  number o f  . . .  
reasons the  theo r ies  of such w r i t e r s  as Seydel, P f l e i d -  
e rer ,  Schmiedel, L i l l i e ,  and Garbe t h a t  t he re  was 
d i r e c t  i n f l u e n c e  from Buddhism on the  Gospel t r a d i t i o n s  
were dropped, people p r e f e r r i n g  t o  suppose i n  the  words 
o f  S i r  S a r v e p a l l i  Radhakrishnan: "Whether h i s t o r i c a l l y  
connected o r  not ,  they a re  the  t w i n  expressions o f  one 
great  s p i r i t u a l  movement. The verba l  p a r a l l e l s  and 
i d e a l  s i m i l a r i t i e s  r e v e a l  t h e  impressive u n i t y  o f  
r e l i g i o u s  asp i ra t i on .  Buddha and Jesus are  t h e  e a r l i e r  
and l a t e r  Hindu and Jewish representa t ives  o f  t h e  same 
upheaval o f  the  human soul.  " 5 Roy Amore be l l eves  t h a t  
t he  arguments fo r  d i r e c t  i n f l u e n c e  deserve reconsider-  

a t ion ,  and h i s  book makes a  s t rong case f o r  t ha t .  But, 
more impor tan t ly ,  i n  the  course o f  t h e  argument he 
recap i tu la tes  the  extensive evidence t h a t  we now have 
t h a t  t h e  New Testament wor ld was exposed t o  eastern 
in f luence.  Buddhist missions d e l i b e r a t e l y  expanded 
westward, and the  East-West t rade r o u t e  t raversed 
Palest ine.  So too  d i d  the  " s i l k  rou te "  which passed 
northwards ou t  o f  Egypt, through the  Holy Land, Syria, 
Mesopotamia ( I raq ) ,  Northern Pers ia  ( I ran ) ,  B a c t r i a  
(Afghanistan) and on through Cent ra l  Asia towards 
Northern China. A branch of t h i s  rou te  went south from 
Bact r ia ,  passing through what i s  now Pakistan and from 
there  connect ing w i t h  o ther  t rade rou tes  across Ind ia .  
I n  a d d i t i o n  the re  was a  sea rou te  connect ing eastern 
I n d i a  w i t h  Egypt, and Roman coins have been found i n  
eastern Ind ian  seaports as w e l l  as i n  Ga l le  i n  southern 
S r i  Lanka. There were Ind ian  merchants i n  Alexandria. 
The great  k i n g  Ashoka ( 3  cent. BCE) sent Buddhist 
miss ionar ies t o  the  Greek kingdoms o f  t h e  west, and as 
a  r e s u l t  one Greek k i n g  Menander became a  Buddhist - he 
i s  known i n  Buddhism as Melinda. Ashoka's famous rock 
e d i c t s  inc luded one i n  Greek and Aramaic, t h e  languages 
o f  Pa les t ine  i n  Jesus' t ime. 

Roy Amore a l so  instances t h e  absolute ly  c e r t a i n  " d i r e c t  
borrowings" which i l l u s t r a t e  the c u l t u r a l  and r e l i g i o u s  
i n te r -pene t ra t i on  t h a t  a l l  t h i s  coming and going must 
needs imply. One o f  t he  most famous instances o f  t h i s  
i s  the  s t o r y  o f  Barlaam and Josaphat whose c e n t r a l  
ideas are  q u i t e  obviously  t he  l i f e  s t o r y  o f  t h e  ~ u d d h a ?  
O f  t he  r a m i f i c a t i o n s  o f  t h i s  s t o r y  W i l f r e d  Cantwell 
Smith has w r i t t e n  w i t h  h i s  customary e r u d i t i o n ,  also, 
i n  Towards a  World Theology: bu t  he goes on t o  make a  
f u r t h e r  p o i n t .  He wr i t es :  "The h i s t o r i c a l  f a c t  i s  tha t ,  
through t h i s  s to ry ,  f o r  a  thousand years t h e  Buddha was 
a  C h r i s t i a n  s a i n t .  This  f a c t  we can now acknowledge.". 
And he uses t h i s  h i s t o r i c a l  fact  t o  ask us t o  see t h a t  
"we have a l l  a long been p a r t i c i p a n t s  i n  t h e  wor ld h i s -  
t o r y  o f  r e l i g i o n ;  a l though we d i d  n o t  know i t .  More 
accurate ly ,  u n t i l  r e c e n t l y  we knew i t  on ly  imaginat ive- 



l y ,  m y t h i c a l l y  i n  t he  form of legends and o f  t a les .  The 
breakthrough i s  t h a t  now we do know it, accurate ly .  I, 
f o r  one, r e j ~ i c e . " . ~  I have dwel t  on the  work o f  these 
two North American scholars because they he lp  us t o  see 
i n te r -pene t ra t i on  a t  one p a r t i c u l a r  l e v e l .  But t he re  
are  many o the r  instances. I merely p o i n t  t o  t he  convi-  
vencia i n  Spain and the  Mediterranean l i t t o r a l  i n  the  
h i g h  middle ages, when Muslim, Jewish and C h r i s t i a n  
scholars were deeply aware o f  each o t h e r ' s  works and 
profoundly i n f l uenced  each other ,  bo th  nega t i ve l y  and 
p o s i t i v e l y .  How many people know, f o r  example, t h a t  
Anseim's g reat  Cur Oeus Homo? was o r i g i n a l l y  w r i t t e n  on 
the  eve o f  t h e  f i r s t  Crusade as a d ia logue between a 
C h r i s t i a n  and a Muslim? O r ,  again, o f  t he  profound 
e f f e c t  upon Ca tho l i c  C h r i s t i a n  thought o f  Solomon I b n  
Gab i ro l  o f  Malaga. H is  -- Fons Vitae, m y s t i c a l  and neo- 
P la ton i c  i n  character ,  was regarded f o r  cen tu r i es  as 
having been w r i t t e n  by a C h r i s t i a n  c a l l e d  Avicebron?lo 
More f a m i l i a r  t o  most o f  us i s  the  ex ten t  o f  t he  i n -  
debtedness o f  C h r i s t i a n  scho las t ic ism t o  the  precedent 
I s l am ic  scho las t ic ism which inc luded t h e  formulat ions 
and thought-patterns of such f igures  as al-Ghazzal i  and 
I b n  Rushd (known t o  us more commonly as Averroes). 

This  con t i nua l  i n te r -pene t ra t i on  o f  t he  r e l i g i o u s  t rad-  
i t i o n s  happened n o t  on ly  i n  t he  eastern and western 
Mediterranean areas, and one i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  i t s  
happening elsewhere must s u f f i c e  t o  prevent  my account 
from being merely ethnocentr ic ,  o r  Euro-centr ic .  One o f  
the  most outstanding v i r t u e s  of P e r c i v a l  Spear's g rea t  
h i s t o r y  o f  I n d i a  i s  i t s  c l e a r  account o f  t he  r e l i g i o u s  
aspects of I n d i a ' s  pas t  which made up t h e  c r e a t i v e  
agents i n  t he  formation o f  the  present. The format ion 
o f  Hindu soc ie ty ,  t he  r i s e  o f  Buddhism, and the  coming 
of Is lam i n  i t s  Turk ish form are t r e a t e d  as themes 
re levan t  t o  t he  present  day, wh i l e  d e t a i l s  o f  wars and 
dynasties, ch rono log i ca l  cont rovers ies  and f r o n t i e r  
changes f i n d  on l y  a secondary place, o r  a re  omi t ted  
completely as i r r e l e v a n t .  So P e r c i v a l  Spear describes 
f o r  us how g rea t  a c o n t r i b u t i o n  t o  modern I n d i a  Is lam 

has made: " the Muslim r e l i g i o n ,  mod i f ied  by i t s  Turkish 
and Afghan race-bearers, was f u r t h e r  modi f ied by the 
Pers ian c u l t u r e  by which a l l  t h e  invaders were more or 
l e s s  in f luenced." .  l1 Persian became the language of 
o f f i c i a l  business and p o l i t e  soc ie t y  and Persian l i t e r -  
a tu re  was s tud ied  by Hindus as w e l l  as Muslims reaching 
a peak dur ing  the  Mighal per iod.  Spear summarises the 
mutual i n f l u e n c e  o f  Hinduism and Is lam dur ing  t h i s  
per iod:  "On the  Hindu s ide  we f i n d  dur ing  the  Muslim 
cen tu r i es  a greater  emphasis on the  u n i t y  o f  God. We 
a l so  f i n d  the  b h a k t i  movements' emphases on such th ings  
as s i n  and forgiveness, which have a d i s t i n c t  Judaic 
r i n g .  A number o f  reforming movements have attacked 
caste. There have been a number o f  movements, o f  which 
Sikhism i s  t he  bes t  known, which s t a r t e d  by t r y i n g  t o  
b r i dge  the  g u l f  between the  two communities; t h e i r  
bas i s  was usua l l y  monotheism, no caste and personal 
devotion. On the  Muslim s ide  we may say t h a t  t he  Ind ian  
atmosphere softened the o r i g i n a l  Turk ish in to le rance.  
Many Muslims were in f luenced by Hindu philosophy. I n  
d a i l y  l i f e  saint-worship and o ther  Hindu p rac t i ces  est-  
ab l i shed themselves, and the  caste system made i t s e l f  
f e l t  i n  marriage arrangements.". 

These few b r i e f  examples from West Asian, European and 
I n d i a n  h i s t o r y  cou ld  be m u l t i p l i e d  from China and Ja- 
pan, sub-Saharan A f r i ca ,  n o r t h  and south America. But I 
hope the  p o i n t  i s  made. Re l ig ious  t r a d i t i o n s  d i d  no t  
e x i s t  i n  i s o l a t i o n  from one another i n  t imes past. A 
t r u e r  awareness o f  the h i s t o r y  o f  r e l i g i o n  should en- 
l a r g e  our capac i ty  t o  f e e l  a t  home i n  our one world. We 
are t a l k i n g  about common strands and m u t u a l i t i e s  o f  
i n f l u e n c e  w i t h i n  a s i n g l e  human h i s t o r y .  What we once 
regarded as our spec ia l  " reve la t ions"  bear the marks o f  
o ther  i n s i g h t s ,  o ther  t r a d i t i o n s .  The ideology o f  i so -  
l a t i o n i s m  i s  untenable a t  t h i s  l e v e l ,  and we are com- 
p e l l e d  t o  have done w i t h  i t. 



iii. It i s  un t rue  t o  t h e  bes t  and h ighes t  i n  
C h r i s t i a n  theology 

Professor Trevor L i n g ' s  "extremely p ious clergyman" 
was, o f  course, t h e  v i c t i m  o f  h i s  r e l i g i o u s  and theo- 
l o g i c a l  nur tu re .  We have no need t o  speculate whether 
t h i s  was evange l ica l  o r  ca tho l i c ,  C a l v i n i s t  o r  Metho- 
d i s t  (we may be f a i r l y  sure he was n o t  a U n i t a r i a n  ! ) , 
f o r  t h e  case w i l l  be e s s e n t i a l l y  t he  same, whatever 
school he belonged to .  Outside the  Church, t he re  i s  no 
sa lva t ion ,  merely heathenism and f a l s e  f igments o f  God, 
mere i d o l a t r y .  Such conceptions may be found i n  August- 
i n e  and Calvin, Luther  and Wesley and may indeed have 
t h e i r  o r i g i n  i n  one t r a d i t i o n  w i t h i n  the  New Testament. 
Ce r ta in l y  t he  words o f  S t  Paul i n  2 Cor in th ians  6.17: 
"Come ou t  from them, and be separate from them ..." 
have been e levated i n t o  the  master t e x t  f o r  the  
C h r i s t i a n  ideology o f  r e l i g i o u s  i so la t i on i sm.  They are 
the  foundat ion upon which q u i t e  t e r r i b l e  missionary 
theo log ies  have been based, and as expounded w i t h i n  the  
framework o f  these theo log ies  s t i l l  exerc ise  t h e i r  d i r e  
i n f l u e n c e  on C h r i s t i a n  communities a l l  around the  wor ld 
which we have a l ready seen Dr Samartha lamenting i n  
Ind ia .  l 2  

But t h i s  i s  n o t  t h e  on ly  t r a d i t i o n  w i t h i n  the  C h r i s t i a n  
church. There has always been another one, which has 
recognized God a t  work f a r  ou ts ide  the  boundaries o f  
the  C h r i s t i a n  community. This  one i s  associated w i t h  
the  names o f  J u s t i n  Martyr  and Clement o f  Alexandria, 
U l r i c h  Z w i n g l i  and o ther  renaissance humanists, t he  
Radical D issenters  and Un i ta r i ans  who are your fore-  
bears, t h e  Cambridge P la ton i s t s ,  John Wesley (when he 
was p r i m a r i l y  concerned w i t h  r e l i g i o u s  experience), 
F r i e d r i c h  Schleiermacher and F D Maurice (who never 
l o s t  t he  marks o f  h i s  Un i ta r i an  upbr ing ing) ,  T E S l a t e r  
and Alexander Al len.  The l a s t  two names are  probably 
the  l e a s t  f a m i l i a r  t o  you, b u t  I use them t o  s tand f o r  
a g reat  company whose percept ions were profoundly a l -  
t e red  as a r e s u l t  of t h e i r  involvement i n  t he  "great  

century"  o f  C h r i s t i a n  missionary expansion, and who 
began the  r e v o l u t i o n  i n  C h r i s t i a n  missionary theology 
which i s  even now on ly  j u s t  beginning t o  take effect.13 

The e s s e n t i a l  p o i n t  about a l l  these great  f i gu res  of 
t he  pas t  was t h a t  they cared about God, no t  about 
ideo log ies ,  whether expressed as c reda l  formulas o r  
church p r i n c i p l e s .  That i s  why they speak i n  t h e  
severa l  ways so d e c i s i v e l y  t o  our present  s i t u a t i o n .  
For we now know, no t  merely i n t e l l e c t u a l l y  bu t  w i t h  t h e  
t o t a l i t y  o f  our being, t h a t  men and women outs ide  t h e  
boundaries o f  the  C h r i s t i a n  community have been 
"touched", "spoken to" ,  "healed", "held", " insp i red"  by 
God. Not ice  i n  t h i s  l i s t  o f  words I have no t  used t h e  
term "savedf1, ye t  we see i n  these men and women God 
sav ing ly  a t  work. But the  church appears t o  teach t h a t  
i t  alone i s  the  veh ic le  o f  s a l v a t i o n  and i n  t h i s  has 
g iven of fence even t o  some o f  the  best  o f  i t s  own mem- 
bers. Here i s  the  problem as W i l f r e d  Cantwel l  Smith 
expressed i t: "If i t  had turned out  t h a t  God does n o t  
care about other  men and women, o r  was stumped and had 
thought up no other  way t o  save them, then t h a t  would 
have proven our C h r i s t i a n  understanding o f  God t o  be 
wrong. For a century o r  so recen t l y ,  much o f  the Church 
seemed t o  take t h i s  l i n e :  and a good many members 
decided t h a t  the C h r i s t i a n  teaching must indeed be 
wrong and l e f t .  It .l4 

I bel ieve  W i l f r e d  Smith here une r r i ng l y  pu ts  h i s  f i n g e r  
on a c e n t r a l  issue, ye t  one l i t t l e  reckoned w i t h  i n  
d iscussions about t he  widespread dec l ine  i n  church 
a l l eg iance  i n  western Europe. I t  i s  simply t h a t  the God 
who i s  preached i s  t oo  smal l .  The Creator o f  the Uni- 
verse has been made i n t o  a t r i b a l  d e i t y  f o r  a t i n y  p a r t  
o f  h i s  c rea t ion .  Deeply r e l i g i o u s  i n s t i n c t s  r e b e l  
against  such a d imin ish ing  o f  the  inexhaust ib le  a c t i v -  
i t y  o f  God. A t r u e r  representa t ion  o f  t he  God we have 
come t o  know through the  l i f e  and m i n i s t r y  o f  Jesus o f  
Nazareth must declare t h a t  he i s  no t  merely a t  work 
among Chr is t ians .  He i s  t he  One who i s  endlessly 



m e r c i f u l  and compassionate, who numbers the  h a i r s  on 
the  head of every s i n g l e  one of h i s  human ch i ld ren ,  who 
s u f f e r s  i n  a l l  t h e i r  su f fe r ings ,  and r e j o i c e s  i n  a l l  
t h e i r  joys. When we encounter l i v i n g  and, yes indeed, 
"saving" f a i t h  far  beyond where Jesus i s  named, then 
are  we n o t  t o  r e j o i c e  i n  the  greatness o f  God? Those o f  
us who know something about Buddhist o r  Hindu, Jewish 
o r  Muslim, Chinese o r  A f r i can  o r  whatever o ther  expres- 
s i o n  o f  f a i t h  and s p i r i t u a l i t y  must, says W i l f r e d  
Cantwel l  Smith, "aff i rm w i t h  j o y  and triumph, and a  
sense o f  C h r i s t i a n  de l i gh t ,  t h a t  t he  f a c t  t h a t  God 
save+s through these forms o f  f a i t h  t oo  corroborates our 
C h r i s t i a n  v i s i o n  of God as a c t i v e  i n  h i s t o r y ,  redemp- 
t i v e ,  reaching out  t o  a l l  men t o  l o v e  and embrace 
them". A l l  I need t o  add t o  t h i s  i s  t he  two words "and 
women"! But cor robora t ion  i t  most c e r t a i n l y  i s ,  o f  the  
bes t  and h ighes t  understanding o f  God. 

Such a  t h e o l o g i c a l  a f f i r m a t i o n  demands t h e  ending o f  
r e l i g i o u s  i so la t i on i sm.  Not on l y  does i t  come as "good 
news" (and any preaching o f  t he  Gospel o f  Jesus i n  our 
t ime must t he re fo re  su re l y  i nc lude  t h i s  as a  major 
element i n  i t s  message) b u t  i t  a l so  s e t s  us f r e e  t o  
recognize, and t o  make our own, a l l  t r u t h s  about God 
and c r e a t i o n  and the  nature of being human, wheresoever 
and through whomsoever they have been apprehended. We, 
a l l  o f  us, w i l l  be able t o  speak i n  a  new way, about - - -  
what God has done amongst us, a l l  o f  us. We s h a l l  be . --- 
speaking about us. 

I t u r n  i n  t h e  second h a l f  of t h i s  l e c t u r e  t o  consider 
how t h i s  may be approached, and o f f e r  some t h e o r e t i c a l  
considerat ions,  as w e l l  as some p r a c t i c a l  examples 
drawn l a r g e l y  from my own experience. But f i r s t  here 
are two statements about what "we t a l k i n g  about us" 
cannot mean. 

"We t a l k i n g  about us" i s  no t  syncret ism 

There i s  no more common misconception o f  the  aims o f  
those o f  us who spend v i r t u a l l y  a l l  our p ro fess iona l  
l i v e s  i n  i n t e r - r e l i g i o u s  dialogue than t h a t  we are  
" t r y i n g  t o  c rea te  one wor ld - re l ig ion" .  This misunder- 
s tanding i s  p reva len t  as much among our f r i e n d s  as 
among our de t rac tors ,  for, if some r e l i g i o u s  be l i eve rs  
cannot be l i eve  t h a t  there  may be t r u t h  beyond the  
conf ines  o f  t h e i r  own system, the re  are a t  t he  opposite 
extreme from them those who be l i eve  t h a t  a l l  r e l i g i o n s  
u l t i m a t e l y  teach e i t h e r  i d e n t i c a l  o r  complementary 
t r u t h s .  The t e c h n i c a l  term f o r  t h i s  i s  "syncretism", 
which may be s a i d  t o  be "conscious o r  unconscious human 
attempts t o  c rea te  a  new r e l i g i o n  composed of elements 
taken from d i f f e r e n t  r e l i g i o n s " .  I n  a  recent  e d i t o r i a l  
i n  t h e  inva luab le  WCC p u b l i c a t i o n  Current Dialoque, 
A l l a n  Brockway has w r i t t e n  t h a t  as a  r e s u l t  o f  l ong  
experience o f  a c t u a l  dialogue t h i s  k i n d  o f  bogey-man 
fo r  orthodox people has " f i n a l l y  been exposed as the  
st raw man i t  always was by the c lea r  awareness tha t ,  
even if i t  were des i rab le  i t  i s  impossible; none o f  the  
wor ld  r e l i g i o n s ,  i n c l u d i n g  C h r i s t i a n i t y  i s  i n t e r e s t e d  
i n  t he  l e a s t  i n  such an e n t e r p r i ~ e " . ' ~  

A l l a n  Brockway goes on t o  a f f i r m  t h a t  i n  f a c t  t he  oppo- 
s i t e  i s  the  case, and t h a t  the  a c t u a l  p r a c t i c e  o f  
l i s t e n i n g  and shar ing  i n  i n t e r - r e l i g i o u s  meeting has 
revealed t o  p a r t i c i p a n t s  how much they have r e a l i s e d  
the  d i f ferences between themselves and have come t o  
appreciate the  s p e c i f i c i t i e s  o f  t h e i r  own t r a d i t i o n s .  
A l l a n  Brockway wr i t es :  " ... f a r  from producing homo- 
genizat ion,  i n t e r - r e l i g i o u s  dialogue r e s u l t s  i n  
s t rengthening and deepening the f a i t h  o f  the  var ious 
pa r tne rs  i n  t h e i r  own r e l i g i o n " .  

That t h i s  i s  a c t u a l l y  the  case may come as ra the r  bad 
news t o  those who do be l ieve  t h a t  there  are  lowest 
common m u l t i p l e s  o r  h ighes t  common f a c t o r s  i n  the  
r e l i g i o u s  domain. Those who have espoused the  propo- 



s i t i o n  t h a t  there  are complementary t r u t h s  i n  t he  
r e l i g i o n s ,  o r  t h a t  a l l  r e l i g i o u s  language i s  b u t  i n -  
adequate human e f f o r t  t o  express the  one and the  same 
s p i r i t u a l  experience w i l l  be a l i k e  dismayed. I am aware 
how g rea t  t he  dismay here may be, and would n o t  wish t o  
pass over t h i s  matter l i g h t l y .  For some great  twen t i e th  
century t h i n k e r s  have urged us t o  l o o k  f o r  the  t rans-  
cendental  u n i t y  of a l l  r e l i g i o n ,  and t o  busy ourselves 
as a  mat te r  of the  h ighes t  p r i o r i t y  w i t h  the  c rea t i on  
o f  a  wor ld  r e l i g i o n  adequate t o  t h e  immense needs o f  
our t imes. I need perhaps mention on ly  the  names o f  
Arnold Toynbee, Car1 Gustav Jung, F r i t h j o f  Schuon and 
Wi l l i am Ernest  Hocking. L e t  me d w e l l  f o r  a  moment on 
the  v i s i o n  o f  the  l a s t  of these i n  h i s  book, 
World C i v i l i z a t i o n .  

Hocking wrote: " ... r e t a i n i n g  t h e  symbols o f  t h e i r  
h i s t o r i c  p i e t i e s ,  the  great  f a i t h s  w i l l  grow i n  t h e i r  
awareness o f  a  u n i t y  more s i g n i f i c a n t  than the  remain- 
i n g  d i f fe rences.  As an ancient  Hindu t r a d i t i o n  runs, 
the  p lace o f  t he  j u n c t i o n  o f  such r i v e r s  has a  p e c u l i a r  
s a n c t i t y ,  because each o f  t he  streams then r e a l i s e s  i t s  
f u l l  being. But if the Jumna and t h e  Ganges r u n  to -  
gether, s h a l l  t he  lower u n i t e d  stream be c a l l e d  Ganges 
o r  Jumna? I s  i t  ne i the r?  I s  i t  both?". This he sees as 
the  r e l i g i o n  of " the unbound S p i r i t  who stands, and has 
stood a t  t he  door of every man, and who i n  var ious  
guises, s t i l l  appears t o  him who opens, bo th  as an . 

impersonal wor ld and as a  personal  presence".16 This - 
"unbound S p i r i t "  he says w i l l  be the  cause and ground 
o f  t he  wor ld  f a i t h  fo r  which he so v igorous ly  pleaded. 

Hocking has some c la im  t o  be regarded as one o f  t h e  
l a s t  g rea t  L ibe ra l s ,  b u t  pe rsona l l y  I have no doubt 
t h a t  t he re  w i l l  s t i l l  come f o r t h  new v ind i ca t i ons  o f  
" l i b e r a l  r e l i g i o n "  and of " l i b e r a l  C h r i s t i a n i t y " ,  and 
equa l l y  have no doubt t h a t  t he re  are  some i n  t h i s  
audience today who are  p e r f e c t l y  capable o f  w r i t i n g  
such v ind i ca t i ons .  

But I would c a l l  your a t t e n t i o n  t o  one o f  the  more 
remarkable books o f  recent  years concerned w i t h  t h e  
theo log i ca l  en terpr ise .  This  i s  George Lindbeck's The 
Nature of Doctr ine,  w i t h  i t s  s i g n i f i c a n t  s u b - t i t l e  
"Re l ig ion  and Theology i n  a  P o s t l i b e r a l  ~ge"."  

Professor Lindbeck's theme, b a l d l y  stated, i s  t h a t  
h i t h e r t o  we have taken r e l i g i o u s  statements t o  be 
"cogn i t i ve  prepositional", t h a t  i s  as t r u t h  c la ims 
about o b j e c t i v e  r e a l i t i e s .  Rel ig ious systems were thus 
s i m i l a r  i n  nature t o  philosophy o r  science as these 
were o r i g i n a l l y  conceived. For the  person who under- 
stood doc t r i nes  i n  t h i s  way, i f  a  r e l i g i o u s  statement 
was once t rue ,  i t  i s  always t rue ,  and i f  i t  i s  once 
fa lse ,  i t  was always fa l se .  I f  there  are  d i f f e rences  
between theologians, these can only be reso lved by one 
s ide  o r  other ,  o r  perhaps even both, abandoning e a r l i e r  
pos i t ions .  But w i t h  the  r i s e  o f  l i b e r a l i s m ,  some 
th inke rs  have p re fe r red  t o  t r e a t  doc t r ines  as "experi-  
ent ia l -expressive" ,  t h a t  i s  as "noninformative and 
nondiscurs ive symbols o f  inner  fee l ings ,  a t t i t u d e s  o r  
e x i s t e n t i a l  o r i en ta t i ons " .  Lindbeck r e f e r s  e x p l i c i t l y  
t o  Schleiermacher, and a l so  t o  some contemporary Roman 
Catho l ic  theologians who have t r i e d  t o  combine "cogni- 
tive-prepositional" moda l i t i es  w i t h  the  "exper ien t ia l - .  
expressive" s t y l e ,  l i k e  K a r l  Rahner and Bernard 
Lonergan. 

But, George Lindbeck goes on t o  argue, there  i s  an 
a l t e r n a t i v e  way o f  understanding r e l i g i o u s  language. 
This i s  what he c a l l s  the  " c u l t u r a l - l i n g u i s t i c  model". 
Drawing upon i n s i g h t s  from recent work i n  the human 
sciences, he notes t h a t  i t  has become customary t o  
emphasize n e i t h e r  the  cogn i t i ve  nor t he  e x p e r i e n t i a l -  
expressive aspects o f  r e l i g i o n .  Rather, emphasis i s  
placed on those aspects i n  which r e l i g i o n s  resemble 
languages. For languages are a t  once the  veh ic les  o f  
c u l t u r e  and the  moulders of cu l t u re .  They create and 
sus ta in  r e a l i t y  and value-systems. So, f o r  Lindbeck, 
doc t r ines  are no t  expressive symbols o r  t ruth-c la ims,  



b u t  "communally a u t h o r i t a t i v e  r u l e s  o f  d i s c o u r s e ,  
a t t i t u d e ,  and  a c t i o n " .  He c a l l s  t h i s  g e n e r a l  way o f  
c o n c e p t u a l i z i n g  r e l i g i o n  t h e  " c u l t u r a l - l i n g u i s t i c "  
a p p r o a c h .  

I have  t o  s a y  t h a t  t h i s  is  t h e  most  i l l u m i n a t i n g  
t h e o r e t i c a l  t r e a t m e n t  o f  my own e x p e r i e n c e s  i n  i n t e r -  
r e l i g i o u s  d i a l o g u e  t h a t  I h a v e  found.  The t e c h n i c a l  
t h e o l o g i e s  and  o f f i c i a l  d o c t r i n e s  I meet w i t h i n  o t h e r  
communi t i e s  o f  f a i t h  are i n d e e d ,  a s  Lindbeck  s u g g e s t s ,  
r a r e l y  s u c c e s s f u l  i n  making a f f i r m a t i o n s  w i t h  o n t o -  
l o g i c a l  i m p a c t ,  b u t  a r e  much r a t h e r  t o  b e  u n d e r s t o o d  as 
" e x p l a i n i n g ,  d e f e n d i n g ,  a n a l y z i n g  and  r e g u l a t i n g  t h e  
l i t u r g i c a l ,  k e r y g m a t i c  and  e t h i c a l  modes o f  s p e e c h  and 
a c t i o n  w i t h i n  which  s u c h  a f f i r m a t i o n s  from t i m e  t o  t i m e  
o c c u r " .  They are t h e  r u l e s  f o r  t h e  game, o r  t h e  grammar 
o f  t h e  l a n g u a g e ,  p l a y e d  o u t  o r  spoken  w i t h i n  commun- 
i t i e s  o f  f a i t h .  

T h i s  b r i e f  summary d o e s  l i t t l e  j u s t i c e  t o  t h e  complex- 
i t y  o f  L i n d b e c k ' s  s u g g e s t i o n s ,  b u t  it was n e c e s s a r y  i n  
o r d e r  t o  e n a b l e  me t o  u n d e r l i n e  h i s  most  f r u i t f u l  
s u g g e s t i o n  t h a t  h i s  " c u l t u r a l - l i n a u i s t i c "  model w i l l  
e n a b l e  d i a l o g u e  p a r t n e r s  " t o  r e q a r d  t h e m s e l v e s  a s  
s i m p l y  d i f f e r e n t "  ( u n d e r l i n i n g s  mine) .  They are t h e n  
set f r e e ,  n o t  o n l y  from t h e  o l d  s t y l e  o f  " i f  I am 
r i g h t ,  you must  b e  wrong", b u t  a l s o  from t h e  e q u a l l y  
p r e j u d i c i a l  a s s u m p t i o n  t h a t  t h e r e  is a common e x p e r i -  
e n t i a l  c o r e .  I n  L i n d b e c k ' s  own words:  " I n  s h o r t ,  w h i l e  
a c u l t u r a l  l i n g u i s t i c  a p p r o a c h  d o e s  n o t  i s s u e  a b l a n k  
endor semen t  o f  t h e  e n t h u s i a s m  a n d  warm f e l l o w  f e e l i n g s  
t h a t  c a n  e a s i l y  b e  promoted i n  a n  e x p e r i e n t i a l  e x p r e s -  
s i v e  c o n t e x t ,  it d o e s  n o t  e x c l u d e  t h e  development  o f  
p o w e r f u l  t h e o l o g i c a l  r a t i o n a l e s  f o r  s o b e r  and  p r a c t i -  
c a l l y  e f f i c a c i o u s  commitment t o  i n t e r - r e l i g i o u s  
d i s c u s s i o n  and  c o o p e r a t i o n .  ".l8 

I n  a  " p o s t l i b e r a l  age"  t h e r e f o r e  we o u g h t  t o  e x p e c t  a  
new " toughness"  o f  d i s c o u r s e  w i t h i n  e a c h  r e l i g i o u s  
community b a s e d  upon a p r o p e r  i n t e r n a l i z i n g  o f  t h e  

r u l e s  o f  e a c h  f a i t h  t r a d i t i o n .  We are b e g i n n i n g  t o  s e e  
t h i s  k i n d  o f  r i g o r o u s n e s s  d e v e l o p  as t h e  new s t a g e  i n  
d i a l o g u e  g a t h e r s  momentum. "We t a l k i n g  a b o u t  us"  w i l l  
i n v o l v e  l e a r n i n g  whole  new " l anguages" ,  and  it  w i l l  be  
t h e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o f  t h e  f a i t h  communi t i e s  t h e m s e l v e s  
t o  u n d e r s t a n d  t h o r o u g h l y  and t o  a r t i c u l a t e  t o  t h e  b e s t  
o f  t h e i r  s e v e r a l  a b i l i t i e s  t h e  "grammar" o f  t h o s e  
d i f f e r e n t  l a n g u a g e s  f o r  t h e  s a k e  o f  t h e  rest o f  u s .  

"We t a l k i n g  a b o u t  us"  d o e s  n o t  e x c l u d e  w i t n e s s  o r  
"mi s s ion f '  t o  e a c h  o t h e r  

I n  t h e  same e d i t o r i a l  i n  C u r r e n t  D ia loque ,  A l l a n  Brock- 
way g o e s  on t o  s a y ,  I f . . .  no r e s p o n s i b l e  a d v o c a t e  o r  
p r a c t i t i o n e r  o f  i n t e r - r e l i g i o u s  d i a l o g u e  h a s  e v e r  
s u g g e s t e d  t h a t  c o n s i s t e n t  and v i g o r o u s  t e s t i m o n y  t o  t h e  
C h r i s t i a n  Gospel  is  a l i e n  t o  d i a l o g u e .  On t h e  c o n t r a r y ,  
C h r i s t i a n  w i t n e s s  w i t h i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  d i a l o g u e  is 
what  d i a l o g u e  i s  a l l  a b o u t .  Thus t h e  term "mutual  
w i t n e s s "  came i n t o  c u r r e n c y :  C h r i s t i a n s  w i t n e s s  t o  
e .g . ,  Hindus  and Hindus  w i t n e s s  t o  ~ h r i s t i a n s " . ' ~  

B 

From a t h e o r e t i c a l  p o i n t  o f  view t h i s  is t h e  c o r o l l a r y  
o f  t h e  r e m a r k s  a g a i n s t  s y n c r e t i s m  t h a t  have  j u s t  been 
made. I f  i n d e e d  e a c h  community o f  f a i t h  h a s  i ts own 
" language"  t h r o u g h  which a whole wor ld  view comes t o  
a r t i c u l a t e  e x p r e s s i o n ,  d i s p a r a t e  from o t h e r  
wor ld-v iews ,  b u t  a t  o n c e  " t e a c h a b l e  t o "  and  " l e a r n a b l e  
by" any  o t h e r  human b e i n g ,  we a r e  i n  q u i t e  a  d i f f e r e n t  
b u s i n e s s  from c o n s t r u c t i n g  some k i n d  o f  s p i r i t u a l  
E s p e r a n t o .  

A moment 's  r e f l e c t i o n  on  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  common t o  many 
of  u s  o f  t r y i n g  t o  l e a r n  French  o r  Greek w i l l  g i v e  an  
a l m o s t  p r e c i s e  a n a l o g y  t o  what  I have  i n  mind h e r e .  A t  
t h e  v e r y  s i m p l e s t  l e v e l  we soon d i s c o v e r  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  
F rench  o r  Greek words  f o r  which t h e r e  is no E n g l i s h  
e q u i v a l e n t ;  as we make p r o g r e s s  w i t h  o u r  s t u d i e s  we 
d i s c o v e r  t h a t  we are l e a r n i n g  t o  t h i n k  i n  q u i t e  a 



d i f f e r e n t  way. As we begin t o  t h i n k  i n  t he  new language 
we d iscover  t h a t  our percept ion  o f  the  wor ld i t s e l f  has 
s u b t l y  a l t e red .  There i s  a  Czech proverb t o  t h i s  e f f e c t  
t ha t ,  as o f t e n  as we l e a r n  another language we become a  
new person. We experience "passing over" i n t o  another 
c u l t u r a l  framework, and then "coming back" w i t h  the  
sense o f  having been enormously enriched. 

Such " c u l t u r a l - l i n g u i s t i c "  experiences c e r t a i n l y  do n o t  
lead us t o  suggest t h a t  languages o ther  than Eng l ish  i n  
i t s  Sn te rna t i ona l  form, o r  some o ther  nova l i n q u a  must 
be supplanted. Qui te the  contrary,  we a f f i r m  t h a t  a l l  
human languages are prec ious r e p o s i t o r i e s  o f  i n s i g h t  
and wisdom, and the  common he r i t age  o f  a l l  o f  us. "No 
voice i s  who l ly  l o s t  t h a t  i s  the  voice o f  many people" 
sa id  one o f  t he  anc ien t  Greeks, bu t  we would have t o  
w r i t e  more p r e s c r i p t i v e l y ,  "no voice i s  t o  be l o s t "  
t h a t  has borne wisdom and understanding f o r  any p a r t  o f  
humankind. 

Thus w i t h i n  the  C h r i s t i a n  f a m i l i e s  t h a t  w i l l  make up 
the "coming great  Church" t he  Un i ta r i an  vo ice  i s  n o t  t o  
be whol ly  l o s t ,  nor t h e  Methodist, nor t he  Quaker, nor  
the C a l v i n i s t ,  however much the  form o f  expression may 
d i f f e r  from the  e x c l u s i v i s t  polemics o f  prev ious 
centur ies.  We have a  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  w i t h i n  our d i f f e r -  
ent C h r i s t i a n  t r a d i t i o n s  t o  understand the  "deep 
grammars" of our own c u l t u r a l - l i n g u i s t i c  forms. This  i s  
even more t h e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o f  the  wor ld ' s  d iverse  
r e l i g i o u s  communities. We need each o t h e r ' s  "witness". 
We need each o t h e r ' s  mission. 

But, now, i n  our t ime, mutual witness and miss ion w i l l  
always be i n  the  contex t  of "we t a l k i n g  about us". How 
t h i s  can be, I would l i k e  now t o  i l l u s t r a t e  w i t h  j u s t  a 
few p r a c t i c a l  examples. 

Chr i s t i ans  and Jews t a l k i n g  about us 

Some years ago I had the  p r i v i l e g e  o f  l ead ing  a  s h i ' u r ,  
o r  seminar, on the  s t o r y  o f  t h e  covenant w i t h  Noah i n  
Genesis 9 i n  a  B r i t i s h  Rabbinic College. You w i l l  
r e c a l l  t h a t  t h e  s ign  o f  t h i s  "covenant" made w i t h  a l l  
c r e a t i o n  i s  t h e  Rainbow. I a f f i rmed  what a l l  t he  Jewish 
scholars. present  knew already, t h a t  t he  rainbow i s  
n e i t h e r  a  p r e t t y  bauble i n  t h e  sky, nor  s e t  there  i n  
order t o  make g lad  human hearts .  On the  contrary,  the  
Hebrew word f o r  the  bow i s  qeshet, which means "war- 
bow". I t s  contemporary equ iva len t  would be something 
l i k e  a  rocket- launcher. It p o i n t s  no t  towards humanity, 
bu t  towards the  heavens, t h a t  i s  towards t h e  hea r t  of 
God. The t e x t  expressly t e l l  us, t h a t  i t  i s  a  "sign" 
f o r  God: "when the  bow i s  i n  t he  clouds, I w i l l  l ook  
upon i t  and remember the  covenant t h a t  i s  between me 
and you and every l i v i n g  c rea ture  o f  f l esh ;  and the  
waters s h a l l  never again become a  f l o o d  t o  destroy a l l  
f lesh".  This  l e d  d i r e c t l y  i n t o  a  d iscussion o f  the  
anguish of God, confronted c o n t i n u a l l y  by human 
wickedness. Cer ta in l y ,  a t  t h i s  p o i n t  "we were t a l k i n g  
about us", b u t  more than t h a t .  I n  the  course o f  the  
discussion, one learned p a r t i c i p a n t  asked me i f  I was 
se r ious l y  saying t h a t  God could s u f f e r ,  f o r  i f  I was, 
would I remember t h a t  my C h r i s t i a n  forebears pu t  t o  
death a  Rabbi i n  the  e leventh century f o r  teaching 
p r e c i s e l y  t h a t ?  Yes, indeed, t h i s  was the  Pat r ipass ian  
heresy: Chr i s t i ans  taught  for  a  l ong  pe r iod  the  
" Impassab i l i t y  o f  God". But now perhaps we have 
discovered something e lse.  I spoke o f  t h ree  books which 
have come from the f i r e s  o f  our century:  Kazoh 
K i t a m o r i ' s  Theoloqy o f  t he  Pain o f  God, ~ c r b e n  Molt-  

--p 

mann's The Cruc i f i ed  God and Choan Seng Song's Th i rd  
Eye Theology. One Rabbi noted a l l  these t i t l e s  down, 
and then asked me, what di f ference I thought i t  would 
make t o  him, i f  he were t o  be l ieve  i n  Jesus as I did, 
and we entered i n t o  new depths o f  discussion. What you 
see here, i s  n o t  on ly  a  process o f  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n .  To 
be sure we do have t o  f i n d  a  way o f  f o r g i v i n g  the past  



and the  t e r r i b l e  th ings  we have done t o  each other .  We 
do a l so  have t o  f i n d  a  way o f  drawing on each o t h e r ' s  
i n s i g h t s  i n t o  t h e  very nature o f  God. For Jews and 
Chr i s t i ans  a l l  our theology has t o  be done " a f t e r  
Auschwitz", and i t  i s  now su re l y  one o f  the  most moving 
fea tures  o f  our  present t ime t o  see and t o  experience 
such p r o f u n d i t y  of discourse as Jews and Chr i s t i ans  
t a l k i n g  together  about us (which i s  a l l  humanity) i n  
t he  l i g h t  of our understanding o f  the  s u f f e r i n g  God, 
" a f t e r  Auschwitz" .... 2 0 

Chr i s t i ans  and Muslims t a l k i n g  about us 

" I n  t h e  Arab wor ld  Chr i s t i ans  and Muslims have shared a  
l ong  h i s t o r y  together ;  t he  same language, cu l t u re ,  
n a t i o n a l  f e e l i n g  have u n i t e d  them a t  a  l e v e l  t h a t  
transcends the  d i f fe rences o f  forms and b e l i e f s  by 
which they devote themselves t o  the  se rv i ce  o f  t he  one 
God." So runs a  p iece o f  s e l f - d e s c r i p t i o n  from a  group 
o f  Arabic speaking Chr i s t i ans  and Muslims. The words 
are the  more poignant and the  more re levan t  because 
they were w r i t t e n  i n  Jerusalem. La te r  t he  same document 
speaks o f  t h e i r  p a i n f u l  l e a r n i n g  i n  t h e i r  s i t u a t i o n  o f  
" the ines t imab le  value o f  brotherhood i n  p lu ra l i sm"  and 
" the c r u e l t y  of l i v i n g  i n  t he  absence o f  such bro ther -  
hood". They ask, "As a  r e s u l t ,  i s  i t  n o t  p r e c i s e l y  our 
vocat ion  t o  be more open t o  the  needs o f  t he  wor ld 
today, and t o  be ready t o  b r i n g  our own i r r e p l a c e a b l e  
c o n t r i b u t i o n  t o  the  cons t ruc t i on  o f  a  soc ie t y  t h a t  i s  
more j u s t  and more f ra te rna l? " .  

The anguish of one p a r t i c u l a r  group o f  Chr i s t i ans  and 
Muslims may stand here fo r  the  i nc reas ing l y  widespread 
awareness o f  C h r i s t i a n s  and Muslims around the  wor ld 
t h a t  we are  i nvo l ved  toqether  i n  man i fo ld  s i t u a t i o n s  o f  
c o n f l i c t .  I nc reas ing l y  d ia logue between Chr i s t i ans  and 
Muslims passes beyond the  r e c i t a l  o f  d i f fe rences,  as 
l ong  s ince i t  has ceased t o  be the  asse r t i on  o f  r e l i g -  
i o u s  s u p e r i o r i t i e s .  Muslim scholars see t a l k i n g  w i t h  

C h r i s t i a n s  and Jews as a  d i v i n e  imperat ive: "Speak w i t h  
the  people o f  t he  book i n  a  s p i r i t  o f  love",  as w e l l  as 
a  moral necessi ty  i n  t h i s  p reca r ious l y  d i v ided  world. 
They a re  r i g h t l y  conscious o f  t h e  enormous resources o f  
t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n ,  and ye t  know t h e  d i s t r e s s  o f  a  commun- 
i t y  t h a t  i s  i n  d isar ray ;  o f  a community t h a t  i s  ill- 
equipped t o  cope w i t h  the  a c i d  o f  modernity; o f  a  
community t h a t  sees t h a t  the o l d  t r i u m p h a l i s t  v i s i o n  o f  
" the  House o f  Islam" cover ing t h e  face o f  the  globe i s  
no more than an unrea l isab le  dream. They want t o  take 
counsel w i t h  men and women o f  o ther  f a i t h ,  and l ong  f o r  
t h a t  depth o f  sharing, i n  which they are  s t i l l  pro- 
foundly Muslim and we others are  profoundly whatever we 
are. My own experience o f  Christ ian-Musl im dialogue 
suggests t h a t  we are on ly  a t  the  beginning o f  t h i s  
road, b u t  t h a t  we have vas t  resources f o r  our common 
journey.21 

Chr is t ians ,  Hindus and Buddhists t a l k i n g  about us 

I met, when I was i n  Burma i n  1984, a  young man o f  
Swiss o r i g i n  who was a  monk i n  Amarapura. U Nanadhaja 
t o l d  me o f  h i s  s p i r i t u a l  quest which had l e d  him 
through the  Middle East, on i n t o  Ind ia ,  and f i n a l l y  t o  
the  embracing o f  t he  path o f  med i ta t ion  taught by the  
great  Burmese Abbot Ujanaka. A l l  t h i s  had begun because 
the  pas tor  o f  h i s  German speaking church i n  Switzer land 
had gone away t o  m i l i t a r y  se rv i ce !  On the  same journey 
I met a  S r i  Lankan monk who had j u s t  f i n i s h e d  a  wa l l -  
f r i e z e  i n  t r u e  Buddhist s t y l e  f o r  a  C h r i s t i a n  f r i end .  
He had been asked t o  po r t ray  Jesus's washing o f  the 
d i s c i p l e s '  fee t .  The Master i s  on h i s  feet  before a  
very Buddhist l ook ing  Peter, who has h i s  hand ra i sed  i n  
the  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  Buddhist gesture o f  r e j e c t i o n ,  "You 
s h a l l  never wash my feet". My C h r i s t i a n  f r i e n d  t o l d  me 
t h a t  one day the  monk had sa id  t o  him, " I f  you had 
looked l i k e  t h i s  (and he pointed t o  the kneel ing 
Jesus), we Buddhists would never have turned t o  
Marxism". I t  t ransp i red  t h a t  he was himself  the e d i t o r  



of a  Marx is t -o r ien ted  j ou rna l  f o r  Buddhist monks, and 
when I even tua l l y  met him, he was p a r t i c u l a r l y  anxious 
t o  t a l k  t o  me about Chr i s t i ans  and t h e  peace movement. 
As i n f l uenced  as I am by Thi rd-wor ld " l i b e r a t i o n  
theology" we soon found a  common mode o f  discourse. But 
as you a l l  know " l i b e r a t i o n  theology" i t s e l f  i s  indebt-  
ed t o  Marx i s t  ana lys i s  as w e l l  as t o  i d e a l s  o f  human 
r i g h t s  and human d i g n i t y  stemming from P i e r r e  Bayle and 
o ther  g rea t  (and i n  r e l i g i o u s  terms "scep t i ca l " )  human- 
i s t s .  As one C h r i s t i a n  theologian and one Buddhist monk 
spoke t h a t  afternoon j u s t  ou ts ide  Colombo, innumerable 
themes w i t h i n  the  human p i lg r image came together.  We 
were t a l k i n g  about our common he r i t age  as human beings, 
and as r e l i g i o u s  people we were t a l k i n g  about common 
r e l i g i o u s  h i s t o r y ,  and dare I say, our common hope f o r  
the  f u t u r e  o f  a l l  humankind. 

I t e l l  these s t o r i e s  merely t o  i l l u s t r a t e  the  degree of 
i n t e r - r e l i g i o u s  pene t ra t i on  there  a l ready i s ,  o f  which, 
of course, t he  l i f e  and witness o f  Mohandas Karamchand 
Gandhi i s  t he  supreme example. M. K. Gandhi's own ex- 
periments w i t h  t r u t h  l e d  him t o  combine elements from 
Tolstoy (and through Tolstoy from Buddhism), the Sermon 
on the  Mount together  w i t h  understanding o f  more than 
one t r a d i t i o n  of Hindu s p i r i t u a l i t y .  We know how much 
r ichness o f  d iscourse has been experienced i n  the  
I n t e r n a t i o n a l  Associat ion f o r  Re l i g ious  Freedom, so 
h e l p f u l l y  documented i n  your own publ icat ions.22 I t  i s  . 
surpassing c l e a r  t h a t  when we come t o  t a l k  about 
s p i r i t u a l i t y ,  we are  a l l  t a l k i n g  about us. 23 

F i n a l  comments 

So much more must be l e f t  unsaid. I would however j u s t  
f i n i s h  by making i t  c l e a r  t h a t  I have used Chr i s t i an -  
Jewish, Christ ian-Musl im, Chr i s t i an -Hindu-Buddh i s t  
t a l k i n g  together  merely as examples; we have t o  t a l k  
b i - l a t e r a l l y  o r  m u l t i - l a t e r a l l y  w i t h  people o f  a l l  
r e l i g i o u s  t r a d i t i o n s .  I would a l so  emphasise t h a t  t h i s  

i s  n o t  a t  a l l  t o  exclude those who would deem them- 
selves r e l i g i o u s l y  scep t i ca l ,  agnost ic o r  a the i s t .  
They, too, w i l l  be p a r t  of t h i s  t o t a l  process of "we 
t a l k i n g  about us", and v i t a l l y  so. But as a  b e l i e v i n g  
C h r i s t i a n  I conclude w i t h  my own'expectat ion t h a t  a l l  
t h i s  man i fo ld  sharing, a l l  t h i s  wide-ranging mutual 
witness w i l l  be a  d iscovery o f  what we have already 
been g iven t o  understand i n  Jesus Chr is t ,  t h a t  God 
enters  i n t o  human h i s t o r y .  Thus I associate myself  w i t h  
these words o f  W i l f r e d  Cantwel l  Smith, w i t h  whom I end 
as I began: "Right now, He i s  c a l l i n g  us t o  l e t  Him a c t  
through new forms, continuous w i t h  t h e  o ld,  as we human 
beings across the  globe enter  our strange new age".24 
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