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			Introduction

			“Ben Zoma said: Who is wise? One who learns from any person” (ben zoma omer: ezèhu chakham ha-lomed mi-kol adam) 

			(Avot 4:1)

			Religion has not always been a positive phenomenon. Excessive emphasis on particularity has led religions to exclusivist views that brought much harm to other religions. Absolutizing religious truths produces fanatism, conflict and wars. In religiously homogeneous societies the particularity of religious others was and is largely neglected. In such societies, religious minorities are often discriminated against and persecuted. Belittlement of religious others is a means to ensure the truth of one’s own religion. Religious others suffer under missionary pressure. They are the object of eschatological dreams that reduce any alterity to sameness. In light of these sad realities, faith in the plural is a sign of hope. Faith in the plural means two things. It is first of all faith in plurality: the otherness of groups and of individuals in groups is perceived as a positive element. Respect of and interest in plurality bring forth a healthy perspective. Secondly, faith in the plural indicates that faiths are not alone; they exist in the plural and as such, learning, translating, and extending hospitality and appreciation of uniqueness are values that can be promoted in order to counter religious fanatism and absolute truth claims. Faith in the plural works, therefore, with plurality that does not contradict unity and with appraisal of different expressions of faith: they all revolve around the Transcendent, approached in different ways, but always in a manner that makes human beings flourish and blossom.

			Dialogical theology as presented here is not the rational account of an all-embracing, new meta-religion in which religious particularities disappear. Neither is it content with the existence of particular religions that live one next to the other without connection. It is, rather, intended to open broad and new horizons of faith in contemporary life in an era of globalization. Dialogical theology is rooted in a dialogical philosophy in which differences are celebrated and brought in contact with each other. In this kind of philosophy, embracing the other’s uniqueness and considering the I as I-in-relation is basic. The identity of the I is not fixed once and for all, it is open-ended, developing and dynamic, informed and formed by the encounter with the non-I. In this view, the orientation of the I to the non-I is a basic feature of human existence. The depth of life lies in togetherness amidst separation, relatedness amidst unique particularity, unity amidst diversity. On the religious plane, such a view leads to the relatedness of all religions with respect for the particularity of each and every religion. This causes an interreligious turn, in which religions come into dialogue with each other without losing their separateness. Traveling from one’s own religious realm into the worlds of religious others and receiving religious others into our own religious home has become more and more frequent, accepted and valued. This relatively new situation in which religious otherness is recognized and embraced is a prodigious chance for the creation of a more united humanity. Transposing oneself into the worlds of religious others and being touched by them might become exemplary for society. Rediscovering the uniting and humanizing forces in religions creates a new we, in which exclusivism is banned and connectivity pursued. Furthermore, contact with religious others may sharpen our self-criticism and lead to reviewing and reshaping our identities. Interaction with religious others has a shock-effect and calls into question some of our preconceived ideas and attitudes. It leads to the discovery of alterity in ourselves and brings about a positive alienation of the self. In the meeting between the self and the other, differences are appreciated and lead to non-indifference towards the religious other. Religious others who surprise us live in the same world as us, so that the building of walls hermetically separating us is unnecessary. Redemption could come from interconnectedness and interdependence: no religion is autarkic. All religions are part of the greater human community. Instead of fear of the religious other, judging, blaming or shaming her, one may develop a positive relationship with her. Dialogical theology that reflects on this reality is therefore useful in order to leave polemics behind and moderate or even solve conflict situations.

			Pluralized theology is not a confessional theology with a dialogical flavor. It is a theology that works with the concept of truth as trust and also as the truth of togetherness and mutual care. In this manner, it is a liberation theology that sees interdependence as the core of existence. Collective religious egos are liberated by bringing them in contact with other religious communities, which avoids over-evaluation of the self and under-evaluation of the other.

			The turn to the religious other brings a new kind of religiosity into being. It interprets religion as relatedness and return to others. It conceives of relationality as the heart of religion. Relating to the religious other is first of all an openness to what is not reducible to the I. It is realized in deeds more than in words. It supposes an agendaless presence before the other, whose otherness affects my own being and transforms it into an I-for-the-other. 

			Radical Theology?

			Is “dialogical theology,” discussed here, a “radical” theology, as someone told me after he read my Interreligious Theology?1 In the eyes of traditional believers this is indeed the work of a “radical” theologian. It perceives love, compassion, trust, freedom and equality as the root of religions and aims to transform and get people involved with others. In dialogical theology, religion is radically revisited as the bond between people, not at the cost of others but in a permanent openness to and welcoming of others. Dialogical theology is “radical” in that religion is viewed as relational or dialogical, i.e., as creating a never-to-be-closed community. In a viewpoint similar to that of Martin Buber—which I will discuss infra—, I argue that openness to the Transcendent is only possible through openness to the other. 

			Anantanand Rambachan, who writes on the intrinsic value of women in India, is “radical” in the traditional Hindu world. With his liberation theology, he strives to liberate women from patriarchy and pleads for less violence against and more justice for them.2 For Tibetan Buddhists, the Western feminist Buddhist nun Carola Roloff is “radical.” Roloff wants to make a difference in an overly androcentric, patriarchal world. Similarly, the feminist Islamic scholar Amina Wadud is “radical” in pleading for gender equality in Islam through a rereading of the Qur’an. Religious Jewish activists for gender or racial equality are “radical.” Social workers who concentrate upon fourth world people are “radical” in the eyes of those who prefer not to see their misery.3 What is common and radical in all these worldviews is that the frame is opened up to what is outside the frame.

			In a homogeneous religious milieu, in which diversity and diversification is a problem rather than a necessity and a chance, interreligious theology is “radical.” My theology is radical because it implies and asks for changes and transformations. It contests absolute truth claims by envisioning the various religious perspectives as meaning-seekers that approach the Transcendent without ever reaching it. It is radical because it looks for the depth structure or root of religious sources: for the openness to the other, which brings humans into contact with Transcendence. It is radical in that it claims that alterity positively troubles a closed identity. Formulated differently, in dialogical theology otherness constitutes the same, since the other asks for an existential answer and is, therefore, never to be confined to her image in me. In this way, dialogical theology has an ethical dimension and pluralizes theology, which implies getting rid of living in one religious bubble without relating to the world, in which one finds a plurality of religions. It further implies that one makes religious others real in recognizing religious diversity and equality. 

			Instead of merging all religions, diversity is celebrated as well as communication between different religious communities. Pluralizing theology that works with diversity and bridging could be a means to further peaceful coexistence and fruitful interaction between different people. It does not follow from the creative process of pluralizing theology that there is no truth at all. Interreligious theology only asserts that the interaction between religions is helpful and even necessary in approaching the Transcendent from different viewpoints and in distinct lifestyles. Different religions correct, complement or fructuate each other. Their cooperation and blossoming together is exemplary for a society where people live together caring for each other. In a pluralized theology, which takes diversification in faith seriously, all religions are different, but nevertheless related.

			Dialogical theology is a theology that has dialogue as its goal and as its method. It is based upon dialogue and reflects upon it. As the word itself suggests, dialogue implies respect for differences and going beyond these in communication, in what I call “trans-difference.” Differences are multiple: there are differences in gender, age, and race and in belonging to cultural, social and economic groups. “Trans-difference” as I understand it denotes differences in cultures and religions that make dialogue as communication possible and necessary. However, the highest or most fundamental difference is ethical: the other person’s difference urgently invites me to respond to his or her call in respons-ability. In their ethical difference, persons ask to be respected and listened to. Challenging closed identities, they appeal to one’s capacity to relate and forbid being annexed and functionalized. The ethical call of the other implies a reading of religious sources ad meliorem partem. Meeting others demands listening to their stories and texts without preconceived ideas. It further implies a dialogical or ethical hermeneutics of the religious sources. The gift of “trans-difference” is appreciated and received in ethical openness of the self towards the other. In the lofty reality of “trans-difference,” human beings develop their relational capacities while maintaining their separateness. “Trans-difference” avoids the absolutisation of the differences as in post-modernity as well as the absolutisation of the sameness emphasized in modernity. It avoids the pitfall of an otherness that is not approachable and of a sameness that deletes any alterity and reduces the other to the self. It is about boundaries and crossing boundaries, about sticking to one’s particularity and becoming inspired by others. Boundaries are necessarily exclusive, but they do not have to become exclusivistic. In the relation between the self and the other, between autos and heteros, the self cannot be fully open nor fully closed. The self is uniquely itself, different from the other, but its uniqueness lies in the ethical link to the other. An ethical orthopraxy lies at the basis of “trans-difference.” 

			In “trans-difference” one recognizes boundaries that mark different spiritual homes. At the same time, these boundaries are relativized. Loving one’s own home does not mean that one turns a blind eye to the rest of the world. It does not imply that others are pushed away or left alone in their cultural otherness. They may be invited in our homes and we may visit their homes. Exchange, coexistence and cooperation replace isolated entities. Shaping identity takes place in the own group as well as in relation with other groups. Interrelatedness goes against identity-politics and works with mutual acceptance and promotion. It respects the rich mosaic of differences without forgetting the bigger picture. In “trans-different” interconnectedness, one acknowledges the right to be different and the necessity of being related.4 

			John Dunne has pointedly described what may happen in the interreligious encounter: “Passing over is a shifting of standpoint, a going over to the standpoint of another culture, another way of life, another religion. It is followed by an equal and opposite process we might call ‘coming back,’ coming back with new insight to one’s own culture, one’s own way of life, one’s own religion.”5 In this way, interreligious encounters require much more than tolerance. They contest the saying: “Good fences make good neighbors.” They reach out to religious others, not accusing them, but taking into account that “[…] all the world religions live in a glass house of morally ambiguous history in which none can afford to throw stones at another.”6 

			Interreligious encounters and dialogues require imagining, enlarging the heart and broadening the mind. They presuppose a religious conviviality that challenges the usual rift between religious groups. They contain potential healing for religious rivals and clashing cultures. They are the praxis which nurtures interreligious theology. Paul Knitter has phrased this in a wonderful way: “To fashion a theology of religions outside the praxis of dialogue would be as inappropriate as it would be for a tailor to make a suit without taking the customers’ measurements.”7 In religious dialogue, in which one encounters and values the other’s specificity, one receives the gift of the other’s otherness that refuses to be neutralized in sameness.

			Dialogical theology or theology from a global perspective goes against the tendency of shaping one’s religious identity in a negative manner. It presupposes that one is not in the sole possession of truth and that one’s religion is not superior to another. In dialogical theology one’s own religion is rather part of a mosaic of religious experiences that all testify to the Transcendent. In such a theology, one learns from religious others, one is critical of others and—most of all—of oneself. Finally, dialogical theology aims at creating a better, more dialogical society. Dialogical theology does not privilege one religion over the other or impose one religion on humankind. It is eager to develop deep listening to the narrative and the texts of religious others. As a theology of dialogue with dialogical means it entails reflection on a multiplicity of viewpoints to the Transcendent.

			Tolerance or Dialogue?

			One could object that “dialogue” implies too much passion and emotions and that, therefore, “tolerance” is better. Tolerance infers intolerance towards positions that oppose universal human values. It is argued that the concept of tolerance, as opposed to indifference, would allow for coexistence and would be a protest against a concept of integration that is paternalistic, implying the other has to become the same. Formulated in pictural language, the reasoning is that, in the beginning of marriage, all is tolerated, but that during the course of marriage, people become less tolerant of each other, until they finish by living separate lives. The interesting point in this position is that tolerance implies the acceptance of other positions, other cultures and religions. One could argue that God “tolerated” humankind in the creation and that reciprocity came only later, at Sinai; tolerance is not dialogue. 

			To my mind, however, dialogue is more engaging and more valuable: it implies “separation,” uniqueness or singularity, but wants more than respect for singularity: it desires communication, hospitality, translation, inspiration, learning and mutual fecundation. Dialogue as interaction is more elevated than tolerance: it is demanding and creates an “in-between,” a Buberian “zwischen,” which implies interaction between people and active engagement and involvement with others.

			Interreligious dialogue comprises an ethical component and, in this respect, it is more exacting than mere tolerance. It is not only about allowing the other to be herself or enduring her. It is also more than perceiving differences, separating “apples and oranges”; it is about recognizing that distinct religious people experience the same reality in different ways.8 It celebrates plurality by getting involved with others. Of course, also in dialogical theology, intolerance is needed towards violent expressions of religiosity. In this respect, dialogical theology learns from those who develop a tolerant attitude, but who assert that not everything has to be tolerated. Dialogue has its limits; I will come back to this point in Chapter 8. 

			Truth or Trust?

			As I will argue infra, dialogical theology is not primarily about truth; it is about dialogue. If one imagines having the truth, dialogue becomes impossible. Dialogue is more about trust than about truth. It aims at deep listening and at improving and perfecting society by getting involved with others. The goal of dialogue is to mend a fractured world. Fear of the religious other creates a phobia that impedes the shaping of a heterogeneous, democratic society. Dialogue overcomes this fear and has a transformational function; it creates a new we.

			Furthermore, dialogical theology holds that peace is more elevated than truth and that peace does not have to retreat before truth. It is the result of a common search for meaning, which is present in the different lifestyles of religious groups. People may learn from each other how to insert values and meaning in their lives. Belonging to different religions, people may read sacred texts in a common search for meaning. In this context, Michael A. Signer wrote: “Both Jews and Christians seek out meaning with God’s word for their lives in scripture. The world for ‘seeking’ in Hebrew is darash. To seek meaning is not a casual or cursory reading. […] In our search for religions’ meaning, we want to bring our lives to the text and the text into our lives. The search for meaning is not new to our generation. It reaches back to the origins of Judaism and Christianity.”9

			From a Jewish perspective, the aim of truth is to bring peace. In Levinas’s Jewish philosophy, peace is more elevated than truth. It is the result of answering the call of the other. It is attention to the vulnerability of the other. Peace comes from the care of the other and from the fear for his or her death. As such, it is above the rational order of truth. Peace needs the rational order of the polis and of sofia, but it can never be reduced to them.10 The ethical prophetic message of Jerusalem and the rational order of Greece go hand in hand: the one cannot without the other. But peace as proximity to the other is always on top. Trust as openness to the other is superior to truth.

			Dialogical Theology and Dialogical Society

			In this volume, I argue that dialogical theology creates dialogical communities. It desires a society in which the human rights of all are respected. In this perspective, belonging is never only belonging to one group, it is always also belonging to humanity as such. Dialogical theology wants a society in which connection with and proximity to religious others is an exalted value. In this theology, nearness to God is necessarily sought in the nearness to other human beings. It aims at bringing about a society in which the plurality of voices and lifestyles is not only noted, but celebrated. In Jonathan Sack’s felicitous words: dialogical theology is about “the dignity of difference.”11 Dialogical theology and philosophy are necessarily transformational. They are not merely descriptive; they have a normative element.

			Dialogical theology further promotes dialogue between religion and the secular. It protests against religions that are a distraction from an always harsh reality. It overcomes the religious-secular divide by linking religion to society. A test case for the quality of a religion is its relation to poor and marginalized people. Religious engagement is expressed in the attention to people in the streets without proper clothes and without a roof above their heads, to so-called “illegal persons” and to all those whose voices are not heard. These voices are not heard because we do not listen to them.12 Consequently, dialogical theology pays attention to all those who live in the margin, although they have the right to fully participate in society. Beyond a popular understanding of religion, I argue that religious persons are those who are not indifferent towards the suffering and misery of others. 

			A dialogical theology opens up the hearts and the minds of religious people and brings them into interaction with all those in society who are unseen and marginalized. Dialogical theology implies a dialogue with society and its illnesses. “Security” is not chiefly a police matter, but a matter of having a roof above one’s head and of having enough food. My son Bini, his friend Mahmud and I learned in Belgium and Holland about refugees and the difficulties they encounter. We met refugees in the Paulus Church in Rotterdam, visited a center of refugees “without papers” in Belgium, as well as a welfare center that takes care of refugees. In Rotterdam, we looked at the city through the eyes of my brother, a social worker. We visited a quarter clubhouse, where children had after school activities and prepared themselves for theater performances. We were in a shelter where mentally ill persons felt at home and in a place where older people came and were given a meal for a symbolic amount of money. The idea behind the different initiatives in the Netherlands is that all belong. More especially in Rotterdam, drug addicts are seen as persons who are part of society and the aim is to bring them into a working circuit of cleaning streets, taking new pride and being in relation with the rest of the population. In this way, “junkies” become “consumers” who are not “taken care of,” but who receive opportunities to regain their human dignity by providing them with a place to live and with work by cleaning the streets. Institutions tend to see these persons as “problematic” and to give them labels. But one may as well get them off of the streets and avoid their detention and arrest. Without aprioris or judgment, through deep listening and a personal relation, one may bring them out of the margin and back in society. Dialogical theology refuses to be locked up in a closed theological thought and listens to the cries of suffering people.

			Between Dissimulation and Assimilation 

			On the way to a dialogical society, there are many stumbling blocks. Religious exclusivists, who only consider their own group, do not respect the other. They are more concerned with their own survival than with service to others. In their refusal of alterity, they do not listen to religious others. In an exclusivist relation, the self isolates itself in a movement of radical dissimilation, discriminating against or forgetting the other. Another stumbling block on the way to dialogue lies in radical assimilation into general society. In radical assimilation, one’s specificity gets lost in an all-absorbing unity. In this perspective, one imagines that all are the same or have to be the same. This illusionary thinking surmises that education will ultimately lead to the point where one gets rid of disturbing otherness. 

			Beyond radical dissimilation and radical assimilation there is respect for differences and the need for communication, for “trans-difference,” not despite differences, but thanks to the contribution of those whose lifestyles are different. People belong to different worlds, but they also belong to the entire world. Since we live in one world, communication is a lofty human possibility. 

			The Birth of a Relational I

			Dialogue aims at creating a relational I, which contests a static identity. The Kenyan philosopher John Mbiti formulated this pointedly in the saying: “I am because we are.” Dialogical thinkers create a hermeneutics of relationality, transformational readings of sacred Scriptures.13 

			The poetic meditations of the Vietnamese Buddhist Thich Nhat Hanh praise the sangha, the community, which alleviates suffering and brings positive energy to all by watering the seeds of lovingkindness and compassionate presence. Community supports the individual and generates peaceful coexistence, sisterhood and brotherhood. Within the sangha, suffering can be diminished and joy can blossom as does a flower. Here are his mindful words:

			When you throw a rock into the river, no matter how small it is, it will sink to the bottom. But if you have a boat, you can keep many rocks afloat. The same is true of a sangha. If you are alone, you may sink into the river of suffering, but if you have a community of practice to help carry you and you allow it to embrace your pain and sorrow, you will float. Many of us have benefited greatly from the collective energy of the sangha. If you see that the sangha is precious and crucial for your practice, try your best to get a group of people to practice with you and every one will benefit. That is your lifeboat.14

			In her work, Marcia Pally combines the unique value of each person with interconnectedness. She develops an ontology of separability-amid-situatedness, avoiding the greed that accompanies separateness without relation and the oppression that accompanies connectedness that eschews separation. To her mind, an ontology of separability-amid-situatedness has political and economic relevance. Today’s separability is cultural violence, which neglects half of our history, in which freedom is understood in tandem with interconnectedness.15

			Realizing dialogical societies and building a relational I implies striving for equality and social justice. The dialogical theology explored in this volume aims at equality for all. In this context, it is worth listening, for instance, to the fierce voices of A.B. Joshua, Joshua Sobol and Amos Oz in favor of the refugees in Israel, who could be accepted as workers in Israel. The three writers got involved in the fate of 38.000 refugees from Sudan and Eritrea, who are threatened with expulsion from the country. Sobol said that we need hands, that there are the memories of our slavery in Egypt (comp. Lev. 19:23) and of the Shoa. We have the experience of being refugees not so long ago in the Shoa and we know what it is to be strangers, because we ourselves were once strangers in the land of Egypt (Lev. 19:23-24). This view, held by both religious and secular people, lies at the basis of real religiosity. Religious core texts, but also less known, marginal(ized) religious literature, could be rediscovered, re-read and reinterpreted in view of the equality of all.16

			Teamwork

			Constructing a dialogical theology is only possible as the result of collective research. In the United States, cultural studies often replace theology in departments of religion, which are emancipated from theological seminars. In Germany, the situation is different. I had the incredible chance to work in an excellence center in Hamburg, in which dialogical theology was built in daily interreligious dialogues. In the Hamburg Academy of World Religions, religious texts were studied and understood in their historical contexts. But the Academy of World Religions did not only describe, it also worked with norms and universal human values. One of the cross-cultural values is equality, which is present in various traditions and may be rediscovered as relevant for our times. All have the right to live, all have a divine spark (Gen. 1:27), and all are valuable. In America, one has to work for more equality: black lives matter; black people have the right to live in security, as do all minorities. In different religions, people cooperate in order to realize a more just society. Takwa, traditionally conceived as Muslim “piety,” manifested in food restrictions, prayer or alms giving, may be reimagined as God-awareness, potentially present in all human beings.17 The Buddhist upekkha as equanimity and lack of egocentricity also strives at equality between all human beings. It is the principle of non-discrimination.18 In Hinduism, equality may be seen in the fact that Brahman is in all.19 The Biblical insight that all are “in the image of God” (be-tselem Elohim) guarantees the fundamental equality of all human beings as created by God. 

			Another cross-religious value is mercy or compassion, present in the Jewish notion of rahamim, the Muslim marhama and in the Buddhist karuna. Values such as equality and mercy, shared by all religions, rally secular people to the project of humanization of our world. This allows us to cooperate with each other for the good of all. Human commitment expressed in mercy and in the realization of equality brings together people from different religions. 

			We need rabbis fighting for human rights, and gurus, imams, priests and other religious leaders advocating human rights. We need spiritual people to work for peace. True, religions are ambiguous, they can contribute to civilization or destroy it. They are a bane and a boon. They have a Janus face. Yet, as part of human culture, they contain great potential for the construction of a dialogical society.20

			Reimagining Tradition

			Dialogical theology works with concepts from different religious traditions in order to reimagine them in a post-traditional epoch. Not in order to come to a new re-traditionalization, but in order to make them relevant for today’s society. Dialogical theologians reinvent and transform traditions. Einat Ramon, for instance, gives the matriarchs a place in Jewish liturgy. She further draws attention to the appreciation of the matriarchs in ancient Jewish texts, rediscovering a text in which Rachel has pity upon Lea and gives her sister to Jacob. She also refers to a text in which Sara nurses many children—torat hesed al leshonah: her tongue is full with the Torah of lovingkindness.21 Others, like Ruth Langer, want to make Jewish liturgy less xenophobic.22 These are attempts that lead to the realization of more relational persons and societies.

			Alan Brill has done great work in the field of a theology of the other from a Jewish vantage point. His “Judaism and Other Religions” contains a non-empirical approach of a Jewish theology of other religions.23 Brill discusses sources that bear on the question of the relationship between Judaism and other religions. He applies the categories of exclusivism (mine is the truth), pluralism (all others have some truth), inclusivism (mine is the best religion, but weaker forms of religion exist) and universalism (truth is one) to these sources. He reaches the conclusion that not everything fits tightly into these four categories. Emmanuel Levinas, for instance, is an example of how three positions together are present in one person: he is a universalist, but also an inclusivist who sees hidden Jews in the world and with particularist statements.24 In his social interfaith engagement, Abraham Joshua Heschel is an inclusivist and a universalist.25 

			In another book, entitled Judaism and World Religions, Brill goes a step further: he leaves his own “comfort zone” and starts with the theological question of how Jews perceive religious others.26 He moves past his previous work, looking for “methods that allow for a Jewish discussion of specific religions.”27 He learns, for instance, from Raimon Pannikar that religions may converge. He adopts Paul Ricoeur’s notion of recognition of other religions. With Francis Clooney he ascertains that in contact with other religions one may gain religious wisdom, From Mark Heim he learns that religions have different goals and aspirations.28 His way of looking at what has been written about other religions precedes a Jewish theology of other religions. Rather than starting with interfaith dialogue, he describes what Jews have written on other religions and how Judaism has interacted with other faiths in practice, as starting point for a Jewish theology of other religions. 

			The present book begins with today’s interreligious dialogue as a means of realizing nearness to and empathy with others in interaction and interconnection. It explores how different groups and persons in contact with religious others start a creative, experimental and innovative search for the Transcendent. I am working less with book knowledge from what is written about religious others than with religious others whom I actually meet. In our age of migration and global contact, meetings with religious others take place on an almost daily basis. Fear and distrust of the other may make place for true meetings, in which one learns from others who also have their own unique approach to the Transcendent.

			Everyday Theology

			Theology has been largely the intellectual activity of an elite that wished to elucidate faith through reason. However, non-theologians with an unreflected belief have their own theology, in which they make sense of reality by inserting God into their narratives.29 In face of injustice that cries to heaven, one invokes God. Confronted with the widening gap between poor and rich, in face of the lack of health-care for all, in war situations and distress, in the presence of overt racism against people of color, the word God comes to one’s lips. But also in joy, wonder and elation, the word God is heard. God appears to be relevant in the daily life of ordinary people. Their God-talk is incredibly important for the world in which they live. Their stories convey religious insights and values. They creatively use texts and imagine the Higher Worlds in different ways. Ordinary people have elevated ways of talking about God, alongside fanatic concepts of God and religion. Everyone has his or her theology, which can be different in different parts of the world and on which academic theology has to reflect. 

			“Pluralizing theology” does not only mean that dialogical theology broadens and challenges traditional, confessional theology. It also broadens the scope of those who make theology. Theology professors are not the only agents who make theology. Everyone has his or her theology from beneath, that cannot be neutralized in a theology from on high. Academic theology should reflect upon the frequently surprising God-talk of ordinary people and on the ways they use sacred texts or words in an everyday context, for good and for bad. Dialogue does not take place only between people belonging to different religions; it also takes place between ordinary people of different cultures, who creatively build up narratives that show how relevant God is in their lives. In Chapter 3, I will come back to the relevance of the God-talk of ordinary people for dialogical theology. The possibility or impossibility of people to imagine the life of the religious other and to put oneself into the shoes of the religious other is also the object of a theology of dialogue.

			Content 

			The first two chapters in this book discuss the term “trans-difference” as focal in my dialogical theology. Chapter 3 exposes the violence implied in certain forms of religious “belonging” as well as in absolute truth claims. These manifestations of religious violence receive their healing in the proposed dialogical theology. Chapter 3 was written during a four month stay at the Center of Theological Inquiry (CTI) at Princeton. This is an occasion to wholeheartedly thank Prof. William Storrar as well as my colleagues with whom I did research on the theme of “Religion and Violence.” The following chapter defines the dialogical praxis at the basis of a dialogical theology as “testimony.” Liberation theology and feminist theology that give voice to oppressed and forgotten voices testify to the lofty reality of connectedness of all with all. Three further chapters (5, 6 and 7) value the contributions of Buber, Rosenzweig and Heschel as dialogical philosophers to the construction of a dialogical theology. Chapter 8 discusses the limits of dialogical theology. Chapter 9 discusses Schmidt-Leukel’s interreligious theology. It comprises my view on interreligious theology that is deed-centered rather than logocentric. Chapter 10 contains an example of dialogical theology in that it defines the relationship between law and freedom in Judaism in discussion with Christianity. The penultimate chapter broadens the scope on the relationship of Jews and Christians. It contains an interview on the relationship between Judaism and Christianity. The last chapter reflects on the role of traditions, that may be reimagined and that shape moral habitudes. With a caveat I close the book: dialogical theology holds high the prophetic vision of a dialogical society, but one should take into account that not everyone is dialogical. Vision without realism is naïve, realism without vision lacks the essence of what makes humans human.

			Religions have specific characteristics and nevertheless share commonalities. This allows religious people to be in contact with each other and to learn from each other in interreligious meetings. The following pages are an appeal to religious persons to open themselves up to experiences and beliefs of religious others. They are an advocacy to pluralize theology as is necessary for all divinity schools.30 Finally, they intend to free liberating and salvific dimensions in religions, in view of the reparation of a most divided world. 

			Chapter 1

			The Lofty Possibility of 
Trans-Difference

			In recent decades, something significant has changed in the reflection on religions in the world at large. First of all, and this has been felt particularly in Europe, foreign religions have become neighbor religions. Thanks to the Internet, the media, immigration, and travel possibilities, the world has become a global village. We know the religious other better, and we have become more conscious that we are responsible for the entire planet. Second, we are confronted with a wave of terror that is religiously motivated or legitimized. Religions provide an enormous amount of human energy that may be used for the construction, but also for the destruction of societies. The phenomenon that, more than ever, we are acquainted with religious others and are informed about their behavior and acts on a daily basis, as well as the fact that we witness great religious violence, stimulate us to rethink and reimagine our religions. Half a century ago, the late Peter Berger thought that the world would become more and more secularized. But he became critical of his own previous position, since today we witness the resurrection of religions, albeit not always in a positive way.31 Religion and nationalism or religion and fundamentalism now frequently go hand in hand, with an ongoing temptation to define the own group as against the out-group. It is from this present-day situation with Janus-like religions that my recent work on dialogical theology has evolved. 

			In the following I describe how I came to interreligious theology and how one may enrich one’s own religious life and be inspired by religious others.32 In my contribution to this new kind of theology, “trans-difference” occupies a central place. 

			Dialogical Theology 

			Starting from the study of a dialogical approach to the I in the works of contemporary Jewish dialogical thinkers, I have developed my own relational view on the subject. This led to the publication of my Dialogical Thought and Identity, which appeared in 2013.33 Already in that book, I developed the idea of a “trans-different” identity. But it was mainly in my Interreligious Theology, published two years later, that I applied my insights into the nature of a relational I to the broad field of interreligious dialogue and meeting.34 In a later volume entitled Becoming Interreligious I further developed my interreligious theology.35

			Interreligious theology is a new kind of theology, distinct from confessional theology that reflects upon the own religion. In interreligious or dialogical theology, one focuses upon the diversity of religious ways of life, which are all attempts to relate to what John Hick calls the “Ultimate Reality” or “the Real.”36 Dialogical theology is an emerging discipline that reflects upon the broad scope of all religions and upon the meeting and interaction between them. 

			Trans-Difference 

			Central to my dialogical theology from a Jewish point of view is the category of “trans-difference.” I found this term in psychopathology, but I am not interested in how psychopathology understands the term. I took the term, cleansed it from its psychological connotations, and have been using it for the description of a specific reality in the field of interreligious meeting. The term suggests the presence of differences as well as the bridge between them. My use of the term connotes preserving one’s own identity and at the same time joining in communication with others. This circumvents the Scylla of a closed, parochial identity and the Charybdis of belonging to general society without a particular standpoint. With this concept, I reject both the modern thesis of a universality that absorbs particularity, as well as the post-modern view in which particularities are valued without any link between them. In other words: one may belong both to a specific group as well as to the generality of others who are not members of one’s own group. One’s “belonging” is both belonging to one’s specific world and to the general world, to insiders and to outsiders, to ingroup and to outgroup. If one omits the connection to the general world, one becomes parochial. If one fails to recall the own, one forgets that a human being is always contextual and specific. “Trans-difference” espouses connectivity and communication, and respects differences while looking at reality from a variety of standpoints. As Thich Nhat Hanh stated: “I love fruit salad, all these different tastes together.”37 

			The New We

			In the interreligious theology that I have been constructing, one is alert to the danger of defining the own on the negative background of the foreign. European populists such as Geert Wilders in the Netherlands, Marine Le Pen of the French Front National, and Frauke Petry of the Afd in Germany all play upon feelings of fear in order to push their own political agenda. This is, of course, not merely a European problem. It is also present in the US and in other countries in the world. As a remedy, dialogical theology reflects upon a pluralist “we,” upon what Manuela Kalsky calls “a new we.”38 It opens the horizon, because one’s own group is only one color in the multicolored garment of Joseph. The own color, the personal intimate love story, remains important, but receives its specificity within the mosaic of colors that together make up the one garment. It is good to have one’s own house, and that is better than to be homeless, but one should not think that one’s house is the whole town. A collective ‘I’ is always linked to other collectives, in a positive or negative way. The challenge for dialogical theology is the creation of a new, broader togetherness. 

			The communication between people who belong to different religious communities is not an option; it is a necessity. It is not a danger, but a chance. Leaving religious others outside the own horizon, expelling them or being indifferent to them, brings about the neglect or negation of other communities, which are also human reactions to the Transcendent. Dialogical theology aims at creating an alliance of communities that does not forget the specificity of all the communities and that is not a loose association of disconnected people whose otherness is overlooked or neutralized. Dialogical theology reflects on the challenge of a new religious togetherness as a bridge between religious people whose specificity is accepted and appreciated.

			To my mind, the construction of an interreligious theology as the opening up of the own religion to religious others presupposes the existence of a number of conditions, to which I now turn.

			Humility

			The enlargement of the horizon in the religious field implies first of all a hermeneutics of humility. Apparently, we are not the only ones who organize our lives around the ineffable, and many religious others have their own ways. In interpreting our own texts, we may become conscious that religious others also read these texts and feel themselves included or excluded. It would be a sign of hubris to think that our thoughts are the truth and the only truth, and that others do not have genuine truth or have it only partly. Diversity in religious thought is a fact, and one should take this fact seriously. This is the point of Rita Gross, who—living in the Buddhist tradition—deems that religious teachings are the raft, which is used for crossing over to, and not for getting a hold of, ultimate wisdom. In Zen Buddhism, she explains, religious teachings are the finger pointing to the moon: one must not focus on the finger and forget the moon.39 One should not make the truth of a particular religious teaching absolute. Clinging and becoming attached to views is perceived in Buddhist tradition as problematic and counter-productive for gaining wisdom and attaining a cooperative life.40 Since there are many religious others “out there,” whose faith is quite different than mine, I will have to accept plurality and even celebrate the multiplicity of ways to the Ultimate Reality. To espouse a religious view is good, to live one’s religion with a feeling of superiority is bad.41 We live in our home and enjoy that, but our home is not the entire world. Even within our home, diversity is undeniable and should make us humble, since it is a fact that all live the Ultimate Reality in a different way. 

			The Canadian prof. of comparative religion Wilfred Cantwell Smith wrote that “truth transcends our insight into it” and that ideas are “human constructs”: “[…] at their best they may serve as windows through which we may see beyond them, may see truth.”42 This insight does not lead Smith to relativism, but to a pluralism without losing one’s own, particular vision: “Since the truth transcends not only what each of us has apprehended, let alone formulated, but also what all of us together have, or can, therefore every observer may in principle learn something of truth from every person—and especially, of course, from every group—in human history, past and present.”43 

			Absolute truth claims have become highly suspect. Speaking for Christianity, John Hick has written about “the non-absoluteness of Christianity.”44 Situating Christianity in the broader context of the plurality of the religions of humanity, he maintains that Christianity—as Hinduism, Buddhism or Islam—is a mixture of valuable elements and harmful, evil ones: all religions realize the good, but they also sanctify violence and intolerance.45 Therefore, he concludes, Christianity cannot claim to be superior to other religions. For Jews, who suffered evil from Christianity over many centuries, this is evident. But if we realize that Judaism is likewise only one religion among several religions that play a role in the process of redemption, we too will have to give up any claim of superiority or any hoped-for eschatological victory over other religions. 46 Instead, we will have to humbly accept what Hick calls “the transformation from self-centeredness to Reality-centeredness.”47 

			Translation

			A second condition, or if one wants, a second characteristic of dialogical theology, is that one has to be ready to translate. Translating is an act of great peace. In translating, one communicates the own in the terms of the other. The same is said differently. This causes alterity in the I, but it also makes it possible for the other to receive an alterity in her openness to what is not the own. For instance, when Buber and Rosenzweig translated the Bible, they endeavored to translate Hebrew into German, introducing something strange to the German language. The Hebrew shines, so to speak, through the German. It is our shared world that makes it possible to translate; there is only one underlying communicative force expressed in a multitude of languages.48 But as Rosenzweig knew, the problem with translating is that often one does not listen well to what has been said, or one does not present it properly in the target language. Here too, “trans-difference” comes into play in maintaining one’s specificity and at the same time having the readiness to share this specificity with others. If one deems—as does Joseph Dov Ber Soloveitchik—that Jewish singularity is so intimate that communication with others is impossible, one will never be sufficiently linked to religious others. Of course, there always will remain untranslatable words and there are incommensurable experiences, but basically, translating is a great, elevated human possibility. In Abraham Joshua Heschel’s words: No religion is an island.49 

			Uniqueness

			Respect for the uniqueness of each person and group of persons is a third characteristic of or condition for my dialogical theology. Just as individuals are distinct one from the other, so are religions incomparably unique. There is not one way to the Ultimate Reality. There are as many ways as there are human beings. In listening to what others have to say, we may learn a lot. The fact that no one resembles the other in physical outlook and psychological make-up gives us the possibility to respect and celebrate the otherness of the religious other. Even within the own group, the recognition of differences is necessary if we want to learn about the uniqueness of the other. A known Hasidic story relates that Rabbi Sussja of Hanipol was convinced that in the world-to-come he would not be asked: “Why were you not Abraham, Isaac or Jacob,” but rather: “Why were you not Sussja?” One has to live one’s own religiosity and one’s own unique personality within the group to which one belongs. There is no other way than one’s own way. That is true for all the people in one’s own group and for the many others not belonging to one’s own religious group.

			Hospitality

			Fourth: in dialogical theology, one extends hospitality to religious others. One welcomes the other and allows her to enter into the own world. It is also possible to pass into the world of the other and to be a guest in her spiritual garden. Receiving the other and being at the other’s home are together lofty human possibilities that bridge worlds. Passing to the world of the religious other or permitting the other to visit our own world may change us and, in fact, necessarily does change us. This does not have to endanger the own. However, it may lead to critical questioning of the own tradition, which is important if we do not want to simply repeat the past, but to contribute to the future world. It would be an illusion to think that religions do not change or that persons remain the same in their relation to religious others. Religions change and so do persons. This is because we have alterity within ourselves, even before we were born. The alterity that characterizes the I is inherent in it. It is the presence of alterity that allows the ‘I’ to get rid of the chains of his own solipsism and to relate to others, who may enrich his existence.

			In Levinas’s metaphysics of welcome, the welcoming of the other is a condition of my being human; it constitutes my being.50 I am only really home when I receive the other in my home.51 Welcoming the other is at the root of all real dialogue.52 

			Learning

			Last but not least, one of the most characteristic features in the dialogical theology that I have been constructing is the possibility of learning. Learning from the religious other may lead not only to an enriched spirituality, but also to a rereading of the own tradition. Daniel Joslyn-Siemiatkoski, for instance, rereads and reimagines his Christian tradition in light of Pirqe Avot.53 In the aftermath of the seminal 1965 document Nostra Aetate, and in order to counter an age-old Christian supersessionism and Christian oppression of Jews, he studies the classical Jewish source of Pirqe Avot. He takes note that Christian comparative theologians have not given much attention to Jewish theological sources, although these are the sources of the Christian’s “near” other.54 In Christian comparative theology, Judaism has not been a privileged tradition: its status is rather “tenuous.”55 Daniel Joslyn-Siemiatkoski studies Pirqe Avot 1:1 and learns about the nature of the Torah, which differs significantly from what is commonly understood by Christians by the term “Torah.” He thereby gives rabbinic texts the attention they truly deserve and asks critical questions to his home tradition.56 

			In our own, Jewish tradition, learning is of crucial importance. Could we extend the saying “elu ve-elu divre Elohim hayyim” (these and those are the words of the living God; Eruvin13a) to all the religions in the world and learn from their specific understandings of the Ultimate Reality? There are many examples of enriching one’s life by being inspired by other religions. In the following, I will mention two of them. 

			Judaism Inspiring Christianity 

			In her book Pfarramt und Rabbinat,57 Michaela Will contributes to the construction of a future, yet-to-be-built interreligious theology by focusing upon possible links between rabbinical and pastoral identities. More particularly, she points to eventual inspiration from Jewish views on the rabbinical function for the Christian understanding of religious leadership. In her attempt to create bridges between different spiritual worlds, she makes use of the terminology that I developed in my Dialogical Thought and Identity, notably: self-transcendence, self-difference and trans-difference. In “self-transcendence,” one trespasses the own borders and boundaries in order to visit other spiritual worlds. This movement of becoming a guest in other spiritual worlds may lead to “self-difference,” in which one’s return to the own world after contact with the other modified one’s self-image. Self-difference is therefore the result of the acceptance of inspiration from other worlds in the own world; it is the result of a changing identity because of contact with alterity. At the same time, it is the discovery of one’s meta-identity. As noted, I apply these insights on identity to the field of interreligious meeting in my Interreligious Theology, a volume that was also considered by Michaela Will. 

			With respect for the particularity of Jewish self-understanding, Michaela Will succeeds in bringing the Jewish world into contact with the Protestant world, without syncretism or blurring of identities and boundaries. In “trans-difference,” she bridges between cultures in openness to what is not the own. In her work on religious leadership from different perspectives, the contact with otherness fructifies the own standpoint. Jewish views on leadership become inspirational for the construction of pastoral identities. In this manner, Will develops a “thought without images,”58 in which avoidance of prejudices and respect for radical alterity make possible the construction of a pastoral theology that is in contact with Jewish life and theology. She allows alterity to influence the same, and brings the Jewish-Christian dialogue into the field of practical theology. 

			Will avoids a mere comparison between different views. Rather than using categories such as analogies, similarities, or contrasts, she works with “contact points,” “connections,” and “differences” that point to bridges between two river banks that remain separated, yet are nevertheless linked. To her mind, a person who goes over the bridge and visits another world cannot remain unchanged once she returns to her own shore. 

			Will’s work is not in comparative practical theology; she rather adopts Levinas’s insight of a radical, ethical difference and Deleuze’s “thought without images” when she highlights the impossibility of comparison. Taking into account the Jewish roots of Christian concepts, she brings rabbis and pastors together in their conceptions and activities, with deep respect for differences, but also with keen attention to possible stimuli from one narrative to another. Her book is an invitation for others to apply dialogical philosophical thinking in the field of practical theology. 

			Instead of a closed identity of the pastor, Will invites the reader to look to what is beyond the own Protestant horizon and carefully listen to and learn from Jewish approaches to religious leadership. Basing herself upon the interrelatedness of Judaism and Christianity, she deems that aspects of Judaism could be relevant for the Christian religion. This reminds us of the dictum of Pirqe Avot 4:1, brought at the beginning of the present volume: “Who is wise? One who learns from everybody.” On the negative background of a history in which identities were shaped in opposition to the identities of others, one may bring a fresh and new approach to religious leadership that confronts one’s world with another’s, which in the past only functioned as the dark background upon which the own, new identity was formed. Will’s work is therefore the result of a theological meeting with the other; it avoids thinking in clichés and creates a “between”-space in which learning from the religious other becomes possible. In a “trans-different” context, she demonstrates how Jewish concepts of religious leadership may inspire conceptions of the pastor in Protestant practical theology, and she thereby contributes to an education in which the other is not seen as a threat, but as a source of possible enrichment for one’s own world. 

			Buddhism Inspiring Christianity

			Paul Knitter’s Without Buddha I Could not be a Christian is another example of successful interreligious thought.59 This example is much more daring than the previous one. Knitter’s book on Christian-Buddhist dialogue is exemplary for shaping one’s identity in a dialogical way. Knitter gives a personal, sincere, and well-documented example of living a religious life in an interreligious manner. He shapes his own spiritual identity in contact with others in a dynamic and self-transforming process. He deals with problems in Christianity, which he endeavors to overcome by “passing over” to Buddhism and “passing back” to his own Christian identity and beliefs, now enriched by Buddhist insights. 

			Knitter deals, for instance, with the problem of a God “up there” or “out there,” who is not affected by others. He copes with such a problematic God by means of the Buddhist experience, in which interconnectedness is central. He explains how, in Buddhism, the world is constantly in the process of becoming, and everything changes because of the interrelatedness of all. According to Buddha, nothing has its own existence; the self is basically anatta or “no-self.” Instead of selfishness that causes suffering, one may become awakened in the experience of Nirvana. This experience inspires Knitter in his “passing back” to Christianity. In a unitive experience, one feels united with something larger than oneself: one feels an expanded self or loss of self. After having “passed over” to the Buddhist experience of Nirvana, Knitter passes back to God, perceived now as the mystery of Interbeing that surrounds and animates the human being. He finds in Buddhism an antidote to a problematic dualism, in a kind of panentheistic world-vision: God becomes the divine Spirit that energizes anything. 

			In a chapter entitled “Nirvana and Heaven,” Knitter describes how in Christianity one thinks of the afterlife as consisting of punishments and selfish rewards. He then “passes over” to Buddhism, which believes that, as anatta, one becomes part of Interbeing. Following the natural law of karma, there is rebirth. “Passing back” to Christianity, Knitter “tailors” his Christianity with “some Buddhist scissors and patches.” The Buddhist view on karma is for Knitter a correction of a Christianity that focusses on the self and its punishment or reward in the afterlife. 

			The last chapter of Knitter’s book bears the title, “Making peace and being peace.” Knitter distinguishes between Christianity, which is external and social, and Buddhism, which is internal and personal. In his eyes, the two complement each other. Buddhists may learn from Christian liberation theologians, and Christians may learn from Buddhists with their tranquil minds. Buddhists teach Christians that transformation is already here, that eschatology is not a far-away point in history. Consequently, when confronted with evil, Knitter adopts the position of non-violent, compassionate resistance, combining action and contemplation, justice and compassion. 

			In his personal search for a fitting religiosity, Knitter copes with some of Christianity’s acute problems. In doing so, he obtains inspiration from Buddhism. His starting point is that all religious people may learn from each other, since all have different ways of pointing to the same elusive Mystery that lives in us and is greater than us. Knitter enriches his life and reformulates and reshapes his identity in a dialogical manner. His dialogue with Buddhism permits him to critically review his own values and beliefs. Many may think that Knitter’s “double belonging” goes too far.60 Yet, the sincere and dialogical way in which he shapes his religious life is admirable.

			No new universal religion and no absolutizing 
of one religion 

			The two examples given above illustrate how one may be inspired by other religions. Sylvia Boorstein even deems that Buddhism made her a better Jewess and that by expressing her Judaism she feels a better Buddhist.61 With all our religious differences, we are linked to each other. One cannot absorb differences into an all-encompassing, collectivist unity, an all-unifying religion. Interreligious theology is therefore not a new religion above other religions, some kind of universal religion high above all the specific religions. It is not a loose conglomeration of people without identities or a gathering together of people with entirely liquidized identities for whom everything goes. Neither does it work with fixed and frozen identities that do not allow any opening up to others. It is rather the result of a consciousness that the own is not the whole, and that the whole is not reducible to the own. The own religion should not be made absolute. One shall not remain within the own and the particular without recognition of the other. A reified and essentialised identity is replaced by a being called and moved by the other: the own totality is breached by and opened up to the other. One may identify with religious others, who also strive to live with the Transcendent in their own way. I love and live my Jewish specificity and, at the same time, recognize that religious others have their own fascinating path to salvation or liberation. It is not easy to understand the relationship between the self and the other, the inner and the outer, the own and the strange. There are many viewpoints that have to be taken into account. But it is an adventure and a challenge that is worthy of being undertaken. 

			John Hick aptly wrote that all religions are like a rainbow that refracts the light of the sun in a broad spectrum of colors.62 Without analogy: religions are different ways of conceiving, experiencing, and responding to the Ultimate Reality.63 In Kantian terms: The Ultimate Reality is a noumenon, experienced phenomenally in different ways in Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Alevism, Baha’i, Buddhism, Hinduism, Jainism, Taoism or Confucianism.64 Phrased in Jewish terms: Together we are called upon to realize the divine Kingdom, to celebrate the diversity of our communities and to work on the unity of mankind, until that day “that God will be one and his name: One” (Zecharia 14: 9). This perspective of a God who becomes One on the condition of humanity in all its diversity becoming united is anchored in Jewish thought, which was born in a particular nation with a particular religion. It is this particularity of Judaism, which does not have the dream of bringing all religious others under its umbrella, that opens a window to the vision of co-existence with religious others, on condition that they promote an ethical life. This does not mean that derogatory speech about others is absent in Judaism, it only means that Judaism has this potentiality to develop a pluralistic thinking until unity in a good life for all is attained.65

			No Loss of the Own

			With this view on interreligious theology, based upon a praxis of meeting, the own is not lost. One may cherish and love her own religion and even posit that this love may become greater, once one takes seriously the encounter with religious others. Travelling in a multi-religious world, getting acquainted with many worldviews, customs, and rituals does not diminish in any way love for the own religion, in which and from which one lives. We shape our identities, but we are also shaped by others, intra-religiously and inter-religiously. Recognizing this ability to cherish the own and to be connected with the other—enables one to follow a hopeful path in a world torn apart by religious violence. 

			The Challenge of Becoming Interreligious

			In a pluralist, liberal worldview, diverse contingent narratives stay synthetically one alongside the other. Yet, I think that only interaction and dialogue with religious others allow us to reach religious maturity. I do not believe in one objective, absolute exterior perspective; neither do I believe that one religion or a cluster of religions adequately relates to the Higher Reality. 

			The title of my book Becoming Interreligious is somewhat provocative.66 It suggests that a transformation takes place in becoming interreligious. In the course of this process, one gradually gets rid of one’s monopolistic position and starts to perceive how other religious positions function as specific ways to the Ultimate Reality. These diverse ways have their own rationale and legitimacy, and one may learn from each one of them. Leaving aside a theology that is exclusivist clears the way for a religious pluralism that respects and learns from differences. Of course, there will be elements in other religions that we do not accept or even categorically reject, because they are unethical and as such harmful for humanity, but openness to religious otherness brings us into contact with positive elements that are useful for our own religious life project. 

			I try to learn from other religions and ways of life not solely with the aim of building a richer spirituality, in a mode of cherry-picking or patchwork-religiosity that is the result of a superficial, postmodern religious shopping. I rather try to see the link between religions, not by neglecting their differences, but by recognizing and valuing the differences and going beyond them in “trans-difference.” This “trans-difference” enables the possibility of making connections and contact with others, of communicating and bridging. If we were all the same, dialogue would be boring or, more precisely, impossible. Because we live in one world, we are able to reach out to others, to feel with them and create a common realm in favor of the good of all. A fruitful dialogue between (religious) others can contribute to the creation of a less violent world, in which peace is not an interruption of violence and war, but a way of turning to the other as sister or brother. 

			Chapter 2

			Trans-Different Thoughts

			In this chapter I delve deeper into the problematics of differences and the need to go beyond them in communication. In a first step, I argue that trans-different thoughts promote a non-exclusive belonging and strive for peace by translating and reevaluating the copula “and.” In a second step, I offer two examples of trans-different thinking. A first example is the multi-perspective reading of the Biblical text of the Exodus. Multi-religious views on the problem of violence provide me with another example of the usefulness of a trans-different, interreligious dialogue. In a third step, I focus on 1 Tess. 2:14-16, in order to argue that a trans-different dialogue appears to be fruitful in the interpretation of this text, which is frequently understood by Christians as anti-Jewish. Contextualising this text and interpreting it in a Jewish way is helpful in avoiding an anti-Semitic interpretation of it.67 

			Differences enrich our societies, but too much of an emphasis on differences leads to the neglect of one’s belonging to the larger world. Bridging between separate worlds is necessary for a healthy society, but it may make us forget that particularities are not abrogated into a higher, all absorbing unit. Given the necessity of balancing one’s belonging to a group as well as to the world as such, I use the term “trans-difference” in order to avoid an illusionary unity that gets rid of distinctiveness—a situation in which particularities are cut off from the larger world.68 I argue that “trans-difference” is relevant for the exploration of the concept of identity. My position is that uniqueness should be celebrated in a pluralistic spirit, but also that dialogue is an integral element of identity itself. Identity is therefore shaped through recognition of differences as well as through the concrete, transforming encounter with others. Consequently, I use the notion of “trans-difference” in order to come to a new understanding of individual and collective identity. 

			More particularly, I contend that the notion of “trans-difference” leads to a newly conceived religious identity. Differences between religions are a criterion for dialogue, but individual houses each on their own do not constitute the whole town. I impart my interpretation of other-oriented religiosity as providing the possibility of developing an inclusive lifestyle, in which “passing” to the other, hospitality and the activity of “translating” are core elements. In trans-different religiosity, one discovers what makes people specific and what unites them.

			The Self and the Other: Different to Each Other

			The self is two-sided: it shapes itself and it is shaped by the other. It is different from the other and the other is different from the self. Between the self and the other, “trans-difference” becomes possible. A person is always in a concrete culture and tradition, which she both inherits and builds from within herself. The self is conceptualized as socially and ethically embedded and engaged in the world. As noted above, the process of the self, which confirms the other, I call “self-transcendence.” At the same time, the subject is also other to the other, unique and non-definable. A situated self that relates to the other and her call allows for “trans-difference.” The sublime reality of “self-transcendence” becomes possible because of the ethical appeal of the other: before any identity, before the I’s self-construction, self-assertion and self-realization, it is called to a social and ethical life. The fundamental difference of the other, which is expressed in her call to promote and love her for herself, makes it possible for the subject to be visited by otherness. 

			A “self-different” I comes into being as the result of a dialogical life, a life of passing to the other. The philosophy of identity advanced here brings the particularity or difference of the self and the difference in the self, caused by the other, together. An eternal return to the self is avoided by the recognition and reception of otherness in the self. 

			Belonging

			The word “belonging” is ambiguous. It indicates pertaining to a specific group, but designates also relatedness to universal mankind. “Belonging” may refer to a singular community or to the wider circle of humankind. 

			In an exclusive understanding of “belonging” one puts the own central at the expense of others. This creates an identity that is shaped on the negative background of others, who are excluded from the own group or discriminated against. The difference of the own group is emphasized at the expense of other groups. In the opposite move, unity is extolled, but specificities denied. Such an all-consuming unity does not recognize any difference. The development of a relational identity presupposes a simultaneous recognition of the uniqueness of the self and a deep responsiveness to the needs of the other.

			I deem that the capacity to relate to others of the own group as well as to other groups is a condition for the relation with the Divine. Both relationships are intertwined, as in a Moebius-strip. In such a concept of religiosity, belonging is never an exclusivist being part of one group at the expense of other groups. It is not excessively protective of the own and hostile to other groups. It rather entails belonging to a specific in-group as well as to the world at large. 

			Formulated differently: Tillich’s concept of God as ultimate concern is intrinsically connected to the concern and care for the (religious) other. The antidote to a religious closing off against religious others lies in the creation of a new togetherness of people who seek the Transcendent in a variety of ways.

			Reevaluation of the Conjunction “And”

			Given the religious fanaticism with which we are confronted today, a reflection on the redemptive meaning of the copula “and” is fruitful. The conjunction “and” separates and binds simultaneously: it respects the distinctiveness and builds bridges. Against isolationist and defensive strategies that promote only the own, the relational self is eager to realize political equality as well as economic growth and social welfare for all. 

			We are all different and we are interrelated. We are specific and belong to all. Dissimilation is crucial; it is even the condition for a relationship. But without openness to the other, the conjunctive function of the word “and” is neglected. Incommensurable particularities will remain, but we live in one world, which makes communication possible. 

			On the level of the relation between people belonging to different religions, particularities and the unity of mankind balance each other. A dialogical theology appreciates a plurality of approaches to the Divine, without striving for an all-encompassing, unifying theology that does not respect specificities. It seems to me that in this field too, the notion “trans-difference” is helpful. In “trans-difference,” religious heterogeneity as well as bridging and translating are focal. 

			Translating

			In the first chapter of this book, I mentioned translation as a characteristic of dialogical theology. Translation brings diverse worlds together. It is an act of peace and as such it characterizes successful dialogues in general and the interreligious dialogue in particular. Instead of isolating themselves, religions may develop an inclusive attitude and engage in interreligious conversations. Abandoning a purely defensive strategy, they may communicate by saying “and.” In a successful encounter, one is open to otherness that ruptures what is familiar to the self and that cannot be absorbed or neutralized in sameness. 

			By reading core religious texts, one may develop a historical-philological approach that is interested in the meaning of these texts for the public addressed by the original writer(s). One may also search for the meaning of these old texts for today. Such a move occurs, for instance, in the Midrash, in which verses receive supplementary meanings because they are situated in contexts that differ from the original historical milieu. The Midrash, which goes beyond the plain meaning of the text (pshat), is a kind of translation. 

			It is further possible that core religious texts are read by people who do not belong to the group in which the texts echo in a natural way. A multi-perspective reading yields results: it comes into being through a dialogue between people who belong to different religions. In this case, the act of translation may lead to extending hospitality, to religious enrichment and to healthy self-criticism. 

			To resume: the same text may be read in its historical meaning, for its relevance today for the ingroup and, finally, in discussion with people belonging to outgroups. In fact, every dialogue, each conversation, is translation, communication between different worlds. For example, in interreligious dialogue, what Jesus as the son of God is for Christians is understood by Hindus as an avatar of Brahman, as Brahman-revealed. What for Jews is Adonai, is Allah for Muslims and Al-Haqq for Alevites. For Jews the Western temple wall (kotel) is what for Muslims is the ka’ba; the first have Halakha, the second Sha’aria. Hindus can make a parallel between Shabbat and the joyful non utilitarian activity of lila. For Christians, studying gemara in havruta (in Yiddish lernen; studying together) is a kind of sacrament. Of course, in these translations things also get lost, but bridges to the world of the other are formed. Different cultures are not easily comparable. Differences and nuances certainly remain because of the uniqueness of each and every religion. And yet, understanding and communication between people belonging to different cultures is possible. 

			Peter Ochs presents his endeavors to understand Christianity in Jewish terms as announcing unexpected new perspectives: “[…] it is time for Jews to learn about Christianity in Jewish terms, to rediscover the basic categories of rabbinic Judaism and to hear what the basic categories of Christian belief sound like when they are taught in terms of this rabbinic Judaism. To hear Christianity in our terms is truly to understand it, perhaps for the first time.”69 Careful “translating” and sympathetic understanding of the other are helpful in creating a useful interreligious dialogue, without syncretism and without relativism. It engenders a creative dialogue, in which one always will have to ask the religious other: do I understand you if I formulate in my terms what your words mean to me? In this manner, it is no longer about ‘we’ and ‘they,’ but about ‘we’ and ‘you.’ 

			Truth or Meaning? Truth or Peace?

			In dialogical theology, truth is not perceived as attainable in only one religion, but as the result of a dialogue between religious “others,” who all have their own unique experience of the Divine. Yet, to my mind, truth is not the principal goal of a dialogical theology, which has interlocution as its aim and method. As I noted, in a dialogical theology, cross-bordering values unite people who belong to diverse religions. 

			A widespread opinion holds that truth is more elevated than peace. One is ready to give up peace for the sake of truth. Many think that truth comes first and that peace has to retreat. However, the Jewish tradition sustains a different opinion. The famous verse of Zecharya, “Love truth and peace” (Zech. 8:19), follows the admonition that one shall speak to his fellow man in truth (dabru ʾèmèt ʾish et reʿehu; Zech. 8:16). One is also instructed to judge “in truth and peace” (ʾèmèt u-mishpat shalom; Zech. 8:16) and then, the prophet says, fast days will turn into festivals of joy (Zech. 8:19). In Zecharya’s prophetic vision, truth and peace belong together. From a Jewish perspective, the aim of truth is to bring peace. Contracts and peace treaties as rational compromises between nations will be easily broken if peace as incorporating readiness to look at one’s own negative sides is lacking. 

			Psalm 85:11 reads: “Loving-kindness and truth met, righteousness and peace kissed” (hèsèd veʾèmèt nifgashu tsedeq ve-shalom nashaku). Midrash Tanhuma (on Ex. 4:27) explains that “loving-kindness” is Aharon and “truth” is Moses. It is most interesting that in the following verse, we read: “Truth will sprout from the earth” (ʾèmèt mi-ʾèrèts titsmah; Ps. 85:12a). Why would truth sprout from the earth and not come down from heaven?

			The question brings to mind the aggadic story in Bereshit Rabba 8:1. This Midrash tells us that when God decided to create the human, there was a dispute among the angels in heaven: The angel of loving-kindness was in favor; the human was charitable. The angel of truth was against; the human was full of falsehood. The angel of righteousness agreed that the human would be created, but the angel of peace objected. God took truth and threw it to the earth, as is said: “Truth will sprout from the earth” (Ps. 85:12a). I infer from this that human beings have to seek truth, which will “sprout from the earth” in a painstaking process.70 This makes our own truth relative; it is not heavenly truth. We all seek truth, but peace is established as a result of the humility of people who recognize that their truth is relative and that it grows between them in interconnectedness that brings peace. Absolute truth claims hurt a peaceful relation to religious others. The story brought by Midrash Bereshit Rabba nourishes and inspires the construction of a dialogical theology, in which cognitive humility and deep listening to the other’s narrative are two of the characteristics. In a dialogical theology, peace follows from the connectedness to others, which makes ready for the search for truth.

			Although I deem that it is more useful to focus on values and meanings in religions than to search for absolute truth, one may gain by approaching God himself as the truth. The idea of God as the truth makes religions relative since they have a share in the truth, which is only fully present in God. Religions may be approached as participating in the truth, which they cannot ultimately reach. In a negative theology, it is denied that one can possess knowledge about God’s essence.71 People who pretend to completely “know” God are fanatics; they are rather frequent in our times, in which the comeback of religions does not always contribute to civilization. The apophatic tradition avoids any identity between human knowledge and divine truth. In this sense, idolatry can be defined as the confusion between religion and God.72 

			Exodus

			If all religions offer partial perspectives to the Transcendent, close attention to the kaleidoscope of viewpoints becomes a necessity. A plurality of religious texts points to what is beyond. One religious text may also be read by people belonging to a variety of religions, making the text “speak” in different ways. In the following I offer an example of a multi-perspective, multi-religious reading of the Exodus story. Reading a text with religious others can be an exercise in being open to surprising meanings that enrich the own religious experience. 

			The neo-Hasidic thinker Abraham Joshua Heschel (1907-1972) gave a great example of an actualizing reading of the Exodus story. He studied prophetic consciousness, but also engaged personally with Martin Luther King in the struggle for civil rights. His view of a God with “pathos” and of the prophet as “sympathetic” to the caring God led him to active social and political engagement. Heschel and King used the Exodus motif in their struggle to obtain civil rights for the black population in America. In a cross-religious tradition, they both served the underserved black citizens in America.

			Of course, the Exodus story as related in Ex. 12: 11-15 has its direct continuation in today’s Jewish life, because the story is reenacted in the Seder and in the Haggada of Pesach. Yet, the Exodus story is not the monopoly of the Jewish people. Heschel was in dialogue with Martin Luther King, who favored a quiet, non-violent revolution in the United States that would bring about more equality between the black and the white populace. The saying “Let my people go” from the Exodus story became central in King’s message. Heschel had claimed that “the exodus began, but is far from having been completed. In fact, it was easier for the children of Israel to cross the Red Sea than for a Negro to cross certain university campuses.”73 The problem of the Afro-American was the problem of the white man; it was everyone’s personal problem. Heschel saw this contemporary situation as directly related to the Biblical precedent, since the prophet was for him a person who suffers the harms done to others. The prophet has sympathy with the suffering of God, who is “personally affected by what man does to man.”74 He is “a person who is not tolerant of wrong done to others, who resents other people’s injuries.”75 In Heschel’s depth-theology, the divine pathos was sympathetically shared by the prophets. Racism was an “eye disease,”76 the antipode of a religion in which all are equal. God was “either the Father of all men or of no man.”77 Defining idolatry, Heschel said: “Any God who is mine but not yours, any god concerned with me but not with you, is an idol.”78 Heschel’s and King’s social involvement was the result of a religious commitment that united both religious personalities. 

			From the friendship and cooperation between Heschel and King, it becomes clear that the interreligious dialogue has relevance in the social and political fields. In their interpretation of the Exodus story, Jews and Christians portray diverse elements in the liturgies of Pesach and Pascha, but they need each other in the common praxis of liberation and in the construction of a theology based upon such a praxis. 

			Elsewhere, I described how Wolfram Weiße of the Hamburg Academy of World Religions reread the Exodus story in light of the history of the Boeren in South-Africa.79 The Boeren fled before the British colonizers. Escaping the British oppression, they identified with the Biblical people of Israel. They felt themselves as coming out of “Egypt,” out of oppression into the “new land.” After WWII, the discrimination of the local population by the Boeren led to the politics of Apartheid. The Boeren passed from a history of liberation to a history of oppression, and reinterpreted the history of the Exodus in a way that led to oppression. The oppressors forgot their own past situation. 

			Weiße’s rereading of the Exodus story in the context of South Africa brings a new perspective. He asked difficult questions: Perhaps I am the Egyptian? How do I see the refugees today? In South Africa, a black liberation theology came into being. Liberation theologies often use the Exodus motive. This was done by King and by Heschel. Already in Amos 9:7 we read: “Are you not as children of the Ethiopians unto me, o children of Israel? says the Lord. Did I not bring Israel out of the land of Egypt? and the Philistines from Caphtor, and the Syrians from Kir?” (ha-loʾ kivne kushiim ʾattèm li bene yisrael, neʾum ha-Shem. Ha-loʾ ʾet yisrael hèʿèleti mi-ʾèrèts mitsraim u-felishtim mi-kaftor va-ʾaram mi-qir). 

			The preceding example of a multi-perspective reading of the Exodus exemplifies the importance of contextuality. Context is decisive. In the case of the Boeren, it legitimized Apartheid. In the case of the black population in South Africa and in America, the Exodus became a metaphor for liberation. 

			As noted, in Jewish life, the Exodus is remembered in the Passover Seder: le-shana ha-baʾa birushalaim, next year in Jerusalem, from slavery to freedom. After the Shoa, e.g., in the Wolloch Haggadah, Egypt became Germany, and Israel meant freedom. Not only the killing of the male children by the Egyptians is remembered there, but also and foremost the million and a half children in the Holocaust. In a new interpretation of history or an actualization of Pesach, redemption from slavery takes place in modern Israel as the home for Jews. One recalls that in every generation anti-Semites stood up against the Jews. In the Jewish ritual of Pesach, old and new become linked. In Judaism’s concrete spirituality, spirit is connected to everyday life. Consequently, Zionism considered itself a liberation movement. Unfortunately, it was called “racism” on November 10, 1975 by the UN. 

			Since the Exodus has become a universal metaphor, other people have also developed liberation theologies. One has to broaden the horizon and to wish that all become free. As Heschel said: God is the God of all or of nobody. Redemption comes into being as the result of working together for civil and human rights. This cannot be the task of Jews alone. Religions have to further freedom, equality, hospitality and responsibility. If not, they abrogate their civilizing function. Traditions are different, but in a “trans-different” view, the Exodus functions as a metaphor for the liberation, freedom and equality of all, in always different contexts. For the Dutch people of the Northern Netherlands the Exodus was a metaphor for liberation from Spanish occupation. As is clear from the spiritual “Go down, Moses,” African American abolitionists used the Exodus motive for their liberation.

			Self and Other in Jewish and Buddhist Life

			Another example of the usefulness of interreligious dialogue lies in the relatedness of different viewpoints on the problem of violence. Elsewhere I described my dialogue with Buddhist and Quaker Sallie King,80 who is the author of “Socially Engaged Buddhism,”81 in which she describes Buddhist responses to aggression, war and environmental crises.82 I recount here the main arguments in our dialogue. Given the fact that Buddhist nationalism can be violent, King’s accent upon the ancient Buddhist value of non-violence (ahimsa) is all the more important. Discussing with her the subject of violence and social and political engagement served as an example of an interreligious dialogue in which “trans-difference” became possible. 

			In my approach, I described how in Levinas’s thought the commandment “Thou shall not kill” is the “signifyingness” (the signification of all significations) of the “face” and the condition for allocating meaning. Everyone is called upon to answer to the demand of the other. This brings a person into an infinite, endless responsibility that is the rupture of her totality.83 For Levinas, this infinite responsibility constitutes the depth structure of the ‘I’.84 We are ethically exposed to the other, without any refuge. The implication for dialogue is that recognition is more important than cognition: it is a requisite for dialogue.

			King tackled the problem of violence in a Buddhist way. She noted that Buddhism looks differently upon the notion of the “self” and the notion of the “other.” Yet, she found that there is an astonishing similarity between Buddhist thought and Levinas’s thought on the I as hinèni (Gen. 22:1), “here-I-am [for-you].” Levinas’s thought is to some extent not alien to Buddhism, she ascertained. In my own words: the paths followed by Levinas and by Buddhism are different, but “trans-difference” becomes possible, albeit there is undeniable incommensurability between the two ways of thinking, certainly when it comes to the limits of interconnectedness because of violence. 

			King noted that Buddhism does not really recognize others. In “emptiness,” all things, thoughts and experience are mutually constructed. There is fundamental connectedness. The self and the other are in Indra’s net: in the places where the rope is tied, there is a jewel. Jewels have many sides; they are also reflected in each other, mirroring many angles of themselves. In Buddhism, one maintains that everything changes permanently. Separations, walls, and distances have to be deconstructed. King explained that if you have ‘equanimity’ (upekkha) you do not react in anger. You comprehend the deep structure that creates a situation. She added that in Cambodia there had been a genocide: one fifth of the population was murdered. Buddhists assembled in Cambodia on peaceful walks, attempting to challenge and transform the Khmer Rouge.85 Also the Vietnamese monk Thich Nhat Hanh practices ahimsa. With his war experience, he tried to heal wounded others in the Plum village in France, where he also worked with Israelis and Palestinians. He chose the third way, becoming one who chooses life and does not take sides. He became conscious that from the war in Vietnam, both Vietnamese and Americans suffered. 

			It became clear that the Jewish concept of justice is not the Buddhist ahimsa. Our dialogue showed the incommensurability between different world visions.86 The dialogue repeated, in a way, what happened in the correspondence between Martin Buber and Mahatma Gandhi in the thirties. The Buddhist pacifist path cannot be followed uncritically by Jews, since they have the notion of justice: the lives of people belonging to the own group are also worthy of being protected. Buber wrote to Gandhi, whom the Dalai Lama admired. Their correspondence shows that one cannot easily transfer one’s way of talking to people who have very different ways of thinking and living. Whereas for Jews the memory of the Shoa is important, Buddhists problematize this viewpoint. In the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, they wonder why both sides persist in talking about justice and, thereby, nourish suffering. For King, people in ahimsa are a sign. But, in her engaged Buddhism, she also defends human rights and democracy.

			Looking back at our dialogue, I deem that one cannot paste the Buddhist experience onto the Near East situation. But are Buddhists and Jews not in need of each other? In the Near East we likewise need proximity to others, hospitality for each other, to visit each other and work together, and to be near to the other and listen to each other’s narrative. Spirituality and action, meditation and justice, go together in Judaism and in Buddhism. 

			In Buddhism the combination of these seeming contradictions helps people in samsara, the cycle of bondage, which is dominated by craving, hatred and delusion, by bringing them to sunyata, emptiness, in which interconnectedness is lived. In Judaism, the relation with God is lived in the relation to other human beings, in loving kindness and justice (see Micha 6:8). The Buddhist goal is to escape the wheel of rebirth and to assist others in order to cope with suffering and become enlightened. The goal in Judaism is the creation of a just and humane society in preparation for God’s Kingdom. Jewish life is about tiqqun ʿolam, reparation of the world. These are different ways of approaching what John Hick calls the “(ultimate) Reality.” Can one bring peace without a peaceful mind and leads a peaceful mind not to conflict managing and resolution? On the question of otherness and of ahimsa, Judaism and Buddhism are different. Justice is a Jewish concept, ahimsa a Buddhist one. Still, a dialogue between these two worldviews remains a lofty possibility. The well-known Jewish-Buddhist dialogue is an example of the possibility and loftiness of “trans-difference.” Different soteriological avenues are opened by ahimsa and justice. But are not both the Buddhist karuna and the Jewish rahamim compassion, which is the human capacity of being affected by the suffering of others? And are not upekkha as the virtue of equanimity or non-discrimination and Ex. 23:5 on helping the enemy when his ass collapses under its burden, not close to each other? Marc Gopin defines the Biblical command to help the enemy as a unilateral gesture, through which the enemy is humanized.87

			Buddhists deem that there is no I and no you: I am you and you are me. All are interconnected, related to each other like the fingers on a hand or parts of the body in the whole body. The Buddhist insight of non-self and non-duality leads to a sense of wider belonging, to a consciousness of oneness. The I is not an isolated, separate entity. Is this I not close to the I in Jewish dialogical philosophy? Buber, for instance, conceives the separated I as a pure mental construct. The real I is “I-you,” the related I. “Between” I and you deep reality occurs. This is the reality of belonging. In our days, populists provoke opposition between people in the same nation. In this terrible game, people become estranged from each other, although they live in the same country. The only remedy to this violence of populists lies in the development of a broader sense of belonging: all are linked. This message is present in the best of the Buddhist and Jewish traditions. We all need to mend a divided world. Like rain on dry land, the Buddhist oneness and the Jewish justice could bring a refreshing alternative in a world torn apart by discrimination and division. Restoring relatedness in ourselves and others takes time. Bringing justice for all is a never-ending task, just as watering the seeds of lovingkindness is an endless assignment. Buddhism as well as Judaism are ways to make relatedness flower and blossom in and around us. 

			Discussing Luther’s View on Paul 

			Another instance of the fruitfulness of bringing traditions in touch with each other is attested in showing the Jewish background of a text such as 1 Tess. 2:14-16. For the Jewish sensibility, there are disturbing texts in the New Testament. A candidate for a disturbing text is 1 Tess. 2:14-16. Here comes the translation: “For you, brothers and sisters, became imitators of God’s churches in Judea, which are in Christ Jesus: You suffered from your own people the same things those churches suffered from the Jews who killed the Lord Jesus and the prophets and also drove us out. They displease God and are hostile to everyone in their effort to keep us from speaking to the Gentiles so that they may be saved. In this way they always heap up their sins to the limit. The wrath of God has come upon them at last.” 

			A first reaction could be that this is an anti-Semitic text. The text has indeed a terrible Wirkungsgeschichte in Christianity, but Christians can learn from a Jewish reading of it. A Jewish take on this and other difficult passages could yield new insights and prevent an anti-Semitic understanding, which was present throughout the ages. Understanding the New Testament from its “Old Testament” background delivers less discriminative and more accurate readings. If one is attentive to what is written in the Hebrew Bible on Eliyahu’s words to God in which he complains against Israelites who kill prophets (1 Kings 19:10), new light is shed on the text of 1 Tess. 2:14-16. Eliyahu’s words are not anti-Semitic, they are a protest against how the Israelites of his time behaved. Paul returns to Eliyahu’s words in protest against those of his own people who hinder his mission to the Gentiles. 

			Paul was a Hellenistic Jew, who wanted the gentiles to participate in the divine covenant without the need for a full conversion. Gentiles did not have to be circumcised, they were not required to eat kosher and they did not have to keep shabbat and the festivals. Here I mainly follow James Dunn, who explains in his volume The Theology of Paul the Apostle88 that the mitsvot are “boundary makers,” which mark the separation between Jews and non-Jews. According to Dunn, one of the scholars responsible for the “New Perspective of Paul,” Paul desired to integrate the non-Jews in the covenant without the delimitations and boundaries of the mitsvot.89 I further largely agree with Mark D. Nanos, who maintains that Paul did not found a new religion: he was rather a reformer, who considered non-Jewish converts as “full members of the family of Abraham, and not merely guests.”90 Let us return to the discussion of the New Testament passage itself. In his article on the topos of the persecution of prophets in Paul,91 Rudolf Hoppe deems that the text under discussion is not a post-Pauline interpolation; it is rather an integral part of the letter.92 He mentions that the topic of the persecution of the prophets, which is already in Kings 19:10 (the text on Eliyah), occurs also in Rom. 11:1-10. Paul took up a (pre)-synoptic tradition.93 Hoppe explains that Paul brings a parallel between the hardships of the Jewish-Christian communities in Palestine and the troubles encountered by the pagan-Christian community in Thessalonica.94 I am in agreement with Hoppe that Paul in this letter does not fulminate against “the” Jews, but only against those who prevent him from having success in his missionary activities among the gentiles.95 However, if one decontextualises the passage and makes it absolute, taking it out of its living context, it becomes clearly anti-Semitic. The reception history or Wirkungsgeschichte of the verse is well known. Yet, the passage itself is not anti-Semitic and fits in the overall strategy of Paul. Situating this passage in its Jewish context is, therefore, helpful in order to avoid the anti-Semitic interpretation of it. This is a clear example of explaining a New Testament passage from its Old Testament background and saving it from an anti-Semitic reading.96

			Positive Disturbance

			“Trans-difference” as I described it makes it possible to keep one’s particularity while in communication with others. The I-in-relation is an I that shapes itself, but that is also shaped by others. In his war diaries, Levinas brings the following short imagined dialogue: Je vous interromps?—Non, c’est-à-dire on interrompt toujours (Do I interrupt?—No, I mean one always interrupts).97

			We all have our own narrative, which we repeat over and over again. Yet, an interruption of one’s discourse is a positive event. Stubbornly sticking to the own narrative prevents us from understanding the world as such from multiple perspectives. To let oneself be disturbed brings us out of the prison of our own thoughts. If we allow ourselves to be disturbed by others, otherness is taken into account and small or great changes in the self may take place. In the following Chapter, I will return to the importance of the interruption of one’s narrative.

			As I illustrated with the example of a multi-perspective reading of Exodus, people who belong to the outgroup may read passages in Holy Scriptures in a way that differs from the way of reading to which the ingroup is accustomed. The confrontation with an alternative reading of religious texts by religious others may challenge one’s own traditional reading, to the well-being of all. Similarly, the co-teaching with Sallie King illustrates that other worldviews challenge us and make our dialogue sometimes uncomfortable, but always worthwhile. Finally, situating a Paulinian text in its Jewish context, instead of isolating and absolutizing what is written, helps to avoid anti-Semitic readings of it. 

			Violence and Peace in Religions 

			Religious identities are frequently shaped in contrast to other groups. They convey negative approaches to religious others. History shows that the uncritical reading of religious sources contributes significantly to an age-old blindness that prevents one from seeing the other. This leads to tensions and violence.

			Readers of holy texts are therefore responsible for their interpretations, which may lead to violence or to peace. Depending on our interpretations, we construct a world of struggle or of communication. Claiming that there is only one ‘right way’ of reading texts prevents a plural intra-religious and inter-religious reading. Holy texts exist not to prove “truth” over all other truths, but to produce meaning for today. They are poly-interpretable and may be read by religious others. Respect for diverse ways of understanding averts a fundamentalist, violent reading that excludes all other interpretations.

			Religious texts function in concrete communities that are inspired by them. There is the particularity and situatedness of people who live from the texts. But notwithstanding their particularity, these texts belong also to the world at large. One’s singularity should not be cut off from universal belonging. 

			Situatedness and interconnectedness are not mutually exclusive. In interconnectedness, we learn from the other and confront our own weak points. In inter-being, we may understand that all are there for others. One’s uniqueness, one’s belonging to a specific group, is not effaced in an all-encompassing unity. On the contrary: it is only in the recognition of one’s belonging to a distinctive community that belonging to all as a goal to aspire to becomes a real possibility. Belonging to a particular group and belonging to mankind go hand in hand. Belonging is not to be reduced to belonging to a specific group. Separateness in and for itself is violent and can only truly be understood together with interconnectedness. This view has implications for political and economic ethics.98 

			On the religious level, the idea of interrelatedness and of belonging in multiplicity is fruitful for a dialogical theology, in which a plurality of perspectives as well as sound self-criticism, epistemological humility, translation and hospitality are focal. Exaggerated distinction and excessive concentration upon the own lead to a self-congratulatory attitude, segregation and isolation. Disregarding specificities hurts. Differences are therefore to be celebrated while, at the same time, “trans-difference” makes communication possible for the greater well-being of all.

			Nobody owns the ultimate experience of the Transcendent. This implies that theology has to leave exclusivist stances and be opened up to the experiences of the Transcendent by religious others. Consequently, I am uneasy with Ernst Troeltsch’s view on the absoluteness of Christianity, as expressed in his 1902 book on the subject.99 However, I would like to save the term “elasticized” (“elastisch gemacht”), which this German theologian applied to the Christian church, in which communication between different persons is focal.100 I contend that we are in need of a quite different elastization: for a less closed and more flexible theology, which welcomes religious others. In his Elasticized Ecclesiology, which builds upon the ecclesiology of Troeltsch, the Christian theologian Ulrich Schmiedel writes: 

			Troeltsch focuses on intra-religious rather than inter-religious communication. But it would be tempting to apply the elasticization of ecclesiology also to dialogues between religions. If transformative transcendence can be experienced when one encounters the other in trust, these encounters pertain to both intra-religious and inter-religious other.101 

			The present work is an attempt to come to a pluralized and elasticized theology, which is a theology of the religious other. The obstacles that prevent the imagining of such a theology are many. In the next chapter, I turn to the description and removal of unnecessary barriers and roadblocks on the way to a dialogical theology that focusses upon communication with religious others. 

			Chapter 3

			Religious Healing for 
Religious Anomalies

			“Peace, peace to the far and the near” 

			(Is. 57:19)

			Religion as part of culture is both good and bad. This is expressed in the Babylonian Talmud, Treatise Yoma 72b, which reads: “What does the verse ‘and this is the Torah that Moses placed (sam)’ mean: if to one’s credit, it becomes a drug (sam) for life, if not, it becomes a drug (sam) for death.” Religion sometimes contributes to civilization and, at other times, does not further peaceful aims.102 The preceding chapter reflected on truth and peace and on our responsibility when interpreting texts and getting involved with religious others in interreligious dialogue. In this chapter, I describe dissimulative and assimilative aberrations in religion and offer remedies from Jewish dialogical philosophy and interreligious theology. 

			1. Religious Violence

			1.1 The Problem of Belonging

			Belonging is an ambiguous word. Many religious persons embrace the adage: “I am because I am not the non-I.” Neglecting their relation with religious others, they build their identity on the negative background of others. I call this a dissimilative anomaly. 

			An assimilative aberration takes place in the universalization of one’s own religious narrative. A further assimilative problem arises in the case of supersessionism, when the other’s specificity is negated. 

			A special kind of problematic religious dissimilation occurs with the refusal to belong to the world. In the absence of religious-secular dialogue, religions may have no soteriological relevance and no interest in human rights and values. 

			Dissimilative Belonging

			In the case of extreme dissimilation, group solidarity and love for the own people disregards universal brotherhood and sisterhood: insiders create outsiders. Similarly, within one’s own group, dissimulative tendencies quickly become exclusivist and violent. People committed to rigid religious tenets look at reformers with suspicion.103 Reformers are dismissed or vilified. Exclusion in a dissimilative belonging quickly turns violent. For example, Wahhabites and Salafists are intolerant towards other Muslims, who are termed as “kufr”. In their “ambiguity-intolerance” they present one unambiguous truth and one authoritative interpretation for all.104 Intrareligious violence is directed against those who opt for a greater assimilative perspective. In Jewish life, some people have difficulties recognizing fellow Jews who do not live according to the Halakha. They fear that the assimilation of their fellow Jews brings with it a loss of identity.105 Their own dissimilation does not reckon with intra-religious plurality. A stifling orthodoxy may distance itself from all forms of religious non-orthodoxy, although the orthodox themselves necessarily “chose” (in airesis) their own lifestyle, in what Peter Berger called “the heretical imperative.”106 Sociologically, reform movements are frequently succeeded by more conservative religious movements and vice versa. Ossified views, coercively imposed upon others, provoke a liquefaction and expressions of deviating voices. Highly individualized positions that turn their back to the community are often followed by petrified, dogmatic assertions of the community. There is a pendulum between reform and return to a more traditional doctrine, between individual and collective expressions of faith. In any case, it does not seem evident that one expands one’s sense of belonging from belonging to one’s own group to a wider belonging to religious others in and outside the own group. 

			Assimilative Belonging

			The opposite problem of the extreme dissimilation depicted above is extreme religious assimilation, which does not allow for religious otherness. If the own religious love-story is universalized, one becomes coercive and wishes that the religious other would convert. This may lead to negation of salvation outside the own group–e.g. in Cyprian’s “salus extra ecclesiam non est”—or, less rigorously, to Karl Rahner’s “anonymous Christians.” The prime example of assimilative religious aberration is the centuries-old hostile attitude of Christianity towards Jews. During their history, Christians misinterpreted “election,” which was understood as a privilege instead of a surplus of obligations and burdens. The Christian supersessionism is a classical example of mimetic desire as described by René Girard.107 

			Assimilative universalism is discussed by Michael Walzer.108 He describes the problem of this kind of universalism, in which Jews held that there is one God and one law for all humanity and that many nations would go up to Sion (Is. 2:3). This “law-covered” universalism corresponds to that which I call a totalizing, “assimilative universalism.” Walzer contrasts this universalism with “reiterative universalism,”109 which combines universal values and particularisms.110

			Belonging to a group as the possession of the Divine is discussed by Regina M. Schwartz.111 She deems that the monotheistic God was a God for only one group: “There may be only one God, but he is not God for everyone: he is the God of a group. In its beginnings, belonging to the group was the focus of monotheism’s energy. This belonging is fraught with tension: its condition is possession, and […] that understanding of identity as belonging, as possession, is the wellspring of religious violence.” 

			Although Schwartz knows about a monotheistic, charitable God and about the possibility of imitating divine generosity, she insists that monotheism endorses exclusivism and intolerance112: “[…] possession is the dark side of monotheism.”113 She recognizes a monotheism of plenitude and not of scarcity, but closes her article with the sentence that “it is our narrative idolatries that hold us in their grip.”114 Possessiveness indeed brings violence. Yet, I disagree with Schwartz’s view on monotheism as mainly exclusivist. Hers is a Marcusean picture of plenitude which is shared versus the more common view of scarcity that involves violence. Her approach of monotheism as creating “us” against “them” is much in line with Jan Assmann’s “Mosaic distinction” and his interpretation of monotheism as violent.115 I deem that the monotheistic tradition has great dialogical moments, which can be remembered and made useful for the future. Against the Assmann-Schwartz axis, Levinas deems that monotheistic religion creates culture.116 But he too is alert to a kind of religious-mythical thinking, in which belonging as possession and being raptured by the Divine leads to violence.117 

			Lack of Belonging to the World

			A special case of religious violence lies in the refusal of religions to belong to the wider world. Modernity relegated religion to a purely private domain. However, when religion is separated from worldly pursuits, it is bereaved of its spiritual power. Karl Barth’s warning not to be closed up in a religious community without care for the world is only understandable on the background of unworldly forms of religiosity.118

			J.P. Larsson rightly notes that the religious-secular dialogue is “usually neglected in contemporary discourse of dialogue.”119 The lack of religious-secular dialogue may lead to a religiosity without intention to mend the world. Religions may neglect human rights and universal values such as freedom and equality. They may violate human dignity. Religious refusal to uphold gender-based justice, for example, confirms existing structural violence.120 

			1.2 Absolute Truth Claims

			A different form of religious violence, not unrelated to the problem of belonging, is present in absolute truth claims and in eschatological dreams of victory over religious others. This leads eventually to intra- and interreligious violence. Larsson remarks that “the superiority and exclusivity of religious truths are one of the main causes of violence between and within religions.”121 If one has the absolute truth, one defends and promotes it with all means and other religions are simply lies or less true: “Truth pertains to a religion’s raison d’être, and it is therefore often seen as the most important element of a religion in relation to conflict. For a religion, its truth is not only more valid than the claims of other systems of thought, but it must necessarily be the only valid belief.”122 

			The case of Peter C. Phan illustrates how powerful absolute truth claims can be and how coercive actions may follow from such truth claims. In September 2005, the Vietnamese Catholic Professor received a letter from the Congregation for the Doctrine of Faith, in which he was asked to produce an article in order to correct some “serious ambiguities” in his volume Being Religious Interreligously.123 During April 2006, Phan wrote a letter expressing his willingness to compose the article. However, he formulated four requests: 1. that the prohibition to reprint his book be lifted, since a prohibition could be “fair and just” only after having had the occasion to explain himself; 2. That it be explained to him what are to be “the nature and scope” of the article, since the objections of the Congregation for the Doctrine of Faith were many; 3. That he be informed in what “kind of theological journal” his article would be published; 4. that he receive “a fair and just financial remuneration” for the time devoted to write the article. The Congregation for the Doctrine of Faith did not acknowledge receipt of his letter and did not answer his request. The case of Prof. Phan is a good example of religious violence, since it presupposes that certain persons are entitled to demand that others clarify views that seemingly diverge from standard teachings. Powerful authorities speak about confused and erroneous views and they pretend to have the right to ask theologians to rectify their views. 

			In his Being Religious Interreligiously, Phan claims i.a. that absolute truths are not attainable since “metanarratives” are impossible in post-modernity. Truth—he argues—may be reached by stories. He concludes that, if exclusive grasp on truth is impossible, interreligious dialogue becomes necessary.124 

			A related problem to that of the religious-secular divide lies in disregarding the historical contextualization of religious texts and in absolutizing these texts as eternally true.

			2. Religious Healing of Religious Violence

			2.1 Inclusive Belonging

			Trans-Difference

			In my interreligious, dialogical theology, the notion “trans-difference” is central.125 “Trans-difference” respects the differences between the religions, but, in view of a peaceful society, it seeks connection between the religions by bridging, translation, hospitality and epistemological humility. Unity and diversity belong together. One may learn from religious others. Instead of forming oppositional identities with little tolerance for difference, one may celebrate diversity. Dialogical theology asks for dialogical hermeneutics; one looks for relational elements in religions. The search for these elements in every religion goes together with the recognition of diversity: there is autonomy and relationship, separateness and communication. Interpreting Malachi 1:11 “From the rising of the sun to its setting my name is great among the nations, and in every place incense is offered to my name and a pure offering: for my name is great among the nations says the Lord of hosts,” Ze’ev Falk remarks that the text seems to suggest that the Jewish God is revered by other nations under different names. Religious diversity is hereby recognized.126 There is also multifarious religious belonging127 and, within religions, belonging may be strong or weak. The consciousness of diversity and of degrees of belonging is an initial therapy for the religious dissimilative aberrance or a religious over-attachment. 

			“No Religion Is an Island”

			Another way of healing religious exclusivist “belonging” is Heschel’s amplification of the term as including all religions. “No Religion Is an Island”128: other religions too had to save the image of God in human beings and to counter the moral crisis. The problem with religious people was that often they considered God their God, without recognizing that their God is also the God of others. The aim of all religions is to unite mankind around the divine presence. Cooperation with religious others is necessary if one wants the survival of spirituality in man as object of God’s care. 

			Self-criticism

			Healthy self-criticism also counters exclusivist “belonging.” This adequate remedy against exclusive belonging is to be found in many instances in the Jewish tradition. It is believed, for instance, that the people of Israel went into exile and slavery because of the multicolored garment of Joseph. The rabbis said: “Because of a cheap tunic, hatred made its appearance in Jacob’s family, causing it to undergo exile, suffering and servitude.” (Shabbat 10b). Another instance of humble self-criticism is present in the doubt uttered by the Rabbi (haver) in Jehuda Ha-Levi’s Ha-Kuzari. Confronted with the utterance of the King of the Khuzars that the humility of the Jews is not a free act, but stems from their lack of political power, the haver says: “You found the spot of my embarrassment.”

			Healing Religious Dissimilative Refusal to “Belong” 
to the World

			In a misconception of “belonging,” religions may refuse to be in contact with the world and pursue otherworldly aims. Yet, they function within the world. Jewish dialogical philosophers offer some cures for manifestations of an unworldly religion.

			“A Religion for Adults”

			Levinas denounces the violence in the myth of participation in the numinous.129 He protests against enthusiasm as man’s possession by God. He contests the numinous or the Sacred that “envelops and transports man beyond his powers and wishes.”130 He is critical of a religion that causes human beings to “participate, albeit ecstatically, in a drama not brought about willingly by them.”131 The reason is that this divine power “seems to Judaism to offend human freedom and to be contrary to the education of man, which remains action on a free being.”132 Participation in the Divine does not respect man’s autonomy and freedom. Levinas concludes that “[T]he Sacred that envelops and transports me is a form of violence.”133 In Judaism, “education […] merges with instruction and […] the ignorant man can never really be pious.”134 In Jewish religious life, the exercise of intelligence is vital. In this sense, Levinas concludes, monotheism “rejoins the path of the West. One wonders, in fact, whether the Western spirit, philosophy, is not in the last analysis the position of a humanity that accepts the risk of atheism; if it must be held to ransom by its majority, but overcome it.”135 For Levinas, Judaism is “beyond the pathetic” (au-delà du pathétique).136 He considers the ethical relation as a religious one. 

			Levinas highlights human autonomy and fulminates against a view of man as the object of divine manipulations. He distinguishes between the “sacred” and the “holy.” The human being is independent of God and responsible for the world. The I is “here I am (for others)” and his “brother’s keeper.” Levinas is attentive to the world-related ethical strand in Judaism; God-talk is ethical. In his foreword to Difficult Freedom he writes: “‘Of great importance is the mouthful of food’ says Rabbi Johanan in the name of Rabbi Jose b. Kisma. (Sanhedrin 103b) The Other’s hunger—be it of the flesh, or of bread—is sacred; only the hunger of the third party limits its rights; there is no bad materialism other than our own.”137 

			Being Present

			Another thinker who links the relationship between God and man with the relationship between human beings is Martin Buber. “Belonging” to God and to human beings go together. In other words: religion has to be world-oriented, not merely referring to jenseits, but also to diesseits: “[…] to step into pure relation is not to disregard everything but to see everything in the Thou, not to renounce the world but to establish it on its true basis. To look away from the world, or to stare at it, does not help a man to reach God; but he who sees the world in him stands in his presence. ‘Here world, there God’ is the language of It; ‘God in the world’ is another language of It; but to eliminate or leave behind nothing at all, to include the whole world in the Thou, to give the world its due and its truth, to include nothing beside God but everything in him—this is full and complete relation.”138 The whole of life has to be sanctified. 

			From Buber’s religious vantage point, only the pure, agenda-less “presence” before the other gives access to the eternal Thou. This explains his aversion to magic and gnosis. Gnosis and magic “do not attack religion from the outside; they penetrate into religion, and once inside it, pretend to be its essence.”139 Buber deems that “[g]nosis misunderstands […] meeting; magic offends it.”140 In his Hebrew humanism, he keenly saw the problem of religious behaviorism, without interiority and without concern for the world. His observance was not ritual, but ethical. Central in his dialogical thinking was the Vergegenwärtigung, the act of pure presence before a you, which was the locus theologicus of the meeting with the eternal Thou. Buber contested the frequently occurring dichotomy between rituals and ethics. In his own life, rituals and fixed prayers did not play a role. 

			Meditation and Action

			Heschel formulated an alternative outlook to Buber’s reluctance vis-à-vis rituals and fixed prayers. He combined a pious life with humanism, linking prayer and action. He could not imagine a human being without prayer, but in his religiosity, human rights played a central role. For instance, he acted against racism since the whole of humanity is God’s beloved child. His reverence or even awe for the other human being as the result of his theocentric vision explains his concrete care for the human being, whom he saw as object of God’s concern. In his religious humanism, he felt the sanctity of every human life. Because the human being is in “God’s image,” he had to defend the rights of the black people in the United States. Race prejudice was a denial of God’s existence. It was the prophetic thought, in which God cares for man, that motivated him to discuss the Vietnam war with highly ranked individuals such as Robert McNamara and Henri Kissinger. Because of divine care, for which he had empathy, he defended Jewish rights in the Vatican and fulminated against anti-Semitism in the Soviet Union. As a religious man, he could not remain uninvolved; his religiosity caused his concrete engagement in the world.

			Counter to the problematic divide between religion and secularity, Heschel thought that the interaction between the two worlds was a necessity. Prayer was at the center of religious life, yet the consciousness of the indwelling of God had to pervade the entire secular existence. “God will return to us when we shall be willing to let him in–into our banks and factories, into our Congress and clubs, into our courts and our investigating committees, into our homes and theaters. For God is either everywhere or nowhere.”141 He did not reserve religious language for the synagogue, but brought it with him into his protest marches and daily conversations. God had to not be equated with religion; rather, religiosity had to become concrete in the secular world. Heschel could not understand religious people who denied the world; wherever man was afflicted, the caring God was present. Sanctification of God’s name in public would take place where indifference was broken and replaced by empathy with the suffering of the other. Piety had to be expressed in political activity. Kashrut had to be extended from food to all spheres of life. In this way, he enlarged the discussion from over the kashrut of gelatin to asking if an atomic bomb is kosher.142 Qiddush ha-Shem would lie in the care for the other human being, especially the poor, the sick, the deprived and the helpless. For Heschel, one was responsible for society as such: the world had to be repaired and transformed. The world was not a wall, but a gateway to God.143 

			God Did Not Create Religions

			Another great Jewish thinker, Franz Rosenzweig, noted that God did not create religion: he created the world (Gott hat eben nicht die Religion, sondern die Welt geschaffen).144 The world had to be mended in the process of redemption. The specificity of Judaism and Christianity would lie in their capability of freeing themselves from their being religious (“sich von ihrer Religionshaftigkeit zu befreien”) and relating to the world itself.145 

			Belonging as Responsibility for the World

			Jonathan Sacks reminds us that the holy and the good are not separated; serving God and our fellow human beings are as inseparably linked as Shabbat and the six days of the week.146 There is a collective moral responsibility. Such a responsibility is expressed in the scroll of Jonah, read on the Day of Atonement.147 

			In Biblical parlance: Noah remained silent when God told him to make an ark for himself and his immediate family, so that he would be rescued from the flood. He walked with God (ʾet ha-ʾelohim hithalekh noach; Gen. 6:9), not with his fellow human beings. He was a tsaddiq, but, relatively, in his age (be-dorotav; Gen. 6:9). Saving oneself is not enough. One had to wait until Abraham to hear about concern for other people, about saving the world (Gen. 18:17-24). 

			We can safely conclude that in dialogical Jewish philosophy, “belonging” implies relating to all, especially to the excluded and underserved, the poor and the stranger. This command is formulated in Lev. 19:34 as follows: “The stranger who dwells among you shall be to you as one born among you (ke-ʾezrah mikem yiheye lakhem ha-ger ha-gar betokhekhem), and you shall love him as yourself; for you were strangers in the land of Egypt: I am the Lord your God.” In the Jewish tradition, Rabbi Akiva brings the command “You shall love your neighbor as yourself (ve-ʾahavta le-reʿakha kamokha)” (Lev. 19:18) as a great principle (klal gadol) of the Torah. However, this Biblical verse suggests that this concerns only the own people. Therefore, Ben Azai brings another verse (Gen. 5:1) as a greater principle: “This is the book of the generations (ʾele toldot) of Adam. In the day that God created man, in the likeness of God made he him” (Sifra, parashat qedoshim). In this way, Ben Azai saves the love of the neighbor from a too constricted interpretation: all people are created in God’s likeness. Religion should even be concerned for enemies: “If your enemy is hungry, give him food to eat; if he be thirsty, give him to drink” (Prov. 25:21) and “Our rabbis taught: When the Egyptian armies were drowning in the sea, the heavenly hosts broke out in songs of jubilation. God silenced them and said, ‘My creatures are perishing and you sing praises?’”(Sanhedrin 39b). Tribalism, triumphalism and dehumanizing actions hamper our interconnectedness with all. All are partners in bringing about redemption. Belonging always implies belonging to the whole of humanity. 

			Krishna and the Gopis

			In the Bhagvata Purana, a sacred text in Vaishnavism, the deity Krishna is a herdsman who plays his flute and gopis (milkmaids) follow Him. They dance in the night with their Lord, who loves them all equally. But when each of them becomes possessive and wants the Lord for herself alone, Krishna vanishes. 

			This Hindu story is about belonging. It is retold by Yann Martel in his novel Life of Pi.148 Before he recounts the story in the mouth of Piscine Molitor Patel (alias Pi), the author writes: “[...] we should not cling! A plague upon fundamentalists and literalists!” After he relates the story, he writes: “So it is that we should not be jealous with God.”149 

			Different religions make exclusivist claims to the deity, who loves all in an equal manner, with equal intensity. Exclusivists are like the milkmaids who follow the Lord, but are tempted to become jealous and possessive. If that happens, the Lord disappears. 

			A bit further in his book, Martel stages an interreligious dialogue between an imam, a priest and a pandit.150 They have problems with Pi’s practicing Hinduism, Christianity and Islam at the same time. To Pi’s parents, they bring their complaints: “‘What is your son doing going to the temple?’ asked the priest. ‘Your son was seen in church crossing himself,’ said the imam. ‘Your son has gone Muslim, said the pandit.” They start accusing each other. Asked what Pi himself choses to be, he answers: “Bapu Gandhi said, ‘All religions are true.’ I just want to love God.” 

			2.2 Remedies Against Absolute Truth Claims 

			Being in possession of the absolute truth or the “right” explanation of religious texts is a source of violence. In a global perspective, religious dogmatism becomes problematic, since it is blind to religious alternatives. Eschatological dreams of the final victory of one’s own religion worsen the situation. Absolute truth claims disregard intra- and interreligious plurality. Countering this problem, I make use principally of interreligious theology. 

			If one sticks to only one kind of truth, others are automatically excluded. Dogmatic thinking with a lack of openness may become coercive and exclusive and block the way to a religious search. One forgets that the tree is known by its fruits, in the praxis. The rigorous position of the defenders of the gate easily becomes aggressive. 

			Many religions have a sense of superiority over other truth claims and deny that there are many paths to the same goal. There are various means for healing interreligious violence that comes about as a consequence of absolute truth claims.

			Hick discerns between historical and transhistorical truth-claims.151 To the first category belong numerous events that adherents of a certain tradition believe to have happened. Muslims believe that Muhammad flew in the air (from Mecca to Jerusalem and back), Buddhist believe the Buddha did the same (from India to Sri Lanka and back). Christians believe Jesus came back to life after three days. Jews believe that the sun stood still at Joshua’s command (Joshua 10:12). Hick remarks that, of course, there is no way to know the historicity of these reports. They are believed by people. Analyzing intra-religious disputes, he notes that Sunni and Shia differ on whether Muhammad appointed Ali as successor or not. Again, there is no way to settle this question and to know historically who is right. An example of a trans-historical truth is the belief that the world is not eternal, that it has a beginning. Again, Hick notes that we cannot decide here what is historically true. His point is that these truth claims are not indispensable for the salvation/liberation of people. It is therefore better to recognize the differences between beliefs and to live with them. 

			Interreligious Theology

			From the viewpoint of an interreligious theology, absolute truth claims become problematic, since all religions are valid paths to what John Hick calls “the Real” or “the Ultimate Reality.” Hick relates to truth claims in his volume A Christian Theology of Religions. 152 He argues that different world faiths have different belief-systems, in which the Ultimate may be non-personal or personal. Following Kant’s distinction between phenomenon and noumenon, his hypothesis is that the Ultimate Reality is not to be described as it is, but always as thought and experienced in human terms.153 He quotes Thomas Aquinas: “Things known are in the knower according to the mode of the knower.”154 Three analogies clarify his position. Referring to Jastrow’s famous duck-rabbit picture and Wittgenstein’s discussion of it in Philosophical Investigations, Hick writes that in a culture in which rabbits are familiar, but ducks unknown, the picture is about a rabbit. In a culture in which ducks are familiar and rabbits unknown, it is a duck. For Wittgenstein, each group is right. Both are equally correct. In the same way, for Hick, the Ultimate Reality is expressed in different ways. A second analogy concerns the wave-particle complementarity in physics: what is observed, in physics as in religion, depends upon the observer’s view of it. A third analogy stems from cartography. The globe is three-dimensional. But maps are on a two-dimensional surface. These maps inevitably distort the three-dimensional globe. But this does not mean that one map is accurate and others inaccurate. They all are accurate and inaccurate; they are useful for different purposes. Analogously, religions are conceptual maps, finite picturings of the Infinite.

			Hick’s great insight is that religions are not the Real itself.155 There is a wide range of different human perceptions of the Divine. The Real an sich, in itself, is not the Real as humanly thought and experienced. This insight goes back to Kant, for whom we are in touch with reality through our concepts. The different religious traditions are the “lenses” through which we perceive the Real.156 The transformation from self-centeredness to Reality–centeredness “lies at the heart of the different conceptions of salvation and liberation, both Western and Eastern.”157 The Real transcends our conceptualization.158 

			For Hick, there are different soteriologies and different views on the Transcendent, which is always the Transcendent quoad nos. “Trans-difference” humbly recognizes that there are many views on the Transcendent. As a result, no religion can say it posses all the truth. No religion is therefore self-sufficient, all can learn from all.

			As noted above, Hick intends to bring his readers from self-centeredness to God-centeredness or Reality-centeredness.159 This transformation or liberation implies that one progressively becomes conscious that all religious traditions have human concepts about the Real (Adonai, the Trinity, Allah, Shiva or Vishnu, Brahman, Tao or Nirvana), which are not the Real itself. All religious traditions are human responses to the Real. In this way, “the different conceptions of the Real […] are not literally true or false descriptions of the Real”; they are true if they are “soteriologically effective.”160 They are “mythologically true” insofar as they are transformative responses to the Real, which takes different forms in the human experience.161 

			Benjamin Schewel describes how Hick in his “perennial narrative” claims that all religions are expressions of a trans-traditional Transcendence. Hick makes sense of the diversity of religious traditions, which all refer to the Transcendent in different ways. He argues that the infinite spiritual Reality cannot be encompassed by one tradition. All religious traditions offer a partial and finite perspective and, therefore, all are simultaneously true. All the major axial traditions center around liberation and transformation from self-centeredness to Other-centeredness.162 

			In a dialogical theology, multi-perspective reading enriches our religious viewpoints. Christians, for example, could learn from Jewish approaches to Jesus.163 In the best-case scenario, an interreligious education system enables a multi-perspective, interreligious dialogue, which looks for relational elements in various religions and in which different religions and worldviews are valued. In the Buddhist sunyata or emptiness of independent existence, people are linked together in “interbeing.” Religions are fingers to the moon, not the moon itself. 

			God Is the Truth

			For Franz Rosenzweig, God is truth and human beings participate in the truth. In this way, Jews and Christians “have both a part of the whole truth. But we know that it is in the nature of truth to be imparted, and that a truth in which no one had a part would be no truth. The ‘whole’ truth, too, is truth only because it is God’s part. […] Truth itself still says Truly when it steps before God. But God himself no longer says Truly. He is beyond all that can be imparted, he is above even the whole, for this too is but a part with him; even about the Whole, he is the One.”164 

			Previously I noted that negative theology forbids the absolutizing of any experience of the Transcendent. This theology is found in various religious traditions. The apophatic tradition distinguishes between God in himself and our perception of him. Maimonides denies that we can give any positive attributes to God. There are no “essential attributes” in God such as existence, life, power, wisdom and will. When one ascribes essential attributes to God, these should not have any similarity to the attributes of other things.165 No comparison is possible when one applies the terms wisdom, power, will and life to God.166 The negative attributes on the contrary “are those which are necessary to direct the mind to the truths which we must believe concerning God.” Affirming, for instance, that God exists is saying that that his non-existence is impossible. It does not say anything about the essence of God.167 Levinas’s illéité (He-hood) is only approachable in an ethical never-ending movement. In Advaita Vedanta, neti neti, “neither this nor that,” defines what is not Brahman. Muslims, finally, shout Allahu akbar, God is greater, above all that is, in consciousness of the infinite gap between human beings and the Transcendent.

			The theological idea of an invisible God allows a multiplicity of approaches that resist any definition or grasp of the Transcendent. Formulated differently: the ineffable cannot be caught in the effable; the ineffable makes any statement on the ineffable relative. Kataphasis and apophasis are inextricably interwoven, but the concept of the real is not the real. In the Qur’an (7:143), this is formulated in a beautiful way. When Moses asks God to show himself, God answers that Moses will have to behold the mountain on which He appears. If the mountain remains firm in its place, Moses will see Him. God then makes the mountain crumble to dust and Mohammad repents.

			All Have the Right to Interpret

			Paying attention to what ordinary people are thinking of God is also an adequate remedy against absolute truth claims coming from authoritative or professional instances. Ordinary theology broadens the scope of theology. Religions tend to make limitations on what is allowed and what is not. In this manner, voices are silenced. Ordinary people’s theologies are not heard. However, theology lives from the practice and takes place in the practice.168 Ordinary people have the right to speak theologically. Hence the relevance of Astley’s “ordinary theology,” whose object is the meaning-giving and reflective God-talk of believers who do not have a scholarly theological education.169 Ordinary theology as non-scholarly God-talk is “more fluid […] evolving […] through conversation, relationship and sociocultural context. Academic theology […] changes much more slowly by way of arguments, debates, articles, books and lectures.”170 Astley defines ordinary theology as “an appropriate term for the content, pattern and processes of ordinary people’s articulation of their religious understanding.”171 People untrained in theology have their own unofficial God-talk which is not adequately taken into account by professional theologians. Theologians cannot dismiss hearing the voices of ordinary people. They have to be in touch with what happens on the ground. For Astley, theology is from the outset grounded in religious life. One does not have to start from academic theology and then tell others what one “should” believe: one has to “look and see what works in practice, and then to reflect theologically on that.”172 Referring to Ursula Le Guin, Astley writes that the ordinary God-talk is the “mother tongue” of communication and relation, different from the analytical, distancing tongue, which is the language of social power.173 The voices of ordinary people count.

			Women’s voices likewise have to be heard by religion and society, which frequently silence their voices.174 In religious traditions these voices are hardly heard. Exclusion of women is still very much present in religion. The feminist revolution is often ridiculed. All this asks for new theologies that are not the result of prejudicial attitudes. This aspect is important in order to flesh out remedies for current violent theologies that exclude women. In light of the fact that violence against women is a sickness of ages, deep listening to women’s voices is indispensable in view of respect for the dignity of every human being in society. Religious sensitivity implies a social and moral critique. All have the right to interpret and to be heard.

			Truth through Dialogue 

			Truth is not eternal, unchangeable and a-historical or about certainty and doubt; it is born in dialogue. Thorsten Knauth deals with the truth question in the religious education classroom.175 Absolute truth claims make communication impossible. This does not imply that everything is relative. Knauth avoids a dilemmatic thinking by affirming specificities and creating common ground. He brings an important insight by positing that, in interreligious learning, truth is linked to communication. Referring to Karl-Ernst Nipkow, he argues that truth is a process in which one leaves a “Hermeneutik des schon gegebenen Einverständnisses” in favor of a “Hermeneutik des zu suchenden Einverständnisses”: a hermeneutics that searches for understanding replaces a hermeneutics with an already existing understanding.176 He further refers to Reinhold Bernhardt’s “dialogical imperative.”177 In Heschel’s felicitous formulation: “No religion is an island.”

			Truth as Trust

			Truth is born in dialogue, not just in tolerating others, but in entering into dialogue with them. In Jewish thinking, one does the truth. Instead of searching for abstract truth, one searches for a meaningful life and for cross-bordering values. As already noted, the aim of truth is peace and peace conditions the search for truth. Recognition precedes cognition. 

			The Hebrew word for truth is ʾèmèt. The root of this word, alef-mem-nun, is found in ʾèmuna, trust, ʾamana, pact/charta/covenant, and in the adjective nèʾèman, loyal/steadfast. The semantic field of the word ʾèmèt points to an existential attitude, not to cognition. ʾÈmèt in Judaism is ortho-praxis, ethics. The Bible contains truth as a story, not as a system, and faith is expressed by deeds.178 Attitudes are better than words in order to express the sense of Transcendence.179 For Jonathan Sacks, Biblical truth is “a truth that cannot emerge at once but only through the experience of formative events.” It “is a movement from acts done by God for the sake of human beings, to acts done by human beings for the sake of God.”180 In a similar vein, Peter Ochs writes: “In Hebrew Scripture, in rabbinic literature, and for most Jewish thinkers, truth is a characteristic of personal relationships. Truth is fidelity to one’s word, keeping promises, saying with the lips what one says in one’s heart, bearing witness to what one has seen. Truth is the bond of trust between persons and between God and humanity.”181 Truth is therefore not the truth of Athens, but of Jerusalem, although one may translate the message of Jerusalem into the words of Athens, which is Levinas’s project. 

			Christian thinkers also link truth to the transformation of the human being. Hick, for instance, proposes to pass from self-centeredness to Reality-centeredness in a salvific move. He deems that traditional theology is in need of revision because the fruits of the spirit such as love, joy and peace (Gal. 5:22-23) do not occur more abundantly among Christians than among religious others.182 Similarly, Paul Knitter argues that the criterion of truth lies in a liberating praxis. The right praxis is the primary concern of a soteriocentric liberation theology of religions: “Liberation theology insists that praxis is both the origin and confirmation of theory or doctrine. […] According to liberation theology, one does not first know the truth and then apply it in praxis, it is in action, in doing, that truth is really known and validated.”183 

			Ulrich Schmiedel is another Christian theologian who links truth to practice. He reflects on truth that manifests itself in trust.184 In discussion with Hans-Georg Gadamer (and Werner G. Jeanrond’s discussion of Gadamer), William James and John L. Austin, he develops his hermeneutical notion of truth manifested in trust, brought forward in performativity and propositionality.185 Gadamer famously portrayed play as the place where truth is manifested: through play, players are transformed into the true. Furthermore, he drew attention to the importance of recognition, which is more than knowing, because it takes into account the difference of the other. Gadamer appreciated language as disclosure of truth, but truth is for him existential and performative rather than propositional and describing. Schmiedel goes on to detail James’s truth, which is also performative, without propositionality. Schmiedel deems that “[t]he existential move, the prejudice of trust, is indispensable for the manifestation of transformative truth.”186 Criticizing both Gadamer and James, he refers to Austin’s speech act theory, in which performative speech acts take place through propositional speech. For Austin, “there is no pure performative.”187 He brought language and performance or doing things together.188 

			Linking the relationship between the self and the other to truth not as a game, but as trust, Schmiedel refuses the position of the self that does not know the other as well as the position of the self that completely knows the other. The reduction of the other to the self and the total separation of the self from the other are both problematic. In this sense, Schmiedel gives priority to trust of the other, which implies “openness to otherness existentially, explanatorily and ethically.”189 This trust implies critical reflection. His approach to truth as trust—as existential openness to the other—views truth as relational and performative. 

			Interruption of One’s Narrative

			A great tool for countering absolute truth claims lies in the interruption of one’s narrative. The view of an infinite, good God, forgiving all, for instance, is challenged by the view of a “jealous” God (ʾel qana) who wants justice and the battle against evil. Jewish spirituality combines awe and love.190 This comes into expression in Ps. 2:8: “Serve the Lord with awe, rejoice in trembling” (ʿivdu et ha-Shem beyirʾah vegilu bereʿada). Justice (din) and mercy (rachamim) belong together, just as the sound of the shofar inspires both awe and joy (two meanings of the word teruʿa, blast). There is no peace without justice in Judaism. 

			Another kind of salvific interruption of one’s narrative is the reclamation of Jesus in Jewish scholarship. As Walter Homolka writes, this reclamation is a kind of “counter-history” that raises questions for and challenges conventional Christologies.191 Learned Jewish studies on Jesus’s cultural and religious milieu could bring to life a Jewish Jesus, who is less divisive and more a link between Judaism and Christianity. The understanding of such a Jesus is a protest against the view held by the Berlin dogmatician Notger Slenczka, who deems that the “Old Testament” is a mere preparation for the Christian revelation and that the Hebrew Bible is not canonic, as it is incompatible with the essence of Christianity.192 Jewish Jesus-studies are clearly anti-Marcionist. 

			The interruption of one’s narrative may lead to a spiritual search. John Hick, the pioneer of a world or global theology is a good example of such a spiritual pilgrimage.193 He evolved from a boring institutional Christianity to a fundamentalist and dogmatic evangelical. He was a minister in the Presbyterian Church of England. In contact with a variety of religious communities in Birmingham, he gradually became aware that all religions as expressions of the religious experiences of humankind have spiritual validity. Consequently, he left Christocentrism in favor of a theocentric approach of religions. In his God and the Universe of Faiths (1973) he brought about a “Copernican revolution” in the theology of religions “consisting in a paradigm shift from a Christianity-centered or Jesus-centered to a God-centered model of the universe of faiths.”194 

			Accused of relativism, he reacted that not all interpretations of the Divine are equally valid. For him, the criterion for authentic religiosity lies in its soteriological effectiveness.195 I agree with Hick’s criteriology: traditions are valuable in as far as they are liberating and helpful for humanity as such. Buddhists, for instance, cope with suffering through mindfulness. By living fully in the present, practicing breathing in and breathing out deeply, they diminish suffering. They further develop compassion with the suffering of others. In coping with suffering, Jews work more with justice. The Jewish and Buddhist paths are both salvific paths. One path is not higher than the other, they are different. They may criticize and complement each other. Buddhists live the present moment, without reliving past traumas and without worrying too much about the future. Living in the “here and now” one stops running towards happiness and lives happiness. One can recite the mantra:

			“I have arrived, I am home
In the here, in the now
I am solid, I am free
In the ultimate I dwell.” 

			Buddhism allows one to stop running, to be happy now, to live the present moment as the true home and to dwell in the ultimate dimension, which is birthless and deathless.196 In Judaism, justice for all and care for the poor, the colonized and the powerless is a prophetic task. Yet, with Paul Knitter, we ask: do outside action and inside tranquility not go together? Are enlightenment and this-worldly activities contradictory? Can one bring peace without being peace? Each tradition has its uniqueness. Sometimes religious ways are compatible, sometimes not. But each religious movement makes a special contribution to the world. Letting oneself being interrupted by the other’s narrative might lead to self-criticism and spiritual enrichment.

			Alasdaire MacIntyre has defined the human being as a “story-telling animal.”197 Stories convey many messages. In regions of conflict, stories are opposed. It is vital to listen to the stories of others that interrupt one’s own story. Only through the continued patience of listening to the narrative of the other, which stands in opposition to the own narrative, do understanding, compassion and a change of conflict situation become possible. 

			Hermeneutics of Otherness

			The interruption of one’s own horizon is further part of Levinas’s ethical metaphysics. In Gadamer’s construct of “Horizontverschmelzung,” horizons meet each other. In his understanding of conversation, the other appears on my horizon. This pre-judice is subsequently corrected and enlarged in the meeting with the other. In Levinas’s view, however, the other does not appear on my horizon, he rather radically cracks and breaches it, provoking me and urging me to become an I-for-the-other. Levinas’s hermeneutics of the other is therefore a critic of Gadamer’s Horizontverschmelzung, since it ruptures one’s totalizing vision from the beginning, before any pre-judice. We still have not developed a full-fledged hermeneutics of otherness. The other is other, but the I is also other to the other. Therefore, a hermeneutics of otherness is present in Buber’s and Rosenzweig’s Bible-translation, in which they preserve the foreign, Jewish element in the German translation, as a gift to German culture.198

			Diversity

			The Jewish pluralistic tradition offers remedies to resist the rigid position of those who think they have the absolute truth. In the famous Talmudic story of the oven of Achnai, Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrkanus discusses with other rabbis whether an oven is kosher or not. He has miracles and a “divine voice” on his side, but one of the disputants, Rabbi Joshua says: “It is not in heaven” (lo ba-shamaim hi; Deut. 30:12). Finally, the decision is against Rabbi Eliezer. The majority goes against the divine truth. After Sinai, the majority decides. When Rabbi Nathan met the prophet Elijah, he asked him what God said at the moment that the heavenly voice did not count. Elijah answered: He laughed and said: “My children have defeated Me, My children have defeated Me” (Baba Metzia 59a-b). The saying “It is not in heaven” (loʾ ba-shamaim hiʾ) challenges absolute positions. Even if the majority decides, the voice of the singular person, who does not agree, is preserved. Absolute positions are further challenged in the case in which preservation of life (pikuach nèfèsh) overrides commandments (Lev. 18:5, “so that you may live by them, chai ba-hèm; Yoma 84b). Within the framework of the community, decisions are made. But one remains aware that these decisions are human regulations for the community that respond to the Ultimate Reality. 

			Revealed Religion?

			Another helpful way of countering absolute truth claims lies in distinguishing between revealed religion and revelation-related religion. As Zwi Werblowsky writes: “[…] the student of religion, unlike the theologian cannot pronounce on the ‘revealed’ character of any religion. All he can do is to distinguish, in Usener’s terms, between Offenbarungsreligion and geoffenbarte Religion, i.e., between revelation-type of religion and revealed religion. On the latter he has nothing to say. The former is neither a theological nor a metaphysical, but a descriptive and typological term.”199

			Contextualizing

			Finally, the lack of contextualization is one of the main reasons for absolute truth claims. Frequently, texts are understood literally. One pulls them out of their context and neglects their subsequent rereading in other contexts.200 The question is how texts functioned originally and in subsequent periods. Reading the book of Joshua may emphasize that God—not military power—wages war and brings victory. It is God who gives the land and conditions the stay in the land by making it dependent upon Israel’s moral behavior.201 A lack of contextualization is present, for instance, when one reads the book of Joshua as an actual extermination of the Canaanites and genocide by the ancient Israelites. Or when one does not take into account that in Biblical theology, the land is the Lord’s and the specificity of the land does lie in the fact that it brings blessings to its righteous inhabitants and “vomits”(Lev.18:25) them when evil is done. The book of Joshua is a fictional writing that extolls a mythical past in order to encourage the people of Israel during a period of political decline. Robert Eisen writes: “These narratives were fictional accounts composed in the seventh century BCE that were designed to strengthen the Judahites’ identity in the face of the threat of the Assyrian Empire, which was poised to destroy them.”202 Uncritical belief in an “ethnic cleansing of the land” at the time of the conquest of the land203 is a terror reading, in which the book of Joshua becomes a terror text that leads to violent behavior. There were Jews who interpreted the book in a violent manner. The literal rereading of the book by the militant nationalist Meir Kahane is such a violent reading.204 Micha Yosef Berdichevsky or Uri Zvi Greenberg did not see anything wrong in Joshua’s conquest of the Canaanites as reported in the book of Joshua.205 However, it is a fact that, in Jewish tradition, Biblical sources were often softened, although later sources did not get rid of all violence.206 All depends upon how one rereads the Jewish sources. In the course of its history, Jewish tradition mostly interpreted the sources in a non-violent way. Rabbinical rereading often mitigated the violence in Biblical sources. In a similar way, the command to remember what Amalek did as “a war for God from generation to generation” (milhama ladonai be-ʿamaleq mi-dor dor; Ex. 17:16) is interpreted by the rabbis as interiorizing the command and checking the own behavior. The rabbis link Amalek’s violence to the problem of the haughty non-acceptance of Timna, Amalek’s mother, as gioret: the own deeds have consequences. (Sanhedrin 99b) In this way, rabbinic hermeneutics mitigate the overt violence in the command to remember what Amalek did. In the same vein, Haman becomes a symbol: one does not have to destroy, but to bring justice.207 All religions have problematic texts, the question is how one reads them. Given our present-day ethical sensibilities, it sometimes seems better not to pay attention to certain texts. Instead, one may focus on texts that restrain us from being violent. 

			Now that Jews have again political and military power, with the repossession of the land of Israel by Jews, reading and reinterpreting the Jewish sources becomes necessary. Not all violence is avoidable, but unnecessary violence has to be avoided and aggression has to be looked in the eyes. It is in such a difficult context that a reflection on the role of violence and non-violence in the Jewish sources and in their interpretation is urgent in a future-oriented thought. According to Robert Eisen, these sources contain violent and non-violent attitudes towards non-Jews.208 This makes the discussion complex. Since Jews have always held interpretation in high esteem, one has to look into the history of interpretation. Interpretations were violent in some,209 peaceful in other cases. Evaluating the Jewish sources, viewpoints are divided “over whether one evaluates a source by looking at how far it has come from a moral standpoint or by looking at how far it has yet to go.”210 Contextualising is not only understanding the historical situation of texts, but also how these texts may be used in different eras.

			Interpretation is never neutral. To support different viewpoints, one uses various selections of texts. One always composes one’s own Bible according to which one acts. To my mind, the “promised land” is the land where anger does not dictate and where the voices in favor of Jewish-Arab coexistence are not silenced. The “promised land” is the land where difficult memories do not dominate, but where one is still allowed to dream notwithstanding cynicism and disbelief. Bold and creative ethical re-readings of the Bible might search for what unites people rather than what divides them. Jewish uniqueness lies perhaps in the belief in a united humankind. 

			An example of ethical re-reading of texts with great relevance for today is offered by traditional commentaries on Gen. 32:8. When Jacob meets Esau again after many years and sees Esau with four hundred men, the Torah says: “Then Jacob was greatly afraid and distressed” (Gen. 32:8). Midrash Bereshit Rabba 76:2 explains that Jacob was afraid of being killed and distressed that he would have to kill. Siftei Hakhamim further explains that if someone comes to kill you, you may prevent this by killing the pursuer. Yet, if the pursuer could have been saved by inflicting injury and is nevertheless killed, the pursued is guilty. In self-defence there should be a minimum use of force. Lack of contextualization is present in a fundamentalist reading of sacred scriptures, as a reaction to historical-critical research. This leads to absolutizing texts and to fanatical behavior. One frequently hears “Christianity says,” “Islam says,” as if very different texts, voices and doctrines do not belong to specific times and specific people. Essentializing religions prevents one from perceiving the historical conditions in which religious texts, credos and rituals came into being. 

			Another kind of lack of contextualization lies in removing persons and texts from their context and situating them entirely in heavenly spheres. Such a viewpoint is present in the view that the prophet Mohammed did not learn from anybody, that his knowledge is of divine origin and that the Qur’an does not lack anything and is free from any contradiction.211 

			Contextualization concerns the consciousness that texts function in later contexts. As Aviezer Ravitzky claims, during history Jews lacked political sovereignty and did not decide matters of war or peace; the Gentiles did it for them. On the other hand, “the ancient wars of Israel were a matter more for theology than for politics. They took place in Scripture, either in the distant past or, at the approach of the messianic era, in the distant future. The Jews waged concrete war against the evil inclination more than they did against any historical foe. Peace, too, was discussed primarily from a utopian perspective […].” In the postbiblical literature, texts on war, a sword and power were spiritualized: “The generals of the Bible were transformed into scholars and heads of the Sanhedrin, and even David’s warriors (2 Sam. 23:8) were none other than manifestations of the might of his spirit ‘as he took part in the session [of scholars]’ (Mo’ed qatan 16b).”212 At the end of his article, Ravitzky asks: “Will the Jewish people, in its encounter with historical, earthly reality, in a time when the Messiah still tarries, be able to realize a concept of peace that is not taken from the realm of the absolute?”213 

			The question raised by Ravitzky concerns the functioning of texts in contexts. As such, they have destructive or constructive meanings. They may be interpreted in opposing ways. In conflict situations, they add oil to the fire or bring peaceful perspectives. In conflict management and resolutions, they play a crucial role. With his attention to the other, Levinas tended to showcase the ethical quality of the Biblical and Talmudic literature. A philosophy of the stranger, as developed by Marc Gopin, makes space for the other and allows for an ethical reading of texts as well as for a new we, in which diversity is celebrated in unity.214 

			An Alternative to Huntington’s Paradigm

			Huntington has argued that identities are essentially religious. Since religions tend to become rigid, they lead to a clash of civilisations. Yet, do religions in their differences necessarily lead to a clash of civilizations? Is an other-centered religiosity unimaginable? In a short and powerful article, the Senegalese philosopher Souleymane Bachir Diagne challenges Huntington’s thesis.215 Distinguishing between the religious and the spiritual, he opposes “insular, wholly self-centered groups” with spiritual decentring values that celebrate dialogue.216 Referring to Levinas’s Humanism of the Other, he claims that society may be founded on the idea of justice, without distinction between those close to us and those remote from us. A “decentring principle,” which creates a “panhumanism,” lies at the heart of religions and constitutes their spiritual dimension.217 Transcending the antithesis between relativism and universalism, Diagne posits that “the lover sees his beloved everywhere.”218 Referring to the love story of Layla and Majnun, composed by the Persian poet Nizami Ganjavi, he suggests that the reading body see Layla through the eyes of Majnun: the lover’s love for the beloved is so great that he sees her everywhere; his love is extended to all. The human’s capacity of decentring rejects self-confinement. This decentring capacity is for Diagne the precondition of encounter.219 

			The prophetic words of Isaiah 57:19, “Peace, peace to the one who is far or near” (shalom shalom la-rachoq ve-la-qarov) may inspire us today. These words fulminate against an isolationism of populists as well as against altruists and cosmopolitans, who forget and even dislike their own people. Peace is realized in the openness of particular groups to all and in the attentiveness of all to people’s specificity. Universality and particularity are in tandem. Dropping one of these poles, which belong intrinsically together, leads to a lack of respect for others and to a neglect of one’s own situation.

			Perspectives

			The Torah, the divine instruction, is “not in heaven.” Divine truth is in heaven. As for us, “truth sprouts from the earth.” (Ps. 85:11) It grows from beneath, in the pursuit of justice and a good life for all and in dialogue and loving relationships with others.

			Belonging means, etymologically, “to go along with, to pertain to.” To whom do we belong? Violence is manifest in sectarian views on belonging that do not value other specificities. Exclusivist kinds of religiosity abuse others and produce violence. Violence is further present in universalist dreams that consume or functionalize particularities. In such a homogenizing kind of religiosity otherness is negated. Healing these aberrations comes into being when imagining togetherness in diversity and mutual enrichment. The paradoxical movement of respecting boundaries and crossing them in communication and loving relationships is the task of the day. This implies that the creation of a bond between God and human beings lies in overcoming the religious-secular divide and in the humble service to others. Overcoming the religious-secular divide does not mean the religious conquering of the secular, but making religion a transforming energy relevant and useful again for the world. Against identity-politics, going beyond the religious-secular divide means to extend relatedness from belonging to one group to belonging to all. Against privatisation of religion, the overcoming of the religious-secular divide links the humanizing forces in religion to society. Religious and secular persons may rediscover the tremendous might of goodness and lovingkindness that no violence can blot out.

			Chapter 4

			Interreligious Dialogue 
as Testimony

			The preceding chapter focused upon religious healing for religious anomilies. The present chapter explores the relevance of Levinas’s notion of testimony (témoignage; Hebrew: ʿedut) as relevant for the interreligious meeting and dialogue as well as for the construction of an interreligious theology. The word “testimony” in Levinas’s philosophy indicates the response of the ‘I’, who says “here I am” to the other. In responding to the other, the ‘I’ testifies to the Infinite, since no person can say that she fulfills all her duties towards the other. The infinity of her request is always greater than the finite response one gives. “Testimony” in Levinasian discourse is therefore not an uncovering, but a relation to what remains always exterior and not absorbable. 

			I first compare between Levinas and Heidegger and depict their different views on “testimony” before explaining the centrality of the notion of “testimony” in Levinas’s mature thought. I then use this notion in order to shed new light upon the field of interreligious encounter, which I characterize as “testimony.” More specifically, I refer to liberation theologies and feminist theologies as forms of “witnessing.” I close this chapter with the interrelatedness between Gandhi’s Satyagraha (non-violence) as witness and the Jewish notion of justice. 

			Truth, Difference and Time220

			In the past century, Heidegger and Levinas wrote about truth. Both were pupils of Edmund Husserl and inherited his phenomenological method. They defined the subject not as a cogito, but as concretely involved in the world. Whereas the discovery of Being by humans is central in Heidegger’s ontology, Levinas focuses on what is beyond Being, on ethics that lead to the Good beyond Being. For Heidegger, the main distinction is between individual beings and Being itself; for Levinas, the principal distinction is between the same and the other.221

			Heidegger defined truth as aletheia, illuminating disclosure. Truth is un-concealment, the openness of Being to the Dasein. The human being, thrown in the world and ‘projected’ in the future, ‘stands out’ in the truth of Being. This view was contested by Levinas, who approached truth as revelation, which leaves its traces in the face of the other human being. In Levinas’s perspective, truth is the demand of the other, a disorder in Being. The difference between the two thinkers on truth is rooted in a deeper disparity concerning relationship. For Heidegger the primordial relation is to Being, while for Levinas, the first relation is with the other: ethics precedes being. Consequently, for Levinas, not Being, but the other and his or her demand beyond being is transcendent and exterior. 

			Heidegger’s and Levinas’s views on truth are further related to other issues. Freedom, for instance, in Levinas’s view is not primarily the possibility of making endless choices, but obedience to the demand of the other. For Heidegger, the Dasein with its projects reflects Being, while for Levinas the subject is subjected to the Other. Heidegger focusses on the finite subject, Levinas on the infinity that marks the demand coming from the face of the other.

			With all their similarities as pupils of Husserl, Heidegger’s and Levinas’s worldviews are antithetic. For Heidegger, to be or not to be is the question; Levinas is concerned with how to be, with the good beyond being. He deems that Heidegger’s concept of man as enrooted in the soil is a pagan idea.222 Man’s specificity would, rather, lay in the encounter with the stranger, in attention to the irreducible other. Whereas for Heidegger, death indicated one’s own finitude, but also the possibility of the impossible, Levinas approached death first of all as the death of the other, for whom I have to be responsible. With my death comes the end of my duties; it is the impossibility of my possibility. Heidegger focusses on the life and death of the self, Levinas on the life and death of the other.

			Levinas accused Heidegger of being silent on the promise in time.223 There is something tragic in Heidegger’s view on time, which is always my personal, limited time. Levinas’s view on time, to the contrary, is the result of a plurality, of my relation with the other. Time for Levinas is linked to the inter-subjective relation, it is the qualitative passing over to the time of the other, to one’s spouse and children, who are absent in Sein und Zeit. Heidegger’s Dasein is an isolated being, identical with himself, always returning to himself. The future is anticipated in a mood of dread. When Levinas writes on being and time, he thinks of being as plural and of time as the result of sociality. Being with the other creates time. That is, sociality produces time. Writing on the “marvel of the family,” for instance, Levinas deems that fecundity opens up an infinite time, removing the fatality of the subject. Heidegger’s finite time is opposed to Levinas’s infinity in time that has opened up in the face of the other.224 

			The concept of truth in Heidegger and Levinas is linked to some other themes and has implications for their respective views on human life itself. Whereas Heidegger places the relationship with Being central, Levinas argues that Heidegger subordinated the relationship with beings to the relationship with Being. Levinas affirms the primacy of ethics over freedom: human freedom is ethical, justified by ethics. Levinas’s view on the truth, not as the truth of Being, but as the truth of the demand of the other, is a protest against “a philosophy of power.”225 

			I maintain that Levinas’s view on truth is relevant for any analysis of religious truth. If one applies Levinas’s truth-concept to the field of religion, truth cannot be defined as an abstract utterance that has to be confirmed: It is rather to be realized, an orthopraxy. Truth and truly ethical living belong together. The practical approach to truth as existential truth is certainly not exclusively Jewish, but it is clearly present in Jewish thought. In Buber’s dialogical philosophy, in Rosenzweig’s New Thinking and in Levinas’s ethical metaphysics, for instance, truth is not cold, objective knowledge, but true, lively relationship. 

			Witness in Heidegger and Levinas

			I have just described how Heidegger and Levinas developed different world views because of the relevance of Levinas’s view on the subject in the construction of a dialogical theology. The I in Levinas is a “here I am,” a witness to the Infinite that opens up in the ethical meeting with the other. The recognition of the other, being commanded by him or her to respond, makes up the very fabric of the I. I am I because I am related to the infinite demand of the other.

			It is in this context that Levinas writes on the I as “witness.” Witness is a clearly religious notion that has a specific function in Levinas’s philosophy. Hanoch Ben-Pazi has written a beautiful essay on this subject in which he has perceived the feasibility of the notion of the Levinasian bearing witness as a philosophical category, applicable to various areas, including psychology and education.226 The “witness” in the Levinasian sense is the one who takes responsibility. In non-indifference, in my response to the other, I bear “witness” to the Infinite. In contraction, in kenosis (self-emptying), in substitution, I am a “witness” of Transcendence. Instead of being an impartial or uninvolved onlooker, the I can be shocked by miserable boat people, by children who suffer from famine, and by the misfortune of innocent people in wars. The I is nothing less than infinite responsibility and care of the other. She is “here I am” for the other. The Levinasian “witness” is therefore diametrically opposed to the Heideggerian witness, who testifies to the revelation of Being.227 The Levinasian “witness” bears responsibility: “The witness testifies to what was said by himself, for he has said ‘Here I am!’ before the other; and from the fact that before the Other he recognizes the responsibility which is incumbent on himself, he has manifested what the face of the other signified for him. The glory of the Infinite reveals itself through what it is capable of doing in the witness.”228 Whereas the Heideggerian Dasein witnesses its own potentiality of being,229 the Levinasian “witness” is a being involved in the life of others. Heidegger’s Dasein attests (“bezeugt”) to the Being, Levinas’s “Here I am” testifies (“témoigne”) to infinity, to the never-ending call of the Other. It is with this philosophical clarification of Levinas’s “witness” as against the Heideggerian witness that I now proceed to apply the Levinasian “witness”-concept or category to the field of interreligious meeting.

			The Exodus as Paradigm of Testimony

			To bear testimony to the glory of God manifests itself in ethical behavior. To be a “witness” means to respond to the call of the other, for the honor of the Most High. One “testifies” to God’s glory in liberating movements.

			Acting against oppression, in favor of equality between people has resulted in various liberation movements in Christianity. The consciousness of the first commandment, “I am the Eternal, your God, who led you out of Egypt” (Ex. 20:2) could lead to the development of liberation theologies in other religions that do not necessarily have a Marxist hue.230 The liberation of politically, socially, and economically oppressed groups and people is at the heart of the realization of justice and constitutes a “testimony” to God. This justice works with righteous means and never justifies violence. This is the meaning of the words in Deut. 16:20: tsèdèq tsèdèq tirdof: you shall pursue justice with just means. I deem that in liberating theologies today, the main question is how to bring all out of the violent situation, out of Egypt. In order to realize this, one will have to overcome estrangement through dialogue with the opponent and through belief in the other’s changeability.231 

			The Liberating Story of the Exodus

			As demonstrated in Chapter 2, reading the Exodus-story from multiple viewpoints can become an exercise in dialogical hermeneutics. Different religious viewpoints on the story may lead to the defense of human rights, in echo of the Exodus as “testimony” to the glory of God. As noted, Martin Luther King became inspired by Heschel. The saying “Let my people go” (Ex. 7:26) became central in his message. In 1963, King delivered his speech “I have a dream.” He was murdered April 4, 1968, days before he was to attend the seder of Pesach in Heschel’s home. Kings’ and Heschel’s religious engagement and their interreligious activities in view of a more equal society were a “witness.”232 

			The Boeren reinterpreted the Exodus so that it became an instrument of repression. It was only in 1994 that Nelson Mandela became president. The black people of South Africa came out of the slavery of “Egypt” and gradually began to rise from their status as second-class citizens. The Exodus story still inspires people. Much remains to be done and inequality still characterizes our societies. In Pirqe Avot we read: “You are not commanded to finish the work, but you are not free to desist from it.”233 In working for more equality, we have to critically ask ourselves if perhaps we too are not Pharaoh. One “witnesses” God’s glory in the liberating movements that aim at changing the opponent and creating a good life for all. 

			Fannie Lou Hamer (1917-1977) was likewise inspired by the Exodus motive. This courageous black woman stood up for the rights of black people to vote and live a dignified life. She wrote that God “sent a man in Mississippi with the same name that Moses had to go to Egypt. And tell him to go down in Mississippi and tell [governor] Ross Barnett to let my people go.” “The man with the same name that Moses had” was Bob Moses, a student. For Hamer, he was sent by God to free the slaves in Mississippi.234 

			In the endeavor to assist others, to take responsibility and to manifest solidarity, imaginaries other than the Exodus are possible. Christians may, for instance, meditate on Simon of Cyrene’s readiness to bear Jesus’s cross up the hill. Solidarity brings a change in the world. Heschel’s words on the prophetic concern for others still resonate in us. A prophetic human being identifies with God’s pathos. He personally feels the injustice done to others, with whom he suffers and for whose liberation he fights.

			Care for the Other as “Witness” to God

			Refugees encounter many problems in Europe. Yet, there are also people who take care of them in reception centers and even in their homes. They look after them until they receive governmental refugee status. In the summer of 2016, my youngest son Bini with his Muslim friend Mahmud went to Jordan in order to help Syrian refugees. They alleviated suffering, bringing people out of the constricion of their “Egypt.” 

			The Exodus is not yet finished and the memory of our Exodus from Egypt obliges us to act. It is not so much the remembrance of a far-away past as the urgent demand of today, here and now. Neither does the Exodus belong to the Jewish people alone: mankind inherited it. Because we know what slavery and oppression mean, we are engaged in the Exodus of others and we thereby “witness” the glory of God. This old-new engagement and praxis of liberation is an urgent and relevant “testimony.”

			Dialogue as Testimony

			I argue that in the peaceful dialogue between religions, one testifies to the Higher Worlds. In other words, holiness is viewed as a response to the demand of the other. This comprehension of holiness or “testimony” is in no way linked to the activity of clergy. Nor does it refer to martyrdom or to the proclamation of one’s own faith. “Testimony” in this context is the activity of the one who is capable of saying “here I am” before the other. In theological terms: the one who bears “testimony” identifies with a God who hears the cries and sees the tears of oppressed people. The one who “testifies” is the one who is concerned with the people’s redemption from slavery and oppression. Israel, who came out of Egypt, and Jacob, who left a people with a foreign tongue (Ps. 114:1), are the paradigm for all those who suffer under dominion and long for redemption. The poetic verse of the Psalm above highlights the importance of acting for those who have no rights, of speaking out in their favor, and in this way giving “testimony.” Religiosity here is practiced through social engagement for discriminated-against people. 

			Women’s Liberation

			An important part of liberating theology as “testimony” is feministic theology. The discrimination against women, the violence, neglect and indifference towards them is a sickness of the ages, against which any serious liberation theology will have to fight. Happily, there are soteriological counter movements to the age-old oppression of women. On the theological level, one has to ask: What happens when women read the Bible? How do they interpret slavery, oppression, and imprisonment from their existential situation, and what do they feel with the vision of a promised land, as free women? 

			I give one example, more than thirty years old and still very actual. In their booklet, Heidemarie Langer, Herta Leistner and Elisabeth Moltmann-Wendel bring the text of Ex. 13-14 to life again, out of their situation as women.235 In their dialogue with each other, they give a feministic reading of the ancient text. It is important for them to relive the situation ‘here and now.’ In this way, Egypt becomes a synonym for the prescribed roles from which they want to be liberated. But they also express the fear of leaving situations and being confronted with interdictions to change their condition. Is there such a thing as the promised land? Can dreams become true? The three women ask if they are ready to leave the narrowness of Egypt and to create a new state of affairs for a better future? In their reading of the Exodus story, they talk about their biographical Egypt and about the perspective of liberation. The past becomes present. They feel the Exodus is their own life story. They sense, as in the Haggada of Pesach, that God is leading them personally out of Egypt. Like Israel in the Haggada, these women also have mercy for the dead Egyptians. Are not the horse and its rider the symbol of domination, of which one has to dispose? In a feminist perspective, the three women feel their own rebirth through the waters of the Red Sea. 

			A feminist reading of Biblical passages such as the Exodus could lead to a faith-based interpretation of liberation from the abuse of women in today’s society. Such a reading of the Exodus by female religious agents is necessary in order to counter the longstanding gender inequality, which expresses itself in role prescriptions for women, in their marginalization and subjugation and other kinds of patriarchy. The Exodus story is a potentially transformative resource for non-academic “ordinary” readers. Not enough research has been done on such “ordinary” Bible usage. Religious feminists could use the religious frame of the Exodus as reference in order to come to text-based liberating activities and to explore possibilities of liberation. In this way, patriarchal religion raising barriers to women’s liberation could be challenged and religion could play a more constructive role. Instead of being used in order to ignore or oppress women’s voices, it could be an occasion to set them free again. Of course, we will have to leave a binary thinking in which men are always perpetrators and women always victims. Violence is present in every human being and in diverse ways. But given the sad history of blaming and shaming women, the shaping of a religious framework for a less violent attitude of men towards women has soteriological value. 

			Today, we see more and more women from different religious traditions who contribute to the influx of women into the religious field. I am thinking about such scholars as the Jewess Tamar Ross, the Buddhist nun Carola Roloff, the Christian Manuela Kalsky or the Muslim Amina Wadud. Women reread and reinterpret core religious texts from an explicitly feminine point of view. They develop a specific religious self-understanding.236 The feminine rereading and reinterpreting of religious texts and even the feminine reimaging of entire religious traditions is a necessity in order to promote equality between women and men, empower women and respect their fundamental rights. In this manner, also the interreligious dialogue between feminist theologians could be a cross-cultural “testimony” to the dignity of every human being and at the same time to a Higher Reality that is not in our reach, but towards which we always strive.

			In the Hebrew Bible, Abraham was ordered to listen to Sara’s voice (Gen. 21:12). But until now, the voices of women were often silenced, and not only in the religious domain. Today we are also ordered to listen to the voices of women, additionally and especially in the religious and interreligious dialogue, if such dialogue wants to be a “testimony.”237 The “me too” movement is a modern variant of “Let my people go.” It is a way towards liberation, a cry for freedom from oppression and humiliation, a cry against male violence. Men do not have a monopoly on violence, but today’s sensibility asks for the correction of an age-old attitude in which men have not behaved respectfully and humanly enough towards women. 

			Knowing or Acknowledging?

			There is a frequent misunderstanding that interreligious meeting and dialogue are more successful if one “knows” the other better. Knowledge is certainly good. However, the tree of knowledge is not the tree of life. Only when the tree of knowledge is grafted upon the tree of life—in function of the tree of life—may the interreligious dialogue bear its ripest fruit. In other words: “Testimony” as recognition of the other and care for her is a fundamental category in the approach to and meeting with the religious other. In “testimony” as the contraction of the I and careful listening to the other, the glory of the Most High is revealed.

			“Testimony” interrupts a violent way of being. It is a sign, pointing to the possibility of a non-violent world. When James Reeb was murdered in Selma by white supremacists because of his solidarity with the liberation movement of the black people in America, two little girls—Sheyann Webb and Rachel West—brought “testimony” by holding high the vision of a more humane world. It is worth recounting at length Raboteau’s description of the moving “testimony” of these little girls, aged eight and nine, who were prominently present in various black demonstrations:238 

			Me and Sheyann used to walk about the church there and look for some sign that would tell us the Lord was on our side, that He was watching us. We’d look and we’d see a leaf falling, and we’d say that was the sign. And we’d know we were winning. We’d see the moon shining down some nights and we’d say that was the sign. And we’d say we were winning. We’d hear the wind blowing or hear the thunder. That was the sign, we’d say. We were winning. So this night, very late, the night James Reeb died, we were out there with all these sad people, and so many of them were still crying. So we walked about the crowd looking for a sign, because we needed that assurance. And we’d heard somebody—one of the ministers or nuns—say that when a good person dies the Lord hangs out a new star in the night. So we looked up for a shiny new star…but the sky was full of clouds. And I said to Sheyann, “There ain’t no sign tonight.” And she says, “Keep lookin’ Rachel, ‘til we see it.” So we kept standing there, with our heads turned upward like that. And all of a sudden it started raining…right in our faces. And I yelled, “Shey, there ain’t gonna be no sign.” But she’s still looking up like that and all of a sudden she says, “The rain’s the sign. The rain is.” And I looked up again, letting it just splatter all over my face and in my eyes. The sudden way it had started made me agree that it surely must be the sign. So we sat on the steps of Brown Chapel…shivering and praying there. And we were convinced that this rain meant that even the Lord in Heaven was sad by James Reeb’s death and He was joining us in our sadness, in our weeping.

			Persons who commit themselves to the liberation of oppressed people are a sign. In Hebrew, the word nes denotes a sign, but also a miracle. We are commanded to continue to look for signs. In fact, we are all called to be “witness” and a “sign” of non-indifference for the downtrodden, whose Exodus asks for a new Moses in every generation. Signs are the outbreak of the Divine in our world. In a unitive perspective, we are within God, “in the mind of God.”239 Being part and parcel of God, who is greater than us, we are living “signs” to the Higher Worlds. 

			Peter Berger too wrote on “signals of transcendence” in his small and powerful book, A Rumor of Angels.240 The two little girls from the story above were looking for a sign from above as confirmation of Reeb’s great humanity. Berger perceived signs from heaven within human existence. He approached the Transcendence from beneath and found “signals of transcendence within the empirically given human situation.”241 Firmly grounded in human life, “prototypical human gestures” point to the Transcendent.242 Starting from “the faith that is rooted in experience,” he proceeds to “the act of faith that transcends the empirical sphere.”243 With an “inductive faith” as the religious “process of thought that begins with facts of human experience,”244 he focuses upon basic human experiences such as order, play, hope, moral damnation and humor.245 With his empirically based theological method, he brings religious and human experience together, concentrating on the basic human experience. He thereby overcomes the problematic religious-secular divide.

			Gandhi’s Satyagraha as a Sign

			Still today, Gandhi is an inspiration for many. His non-violence was a sign. The “Indian Moses,” as the Cape Times of January 24, 1895 called him, developed his Satyagraha principle in South Africa.246 He suffered injuries, insults and imprisonment as a Hindu and saw the suffering of his own people and of others in South Africa. He came up for his people, who were treated by South Africans as “untouchables.”247 Satyagraha or soul-force was his way of coping with racism and humiliation. With Satyagraha, he never gave up communication and dialogue. He did not harbor anger and tried in this way to melt the heart of wrongdoers.248 In Sarvodaya, work for the good of all, he pled for active resistance through disobedience, with the aim of justice and reconciliation.249 Gandhi’s absolutely non-violent way of life is a sign. Yet, his understanding of Judaism and of the Hebrew Bible was rather problematic and this explains his lack of spiritual support for the Zionism enterprise.

			It is worthwhile bringing Gandhi’s Satyagraha into renewed contact with Jewish thought, pointing to the limitations and possibilities of Gandhi’s position. From the standpoint of a Jewish Zionist, Gandhi’s views are problematic, but they remain a “sign.” I now further expound on this in the framework of a transformational dialogical theology that aims to contribute to more dialogical and peaceful societies. Gideon Shimoni has brought together Gandhi’s different utterances and reactions towards Zionism and has dealt with Gandhi’s very partial understanding of Judaism.250 It appears that, after WWI, with his dream of Hindu-Muslim amity and unity and because of his conception of Satyagraha (soul-force) or ahimsa (non-violence), Gandhi did not support Zionism. Gandhi’s view on Judaism was a Christian one; he looked at Judaism through Christian eyes. Judaism was merely “Old Testament.”251 Although Jews look to Zion as a spiritual as well as a material reality, Gandhi could not value Zionism because of his Satyagraha and his biased ideas on Judaism. 

			In South-Africa, Gandhi became friends with Jews such as H.S.L. (Henry) Polak and Hermann Kallenbach.252 The latter thought that Hitler had to be resisted, including by using violent means. He thereby deviated from Gandhi’s absolute and principal rejection of violence.253 Gandhi favored the pro-Khilafat movement in India (1919-1923), which defended the power of the Ottoman Sultan as Caliph over Jazirut-ul-Arab, the geographical center, an area comprising Arabia, Mesopotamia, Syria and Palestine.254 His views on Zionism were only challenged in the late 1930s.255 Challenges came from Polak, Buber, Magnes and others. Another of Gandhi’s friends, the Anglican priest Rev. Charles Freer Andrews, with a lively interest in Zionism and the Zionist thought of Ahad Ha-am, desired to visit Palestine and to talk with Judah Leib Magnes. He disagreed with Gandhi’s unfavorable position on Zionism, although he thought that the Jews had to “win” the Arabs to their position instead of using outside power to coerce them.256 Andrews was a close friend of Gandhi. He was the son of a Christian minister who belonged to the Anglican Church. Between 1914 and 1940, he lived and worked with Gandhi. Their friendship blossomed, and they called each other Mohan (instead of Mohandas) and Charlie (instead of Charles). Gandhi received the name Mahatma, “big soul” (“the one with the enlarged self”) from Rabindranath Tagore (1861–1941). Andrews, who worked in the slums of London, received from Gandhi the name “friend of the poor.” Through Hinduism Andrews found God in everything. For Gandhi, Jesus was a prince of non-violent resistance. They learned from each other, but differed on the theme of Zionism. For Gandhi, Biblical Palestine was only in the heart, it was not a geographical territory.257 Jews could settle in Palestine through the goodwill of the Arabs and seek to convert the hearts of the Arabs: “They can offer satyagraha in front of the Arabs and offer themselves to be shot or thrown into the Dead Sea without raising a little finger against them. They will find the world opinion in their favor in their religious aspiration.”258 

			Jewish Zionists such as Buber and Magnes, who put the Arab-Jewish amity at the heart of their Zionism, wrote to Gandhi and challenged his one-sided position in the Jewish-Arab conflict.259 Gandhi had also proposed that the Jews who wanted to flee Germany remain there and pursue an attitude of radical non-violence towards the Nazi atrocities. Martin Buber could not agree with such a viewpoint and he wrote to Gandhi on the themes of justice and non-violence. His letter, dated February 24, 1939, was sent together with a similar letter by Magnes, president of the Hebrew University, on March 9, 1939. In his letter, Buber told Gandhi that, in his own Zionist thoughts, the Jewish homeland is rather the continuation of Biblical Israel.260 The land belongs to God: “Mine is the land” and this land is good for both Jews and Arabs.261 For Buber, Jews did not seek to dispossess the Arabs, they wanted a land for both people.262 Further on, Gandhi’s idea of Satyagraha as a method of resistance was not tenable and ineffective in Hitler’s Germany.263 For Buber, Jesus and Gandhi taught non-violence, which was impossible for Jews, who believe that one must sometimes use force to save oneself and one’s children.264 Buber and Magnes did not receive any answer. The letters had gone astray or Gandhi did not read them.265 Like Buber, Hayim Greenberg, editor of the Zionist-socialist Jewish Frontier in America, wrote a letter to Mahatma Gandhi in 1937, urging him to raise his authoritative voice in favor of the persecuted Jews and the return to their homeland.266 After Gandhi had advised Jews to embrace the heroic resistance according to the principle of Satyagraha, in 1939 Greenberg wrote a very critical reaction to Gandhi’s position.

			Confronted with Martin Niemöller’s view that non-violent opposition to Hitler was not effective, Gandhi thought that persons did not do enough to melt “Herr Hitler”’s heart: it was made of harder material than stone: “But the hardest metal yields to sufficient heat.”267 Discussing the world crisis and violence, he wrote: “It is true that the Jews have not been actively violent in their own persons, but they called down upon the Germans the curses of mankind, and they wanted America and England to fight Germany on their behalf.”268 In answer to Polak, who criticized Gandhi on these utterances, he wrote, referring to Kallenbach: “I happen to have a Jewish friend living with me. He has an intellectual belief in non-violence. But he says he cannot pray for Hitler… I do not quarrel with him over his anger. He wants to be non-violent, but the sufferings of fellow Jews are too much for him to bear. What is true of him is true of thousands of Jews who have no thought even of ‘Loving the enemy.’ With him, as with millions, ‘revenge is sweet, to forgive is divine’.” Polak reacted in strong terms and asked Gandhi to withdraw his statement, which Gandhi did, publicly.

			The uneasy relationship between Zionists and Gandhi shows how difficult it is to transplant the lofty ideas of one culture into another. Gandhi’s proposal of Satyagraha in Hitler’s Germany was totally inappropriate and unacceptable for Jews. What was good for India in the eyes of Gandhi was deemed bad by Jews in Hitler’s Germany. Jews espouse the idea of justice, while followers of Gandhi adopt an absolute non-violent way of life. 

			I identify with Buber’s standpoint, who considered Zionism to be an occasion for a Jewish renaissance, in which the success of Zionism depended on the good relationship with the Arabs. I further agree with him that justice is a fundamental Jewish concept, which sometimes is accompanied by necessary violence.

			However, more generally speaking and seen in a broader context, it seems to me that in an integrative, non-dilemmatic approach, realistic as well as non-violent, peaceful methods do not exclude one another.269 They could complement each other and are both of value in navigating conflict management efforts. Adopting Satyagraha is a “sign” and a way of life; realizing justice is a permanent task. However, there are elements of culture that are so incompatible with each other, that one cannot bring them together in one all-encompassing attitude that is good for everyone in every country.

			At first sight, there is an incommensurability between the Jewish concept of justice and Gandhi’s Satyagraha. Gandhi’s pacifist path cannot be uncritically followed by Jews, for whom the lives of the own people are also worthy of being protected. In violent conflicts, ahimsa is a sign. One-sided positive steps make a difference. Yet, can one paste Gandhi’s experience onto the Near East situation? The goal of Judaism at its best is the creation of a just and humane society in preparation for God’s Kingdom. It is about tiqqun ʿolam, reparation of the world. Gandhi wanted to melt the hearts of wrongdoers as a way of coping with suffering. These are different ways of approaching what John Hick calls the “(ultimate) Reality.” Different soteriological avenues are opened by ahimsa and the Jewish concept of justice. However, does Ex. 23:5 on helping the enemy in case his ass collapses under its burden not refer to a non-discriminating act of goodness? Unilateral gestures as “signs” humanize the enemy. 

			Dialogical theology as I conceive it is rooted in Jewish dialogical philosophy. It promotes the coexistence of (religious) others. It suggests respect for differences and going beyond them in communication, in what I call “trans-difference.” The Jewish way and Gandhi’s way remain different, but they are not completely unrelated. Engaging in the East-West interreligious dialogue could open unexpected and surprising horizons. 

			Interrelatedness goes against identity-politics and works with mutual acceptance and promotion. It brings together unity and diversity. Traveling from one’s own religious world into the worlds of religious others and receiving religious others in one’s own religious home has become increasingly accepted and valued. Transposing oneself in the world of religious others and being touched by religious others might become exemplary for society. In dialogical theology, people learn from each other how to insert values and meaning in their lives and how to realize non-indifference towards the suffering and misery of others. People belong to different worlds, but they also belong to the entire world. As I noted supra, since we live in one world, communication is a lofty human possibility. This allows for fresh thinking on Gandhi’s Satyagraha and Jewish dialogical thought. Different cultures “testify” in different ways to the Ultimate Reality: they may be a “sign” for each other.

			Chapter 5

			Buber’s Category of Presence

			We all bear “testimony” (Hebrew: ʿedut) to the Transcendence by being a “sign” (Hebrew: nes) for others, who cry for help. Presence before the other is one of the most meaningful signs that refer to Higher Worlds. In this chapter I show the relevance of Buberian of thought on the sign of “presence” for the interreligious dialogue and the construction of a dialogical theology.270 It describes the various characteristics of the category of “presence,” especially as they come to the fore in Buber’s I and Thou. I argue that Buber’s transformative writing on presence provides us with insights into the depth of human existence and offers the basic condition necessary for any real conversation and meeting. Buber’s view on being religious as being present, on the between-person connection and on the necessity of interacting with the world plays a pivotal role in interreligious encounters and in the reflection on them. The central question of this volume phrased in Buber’s terminology is: can we say “you” to religious others? Can we change our own I by being related to the religious other? Are we ready to be transformed by the presence of the religious other? The criterium for a successful dialogue lies in the capacity of the partners in dialogue to say “you” to each other and to make each other “real” by being present. In such a dialogue, one discovers one’s “inborn you,” which is the I-in-relation. In the interreligious dialogue, the capacity to say “you” rather than the analysis of religious content creates a “between” that is the theme and the method of interreligious theology.

			Buber’s small book I and Thou has influenced many dialogical thinkers. Buber planned the text in 1916 and a first rough draft existed by 1919; the book was finally published in 1923. According to Rivka Horwitz, Buber presented the themes of I and Thou orally in a lecture course delivered in Rosenzweig’s Lehrhaus between January 15 and March 12, 1922. The lecture course was significantly called “Religion as Presence” (Religion als Gegenwart). Rosenzweig appreciated and at the same time criticized Buber’s views. He disliked the term “religion” in Buber’s course title but perceived that the real theme of Buber’s lectures was God as “presence.”271

			Although I and Thou has had great impact upon many dialogical thinkers until today, it seems to me that the poetically formulated insights in this book have not been sufficiently taken into account in view of a philosophical reflection on interreligious encounter.272 Buber’s dialogical-theological thinking is useful in the dialogical theology of today. More specifically, the category of “presence” as discussed in I and Thou has great potential for enabling a better understanding of what the dialogue between religious others means. The Buberian category of “presence” and his view on the relational I provide the philosophical basis for a theology that is developed in a dialogical way and has dialogue as its object.

			The aim of presentness in Buber’s dialogical philosophy is the creation of a between-person. Presence does not only give meaning to life. It makes one aware of the fact that existence is co-existence. Buber deemed that the real self is discovered in a dialogical “turning” to the other. In his masterpiece I and Thou, he distinguishes between I-you and I-it, between presence (Gegenwart) and object (Gegenstand).273 The I-you is the I that is holistically present before the other; the I-it describes, experiences, perceives, thinks, catalogs, objectifies and uses the other. In the beginning of the book, Buber develops a rather dichotomist thought, contrasting I-you and I-it.274 By this strategy of opposition, he aims to promote an approach to the I as I-in-relation. Focusing upon relationships in which a person is present before another person, his intent is to enact a cure for a world that is increasingly dominated by functional relationships. The goal of his transformational writing is to move the reader from a world of experience and exploitation to the world of relation, where meeting takes place.275 Buber is aware that functional relations are necessary in human life and he also recognizes that I-you and I-it belong together in creation.276 But his point is that the other person is not a mere ‘it’ and that she may become a “you.”277 This is expressed in the sentence: “without It a human being cannot live. But whoever lives only with that is not human.”278 The I is relational, invited to live a full, relational life. This relationality of the I implies a decentralization of it and empties it from any solitary substance. Reminiscent of the Biblical expression in Genesis 1, Buber writes: “In the beginning is relation.”279 

			For Buber, “all actual life is encounter.”280 This profound insight was born on the background of a series of negative experiences in his own life, from which he learned. These experiences include the disappearance of his mother Elise Buber-Wurgast during his childhood,281 the unsuccessful conversation with an older worker on the subject of God282 and the catastrophic failure of a meeting with a desperate young man called Mehé in July 1914.283 The last event brought Buber to what he calls “a conversion” (eine Bekehrung). He discovered the centrality of the inter-human. Spirituality, he concluded, is not located in solitary meditation and introspection, but in being wholly “present” before the other human being.

			In I and Thou, the enclosedness of the I is breached in association and solidarity with the non-I. The I is destined to be present before the non-I, to say “you” to another person.284 The fullness of life is lived by being present; a withdrawal into oneself is problematic. In this manner, Buber strives to create a life of the spirit, which “is not in the I but between I and You. It is not like the blood that circulates in you but like the air in which you breathe. Man lives in the spirit when he is able to respond to his You. He is able to do that when he relates to others with his whole being. Solely by virtue of his power to relate man is able to live in the spirit.”285 The world of relatedness opened up for Buber.

			Buber held that meeting human beings entails meeting God, who is “presence” and cannot become an it. He could not imagine the presence of God without the presence before other human beings. God is not experienced in extraordinary events. In Buber’s ontology, the eternal You (das ewige Du) is present, rather, in the inter-human encounter.286 In the different spheres of life, “through everything that becomes present to us, we gaze toward the train [Saum] of the eternal You; in each we perceive a breath of it [Wehen]; in every You we address the eternal You.”287 In the meeting, a person receives a glimpse of the eternal You: “Extended, the lines of relationships intersect in the eternal You.”288 The real God, the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, was discovered not in ecstatic moments, at the margin of life, but in the midst of daily life, in the fullness of that life. 

			The potential of Buber’s thoughts on the I as relational and on the primeval and lofty character of encounter has not been fully realized in today’s interreligious meetings. By illuminating some aspects of Buber’s central category of “presence,” I point to the potential in Buber’s philosophy to inspire present day interreligious encounters and theology. For the sake of successful interreligious meetings, the development of dialogical thoughts and even more their realization remains the task of the future. In the following, I discuss several aspects of immediate and unconditional presence before the other as relevant for interreligious dialogue.

			1. Non-Functional 

			Interreligious meetings are not in function of the I. Religious persons frequently enter into relation with religious others in order to defend the own religion. They define themselves on the negative background of religious others. Against these negative tendencies, Buber highlights that the other cannot be reduced to her usefulness for the I. She does not fit the image one forms of her. In Buber’s perspective, the danger of using and functionalizing the other is avoided by being “present,” without agendas or biases. The pure, immediate presence before the other is an openness that brings the I out of a closed existence into coexistence with the other. Presence eschews a functional view of the other human being in favor of an unconditional openness to him. 

			2. Preceding Knowledge

			Buber insists that in meetings the presence before the other precedes knowledge or experience: “all actual life is encounter.”289 One has to choose between being present or viewing the other as an object of experience or knowledge. In real dialogues, one does not “know” or “experience” the other. It is not the content of the I-it sphere, but the presence of the I-you sphere that is crucial in the meeting.290 One should not confuse the recognition of the other with cognition.291 Many interreligious dialogues fail because participants in the meeting “know” too much about the other. Thinking and speaking with others appears to be more difficult than thinking and speaking about them.292 In conversations between religious professionals, participants have extensive knowledge about religious others. What often is lacking, however, is the openness to encounter the other and to be open for surprises. In interreligious meetings as in interreligious theology, content is secondary, while a positive inclination towards the other is primordial. A remedy for a purely cognitive approach towards the other lies in the attitude that allows the other to be other. In this empathic attitude, the other person is accepted as being what she wants to be and is confirmed in her being. What counts is not a text or any objective content, but the living context of persons who are mutually present. 

			3. Non-Doing

			Another aspect of presence in a dialogue consists of non-intervention, in not being too active. In his I and Thou, Buber praises the wu wei of the Tao, the art of “non-doing” as the activity of the whole person: “for nothing particular, nothing partial is at work in man and thus nothing of him intrudes into the world.”293 In wu wei as the way of Lao–Tse, in the action of non-action, one meets the other. For Buber, Taoist non-interfering is intimately linked to deep listening and to connection with other human beings. 

			4. Making Present

			If we apply Buber’s dialogical thoughts to the domain of interreligious dialogue, we have to conclude that interreligious meeting is not a question of tolerance, but of relation and presence. Presence is much more than tolerance. To be present, to be there for the other without any agenda appears to be a difficult task. In Buber’s I and Thou this unbiased, open presence before the non-I is the lofty goal of a human being. Sometimes I am not present, but the other makes me present. At other times, the other is less present, but I make her present. The mutual presence of people before each other brings the always present You into perspective.294 In successful dialogue or meeting, one does not feel superior to the other, one does not tolerate the other; instead, one is present and makes others present. One’s living presence before the religious other always takes place in concrete meetings between people who belong to different historical traditions. Yet, dissimilar to his friend Franz Rosenzweig,295 Buber was less interested in religions than in religiosity as the source of religions.

			5. Meta-religion

			Buber’s view on religion (religio) as being related to others (religare) is of special and direct importance for the interreligious conversation and encounter and the reflection on them. His idea that the encounter with a you brings the eternal You into perspective is a welcome protest against many forms of religions that do not take adequate note of the intersubjective relation as the locus theologicus of the meeting with God.296 His interpretation of religion as presence is a refreshing perspective upon the interreligious meeting as an occasion to relate to religious others, who organize their lives in diverse ways. In Buber’s perspective, each and every religious way has the potential to lead to God, but they may also lead one astray from God. In presence, religion is vital; in objectifying and conceptualizing, it becomes problematic.297 Buber developed critical thoughts on religion as relative in comparison with religiosity, which is the living relationship with others that leads to a relationship with the eternal You. These critical meta-religious thoughts permit the dialogical theologian to criticize fixed institutional forms of religion that are not linked to their source, to a living relationship. The danger of religious systems lies, according to Buber, in a human being’s “desire to have God; he desires to have God continually in space and time.”298 One wants God as an object, as an “it,” instead of living the rhythm of life in “the alternation of actuality and latency”: one has the strength to relate, to be present and to make the eternal You present for oneself, but not always.299 God is not possessed; this is “false security.” God is met in “the risk of the infinite.”300 As with inter-human meetings, revelation is not about content, but about presence.301 Religions themselves have a Janus-face: they may lead to more humanization or more de-humanization. Notwithstanding this realism, Buber believes that religions are “a” way, indeed “the” way to be linked to the Higher Reality. But they are threatened by gnosis and magic. Relatedness appears to be the major manifestation of presence; presence that manifests itself in relatedness lies at the foundation of religious life itself. In genuine prayer one becomes aware of God’s presence by being present to others. True sacrifice and prayer “step ‘before the countenance’, into the perfection of the sacred basic word that signifies reciprocity. They say You and listen.”302 In Buber’s perspective, mutual presence and relation between people lead to the realization of a dialogical, peaceful society. On the level of relationships between religious persons and collectives, Buber’s dialogical thought in I and Thou provides us with a model of cooperation and peace rather than of opposition and war.303 

			6. Dialogical and Ethical Hermeneutics

			Finally, with his thoughts on unconditional presence, Buber provides us with inspiration for the construction of a dialogical and ethical hermeneutics of religious sources. In his dialogical exegesis, he provides us with tools to come to an ethical reading of core religious texts. An ethical reading like that of Buber permits us to respect the presence of religious others, who also read our religious texts. Buber promotes the insecure living presence before the other human being in always-changing historical circumstances. 

			I now expound on Buber’s views in I and Thou and some other writings of his on revelation, the uniqueness of man, genuine religiosity and on return (teshuva) as revealing further facets of being present. Buber’s approach to these presence-related themes offers a Jewish view on the religious dimension of the intersubjective (interreligious) encounter.

			Revelation as Presence

			The immediate, full presence of a human being before another human being has revelatory aspects. It refers to more than what is contained in this full presence. It alludes to an always-present you. In revelation, there is an “otherness” and “the touch of the other.”304 Elsewhere, Buber writes that the human being is addressed with the question: “Where are you?” This “divine call demands a presence, a turn to the other: there is no escape, no hideout.”305 We are addressed at every moment of our lives.306 Being addressed affects us to the point that we cannot but answer. The living voice which we hear makes us into responsive persons, In I and Thou, however, we do not find a divine imperative. Revelation takes place, rather, in the personal situation; it cannot be legislated. No call or prescription causes the meeting: “it [meaning] is not prescribed, not inscribed on a table that could be put up over everybody’s head. […] No prescription can lead us to the encounter, and none leads from it. Only the acceptance of the presence is required to come to it or, in a new sense, to go from it.”307 In this quotation, Buber alludes to the saying of Rav Avdimi bar Hama bar Hasa, who explained the words be-takhtit ha-har (“at the foot of the mountain”) of Ex. 19:17 as referring to God, who put Mount Sinai above the heads of the children of Israel (melamed shè-kafa ha-qadosh barukh hu ʿalehèm ʾet ha-har ke-gigit), saying that they had to accept it; if not, it would be their burial spot (ʾim ʾattèm meqablim ha-tora mutav ve-ʾim lav sham tehe qevuratkhèm).308 For Buber, presence and not religious demands were the core of religious life.

			For Buber, revelation takes place in everyday life; it presupposes a duality between I and You. Against a purely psychological concept of revelation, he highlights in I and Thou that revelation is not a subjective experience: such a view induces a flight from the world. Revelation does not arise from a person who imagines higher worlds, but rather from meeting God, who is “the totally Other” (das ganz Andere), but also the wholly present (das ganz Gegenwärtige). This God is met in the meeting with other human beings. The divine presence or Shekhina is revealed between persons who relate to each other. Revelation is, therefore, presence, and presence brings meaning, which makes life worth living.309 

			The eminent Biblical passage for Buber’s concept of revelation as divine presence is Ex. 3:14, which he translates as: “I am there as whoever I am there” (Ich bin da als der ich da bin). In his interpretation, these divine words imply that one cannot anticipate any of God’s manifestations. God promises his presence without revealing how it will occur. If a human being meets another, he will meet God in the form in which God choses to be with him.310 

			One’s Uniqueness in One’s Presence

			In Buber’s view, a person’s uniqueness stems from his presence.311 In later writings, for instance in his work on the Hebrew Bible, one’s uniqueness stems from one’s answer to the divine call to be present. One hears: are you present? Are you escaping and hiding from the other or opening yourself up to meet and face her? The call to presence is the call to take personal responsibility, to become an answerable person. All are called to respond with their whole being to the unsettling question: “Are you present before me?” Called into relationship, one becomes oneself, uniquely called upon to answer: “Here I am.” From Buber’s perspective in I and Thou, relationship is primordial. In turning to the other one finds one’s deeper self. In presence before the other, in being over-against, one frees oneself from one’s own chains. 

			Presence as Criterion for False or Genuine Religiosity

			With his emphasis upon presence, Buber strove for a renewal of religion, for a new vitality that would come from the turn from self-centeredness to world-centeredness. In its great moments, Judaism wanted to bring the Kingdom of God into the reality of the world. With his thoughts on presence, Buber emphasizes the necessity of a dynamic renewal or renaissance of Judaism that preserves a vital religiosity. Very early in his life, Buber wanted such a renewal of Judaism.312 In Hasidic life he discovered the possibility of sanctifying every act in life. The presence of the Hasidim for each other made God real in their lives.313 With his thoughts on the “between”-person, who makes a turn to the world,314 he criticizes a religion that was too institutional or that became a separate spiritual domain. The objectifying character of institutions—what is “out there”—and the fleeting character of a subjective feeling of spirituality—what is “in here”—both could get in the way of real presence before the other, which is the condition for contact with the always present God.315 God is present in the togetherness and presentness of people who meet each other. Intersubjective meeting offers a glimpse of the eternal, always present You. Religiosity is a genuine turning to the other and to the world; it is relating to the other with one’s whole, unique personality. It is at the same time discovering the real I, viewed as relational. As previously noted, Buber qualified the sayings “world here—God there” and “God in the world” as “it-talk”: “but leaving out nothing, leaving nothing behind, to comprehend all—all the world—in comprehending the You, giving the world its due and truth, to have nothing besides God but to grasp everything in him, that is the perfect relationship.”316 This panentheism brought God and the world together. 

			In I and Thou, the religious is not a separate sphere in one’s culture. It had become a fragment in the lives of people and Buber wanted it to encompass the whole of life. He did not perceive the religious in the exceptional, in the margins of life, or in solitary meditation, but rather in everyday life lived as dialogue. Disillusioned with mystical ecstasy, he located the two-directional meeting between a human I and the divine You in the inter-human confrontation. Departing from the mystical striving for unity which characterized his earlier work, Buber now refused to dissociate spirit and life. As mentioned, he relates in his autobiographical fragments a devastating moment in his life when he failed to be fully present before a young man in distress who came to him. Not fully attentive and still absorbed in his morning meditation, he had failed to listen to the real concerns of the young man. It was this event that caused him to look for the religious not at the margins of life, but in its fullness. In this manner religion became for him presence and dialogue. God was not to be found in rapture from this world, but in dialogue with and full presence before others. 

			The relation with others and the attention to them makes God manifest in the world. God’s presence becomes palpable in the connection and bonding with others. Return to the other is the real religious event, which brings redemption: “[…] the God-side of the event whose world-side is called return is called redemption.”317 

			The notion of religiosity in Buber’s view cannot be separated from social and political life, from the unification of the world so that God may become “One.”318 Interconnectedness in this way becomes the main characteristic of religious life. With his socio-religious commitment, Buber strove for a revitalization of Judaism. Instead of developing a spirituality removed from the world, he disassociated from a psychologizing and subjectifying viewpoint in order to meet the world, which had to be mended: away from spiritualistic alienation, God was to be encountered in the world.319

			From Buber’s definition of religion as the face-to-face meeting of man with God through man’s relation to the whole world, one can understand his opposition to gnosis and magic as threats to religion. I noted previously that in his philosophy of religion, gnosis as secret knowledge of God does not comprehend meeting, and magic is injurious to God; trying to coerce Him hurts real meeting. Gnosis denies God’s otherness, while magic attempts to master God through childish means. God can only be met in the hallowing of everyday life.320

			Buber states that we shape the form of God: “Although we on earth never behold God without world but only the world in God, by beholding we eternally form God’s form.”321 God is near to His forms, so long as the human being does not remove the forms from Him. This reminds us of Buber’s story about the Apter Rebbe, Abraham Jehoshua Heschel of Apta, who thought that we shape God’s form. When one performs an act of grace, one shapes God’s right hand, and when one performs an act of justice, one fashions God’s left hand.322 Within the intimate relation with God, one—so to speak (in Hebrew: kivyakhol)—creates His form. “Ever new spheres,” Buber states, become the place of a theophany.”323 In I and Thou, the most important time is the present: Buber brings revelation from the present to the past, not vice versa. It is not in the subjective experience, but within the intersubjective relationship that one encounters God. This is expressed in Ex. 25:8: “I will dwell amongst them” (veshakhanti betokham).324

			Teshuva or Turning as Causing Presence

			As in a mantra or as with waves washing ashore, Buber comes back to the theme of “presence.” Through presence, a person makes an exodus out of himself, towards the other. The movement is from self-absorption and self-realization to affirmation and confirmation of the other. This turning creates a relational I, an I-you. By turning to the other, the I turns to his dialogical kernel. In teshuva, one of the key words in Buber’s dialogical philosophy, a human being answers the divine question “Where are you?” by his presence. He turns to God and his fellow man. Teshuva is answering and turning. The turning is a turning to the other human being and with this turning one discovers the innermost self.325 

			Religions participate in this process. They lead the human being to God if they take note of the necessity of becoming an answerable being. If not, they become obnoxious and lead away from their goal. In this manner, religions participate in man’s fate in which there is a movement towards God and a movement away from God. Distance and proximity are in the human being and also in religions, depending upon their facilitation or thwarting of teshuva. For Buber, religions are, therefore, ambiguous. They paralyze the relation spheres or contribute to a world of association. They renew the world or cause its deterioration: 

			[…] we reduce the eternal You ever again to an It, to something, turning God into a thing, in accordance with our nature. Not capriciously. The history of God as a thing, the way of the God-thing through religion and its marginal forms, through its illuminations and eclipses, the times when it heightened and when it destroyed life, the way from the living God and back to him again, the metamorphoses of the present, of embedment in forms, of objectification, of conceptualization, dissolution, and renewal are one way, are the way.326 

			Instead of living a life of relation, in which there is an “alternation of actuality and a latency,” the religious person has a “thirst for continuity”: he wants to have God and in this way, he believes in an “it,” the object of his faith.327 Cult, which “originally supplements the acts of relation,” may “gradually become[s] a substitute.”328 Man’s task, however, is “to actualize God in the world.”329 The always present God is made actual and met in the turning of a person to his fellow human being. The mutual presence of human beings leads them to the always present God. 

			The foregoing analysis of the Buberian category of presence in its various facets as attested in I and Thou and in some of his other writings appears to be inspirational for any meeting between human beings. More especially, his concept of a holistic and agenda-free presence before the other is useful in the praxis of interreligious encounter and central in interreligious theology.330

			Chapter 6

			Pluralizing Theology with Rosenzweig?

			Revisiting Rosenzweig’s Star of Redemption is an opportunity for pluralizing theology.331 Theology was traditionally confessional theology. In our times, new horizons are opening up. Without relinquishing one’s private commitment and one’s always particular viewpoint, there is now the possibility of developing a broad interreligious theology that values the different perspectives on the Transcendent. In the process of the pluralization of theology, Rosenzweig’s approach to the interaction between Judaism and Christianity plays a pioneering role. 

			1. Function of the Religions in the Star

			Part I of the Star contains the description of “the elements of the ever-enduring proto-cosmos.” This description prepares “the course of the always–renewed cosmos” in Part II and leads to “the configuration of the eternal hyper-cosmos” in Part III. 

			In his Star, Rosenzweig depicts a progression from the religions of China, India and Greece in Part I, to Islam in Part II and to Christianity and Judaism in Part III. The religions in Part I understand the elements, but insufficiently. In Part II, Islam grasps the course, but equally insufficiently. Finally, in Part III, Christianity and Judaism grasp the configuration of the elements and the course, each seeing a part of the whole configuration. The religions of India, China and Greece do not go beyond the elements, Islam does not understand revelation and only Judaism and Christianity, as eternal life and eternal way, bring about the Kingdom.332 

			In a letter to Rudolf Ehrenberg, Rosenzweig explains that metaphysics is the secret theosophical pre-history of God before creation (the birth of God), meta-ethics is the secret anthroposophical pre-history of man before revelation (the birth of man) and meta-logic is the secret cosmosophical pre-history of the world before redemption (birth of the world).333 Pagan man, pagan world and pagan God are isolated. Revelation needs these elements: without a self, there is no soul; without a mythic pagan god, there is no God of love and life; and without the plastic image of the world, there is no world as creature. The past treats the abstracta of God, man and the word: there is self-creation, self-revelation and self-redemption. In the present, the living relations of creation, revelation and redemption appear and the three elements become alive—“lebendig,” “gestalthaft.”

			Rosenzweig wrote334 that man before revelation is mute and deaf, without language. He is “the self” (das Selbst), in contrast to “personality” as man-in-the- world (Persönlichkeit) and to “soul” as man-in-revelation (Seele). The description of “the self” culminates in the silent hero of classical tragedy and becomes “soul” when it speaks. For paganism, there is only the alternative heroic self (the individual) or individuality-in-the-world (man-in-plural). “Soul” is unique and exists in the plural in God’s Kingdom.

			It is in this precise and rigorously planned framework of the discussion of creation, which becomes manifest only in revelation, that Rosenzweig writes about China, India and Greece with their respective “pagan” religions. With the description of these religions, he gave a special place to paganism (für das Heidentum Unterkunft besorgt).335 Paganism was saved in Part I of the Star. Yet, Rosenzweig was conscious that his most serious deficiencies in the Star concerned China, and all the more, India.336 

			A similar deficiency characterized his description of Islam in Part II of the Star. To Gertrud Oppenheim Rosenzweig admitted that the treatment of Islam in the Star was its biggest flaw.337 In the system of the Star, Islam functions in an a priori antithetic position, as a legalistic formation. Islam “makes everything wrong” (macht alles […] verkehrt). It serves as an example of a complete misunderstanding of what revelation, with its commandment of love, is about. Islam brings the pagan notions of God, man and the world in revelation without an inward turn, and promotes a mythic God to the role of Creator.338 

			In Part III of the Star, Christianity finds its place side by side with Judaism. However, there remained an essential inequality between the two religions. In a letter to Eugen Rosenstock,339 Rosenzweig writes that the Star had to be published in a Jewish publishing house, not a Christian one. Part II could still be published by a Christian publisher, since it presents Jewish-Christian common ground from a Jewish vantage point; Part III does not. Christianity is defined as a “great error” (große Irreleitung) and a “delusion” (Wahn).340 Yet, there is a mutual relationship between the two lifestyles, and both are involved in the process of redemption, Christianity as the “rays,” and Judaism as the “fire” of the star.341

			2. The Religions of India, China and Greece

			The Gods of Antiquity (Star I, 1)

			For Rosenzweig, the gods of antiquity are alive. They are living gods, but not gods of the living.342 They did not step out of themselves, but remained in a world of their own. Consequently, these gods are without the world and the world itself is a world without gods.

			In a sentence that hurts our present consciousness of the plurality of religions in which all have their own experience of the Transcendent, Rosenzweig writes: “It is no coincidence that the Revelation, when it went out into the world, did not take the path of the East but that of the West.”343 The gods of Greece were closer to the living God than the “phantoms of the Asiatic East.”344 He explains that the godheads of the East figure until today “in the cults of the ‘primitives’.”345 China deifies the Heavens.346 India does not know freedom in “the silent circle of Brahman.”347 Their deities are but abstractions.348 The Buddhist Nirvana has its place beyond God and gods, but also beyond nothing, “a place that even by imagination only a salto mortale may reach.”349 Tao is the “unmoved mover of the movable,” the god “who stays ‘quiet as a mouse’ so that the world can move around him. It is entirely devoid of essence; nothing is in it as is the case in Hinduism, where, for example, every self ‘is’ in Brahman.”350 Nirvana and Tao want to “escape the voice of the true God” (vor der Stimme des wahren Gottes flüchten will).351 However, with all their flaws, the ancient religions are necessary building blocks in Rosenzweig’s construction of his philosophical system. 

			The Star reflects on the elements of God, man and world that are separated, but also related. Rosenzweig depicts how the mysteries and the great philosophers strove to bring man and the world into the sphere of the Divine: their autonomy disappeared. There was a movement from man and the world towards God, but not vice versa. The Greeks had a loving quest for the perfect and Indians loved God, but God did not love human beings. Anticipating his discussion of God’s loving command to love in Part II, Rosenzweig writes that in the ancient religions of the Far East and of Greece, God’s own love is not “a free gift” to man, beyond justice.352 Their faiths do not discern God’s love to man before man’s love to God. They ignore God’s love that “makes the blind see and the deaf hear.”353 They ignore the loving God, who awakens man’s love, “a God not merely worthy of being loved, but who himself loves, independently of the love of men.”354 Again anticipating what he elaborates further in the Star, Rosenzweig writes that they do not know the infinite God who comes near to the human being, calling him by his name.355 

			The mythical God was accessible to man and the world, on condition that they ceased to be what they were: man and world. Man and world “disappeared” in “the consuming fire of deification.”356 In this view, the divine “never overflows beyond the borders of its own life.” Man and the world have to be deified. God himself does not descend to man, he does not love: “For, he keeps his nature for himself. And so remains what he is: the metaphysical.”357

			The Pagan World (Star I, 2)

			As in the case of the metaphysical concept of God, the Greeks are for Rosenzweig the summit of the meta-logical view of the world. For the Greeks, the world is what it is: meta-logical.358 In India, the priests offer the essence of things, not real things. The world is a system of concepts, without autonomy for the particular.359 Buddhism dissolves what is solid in this world by suppressing the knowing and desiring I.360 It redeems the world in a realm beyond knowledge and not-knowledge.361 China also denies the power of concepts.362 

			In Confucianism, the least metaphysical ethical system, the spiritual turns into spirits of the ancestors. The world is overcrowded with their abundance.363 In India, which recognizes metempsychosis, the individual loses his particularity in the caste.364 The Chinese individual is inserted in the community of the chain of ancestors.365 For Lao-Tse, the Confucian world is too active and he seeks the root of all activity by going back to the foundation of things, which is “‘without doing and without not-doing’: thus will the world be organized.”366 The concrete world is overcome “into the nameless abyss of becoming visible and named.”367 India “dreams with eyes closed” and China “dreams with eyes open”: they do not have the courage to observe the world.368 

			The Greeks, however, as “the people of discoverers,” show a clear way. There is an outside for the Greeks, which is not denied, but they do not want to know about it. Gods are not a part of the world in which man is a yardstick, but not an active forcer. The world for the Greek is meta-logical.369 The entire discussion on the status of the world in the religions of China, India and Greece leads Rosenzweig to the affirmation of the world as a separated substance, to be recognized as such. 

			Man in Antiquity (Star I, 3)

			In the framework of his discussion on meta-ethic man, Rosenzweig again deals with the religions of India, China and Greece and once more the Greek concept of man is designated as the best one. The tragic hero of antiquity is the meta-ethical Self.370 The Indian man is stuck in the character (the Mephistophelian “you will always remain what you are; du bleibst doch immer was du bist),371 without a human ideal.372 Buddhist asceticism goes further: in the liberated one the conditionings of the character fall way: not caste nor age nor gender count.373 

			In the Chinese view, man is without character. In a denigrating way, Rosenzweig writes: “It must be said to the honor of mankind that really nowhere else except in China could such a boring man as was Confucius have become the classical model of the human.”374 What is characteristic of the Chinese man is “a completely elementary purity of feeling.”375 Lao-Tse, “that great sage who conquered China even in China” went further: feeling could still be expressed, but Lao-Tse himself wanted to remain without a name. Like the nameless abyss, a person had to be “beyond doing and not-doing.”376 Like Lao-Tse himself, a person’s love is nameless and hidden and her self concealed. In Part II, of course, the loving God goes out of himself and loves the human being by calling him or her by their name: every human being is uniquely loved and called by her name.

			In the Buddha’s self-conquest and in Lao-Tse’s concealment the self is dissolved.377 In view of the preservation of the human being as a separated substance in his system, Rosenzweig notes that, just as the gods cannot be denied and the world cannot be dissolved, the “defiant Self” (das trotzige Selbst) cannot be eliminated.378 In conquest and concealment, it is still the human being who conquers and conceals. China and India turn away before the self; they do not have the courage to become tragic, as in Greece.379 Beyond the ethical orders, the self is enclosed in itself; with its “defiance” it looks at itself, as meta-ethical.380 

			In the preceding, I reported extensively on Rosenzweig’s view of the ancient religions of India, China and Greece conveyed in Part I of the Star, in order to show how Rosenzweig treated them as necessary for putting forward the elementary building blocks of God, world and man, which are brought together in Part II and which are configured in Part III. In Rosenzweig’s system of the Star, we do not learn about how the religions of India, China and Greece are in reality. This is clearly not a matter-of-fact, objective description of these religions. We only learn how these religions provide the occasion for Rosenzweig to approach God, world and man as separate, unlinked substances on the level of creation.

			3. Islam

			Like the ancient pagan religions, Islam has a special function in the Star. It functions as an example of how not to perceive revelation. Islam is, therefore, as the religions of the far East depicted in the Star, a thought category, not a description of real, existing Islam. Phrased differently: it is typologically contrasted to “the true faith” (der wahre Glauben).381 Following Rosenzweig’s logic, one may ask how much “Islam” is present in Judaism and Christianity or how much Judeo-Christian tradition is present in “Islam” or in the religions of antiquity. But the very fact that Islam as a whole is characterized in a negative way, as not understanding what “true” revelation is about, removes us from what Islam is in the real world.

			Creation (Star II, 1)

			Rosenzweig defines the Qur’an as a “Talmud” without “Scripture” or a New Testament without the Old Testament. It has only revelation, not prediction. Islam presents itself, he declares, as a magic miracle.382 Mohammed took over the idea of revelation, but he remained a pagan with regard to creation. It follows that Islam is plagiarism, without creation as the foundation of revelation. From a Muslim perspective, God could have abstained from creation: with the power of “an oriental despot” he “arbitrary” created the world.383 Mohammed’s Creator is “wealthy without any world” (reich ohne alle Welt).384 

			Alluding to the daily Jewish morning prayer, Rosenzweig writes that God “renews from day to day the work of the beginning.”385 Using this description of the Jewish God as a yardstick, he proclaims that, in contrast to the true concept of revelation, the world in Islam is “at God’s feet” and “Allah is required at every moment to create every singular thing.”386 Every single thing is not “renewed” at each moment (as in Judaism): every moment is created. Islam “slips into a monistic paganism,” since God is radically cut off from the world and from man.387 In contrast, for Rosenzweig “the real concept of Creation (der echte Schöpfungsbegriff) points to its fulfillment in the miracle of Revelation.”388 Creation is a first relation that is intensified in revelation. In other words: whereas in Islam Allah could have created the world or not, in Judaism the first relationship of God to the world already points at his special relationship to the human being. Unlike in Islam, creation points for Rosenzweig to revelation. “Man created by God is the portent (Vorzeichen) of man as child of God. The fulfillment (Erfüllung) is more than preparation (Vorbedeutung), the sign (Zeichen) exceeds the portent (Vorzeichen)—the child exceeds the creature.”389 

			Revelation (Star II, 2) 

			Reflecting on revelation, Rosenzweig notes that love is “pure unalloyed present” (reine unvermischte Gegenwart).390 Again, this love as transpiring in the present is contrasted with Islam, where revelation remains a “necessity of divine essence; the moment does not affect it […].”391 The Muslim God is a God of mercy and, therefore, He has to reveal himself. Islam only knows a love that moves from God to man, not vice versa.392 The revelation is given from the beginning: to all people God ordains “Islam.” God’s love is given once and for all; it does not increase.393 The God of Islam is a God “contrary to the God of faith.” This “God of faith” (Gott des Glaubens) is a God who does love more than man merits; He has pity on human weakness. The God of faith is for Rosenzweig the God who commands love as in the Judeo-Christian tradition: He is a God who likes weakness more than strength, and this is divine humility of which Islam is oblivious (Erbarmen hat Allah mit menschlicher Schwäche, aber dass er sie liebt vor der Stärke, diese göttliche Demut ist dem Gott Muhameds fremd).394 

			To resume: Islam not only doesn’t understand creation, it also doesn’t understand revelation, since in Islam revelation is not “a living event between God and man.”395 Revelation is merely “a book,”396 whereas Jesus did not leave written records and Judaism holds the oral teaching holier than the written word. Rosenzweig writes: “Can there be any greater distortion of the notion of God himself ‘descending,’ giving himself to man, of surrendering to him? He is enthroned in his highest heaven and gives to man—a Book.”397 

			Whereas in Rosenzweig’s concept of revelation the soul is “tranquil in God’s love, like a child in the arms of its mother,” “Islam” is “not a permanent attitude of the soul, but an uninterrupted succession of duties to be performed.”398 Without blinking an eye, Rosenzweig writes that Islam does not know a loving God or a beloved soul;399 mercy is not love.400

			Redemption (Star II, 3)

			Rosenzweig denies Islam a place in the process of redemption. On the level of redemption, to walk in Allah’s way is to spread Islam in holy war.401 It is a “path of obedience,” not “neighborly love.”402 What belongs to the love of the neighbor, the “second tablet” in Judaism, is formulated negatively, in prohibitions, in order to set limits. But these prohibitions follow from the positive commandment “Thou shalt love.” Islam’s positive laws, in contrast, concern laws of worship, laws belonging to the “first tablet.”403 It is “obedience to a law decreed once and for all,”404 not a command of “free and unpredictable love” (freie unberechenbare Liebe).405 

			Accounts of saints are absent in Islam. Their memory is honored, but this is only “the memory of piety in general.” This piety is obedience, “free self-denial, laboriously re-conquered at every moment.”406 Rosenzweig surprisingly adds: in Islam, one obeys a general law, as in Kant’s ethics.407 

			From Rosenzweig’s perspective, the world has to become alive and to grow. He therefore opposes the concept of a world that is finished. The Kingdom as the “vitalization of existence” grows, for it is always forthcoming.408 In this Kingdom, eternity has a central place: “Eternity is a future, which, without ceasing to be future, is nevertheless present. Eternity is a today that is conscious of being more than today (Ewigkeit ist ein Heute, das aber sich bewusst is, mehr als Heute zu sein). […] Eternity is not a very long time, but a tomorrow that just as well could be today.”409 Yet, in Rosenzweig’s perspective, Islam does not comprehend a gradual growth. Since Mohammed, each era has its Imam and there is “refuge in the consensus of the living collectivity—in the ‘isjma’.”410 

			By now, it is crystal clear that Islam functions in the Star as the negative background for the “right” understanding of revelation. It suffices to refer to the conversation of Jules Simon with Yusuf Hamza in order to understand that all this is not about Islam as it is.411 In their conversation, Simon remarks that for Rosenzweig the weakness of Islam lies in the submission to an all-powerful God instead of empowering people. Hamza corrects Rosenzweig’s position by remarking that God has not over-powered or subjugated Muslims. Lowering one’s face to the earth, he says, is not servility, or humiliation, but humility and dependency. Simon takes up this idea, noting that Rosenzweig turns from “prideful arrogance” to humility: Rosenzweig knew about the strength of humility, of being in relationship with God and humbly listening to others. Revelation indeed provokes faith through humility. In contact with the exteriority of revelation, the “self” becomes vibrant and metamorphosizes into a “soul.” With God’s call to love, one becomes conscious of not having lived up to God’s love. The confession of sin (Sündenbekenntnis) produces the confession of faith (Glaubensbekenntnis).412 This is not the monopoly of the Jewish-Christian tradition. Islam in reality is not Islam as it is depicted in the Star. 

			4. Religions in the Star and in Reality

			Religions differ greatly, but in order to create a society in which plurality is celebrated, one has to take into account the possibility of communication between the different religions. As I argued supra, since we live in one world, such a communication is not only desirable: it becomes necessary. In this perspective, talking about “true” faith, as does Rosenzweig, will have to be replaced by a plurality of narratives that all concern the Ultimate Reality, which is approached from a multitude of perspectives. 

			If one realizes that Islam is a philosophical category, a mental construct in Rosenzweig’s system, it becomes highly problematic to ascribe this function to actual, existing Islam.413 In his essay “Apologetisches Denken,”414 Rosenzweig warns his reading public not to idealize the own and only superficially take notice of the other. He was well aware of the problem of self-glorification to the detriment of the other.415 Gesine Palmer brings Rosenzweig’s warning of the danger in apologetic thinking against Rosenzweig himself. It is legitimate, she writes, to defend Judaism against the tendency to deny it the right to exist. But, she adds, it would be wrong in the name of love of the neighbor and dialogue, to deny Islam the right to exist.416 Frequently, collective identities are shaped on the negative background of other identities. In my view, a “new we” comes into being only with respect for the plurality of dissimilar religions, which are all valid organizations that react to a transcendent reality. As mentioned before, I use the term “trans-difference” in order to mark the differences between religions and, at the same time, their essential relatedness. In trans-different religiosity, one may discover what makes people specific and what unites them.417 In light of the creation of a “trans-different” religiosity and society, one cannot take Rosenzweig’s descriptions of Islam and of the ancient religions of China, India and Greece at face value.

			Caveat

			In his article on Rosenzweig, Islam and philosophy,418 Gérard Bensussan argues that Islam, like China and India, is presented as a thought construction by Rosenzweig, “un modèle constructif.”419 Its function is illustrative; it has “un statut de pensée et une charge heuristique.”420 He remarks that Rosenzweig’s analysis of Islam makes sense only within the overall architecture of the Star. His treatment of Islam is paradigmatic and should not be understood autonomously. It is highly problematic to blame Rosenzweig for islamophoby.421 

			I agree with Bensussan, who explains that, in the Star, paganism, to which Asia belongs and of which Greece is the summit, is not historical; it is linked to the construction of the elements. In Rosenzweig’s philosophy, the “and” linking the three elements of God, man and world is absent in paganism; there is no relation between these elements.422 In Rosenzweig’s logic, Islam repeats paganism.423 It is a paganism with revelation and redemption, whereas both Judaism and Christianity vanquish paganism. The Islamic with is a without; it is the philosophical religion.424 Muslim piety is based upon a free auto-negation.425 Revelation is given once and for all, without I-you and without a messianic interruption.426

			Bensussan’s hypothesis is that Rosenzweig repeats Hegel’s treatment of Judaism in his own dealing with Islam: it is now Islam that is a religion of the book, letter without spirit, mercy without love, pure obedience and submission. For Hegel, Judaism is a fanaticism of stubbornness and Islam a fanaticism of conversion. In his anti-hegelian philosophy, turning Hegel against Hegel, Rosenzweig frees Judaism from the philosophical (idealist) verdict: it is extra-historical. Islam, on the contrary, brings philosophy into the religious domain.427 Bensussan proposes to take Rosenzweig’s analysis of Islam “cum grano salis” and notes that other theologies of Islam exist: in Sufi Islam, love is central and Islam has much in common with Judaism and Christianity.428 

			Others have observed that Rosenzweig’s description of Islam is not a scientific one. Martin Brasser, for instance, wrote that Rosenzweig describes Islam ironically as a distortion of the essence of Christianity and Judaism.429 Rosenzweig depicts Islam as a “caricature” and a “parody” of what he thought to be the kernel of Judaism and Christianity.430 In Rosenzweig’s “eidetic phenomenology” Islam is the inverse of what Judaism and Christianity stand for.431

			The Uniqueness of Religions

			Rosenzweig’s philosophical category of “Islam” in the Star is indeed far removed from what Islam factually (tatsächlich) is. As all religions, Islam has positive and negative aspects. It has problematic elements in it as well as a great love potential. But in Rosenzweig’s schematic thinking, revelation is understood as a loving relationship, which is—he insists—absent in Islam. In Rosenzweig’s religious system, Islam is opposed to Judaism and Christianity. Rosenzweig’s philosophical view on Islam is not a historical one. 

			The danger exists that the reader of the Star who does not know Rosenzweig’s diatribe with Hegel and his use of “Islam” as a thought category will take this picture of Islam as historically accurate. If one accepts Rosenzweig’s description of Islam and of “pagan” religions as historical-scientific ones, one misinterprets their function in the Star. Rosenzweig’s picture of Islam, which sees God as a merciful and not as a loving God inviting human beings to love, provides him with an occasion to write on religions that see God as a loving God. At the same time, because of the negative function of Islam in comparison to the two other monotheistic religions, this picture of Islam becomes misleading. Rosenzweig’s treatment of a religion as negative may be useful in his thought system; however, factually it is problematic. Rosenzweig wrote that Islam reduces revelation to dogmatic content, but he did not write as a specialist in the science of religion. His understanding of Islam functions within his own philosophical framework. Seen from his particular philosophical perspective, the self in “Islam” does not become a soul, uniquely beloved by God. Man is merely the one who receives a divine message and obeys divine commands that are written in a book. Duty replaces the loving command as Gebot. Consequently, a real future is nonexistent in Islam, since there is no moment in which the future is proleptically present. All this has an exact place in the Star and no place at all in a “trans-different” theology that respects the uniqueness of religions as well as their interconnectedness. It is one of the great principles in interreligious dialogue that one tries to understand the other as she wants to be understood.432 

			The danger of reading Rosenzweig in an unadvised manner, without philosophical background, lies in not seeing Rosenzweig’s intended contrast between an existence in which revelation means orientation and an existence in which there is mere automatic obedience. True, for Rosenzweig “Islam” could be present in Judaism and Christianity. But a presentation of Islam as the opposite of Judaism and Christianity makes the present-day interreligious dialogue with Islam extremely difficult. 

			For all these reasons, it seems to me that it is better to understand revelation as revelation of the Transcendent, to which different religions offer diverse responses. Yehuda Ha-Levi and Maimonides placed Christianity and Islam in the service of Judaism. Like these medieval Jewish philosophers, Gotthold Ephraim Lessing in his famous parable of the three rings in Nathan the Wise (1779) wrote about the three monotheistic religions. Rosenzweig, however, replaced the classical triad Judaism-Christianity-Islam by the triad paganism-Judaism-Christianity. Similarly, in his planned Neubau Verlage, he wanted to create a Christian (Patmos Verlag), Jewish (Moriah Verlag) and pagan (Eleusis Verlag) publishing house, represented by three rings touching each other. But Islam, Alevism, Hinduism, Taoism, Buddhism and other religions are all reactions to what John Hick calls the Real or the Ultimate and cannot be second rank religions in a religious pyramid, the top of which would be formed by Judaism and Christianity.

			5. Trans-difference 

			Multi Covenants Theology

			Rosenzweig created a double covenant theology which courageously put Christianity alongside Judaism. But he also created a new form of exclusivism. The experiences of religious others are played down and not recognized as equally valid experiences of the Transcendent. This becomes particularly clear in his treatment of Islam. Are other religions mere precursors of the truth of Judaism and Christianity? Why would these two religions be spearheads, on the frontline of all others religions? Other religions are not the spiritual forerunners of Judaism and Christianity. I agree with John Pawlikowski that the “double covenant theology” has to be turned into a “multi-covenants theology.”433 A dual response to revelation is insufficient.

			Rosenzweig’s apologetic mood is understandable: he had to defend himself against a pervasive totalizing vision that negated Jewish particularity. During history, Christians held the view that only in Jesus could redemption come into the world. Confronted with this persistent opinion, that caused much suffering to the Jews, Rosenzweig unequivocally put Judaism next to Christianity. He referred to the Christian argument of “outside the Church there is no salvation,” but added that this is true except in the case of the Jews, who come to the father without the mediation of the son. He showed the relevance, actuality and necessity of Judaism in a world dominated by Christianity. He shaped his own identity in permanent conversation with his Christian friends, who denied his Jewish specificity. Yet, he did not develop a way of thinking that put Christianity next to Judaism as an equally valid religion; Judaism had to occupy a higher place. It was the fire, whereas Christianity was only the rays. Such a thought made it clear that Christianity had to be rooted in Judaism without which it would lose its spiritual energy. It further made clear that Judaism had to recognize Christianity as spreading its light throughout the entire world. Within Judaism, Rosenzweig brought a revolution by placing Christianity next to Judaism and showing the interdependence of both lifestyles. Yet, concomitantly, his appreciation of a dual response to revelation prevented him from recognizing the broad spectrum of religions that all constitute a partial response to the Transcendent.

			The divine commandment of love is central in Rosenzweig’s theological-philosophical work. But it is unclear why he excludes religious others from hearing or understanding a high demand for love. All religions have love potential. Moreover, the personal character of the Transcendent in Rosenzweig’s Star prevented him from valuing religions that conceive of transcendence in an impersonal way. 

			In the Star, the dual divine commandment of love receives a double answer in Jewish and Christian communities. But why should the answer to a call for love be restricted to only two groups? If God’s love is encompassing and universal, how is it possible not to include a variety of religious others? On the level of redemption, one may critically ask if mending the world (tiqqun ʿolam) by loving the neighbor is the exclusive task of Jews and Christians. 

			The “Delusion” of Christianity?

			Rosenzweig thought that Christianity with its fundamental dogma of incarnation was a “delusion” (Wahn), which is better than saying that it is a lie (Lüge): a lie is linked to a liar, whereas a delusion belongs to mistaken people.434 However, the idea that God is so to say manifested in human beings is also present in Judaism. The idea that persons with an extraordinary relation to the Divine are present in all religions could have led him to a less polemical position. Compared with classical Christianity, Judaism (as Islam) has indeed a purer form of monotheism. But Rosenzweig could have embraced the idea that what is forbidden for Jews is allowed for non-Jews. In the past, such a view led people like Menahem haMeiri (1249-1306) and others to more tolerant positions. More than his predecessors, Rosenzweig recognized Christianity as a legitimate religion. Yet, a polemical position is still very much present in the Star. Rosenzweig did not accept the understanding of Jesus that was formulated during the Chalcedon Council (451), which rejected Docetism and adoptionism and recognized Jesus as truly man and truly God. His protest against this classical understanding of Jesus in Christianity is understandable in the framework of Rosenzweig’s complex biography. His Christian friends were coercive in their behavior and wanted him to change his religion. Concomitantly, his legitimate protest prevented him from a more egalitarian approach to Christianity.

			Finite and Infinite

			In a pluralistic, interreligious theology the interaction with other religions is necessary in order to appreciate the diverse experiences of Transcendence and to learn from them. We are not alone in our experiential access to Transcendence. Through intensive listening to what others have to say about the transforming Transcendence, we may learn. This presupposes epistemological humility. Our own interpretation of the Divine is not the only one. The plurality of interpretations offers a more complete view on the Ultimate. All religions have their own language game, but there is the possibility of communicating and understanding each other. In Rosenzweig’s phrasing: “there is only one language” (Es gibt nur eine Sprache).435

			Religious texts that reflect human responses to the divine source may easily become absolutized. For this reason, Moses had to smash the first tablets that contained the ten commandments. Texts are not God himself. The source of texts may not be reduced to a text. If the text replaces the source, if it is cut off from the living source and absolutized, there is no longer any respect for the source. The source itself is unutterable and infinite, and it is forbidden to reduce it to something limited. One has to remain conscious that the infinite cannot be confined into the finite, although the finite hints towards the infinite. To my mind, all religious texts are finite reactions to and receptions of the Divine, which is not itself containable within the finite. What comes into expression cannot exhaust what is not graspable in words or formula. As Muslims say: God is greater. 

			As noted previously, the apophatic tradition is well documented in Judaism. Maimonides, for instance, developed a negative theology, refusing to ascribe positive attributes to God. He preferred to say that God is not-impotent rather than saying that God is omnipotent, or that He is not-multiple instead of saying that He is one. The negation of a negation is not yet a positive affirmation. Negative theology prevents one from projecting one’s own attributes to the Divine. We do not “know” anything about God, only that His Name is not to be pronounced (Ex.3:14 “I will be the way I will be,” ʾèheye ʾashèr ʾèheye). He is transcendent, “beyond” and, therefore, all our God-talk is problematic. In the Jewish tradition, which loves to discover the spiritual in the materiality of words, the world (ʿolam) bears the hidden (nèʿèlam). This means that the Divine is not disclosed and entirely uncovered, but rather suggested and revealed. The Transcendent comes into expression in the world, but can never be fully present, completely open and available for everyone. Only fanatics “know” God. 

			According to the Torah (Ex. 33: 20-23), no one can see God and stay alive. Even Moses could not see God’s face. He is in a cleft of the rock, when God passes by. God covers Moses with his hand. (Ex. 33:22) and Moses only sees God’s back (Ex. 33:23). No vision of God is possible and no name reaches God himself. The apophatic tradition thus teaches us that the “beyond” is not graspable, not in Judaism and not in other religions. In many ways Transcendence is manipulated, misused and reduced to human dimensions. But the “beyond” reveals itself only as “a still small voice” (qol demama daqa; 1 Kings 19:12). It is almost unheard. The in-finite is only alluded at in all that is finite, never fully uncovered. Apophatic theology makes religions humble before God’s face and prevents religious totalitarianism.

			6. Conclusion

			Rosenzweig’s system presents a non-historical picture of the religions of China, India, and Greece as well as of Islam. These religions functioned perfectly well in his philosophical system, but this system did not do justice to the religions as they are in the real world. 

			Rosenzweig was interested in truth. Paganism was the truth in embryonic form; it recognized the elements—God, man and world—but it did not perceive the movement between the elements. In Part III of his Star, Judaism is the truth, above Maimonides’ and Mendelssohn’s equation of Judaism and philosophy. Without this, Rosenzweig maintains, Jews would not have any interest in reading the Star.436 Happily, we read at the very end of the Star that the task of walking humbly before God, of doing justice and living with a loving heart (Micah 6:8) remains the task for every human being. In this way, Rosenzweig resembles Lessing’s Nathan the Wise, who wanted those who feel near to God to work for a nobler humanity. Like Lessing, Rosenzweig conceived of the truth as still having to be realized. This is an important insight that may be used in the construction of a dialogical theology, in which truth is not something abstract, but has to be realized in life.

			Rosenzweig’s necessarily deforming Eurocentrism could be corrected by bringing Rosenzweig against himself, just as he himself is anti-Hegelian with the help of Hegel. Rereading the Star, we may pluralize the religious field, allowing the copula “and” to stand between more religions than merely the “and” between Judaism and Christianity.

			Perry Schmidt-Leukel’s book “Religious Pluralism and Interreligious Theology”437 contains great insights for the construction of an interreligious, dialogical theology. One of these insights is that concepts of the Ultimate Reality are not true descriptions of it: they are, rather, pointers and guideposts.438 Schmidt-Leukel offers his readers a model of unity in diversity. Using Benoît Mandelbrot’s term “fractal” in order to describe the phenomenon of the appearance of a part that constitutes an identical or similar copy of the whole, Schmidt-Leukel develops a fractal interpretation of religious diversity. He argues that what is found in one religion reappears in some way or another in other religions as well. With his “fractal” interpretation of religions, he claims that “[r]eligions resemble each other, but they resemble each other in their diversity.”439 He also writes that “the religious other is never completely or wholly other.”440 What is similar is also irregular and different.441 For Schmidt-Leukel, fractal theory allows for complementarity and enrichment. He assesses diversity and complementarity.442 His fractal interpretation of plurality explains why and how creative theologians from different denominations may come to mutual understanding. His main argument is that since common elements are present in all religions, albeit in variations, such an understanding becomes possible.

			If Schmidt-Leukel’s hypothesis on the appearance of aspects of one religion in all other religions is right, Rosenzweig’s construction privileging two religions over others becomes precarious and dilapidated. Rosenzweig’s schematizing picture of Islam as lacking essential elements that are present in Judaism and Christianity is not consistent with reality. His treatment of ancient Asian religions, of the Greek gods and of Islam, rather corresponds to a mental picture, creatively used in the architecture of the Star. In a highly structured system, Rosenzweig offered his readers a certain picture of revelation that was diametrically opposed to all that “Islam” stands for. The problem is that he worked with a “concept of the way of Allah” (der Begriff des Wegs Allahs).”443 As a consequence of using mere “concepts,” his talk about the “true faith” (der wahre Glauben) somehow joins exclusivist truth claims. Alternatively, one may point to the presence of relatedness in other religions. Relatedness is present in a variety of religious lifestyles, including Buddhism, Jainism, Baha’i, Confucianism, Hinduism, Taoism, and Islam.444 Rosenzweig’s classification of religions neglects the relationality present in the vast majority of religions. Although his diatribe against Hegel saves Judaism, Rosenzweig perpetuates existing negative images of religious others, bringing caricatures that perpetuate deep-seated prejudices. 

			And yet, Rosenzweig is at the beginning of the redemption of religions themselves, since he advances more than one religion as providing legitimate answers to what is transcendent. He also knew that the different houses of God were not God’s bride.445 This is the start of a pluralization of theology. In my view, one’s orientation to the Transcendent is only one vantage point in a wide range of orientations. A pluralist and “trans-different” perspective, developed in a dialogical theology, respects the uniqueness of each and every religion and is open to mutual exchange and fecundation. 

			Chapter 7

			Plurality and Unity in Heschel 

			The present chapter applies the notion of “trans-difference” to Abraham Joshua Heschel, who was a Jewish philosopher and a pious man, committed to the dialogue with Christians such as Martin Luther King and Thomas Merton. He is an example of how to live concurrently in different worlds and how to maintain unity. Combining piety and action, he overcame the rift between the religious and the secular. His life, his thoughts and his activities illustrate how blessed it is to live simultaneously in disparate worlds. 446

			Anti-Semitism brought Heschel from Poland to England and from there to the United States. He was a man who lived in varied worlds. He combined worlds and was not afraid of living apparent contradictions. He intensively lived in his own Hasidic world, yet, he wanted to show in his philosophy the universal relevance of Jewish life. He was at the same time a professor and a rabbi: he wanted to revive Judaism, and did so by writing scholarly books. He was a pious, religious man and a great humanist. He knew the spiritual power of prayer, but also the importance of action. He was a scholar of Jewish wisdom and mysticism and a charismatic, socially active modern prophet. His spiritual world was characterized by polarity, nurtured by the mercy and love of the Baal Shem Tov and by the uncompromising search for the truth of the rebbe of Kotzk.447 He loved Judaism, but spent a lot of his time in dialogue with Christians. He lived between the poles of deed and kavanah, between halakha and aggadah, between love and fear, between spontaneous and scheduled prayer.448 He was an orthodox rabbi, who felt linked to every Jew from whatever propensity or affiliation. He pleaded for Zion, but lived in the Diaspora. He loved the mystic rabbi Akiba for whom the true Torah was written in heavenly language, which opens the way to mystery, as well as the rational rabbi Ishmael, for whom the Torah speaks the language of man, which promotes the search for pshat.449 The ancient Jewish words came alive in his personal life, and his religious philosophy managed to “translate” these old words for the modern world. In God in Search of Man450 Heschel’s hermeneutic powers come into full expression. From November 2006 until a few days before her death on January 4, 2007, a small group of people including myself studied with Rivka Horwitz of blessed memory chapters of God in Search of Man. Rivka loved to reflect on this book and her questions and remarks are still fresh in my mind.451 My encounter with Pinchas Peli was another opportunity to become acquainted with Heschel’s world. I owe much to Rivka and Pinchas, who opened Heschel’s ways of thinking for me.

			Heschel was a great Jewish thinker, who descended on his father’s side from Dov Baer of Mezeritch and Abraham Joshua Heschel of Apta and on his mother’s side from Levi Isaac of Berdichev. Although he was destined to become a great Hasidic leader in Poland, he turned to the modern, secularized world, to which he wanted to bring the Hasidic experience of the presence of God, the divine Shekhina. Heschel was convinced that the world was in need of Judaism and that his own experience as an East European Hasidic Jew was of universal relevance. He left his family for the larger Jewish world, and for the world a such. Not a man of a single world, he found his destiny and joy in living a plurality of realms.

			1. Geographic multiplicity 

			Let me first remind the reader of some biographical elements, which are the concrete setting that partly explains Heschel’s belonging to a variety of worlds. Heschel left his Polish family and went to study at the University. He obtained a doctorate from the University of Berlin. In 1937 he became Buber’s successor at the central organization for Jewish adult education (Mittelstelle für jüdische Erwachsenenbildung) and at the Jewish Lehrhaus in Frankfurt on the Main. In October 1938, he was deported by the Nazis to Poland, where he taught for eight months at the Warsaw Institute of Jewish Studies, before emigrating to England. In 1940 he started teaching at the Hebrew Union College in Cincinnati. From 1945 he taught at the Jewish Theological Seminary of America, where he became a full professor in 1959 and where he remained until his death. Heschel’s odyssey was the chronicle of a man who was destined to contest the mediocrity of American Jewish life and to call for a spiritual reawakening, by meditating upon his own lived Eastern European Hasidism.452

			Not only geographically, but also spiritually, Heschel moved between various worlds and seemingly contradictory poles. In a speech “Das Judentum und die Menschheit” in 1910, Martin Buber characterized the Jewish soul as dominated by a polar duality as well as by a striving for unity.453 This insight becomes concrete in Heschel’s life, who lived in the consciousness of a fundamental duality, but who held the reality of one God before his eyes, in which all duality is finally redeemed. 

			2. Pious Hasid and Learned Scholar

			Heschel’s spiritual life was dominated by what at first sight were contradictions. A first sign of this life of paradoxes was that Heschel was an erudite person, but at the same time he brought with him an enthusiastic, God-centered Judaism. He was a Hasid and an academician. 

			His Judaism was far from a frozen orthodoxy without thought; it was also far from Mordecai Kaplan’s cultural Judaism that was deprived of theology,454 and far from the pompous decorum of the new synagogues in the United States. In his theocentric thought, Heschel saw this world as a parable for a deeper reality. He was obsessed with the presence of God and concerned about the sanctity of man.455 His pious way of living was expressed in the way he approached his students, towards whom he behaved like a Hasid. Taking the meeting with people seriously, he treated them as if every individual was set in contact with him in order to receive help from him. He acted as if he was the only one who was destined to accompany this person, to admonish him, to comfort and to guide him. This man was a rebbe, who talked about holiness and cared for his people, but also a professor, who wanted to contribute to the study of Jewish life. 

			It is well known that Heschel was not appreciated by his colleagues in the Jewish Theological Seminary. They disliked his spiritualistic approach to texts. Heschel was indeed less interested in texts than in the living person, whom the text aimed to transform. He did not offer a philological analysis, but aimed at reading texts in order to experience the wonder beneath the text. He read the text in order to sense what cannot be expressed and to what the words allude. He was less interested in a historical approach to Jewish life, he rather had the ardent desire to renew Judaism. He wanted to discuss and to save the spirituality hidden in the texts, that testify to centuries’ old Jewish behavior. Cynical people like Saul Lieberman did not appreciate Heschel’s combination of erudition and Hasidic piety and it is well known that Heschel suffered from such attitudes. He saw himself as a son of the prophets and the scion of a Hasidic dynasty, called to remind people of the holy dimension in their lives and to overcome their estrangement from religious life.

			Heschel did not use the language of an “objective historian” of religion. As I will explain infra,456 his language was rather one of a man who wanted to transform or inspire his readers. Although he planned to write a scholarly history of early Hasidism already in 1953,—he received a generous stipendium in order to write—, thirteen years later a fire that broke out in the library of JTS destroyed his plans.457 He did not return to it, but instead concentrated upon the rebbe of Kotzk, with whose life and thought he was already acquainted at the age of nine and to whom he devoted two books at the end of his life.458 Beneath his academic toga, Heschel wore, so to speak, the frock of a rebbe.

			3. Religious Thinker and Humanist 

			Another manifestation of Heschel’s life with polar realities lies in the fact that he was a great humanist, but his humanism had its source in his consciousness of the createdness of every human being. He acted, for instance, against racism because it is “in the spirit of religion to unite what lies apart, to remember that humanity as a whole is God’s beloved child.”459

			Heschel was a humanist inspired by religion. However, religion was for him not foremost a human experience, but first of all irruption of the divine revelation, of the divine presence. In this perspective, the Bible was more the history of God who searches for the human being than the story and history of the Jewish people. Heschel had an extraordinary awareness of the divine presence. He wanted to bring the American Jew to the awareness that man is not alone and, in fact, that man is in need of God. 

			In his monumental Heschel-biography, Edward Kaplan recalls that in a time when Einstein made many followers with his idea that one has to dismiss a personal God and cultivate the Good, the True and the Beautiful, Heschel maintained a strictly theocentric view: the living God had to be personal. Describing the same idea, he wrote that God is not to be conceived from the point of view of the human being; the human being had to see himself from the point of view of God.

			God was not a symbol, but a living reality, as real as man. Symbols, however important from a psychological or sociological point of view, would not be able to revive a religion: only the acute consciousness of the divine presence could bring about a renaissance of faith. From the rebbe of Kotzk Heschel learned that God dwells wherever man lets Him in. God was not a logical possibility, He was present in our lives. Heschel refused to symbolize God, as was done in psychology and in rational thinking. Instead, he was conscious that God’s Shekhina dwelled amongst us. Whereas many contemporary thinkers were convinced that symbolism would be able to revive religious life, Heschel swam against the tide: symbols were reductive, only the mitsvot (divine commandments) would be able to renew Jewish life and thought. 

			As a religious thinker, Heschel disliked certain modern trends in theology and defended his own view of a personal, caring God, against those who thought that speaking about a personal God was an insult to intelligence. Paul Tillich, for instance, who taught at Union Theological Seminary, held that God was man’s “ultimate concern,” “the ground of all being,” “the depth of existence.”460 This thought made belief in God psychologically acceptable. But Heschel defended his own unpopular super-natural standpoint: God was not the depth and ground of all being or our ultimate concern. On the contrary: He was above all and had concern for men, and He had pathos, emotionally reacting to people and their deeds.461

			A psychological reconstruction of the prophetic act would be inadequate. Neither was Judaism reducible to a social event: it was rather a holy way of life, which took God’s presence seriously. Not only did Heschel react against psychological or social reduction of religion. He further disagreed with Alfred North Whitehead’s “process theology” that became popular in the United States and in which God was considered to be a mere “process,” a power or source. 

			Not interested in a religion of reason or in a sociological c.q. psychological analysis, Heschel stubbornly developed his own vision on religion as the answer to man’s ultimate questions. His depth-theology is an original way of thinking in a poetical, suggestive style and with provocative questions, in which the “divine concern” or “divine pathos” as well as the living dialogue between God and man are central. Heschel urged his contemporaries to approach a deeper reality, which could not be grasped by reason alone. Unlike Hermann Cohen, he did not base religion on reason, but upon the experience of God’s presence. Religion offered a vision of human beings from the divine standpoint, and reason had to be educated in order to sense what is beyond reason. 

			In his religious thought, Heschel sought to preserve the transcendent element. Buber’s focus on the I-you dialogue and on the prophets as dialogical persons would not adequately stress this specific feature of Judaism. In a further divergence, Heschel studied rabbinic literature. 

			Religion was not a mere spiritual supplement to man, it constituted his very dignity, which did not come from his intellectual powers, but rather from his being created. It is precisely this religious view of man that became the basis for Heschel’s profound humanism, the other pole in his dual thinking. 

			His reverence for the fellow human being went together with his theocentric visions, in which the human being was object of God’s concern.462 His was a religious humanism: all people were in “God’s image”. Heschel became a staunch defender of human rights. As a religious man, Heschel could not remain uninvolved: he became engaged when Pope Johannes XXIII wanted to change the Church’s attitude towards the Jews during Vatican II. The same public figure who was a political and social activist was a profoundly religious man.463 Prompted by the one God who has a vision of man which we can adopt, he became a humanist, who concretely engaged himself in this world, combating the evil of indifference and taking personal responsibility. 

			4. Philosophy and the Presence of God; Reason and Beyond Reason

			Another apparent contradiction in Heschel’s life lies in his use of reason for a goal that ultimately eludes reason. Heschel is a philosopher of religious consciousness. He did not think about God as a postulate of reason or an idea. His standpoint was rather that human beings would have the experience of the divine presence. They would intuitively sense His presence. Heschel gives first priority to what is pre-conceptually and intuitively sensed as ineffable. Afterwards, reason has to be trained in order to appreciate what lies beyond reason. Therefore, thanks to this complex deconceptualizing and reconceptualizing method, Heschel “deserves the full status of a philosopher of religious consciousness and cognition.”464 He prepares the reader for “a mental Copernican revolution - in which God becomes the Subject, and the reader an object of divine awareness.”465 Dethroning speculation, making it secondary in comparison with intuition, he contested that pure thinking is the sole source of certainty and characterized concepts as “mental effigies,” declaring them “idols.”466 Deprived of its vital setting, the sense of the ineffable becomes problematic, like a rose pressed between the pages of a book.467 Heschel wanted to reevaluate the original intuition of the divine, putting reason in humble service of this experience. Things are not mere objects laid before reason, they possess an inherent ineffable quality, as objects of divine thought. There is “allusiveness” in the world, an allusion to the divine presence, which coerces itself upon reason and to which man has to respond in commitment and empathy.

			Heschel did not seek a peaceful meeting or reconciliation between Athens and Jerusalem. The uncompromising prophetic teaching of Jerusalem was dearer to him than the conceptual language of the philosopher, which could be a kind of prison to the human mind. He preferred the pre-conceptual experience, which, however, had to be discussed philosophically. Philosophers had to examine the pre-philosophical intuitive awareness of God. They had to learn from the experience of Israel. In God in Search of Man, Heschel brings the following brilliant insight:

			The categories in which the Biblical man conceived of God, man and the world, are so different from the presuppositions of metaphysics upon which most of Western philosophy is based that certain insights that are meaningful within the Biblical mind seem to be meaningless to the Greek mind. It would be an achievement of the first magnitude to reconstruct the peculiar nature of Biblical thinking and to spell out its divergence from all other types of thinking. It would open new perspectives for the understanding of moral, social and religious issues and enrich the whole of our thinking. Biblical thinking may have a part to play in shaping our philosophical views about the world.468 

			According to this passage, Biblical thinking, essentially different from Greek thinking, would be relevant for philosophy. As a particular thought it could be an extraordinary contribution to general thought. In his antithetical style, Heschel opposed the God of the philosophers with the God of the prophets. The first one is linked to concepts, the second one to action. But he himself used conceptual categories, although he was well aware that this language inadequately expresses the depth of God’s presence. The rational approach is necessary, but the Divine cannot be expressed aptly in it. The Divine is not preceded by it, it is the other way around: God imposes Himself upon our minds. 

			Refusing a rational basis for religion, Heschel did not fall into the opposite assumption that feeling was the basis for religion, as, e.g., Friedrich Schleiermacher thought.469 He maintained that religion as the vision of man from the point of view of God could become a challenge for philosophy, the source of a different way of thinking, on which philosophy had to reflect. Shabbat, for instance, as an eminent example of Jewish spirituality, “architecture in time,” a taste of eternity, could provide philosophy with the idea of the sanctification of time, not only of place. 

			In his depth-theology, Heschel essentially reformulated the questions to which Judaism gives an answer. Man would be able to overcome his egocentrism and become a commanded being. Heschel made his readers sensitive to the mystery in everyday things such as bread, to which Judaism connects the ineffable Name: a natural necessity becomes an act of God.470 In the Jewish view, the normal is abnormal, revealing mystery, to which one has to answer, leaving apathy aside. 

			Attitudes are better than words in order to express the sense of Transcendence.471 Heschel knew that the song of the seraphim “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts; the whole earth is full of His glory” (Isaiah 6:3) is “within our reach but beyond our grasp,” ineffable, but we are able to declare the glory (kavod), that is not entirely unknown. What is decisive for Heschel is not the knowledge of God’s glory, but “our awareness of being known by it,” our intuition of being the object of God’s care.472 The mind does not stay “face to face” with its own concepts, but with the mystery.473 The Biblical words are not analytical, but indicative, calling for a response. In this way, Heschel wanted to transform consciousness, formulating insights into an ethical and social life before God.474

			5. Religious Language and Secular World

			Heschel thought that one can live in two civilizations, in the religious world as well as in the secularized world. The interaction between these two worlds was even a necessity. He used religious language, but did not reserve this language for special sacred places. He brought this language to life in the streets and in the concrete world as a sign of Transcendence. People were even more important than texts, although the Biblical text could and should lead to people.

			Heschel could not understand radical theologians such as Thomas J.J. Altizer and William Hamilton who declared God dead.475 He felt that he had to answer the divine call. In order to speak about the unspeakable, he adopted an indicative language. Only a suggestive, poetic language would be able to make allusions to the ineffable. It is this language, not the abstract or analytic one, which is more than any other language apt for expressing the inexpressible. More than philosophy, Biblical language and poetry would be the way of expressing the experience of an ongoing revelation. He did not underestimate philosophical tools, but showed the limitations of philosophical terminology. One has accused Heschel that his own style is not conceptual enough and too evocative. Yet in his depth-theology, he wanted to prove that the philosophical demand “Know yourself” is less important than the Biblical command “Know thy God” (1Chron. 28:9).476 This had to be expressed in a fitting language, not a picture language. Accordingly, Heschel thought that his own poetic prose is more apt to convey the religious message than a dry analysis and working with abstract concepts. Is not poetry as the language of wonder to religion what analysis is to science? Had not the world to be read as a palimpsest, in which one has to discern the original beyond the surface of the text?477 In the words of Ian T. Ramsey, Heschel appreciated Biblical language as “depth language” and “odd language”. Accordingly, he analyzed this language, using himself allusive language that pointed to deeper realities, called by Ramsey “disclosures.”478 

			Heschel’s writing on religion is unique in several ways. First of all, his language is allusive, since the world itself is an allusion.479 Secondly, he frequently worked with contrasts in order to highlight the uniqueness of Biblical thought. For instance, he writes that pagans exalted sacred things, but the prophets extol sacred deeds.480 For the Greek there is mother Ge, designating the divinity Earth, for the Hebrew with his desanctification of nature, only God is father.481 Modern man thinks about the order and power of nature, while the prophets celebrate the grandeur and creation of nature.482 Not textbook, but text-people were important.483 This last utterance is in accordance with Rosenzweig’s thought on the Bible: one should read the Bible not for the text itself, but in order to become alive.484 Heschel explained that whereas philosophy starts with radical doubt—it begins in wonder (thaumazein means: to doubt)—, the beginning of Biblical thinking lies in radical amazement, which would lead to the religious insight that God is present.485 God is not the Aristotelian unmoved mover, but the “Most Moved Mover,” he said, using an expression that he borrowed from Fritz Rothschild.486 

			A third characteristic of Heschel’s language is that he used surprising words or expressions with the goal of awakening the reader or listener and bringing his attention to deeper realities. So, for instance, in 1949, he wrote a booklet in Hebrew with the title Pikuach Neshama487: playing on the traditional wording “pikuach nèfèsh” which designates the suspension of religious law in order to save life (nèfèsh), he wrote about the divine soul, the spiritual reality of man (neshama). Whereas Kierkegaard spoke about a “leap of faith”, he wrote about a Jewish “leap of action.”488 

			With this diversity in stylistic devices Heschel wanted to bring the reader away from ordinary language and to make her sensible for the ineffable, which can only be approached in an unordinary, peculiar language. He offered a refined philosophical analysis of religious language. Again and again, he shows the irreducibility of this language, which remains allusive, in Ramsey’s words: “odd language” in difference with “straightforward language” or “plain language”. So, for instance, quoting Isaiah 6:3, meloʾ khol haʾarèts kevodo—the entire earth is full of His glory—he notes that God is not containable in the earth like water in a cup. In Ramsey’s words: God’s glory cannot be described in the objective language of the newsreader.489 Biblical language is linked to a theocentric view. Protesting against a degradation of Biblical language to descriptive language, he exclaims that “Let there be light” is not the same as “Let us turn on the light.”490 Indicative language, in which one intuits and stands in a fluid relation to ineffable meanings differs from descriptive language, in which one grasps and in which there are definitive meanings.491 One does not have to take words literally, but responsively. Religious language would be a language in which one does not see words as signs for things. Religious words would have transformative power, inviting people to see things in the light of “odd” words. 

			Heschel paid special attention to prayer and made it central in human life. Prayer makes one alive and animates the human being, who testifies to the divine presence. It is the possibility of overcoming our human loneliness and of seeing the world from a higher point of view. 492 In the footsteps of Rosenzweig, Heschel saw prayer as the kernel of religious life.493 The reward of prayer would lie in the discovery that the “I” is a thought of God, an object of divine concern.494 Heschel brought religious language into the harsh reality of everyday life, making it relevant for his time. He used it in order to stand up for the underserved. 

			6. Dissimilation and Building Bridges, 
Specificity and Universality

			Heschel was not looking to please thinkers of universalism. He wanted dissimilarity and held to his own particularity. He did not search for verses that would be congruent with what was generally thought. He rather pointed to the specificity of the Jewish tradition, without forgetting the world at large. He thought that Judaism is not something that enhances the world; rather, it would be the basis of the spirituality in the world. His dissimilation was expressed in his theocentric views, in which not the experience of revelation, but revelation itself was central. A stone, he argued, is not the sculpture. Revelation is more that the experience of it. The sculpture is more than the stone in which it has been carved.495 The Jewish specificity would come from the irruption of the Divine in the life of the people of Israel, yet, this specificity would have universal relevance. 

			Heschel saw himself in historical continuity of the many generations of rabbis that preceded him and regarded himself as a descendant of the prophets. This specificity, which uttered itself in Heschel’s saying that his rabbi was Moses, allowed him to combine spirituality and socio-political engagement towards others. It was his inner life that moved him to a commitment to the struggle for civil rights and to anti-war protests. He was a conscious Jew, proud of his particularity, but engaged in the Jewish-Christian dialogue, because he thought that “No religion is an island.”496 In his personality, Jewish piety and social action went together. He distanced himself from piety without action. His personal piety did not prevent him from intensive participation in social action. On the contrary, he thought that the one would lead to the other. He saw himself simultaneously as historically situated within generations of Hasidim and as a pontifex, a builder of bridges between people. The reverence of God would express itself in the reverence of the human being. Marching with Martin Luther King from Selma to Alabama wearing Hawaiian leis, an established gesture of love, he felt his legs were praying. 

			Heschel disliked behaviorist conduct without inner attitude. He belonged to the great spiritual figures of the 20th century who aimed to make modern man sensitive to the deeper layers of reality. It was his inwardness that caused him to become a famous defender of civil rights. As mentioned, he marched with Martin Luther King in the Selma-Montgomery march of 1965. Between 1961 and 1965, he worked with Vatican officials, more especially with Cardinal Augustin Bea, who was responsible for the draft of the Vatican document concerning the relation of the Church and the people of Israel. He felt that he had to work against anti-Semitism, which expressed itself in the deicide charge and in the desire to convert Jews. A staunch defender of Judaism, he strengthened those who wanted to recognize the Jews as Jews. His communicative involvement in the Jewish-Christian dialogue contrasted with the attitude of Joseph Baer Soloveitchik, who opposed the inter-religious dialogue on matters of faith.497 

			7. Multiple Faces of Judaism

			Heschel himself descended from a Hasidic family, but he was open to other streams in Judaism. For all Jews, he endeavored to save Judaism from trivialization and mediocrity. Consequently, he was critical towards certain forms of Judaism that were too occupied with themselves to be concerned with the world. He disliked narrowness, decorous solemnity and a behavior without inwardness or kavanah. 

			Heschel’s life testifies to his broadmindedness. He obtained an orthodox rabbinical ordination (semikha) after traditional studies. However, he was also at the Berlin Hochschule für die Wissenschaft des Judentums where he taught Talmud and received a second, liberal rabbinical ordination. He taught at the reform Hebrew Union College in Cincinnati, to which Julian Morgenstern invited him. By extending a visa to Heschel, Morgenstern had saved his life. Afterwards, he taught at the Jewish Theological Seminary of America (JTS) as a professor of Jewish ethics and mysticism. There had been some contacts with the orthodox Yeshiva University, but finally Louis Finkelstein invited Heschel to JTS. He himself was committed to Halakhic life and married Sylvia Straus, who came from a non-observant family.

			Heschel was therefore an anti-ideological man, who did not forget that Jews who do not live according to the details of the Shulkhan Arukh are also Jews. In his personal life, he saw the mitsvot as expressions of God’s will, highlighting, however, that kashrut is not limited to dietary laws: one had to give a hèkhsher also, e.g., to governmental institutions.

			Becoming more and more famous in Jewish and non-Jewish America, Heschel was not afraid of voicing harsh critique of American Judaism. As already mentioned, dissimilar to the reconstructionist ideology, he denied that God is impersonal and that Judaism is a mere civilization. God could not be a “what” or an “it,” since one cannot pray to an “it.” He is as real as the one who prays.498 However, with all his distance from the reconstructionist movement, Heschel developed a warm relationship with Mordecai Kaplan and his son-in-law Ira Eisenstein. 

			Heschel was also critical of various other manifestations of Judaism. He criticized, for instance, that in synagogues the rabbi or hazan faces the congregation instead of giving people the occasion to be alone with God. More than big buildings, the devotion of the heart was needed. 

			Against manifestations of “religious behaviorism” in orthodox Judaism, that were, for him, responsible for the crisis in prayer, he stressed inwardness and that God seeks the heart: rahmanʾa libʾa baʿe. Commandments were the expression of human love.499 Unlike in orthodoxy, he claimed that revelation continues: from Sinai there is a voice that goes on forever. 

			8. Religions and Religiosity

			Heschel felt linked to other religions, which also had to save the image of God and counter the moral crisis. Interfaith dialogue was important to him, because God himself wanted diversity. The problem with religious people was that often they considered God their God, without recognizing that their God is also the God of others. 

			Heschel developed an acute awareness of the profanation of God’s name in discrimination and in public humiliation and offense. The hallowing of God’s name lay in the overcoming of discrimination and exclusivity and in the recognition of the human being as created in God’s likeness. This would ideally be the aim of all religions: uniting mankind around the divine presence. Therefore, in his activities for social and political justice, he sought cooperation with Christians from all kinds of denominations. He judged that this cooperation was necessary if one wants the survival of spirituality in the human being as object of God’s care. Like Rosenzweig, he thought that Christians had an important role to play in the divine plan. Christians and Jews had to work together in order to save humans, who are created in the image of God. 

			9. Zion and Diaspora

			As a religious Jew, Heschel was always linked to Jerusalem and the land of Israel. In August 1957, upon receiving an invitation from Zalman Shazar, he visited Israel. His attitude towards Israel was religious, even prophetic. Jews all over the world were linked with each other: in Israel are the roots, and in the Diaspora are the branches, which have to be taken care of. The spiritual is above the national. One had to make the State worthy of two thousand years of waiting.500 Also in Zion, one had to fulfill the prophetic dreams. 

			Already at the end of God in Search of Man, Heschel had written about the fact that there is “a unique association between the people and the land of Israel.”501 When the Six Day War broke out, June 5, 1967, Heschel, as many Jews all over the world, felt anguish for another possible annihilation. In July 1967 he again visited Israel and thought that, after the victory, it was time to negotiate with the Arabs: the God of the Arabs is the same as the God of Israel. At the same time, he maintained that Jews would go to Israel in order to experience resurrection. Invited by Bnei Brit, he wrote a book on Israel, Israel: An Echo of Eternity.502 In the last year of his life, he attended the 28th Zionist Congress in Jerusalem. 

			Heschel was not a Zionist in the accepted sense of the word: he did not live in Israel. Yet, he was linked to Zion, as almost every Jew. His attitude and expectations were spiritual and Zion was always more than a political reality to him. Heschel loved Zion and did not forget Jerusalem: the spirit of Judaism for him would be linked to the divine promise of the Land to Abraham.503

			10. Judaism and the World

			In Heschel’s eyes, to be Jewish is to feel the spiritual alive in everything. This attitude was exemplary for the world. He moved the attention of his students from a question of if certain food is kosher or not, to the question of if a certain political behavior is kosher. A Jew had to hallow God’s name in public life. Bringing his Hasidic heritage to the United States, he wanted to show the American Jews that Judaism is not something parochial, a bundle of more or less forgotten customs, but something of which the world is in need. Subsequently, he increasingly wrote for Jews and gentiles alike. It was the Protestant theologian Reinhold Niebuhr, professor at Union Theological Seminary, who predicted as early as in the time of the publication of Man is not Alone504 that Heschel would “become a commanding and authoritative voice not only in the Jewish community but in the religious life of America.”505

			Heschel not only wrote about awareness of the living God, he himself lived this reality. Our God, he wrote, is also the God of our enemies.506 “The image of God is either in every man or in no man.”507 Because man is made in God’s image, one had to look for the divine spark in every human being. Heschel wanted to make his contemporaries aware of the sacred image of man and cause a spiritual renaissance. Offending a human being would affect God.508 Our entire task consists of seeing everything through God, because the world is not a wall, but a gate to God.509 

			Heschel, who knew about duality and unity, discerned also a duality in man as such: on the one hand, man is made of dust, on the other hand, he holds in him divine breath and is created in the image and likeness of God. This polarity is not based on the contrast of body and soul. As dust, man’s iniquities may be forgiven, as image and vision of God his righteousness is expected. In Heschel’s depth-theology, God’s passionate relationship to man calls for man’s response: “as He is merciful be thou merciful.” This divine call of man to act in the likeness of God demands the realization of the unity in mankind. In reverence for every human being, who is made in the likeness of the King, unity will finally be realized.510 

			Heschel lived his Judaism in a particular way. In his prophetic thought and action, he did not forget that this way necessarily leads to tiqqun ʿolam, to mending the world. His openness to other religions in order to save the divine image in humans remains exemplary for a theology that combines unity and diversity and that promotes faith in the plural.

			Chapter 8

			Dialogue. Its Chances, Hindrances and Limits

			Dialogical theology surmises dialogue between people of different faiths.511 Dialogues create bonds between people, but they also can be difficult and tough. This is frequently the case when one wants to overcome political conflicts. Dialogues can be successful, but there are also many obstacles. Dissent is possible and not always is dialogue achievable.

			In this chapter, I first discuss the trialogue between Rosenzweig, Eugen and Gritli Rosenstock. The dialogue of love between Rosenzweig and Gritli is an example of a successful interreligious dialogue. Rosenzweig’s dialogue with Eugen was an intellectually challenging dialogue between friends, which became problematic because of the latter’s persistent attempts to convert Rosenzweig. In a second move, I explore the intrareligious dialogue between Buber and Rosenzweig on the topic of the Law. In this dialogue, dissent is preserved. Finally, I analyse Eva Jospe’s criticism of Buber’s I and Thou and Peter Berger’s remark on my book Interreligious Theology. Both show the limits of dialogue.

			1. Trialogue: Franz, Gritli and Eugen

			Franz and Gritli conducted a dialogue of love that was also a refined interreligious exchange. We do not have Gritli’s letters, but from Franz’s letters to her we get the impression that she was a careful, attentive listener. With Gritli, he could live his Judaism and make progress in it. From his letters to her, it becomes clear that Rosenzweig believed in the possibility of translating religious notions into the words of religious others, without denying that there are also some untranslatable experiences and notions. 

			Rosenzweig much appreciated Gritli’s openness to his Jewishness. She could understand him because of her proximity to him. She could “sit down in this ‘strange garden’ in an inoffensive way, without this troubling you.”512 Rosenzweig offered her a glance into his most personal life. He tells her about other Jews who found their way back to Judaism. He informs her regularly about his progress on the Jewish way and communicates to her his enthusiasm for Jewish life.

			When she asked him about German-Jewish commentaries on the Bible, he answered that the words of these commentaries mostly escape the general reader’s understanding.513 What she understands of Jewish life, revealed in and provoked by the commentaries, she can grasp because she participates in his life. At a certain moment, he bought the library of a rabbi who passed away,514 so that he could study these books. Gritli could also now learn Talmud through the new library.515 In this and many other ways, Rosenzweig made it possible for Gritli to intimately participate in his living Judaism. 

			The Gritli letters testify to the lofty possibility of a creative interreligious exchange. Because Rosenzweig believed that we all live in one world, he thought that translating experiences is possible and that one may communicate one’s own world to the religious other. The communication with Gritli became paradigmatic for his view on the relationship between Judaism and Christianity. He shaped his identity not on the negative background of the religious other, but in communication with her. 

			The correspondence between Rosenzweig and Gritli is in itself an eminent example of dialogical thinking. This thinking returns in Part III of the Star, where Judaism and Christianity are the answer to the imperative of revelation: the Christian and the Jewish (and for me all other religious) communities offer a different, complementary answer to revelation, avoiding in this way religious fanaticism. 

			Convinced that Jews are “not to be distilled” (undestillierbar),516 and thus not to be assimilated in general society, Rosenzweig appreciated and loved Gritli, who could say to him in times of crisis: “Franz, ich suche dein jüdisches Herz.”517 He asked her to wish that he remain a Jew and that he become more and more Jewish.518 At the same time, he respected the conjunction “and” that links Jews and Christians. 

			Obstacles

			In the gradual rediscovery of his Jewish identity, Rosenzweig did not terminate his contact with his non-Jewish friends. On the contrary, his dialogue and his sometimes far from amicable confrontation with his friends who had converted to Christianity were the basis of his self-understanding. Rivka Horwitz once told me that she did not understand why Rosenzweig did not leave his friends who wanted to convert him. I replied that he needed them for the comprehension of his own Judaism. Rosenzweig remained in contact with Eugen and with his cousins Hans and Rudolf Ehrenberg because they were his partners, whom he needed in order to build his complex identity. He respected Eugen’s beliefs, because they were his beliefs. He respected Eugen’s faith in a bond of love.519 He refused to confine Rosenstock to his Jewish identity and chose instead for an interculturality, which is exemplary till today.

			Rosenzweig urged Gritli not to think about changing his way of life and thinking: “If you [Margrit and Eugen] want to convert me, then I would fall out of your love.”520 Gritli paid attention to her lover’s alterity, something that her husband hardly respected. Rosenzweig asks Gritli why Eugen does not see him as a friend, who is a Jew and who is progressing on his way from a nominal to an engaged Judaism?521 Eugen could not love the Jew in Rosenzweig when the latter decided to return to his roots.522 Rosenzweig wanted to be looked on as a concrete and unique person, on his way to more fully expressing his Judaism. Gritli’s husband, although highly esteemed by Rosenzweig, had not learned to say: my dear Franz, I sincerely hope that you become more and more Jewish, just as you hope that I become more and more Christian.523 

			Rosenzweig complained to Gritli about her husband’s lack of respect for his alterity.524 He is furious with Eugen’s attempts to convert him. How could Franz forget the famous night (of the 7th to the 8th of July 1913), in which Eugen wanted to “eradicate” (ausrotten) his Jewish roots without even considering that this would mean his friend’s death?525 Instead of extirpating the roots, Eugen could have watered the drying roots.526 He wished Eugen could recognize his friend’s alterity, the way he—Rosenzweig—respected his friend’s otherness and the construction of his biographical narrative.527 He felt the attack on his personal beliefs as violent, and even to be attempted murder (Attentat), “Mordversuch in majorem Dei gloriam.”528 The ways of people that belong to different faiths are separated, but the real service friends can give to each other consists not in saying “come to us,” but “go to your own people.”529 

			Rosenzweig resisted Eugen’s attempts to convert him to Christianity and considered his own Judaism as “the unutterable happiness of being a Jew” (das unaussprechliches Glück, Jude zu sein).530 He reminds Gritli that, for a Jew, to get baptized is “sich vernichten, sich ausrotten lassen,” and that such people were once mourned for, as if they had died.531 In his own dialogical view he celebrated plurality. He radically confirmed Eugen in his own subjective truth, though Eugen could not accept his friend’s Jewishness. Their dialogue was strewn with many stumbling blocks. 

			2. Dissent in Dialogue: Buber and Rosenzweig

			Friends do not have to agree with each other. In their dialogue on the subject of the Law, Buber and Rosenzweig greatly differed. Their debate continues to this day. Buber inspires religious humanists, whereas Rosenzweig’s way is carried on by those who make a non-fanatical return to Judaism. 

			Rosenzweig valued Buber’s work, but also showed its weaknesses. In 1923, he wrote his essay “The Builders” (Die Bauleute), which bore the subtitle “On the Law” (Über das Gesetz).532 He dedicated the essay to Buber, who had proposed an unbiased approach to Jewish learning. Rosenzweig suggested a similarly unbiased stance towards the Jewish Law, which was the “twin problem” of Jewish learning. Buber thought that nothing Jewish may be excluded from learning, not the “outside books” nor the “women’s books.” In a parallel manner, Rosenzweig wanted nothing Jewish to be excluded from a life with the Law. And just as Buber thought that the matter of learning had to become teaching, Rosenzweig wanted the Law to become an “inner power.” The general Law written in books had to become a personal command (mitzva). Rosenzweig reproached Buber that he turned his back on the Law that was part of the covenant, which had been made not only with the fathers, “but with us, these here today, us all, the living” (Deut. 5:3). In his essay, Rosenzweig proposed a way of returning to Judaism that was to be the aim of his Lehrhaus. He details a “hygiene of returning (Hygiene des Zurück), which would safeguard the returning individual from trying to go too fast and too far in his or her observance of the Law.533 In “The Builders,” he suggests that Buber, and the participants in the Lehrhaus, not only think Jewishly, but also act Jewishly. 

			To Rosenzweig’s surprise and disillusionment, his essay on the Law did not convince Buber. They corresponded on the topic in a series of letters.534 June 24, 1924, Buber wrote that revelation is not the giving of the Law, which was for him a human affair. He could understand that others think differently: he did not hold such a position, but respected it. Rosenzweig was alarmed by this last statement: respect exists only in life, where there are separations, not in faith that binds people together. He respected Buber’s choosing a dissimilar way of life, but Buber had to share the singular Jewish faith. Buber responds in a letter of July 1 that he is ready to replace the word “respect” by the word “acceptation,” but he still does not understand Rosenzweig. To him, not only the giving of the Law, but also the commandments themselves are a human affair. 

			On July 4, Rosenzweig answered that when his friend divided between revelation and commandment, he was doing exactly what the “builders” were doing. “By commandment,” he wrote to his Zionist friend, “I mean something like lekh lekha.” (“go”; Gen. 12:1) Buber answered this letter on the following day, stating that he did not separate revelation and lekh lekha. But there was definitely a differentiation between revelation and the laws. With each of the laws, he asked if this command was spoken to him. On July 11 Rosenzweig replied that Buber’s position was exactly that of the builders: they had to do what they personally felt that one must perform when being told to fulfill a commandment. Two days later, Buber restated that all this was not clear to him: God was not someone who gave a Law. For him, the Law remained personal. Moreover, he stated, the parallel that Rosenzweig had drawn between the renewal of study and the renewal of the keeping of the Law was non-existent; one could not do penance for what one learned, but for deeds. 

			Rosenzweig responded on July 16 that he upheld the universality of the Law on the level of hearing, but not on the level of action or thought. He admitted that there was not, in fact, an analogy between study and action, but there definitively was one between thought and deed. One may do penance for a thought, as he himself had experienced. He agreed with his friend that God was not a Lawgiver; God commanded. Almost one year later, Rosenzweig renewed his correspondence with Buber on the topic they had discussed. He wrote that revelation was certainly not Law-giving, however, the question remained as to whether this interpretation was legitimate. 

			For Rosenzweig, the modern Jew cannot do otherwise than give an answer to a commandment that moves from the general Law into his personal life. If one lives in a house, furniture will follow. Leaving aside “everything” as well as “nothing” on the level of performance of the mitzvot, Rosenzweig proposed the possibility of doing “something.” Yet, his friend chose another option. Hallowing one’s entire life forbade exclusive concentration upon a set of laws. This is likewise the position Buber portrays in his book For the Sake of Heaven, where he opposes a concept of redemption realized by magic means and defends the view in which Jews have to serve God in multiple ways. Each person had to come to new ways of serving God.535 

			Rethinking the attitudes of Buber and Rosenzweig on the Law, Leora Batnizky claims that Buber’s return to “the between” is an internal affair that “requires memory, not history, relation, not law.” Indeed, Buber was not concerned with life’s outer forms, but with its inner reality. His worry was the commemoration or enlivening of the past, she writes, “not from the outside in but from the inside out.” In contrast, Rosenzweig’s “hermeneutical sensibility is conducive to an affirmation of the externals of law because the self, in Rosenzweig’s reading, is constituted by that which is outside of it: the past.”536 

			In his reflection on the discussion between Buber and Rosenzweig on the Law, Schmied-Kowarzik opts for Buber’s position, arguing that this is a philosophical position based upon a person’s freedom. He adds that Rosenzweig could make his own claim concerning the Law relative by referring to God as the truth, in which human beings only participate.537 

			In a letter to Maurice Friedman on March 27, 1954, Buber wrote that he cannot comprehend the question of ritual independently from one’s personal existence. He refuses to make his personal position into a rule: he believed that each one had to place himself in relation with God, as and when he can.538 

			To Hugo Bergman, who expected the teacher to give indications as to the proper direction, Buber answered that one receives from the teacher indication of the direction in which to proceed, not the manner in which one must strive for this direction: “[…] the man with the outstretched index finder [=the ‘moreh,’ i.e., the one pointing the way] has only one thing to show, not many.”539 

			Rosenzweig linked the “inner power” of the Law to the subject who performs it. He wanted the participants in the Lehrhaus to once more give the Torah its actuality and living force, and he refers to the Talmud—that we have only to be sons in order to become builders (Berakhot 64a). However, Buber did not give up his standpoint: his contact with the Divine was without mediators, not even the Law.

			For Rosenzweig, the laws must not be confused with the commandment of love itself that generates these laws and gives them their very significance. Being called is the rationale for a wide variety of regulations. Without the return of the I, without Umkehr, any talk about laws lacks meaning. They would be valid, but meaningless. The meaning of any law lies in the personal experience of revelation, the love experience. Buber remained unconvinced.

			3. Limits to dialogue: Eva Jospe and Peter Berger

			With certain people dialogue is impossible. Eva Jospe’s MA, The Concept of Encounter in the Philosophy of Martin Buber (1963), related to the problem of inhuman persons with whom one cannot enter into dialogue.540 Buber was still alive when she presented her MA dissertation at Georgetown University in Washington DC. Maurice Friedman had published his “Martin Buber. The Life of Dialogue” in 1955, which—according to Buber himself—disclosed the inner unity in his work. As a translator and interpreter of Buber, Friedman had acquired a name for himself.541 Yet, the Buber interpretation was only at its beginning. Reading Eva Jospe’s dissertation, one has to take into account that works of eminent Buber scholars were still absent. Nevertheless, Jospe’s analysis of Buber’s thought in this early period is profound, impressive and still readable. She attended Buber’s lectures in Germany and thought that the message of I and Thou was an important one: true life was encounter. 

			In the Zeitgeist of the sixties, Jospe appreciated Buber’s dialogical philosophy as a welcome protest against an over-organized, over-mechanized and impersonal society. People were more than punch card holders or workers on the production line; they were more than a cog in the manufacturing process. One feels in her work the fear for “the machine” characteristic of the sixties. Buber’s dialogical philosophy was for Jospe relevant and corrective of American society of those days. In our twenty-first century society, technology is seen less as a threat and a de-humanizing element than as enhancing life and as a new possibility for communication. Concomitantly we are aware of the possible misuse of technology in warfare and of the dangers that linger in nuclear reactors.

			Throughout her work, Jospe reads Buber ad meliorem partem, but she is also critical of his thought.542 She questions Buber’s respect for the alterity of the other and his conviction that encounter implies confirmation of the other’s otherness. She asks whether Eichmann, who was a good family man, or a concentration camp guard who loved some caged birds is not rightly hated for his deeds. In her imaginary discussion with Buber, Buber responds that the one who sees a whole being does not hate anymore and that the necessity of rejection does not equal hatred, but the recognition that one cannot have a “I-Thou” relation with everyone. Thereupon, Jospe responds that otherness may refer to a differentiated being, but it could also relate to someone whose behavior must be rejected as utterly unacceptable. Buber himself admitted in 1953 that people such as Hitler are so intensively into the sphere of monstrous inhumanity that an unbridgeable rift separates them from other human beings: acceptance of otherness and dialogue are impossible. Jospe adds that, in education, if an I influences the other, there is an alteration of the other’s otherness. In her formulation of the problem of the other’s otherness, she sounds almost Levinasian. Even more than Buber, Levinas based the relationship on differences and on respect for alterity. But also in Levinas’s view, the rights of the other are limited in concrete society, where all must at least have equal rights. Levinas maintained a high ethical standard, but in his later thought, he emphasized the fact that, concretely, ethics demand a society with institutions, courts, an army and a police force. Eva Jospe would probably have agreed with this more realistic approach.

			Against Buber, who wanted “to see the other side” and all facets of the antagonist in order to reveal the potential “you” in him, Jospe wished that people would return from their wrongness in order to become a “you.” Differences may be too great in order to be bridged by dialogue. She also remarks that Buber himself courageously overcame the difficulty of unbridgeable otherness by defying what his people generally thought at that time: he wanted to have peace with the Arabs and to resume the dialogue with the new German generation.

			Another thinker who was attentive to the limits of dialogue is Peter Berger. I was fortunate to have my book Interreligious Theology. Its Value and Mooring in Modern Jewish Philosophy543 reviewed by this famous sociologist of religion. Interreligious Theology is a follow-up of Dialogical Thought and Identity,544 where I explored the problem of identity as treated primarily by Jewish dialogical thinkers. Building upon a view on identity, in which dialogue is an integral element, my Interreligious Theology wants to contribute to an emerging new theology that promotes the interrelatedness of religions and in which encounter, openness, hospitality, active dialogue and permanent learning are central. Peter Berger discussed my book in his “Religion and Other Curiosities—blog-330,” entitled “A Jewish Take on Pluralism.” At the end of his blog, he writes in his famous humorous way the following remark, which deserves to be quoted in full: 

			There is much more to be discussed about what Meir calls a “dialogic theology.” I want touch on one question on which I’m mildly (very mildly) critical of Meir’s project: In an honest dialogue does one sometimes have to say “no”? John Hick (1922-2012), the British Protestant theologian has written influential books about interreligious dialogue. He created a very telling metaphor: We need a “Copernican revolution” in theology – instead of looking at the earth/our own faith as the center round which everything revolves, we should see our faith as one of several planets revolving around the sun of ultimate reality. Each planet provides an instructive perspective on that reality. It is a very attractive picture, but it leaves out one possibility (which, I suspect, Meir also leaves out) – that some planets may not look at the sun at all, but are facing away from it. If all perspectives are equally true, there is no truth at all. I think that such sharp alternatives appear in what I call the dialogue between Benares and Jerusalem, between the perceptions of reality emerging from the religious experience of the Indian subcontinent, and the perceptions of the monotheistic faiths which originated in the Middle East. I want to emphasize that this dialogue too could occur in the amicable stance of “listening.” 

			But there could be a rather less amicable reason for saying “no” to a dialogue – a moral reason. This could be either because one wants to have nothing to do with the putative interlocutor: I don’t think I would want to enter unto dialogue with whatever degenerate imams legitimate the hell on earth being instituted by ISIS in the areas it controls in Iraq and Syria. Or suppose there still survived the cult of human sacrifice which existed in Mesoamerica in pre-Colombian times. Imagine, say, that a delegation of Aztec theologians was welcomed at an interreligious conference at the World Council of Churches in Geneva: “Thank you very much for coming to this conference. We are greatly looking forward to hearing your paper explaining why the gods have to be fed by the blood of sacrificial victims…” – 

			Or one may say “no” to dialogue because the divine being affirmed by the putative interlocutor is morally loathsome. I feel confident that the Calvinist doctrine of double predestination merits this designation – God has decided before the beginning of time who will be saved and who damned, and it is not up to us to question his sovereign will. Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758), who began his career as a Puritan minister in Northampton, Massachusetts, and ended up as president of the college that became Princeton University. He was fiercely committed to Calvinist orthodoxy (rather in tension with his role in the First Great Awakening, which tried to save as many as possible to faith in Jesus Christ). He was author of the famous sermon “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God”, which describes the saved in heaven (there through no merit of their own) looking down on those tormented in hell (there for no fault of their own), and praising God for his justice. I would award Edwards’ sermon the prize of author of the most repulsive document in the history of Christian thought. The only candidate who might capture that prize from Edwards would be Gregory of Rimini (1300-1358), who wrote that unbaptized children, innocent of sin, would not only be permanently confined to limbo where they suffer from being deprived of the presence of God (as Thomas Aquinas taught), but would suffer positive pain. There has been a curious revival of Calvinism in the Southern Baptist Convention. Roger Mason (an Evangelical theologian at Baylor University) authored Against Calvinism (2011), in which he described the Calvinist divinity as “loathsome”, a God whom he could not worship. Personal disclosure: I call myself a “Lutheran, but” – (actually several buts). I do believe in a positively painful version of hell – in which Edwards and Rimini are room-mates.545

			A keen observer, Peter Berger was alert to the limits of dialogue. Is it possible to have a dialogue with torturers and terrorists? Can one enter into dialogue with a narcissistic fanatic who is ready to sacrifice himself and others in a feeling of grandiosity? Is dialogue with brainwashed people possible? With religious people, who are verse-picking in order to justify their inhuman acts?546 With militant religious leaders who exclude a historic-critical approach to their sources and literally act “according to what is written”?547 Dialogue is limited or becomes impossible with people who do not respect human rights and do not exhibit the slightest feelings of empathy or solidarity with others. These and other thoughts came to me when I read Peter Berger’s realistic remarks. We shall not forget that he and his parents as Jews fled from the Nazis in Austria to Israel. Peter Berger was not a naïve person and knew about what José Casanova described as the “Janus-face” of religions.

			In his previously quoted book A Rumor of Angels,548 Peter Berger looks for hints of transcendence in the human condition. He perceives a higher realm beyond reality, important for reality. In his theology, the protest against radical evil signals transcendence. In Chapter 3 he writes that, confronted with radical evil, one does not first analyze, but begins by condemning and acting. Confronted with Adolf Eichmann, one cannot relativize. Eichmann put himself outside of humanity’s moral order. The non-acceptance of Eichmann points to a higher world. A “rumor of angels” is also perceivable in the mother who embraces and reassures her child as well as in the mother who protects her child against killers. Both gestures imply transcendence, though in different ways. In Berger’s view, hell is less the confirmation of God’s justice than the confirmation of our human justice.

			I am a staunch defender of interreligious dialogue and of a theology that concretely relates to the world in order to mend it. Religious spirituality may contribute to reducing or even resolving conflicts. Interreligious dialogue may lead to a self-critical attitude, in which one does not see oneself as superior to religious others. The contact with religious others is frequently an enriching experience. Interreligious pedagogy counters negative images of the religious other and leads to a multi-religious, pluralistic atmosphere that guarantees simultaneously the uniqueness of each religious person and the communication between religious others. If differences are regarded with genuine respect and celebrated in multi-religious education, without missionary tendencies and without ideas of superiority, one creates a model society on a small scale that serves as an antidote for violence and war and is exemplary for a peaceful society. “Trans-different” religiosity preserves uniqueness and combines it with bridging and exchange. 

			But there is also another possibility. Religions provide people with arguments for violent behavior. They are not innocent. They may reason in a dichotomist way, in terms of believers and unbelievers. They may subordinate morality to divine laws. The unhappy fusion between religion and politics has led to much human suffering. 

			Moreover, some subjects are so caught up in their own particularity that no bridge is able to reach them: there is simply no possibility of rupturing their totality. In fact, conversation and dialogue are not possible with every human being. It is marvelous when a religious person is able to enter into contact with a religious other. Such an encounter involves respect for uniqueness, translation, deep listening, hospitality and humility. One’s own subjectivity will never be entirely transparent for the other. It also necessarily changes in the encounter with others.

			In pondering on the negative aspects of religions, Peter Berger brought a caveat, to which we have to listen carefully. Religious fanaticism leads to disrespect of and clashes with religious others. Religions may bring additional fuel for escalating violence. Peter Berger humbly recognized that he was mistaken with his secularization thesis, but perspicuously perceived that there are limits to dialogue with violent people. Indeed, the present-day renaissance of religions is also a renaissance of religious violence, which has to be countered. 

			In today’s scholarly discussion on the topic of religion, there is a tendency to define religion as violent or potentially violent.549 The reasons given for this claim may be right or wrong, but it cannot be denied that violence is present in religion as part of human society. Both Al-Qa’ida and IS with their idea of jihad, as well as former U.S. president George W. Bush, who wanted a crusade against the “axis of evil,” used religious terminology. The attackers of Malala Yousafzai opposed the education of young women for religious reasons. Radical Islamists desire to ‘free’ all of Palestine, from the Jordan river to the Mediterranean Sea. One understands why scholars are now more focused on the analysis of potential violence in religion and especially in Messianic religiosity. Western Europe itself has a long history of religious wars and violence that came to the fore, for instance, in religious anti-Semitism that prepared the ground for a national, industrial, and murderous racist anti-Semitism. In view of these facts, it would be misleading to talk about a “misuse” of religion. Rather, one has to recognize that evil is inherent in religion itself. 

			This, however, is not the whole story. One shall not forget the humanizing and civilizing potential of religions. Religious leaders may counter violence through the active search for ways to coexist and create local dialogical communities that are a source of inspiration in our modern societies. In conflict situations such as in Israel and Palestine, people of different religions may collaborate in order to prevent violence and work together for human rights. Security is important, but not enough. Seeing the other’s face and deeply listening to his or her narrative creates conditions for a more peaceful society. Violence comes into being when one thinks that one is alone. It is not about the self or the other, but about the self and the other.

			Utopian thought has it that one has to love everybody, including the enemy.550 Yet, to love the murderer and the rapist is not a realistic program. There are limits that have to be recognized. Dialogue is not possible with everybody. People can become so entangled with evil that transformation is impossible. With such persons, not dialogue, but justice is needed. 

			One of the hallmarks of a genial thinker is that he clearly expresses what others only vaguely feel. Peter Berger was conscious of the limits of dialogues. This was also the theme of the last scientific project he wanted to carry out together with Wolfram Weisse. His life work is unfinished and waits for us to continue it. May his memory become a blessing for all of us. 

			Conclusion

			Rosenzweig was exemplary in his dialogical thinking and life. With Eugen, he also experienced that interreligious dialogue is strewn with stumbling blocks. The bulk of his letters to Gritli testify to his appreciation of her love for him as a Jew. They also manifest his great talent in translating and his need to communicate his Jewish specificity. Further, his intrareligious dialogue with Buber proves that friends do not always have to agree. Finally, Eva Jospe’s and Peter Berger’s remarks on the limits of dialogue shed special light on present day manifestations of (religious) fanaticism.

			Although dialogue is not always possible, it remains a challenge for the human beings. The interreligious dialogue, and a pluralized, dialogical theology that has this dialogue as its theme, may open unexpected perspectives, to which I turn in the next chapter.

			Chapter 9

			A Jewish View on Schmidt-Leukel’s Interreligious Theology

			Perry Schmidt-Leukel is one of the towering thinkers today in the field of interreligious theology. In this chapter, I deal with two of his books. It first depicts the content of Perry Schmidt-Leukel’s Christian global theology as expressed in his God Beyond Boundaries and adds my Jewish point of view on interreligious theology, focusing on the question of human language on truth, knowledge and ethics. I explain why a similar interreligious theology from a Jewish point of view is desirable and point to the urgency of a Jewish-Muslim dialogue in Israel. Secondly, I discuss Schmidt-Leukel’s Religious Pluralism and Interreligious Theology and comment on his fractal interpretation of religious diversity. As in the case of my discussion of his previous work, I propose an ethical approach to the religions in my own interreligious theology from a Jewish vantage point.551 

			Perry Schmidt-Leukel’s God Beyond Boundaries. A Christian and Pluralist Theology of Religions552 is the English translation of his Gott ohne Grenzen (2005).553 With this book, the English reading public now has access to Schmidt-Leukel’s thought on the compatibility between Christianity and pluralistic theology. The volume deals with fundamental theological questions that arise when Christianity becomes pluralistic. It is thus about the process of becoming interreligious.554 

			More than in his Religious Pluralism and Interreligious Theology,555 Schmidt-Leukel focusses here on pluralist approaches in Christianity. What makes the volume so valuable is the understanding of the process of becoming interreligious it portrays. Because of his ideas, the Catholic Church officially banned Schmidt-Leukel from teaching. He is one of the leading figures in theology of religion. His interaction with Buddhism led him to the conviction that the pluralist position has advantages over exclusivist and inclusivist standpoints. Specialists in the field, but also interested non-theologians, are the intended reader public. Starting from the fact that there is religious diversity, Schmidt-Leukel radically rethinks the relation between Christianity and other religions. His principal aim is to explain that a pluralist option is a possible Christian viewpoint: Christianity is reconcilable with a theology of pluralism.556 His book is dedicated to the great pioneer of interreligious theology, John Hick. It contains rich information on diverse religions and shows their possible interaction.

			Schmidt-Leukel’s goal is to build an explicitly Christian theology of religion, maintaining a Christian understanding of revelation and redemption and at the same time recognizing genuine and legitimate differences in the understanding of these realities by religious others. To his mind, all religions represent different, equal paths to what Hick calls the “Real” or the “Ultimate Reality.”

			Part I outlines the characteristics and advantages of a theology of religions. Part II delineates the philosophical and theological presuppositions of pluralistic theology. Part III, finally, shows the relevance of inclusivist and pluralist approaches in the different religions to interreligious encounter and dialogue.

			Characteristics and Advantages of a Theology 
of Religions

			In Part I, Schmidt-Leukel clarifies some basic notions. He answers the question of what a theology of religions is about and discusses the tripartite classification of exclusivism, inclusivism and pluralism. His standpoint is that other traditions, which also relate to the Ultimate Reality, are different and in principal equally valid or soteriologically equally effective paths.557 He conceives of theology as a science that focuses on what is true, good and holy in other religions, without distortion. The scientific goal of theology is “a rationally controlled search for truth.”558 Schmidt-Leukel’s theology does not bracket his own religious position. He recognizes what is good, true and holy in other religious ways and creatively integrates it into his own faith, “a process in which one will not remain unchanged.”559 His theology of religions tries to understand religious diversity in light of Christianity.560

			The tripartite schema of exclusivism, inclusivism and pluralism is qualified as a non-descriptive, logical classification. In discussing this schema, Schmidt-Leukel proves to be an experienced logician, who critically discusses the standpoints of scholars such as Gavin D’Costa who object to the schema. He further discusses the relation between comparative theology and theology of religions, claiming that comparative theology itself is not merely descriptive, but “theology.” Comparative theology is therefore not an alternative for a theology of religions, as maintained by, e.g., Klaus von Stosch, James Fredericks and Francis Clooney.561 Since also in comparative theology in as far as it is “theology” contact with other religious paths is transformative and invites rearrangements, Schmidt-Leukel claims that comparative theology is to be understood from the perspective of a theology of religions. Distancing himself from Cyprian’s salus extra ecclesiam non est,562 he relates to others who also have faith, without sharing Christianity. He rejects Karl Rahner’s notion of “anonymous Christians”563 and does not side with the inclusivism of Nostra Aetate, which does not perceive other religions as equally valid. All religions, he maintains, have genuine salvific significance. 

			Schmidt-Leukel’s main argument against Christian exclusivism and inclusivism is that they claim that salvific knowledge of God is to be found in Christianity in an exclusive or complete manner; by doing this, they do not do (enough) justice to the universal salvific will of God.564 Religious others likewise believe, they perform good deeds and have holy persons. The document Dominus Iesus, which was published in 2000 and attacked a pluralist theology of religion, is frequently mentioned and discussed.565 

			Schmidt-Leukel persuasively argues that the “layer onion model,”566 in which religions are around the Christian center like onion skins, is insufficient. He takes the arguments for exclusivism and inclusivism seriously and discusses them in detail. He points to the weakness and deficits in these positions and shows the superiority of the pluralist viewpoint. 

			The author insists that his pluralist theory is Christian and not a kind of meta-religious standpoint, a “God’s eye view.”567 He presents his pluralist theology of religions as a hypothesis, in which different religions express valid knowledge of Transcendence.568 His hypothesis takes into account what is common and different in other religions in comparison with the own religion and comes to a “genuine appreciation of religious diversity.”569 

			Philosophical and Theological Presuppositions 
of Pluralistic Theology

			Part II of the book focuses upon the explicitly Christian character of this theology of religions. It clarifies the presuppositions of a Christian pluralist theology of religions. It is argued that all religions are about the inconceivable and ineffable, which is not reachable by reason. This situation explains the divergent truth claims,570 which are not contradictory truth claims about the Transcendent in itself, but rather utterances about Transcendence quoad nos.571 Schmidt-Leukel presents the reader with a non-exclusivist Christology and doctrine on the Trinity. In his dialogical Christology, he refers to Thomas Aquinas, who deems that no finite creature can provide an exhaustive presentation of the infinite.572 With regard to Trinitarian language, he claims that statements about the Transcendent do not depict the Ultimate Reality in itself, but the human experiences of it.573 

			Relevance of Inclusivist and Pluralist Approaches 
in Interreligious Encounter and Dialogue

			Part III of this voluminous book presents a dialogical discussion between different religions. It shows that interreligious encounter is not merely a possibility. Hick, who wrote that the pluralist thesis “wants to assert what it takes to be true,”574 is quoted. In this part, Schmidt-Leukel tests his Christian pluralist theology in interreligious dialogues. In his discussion of the different dialogues, he depicts exclusivist positions, followed by inclusivist openings and, finally, by pluralist stances. The negative patterns of interpretation in which religious others lag behind the own religion is broadly depicted. The consequences of disapproving of other religions are shown, and in this manner, the way to mutual relationship, complementarity and relativization becomes visible. 

			According to Schmidt-Leukel, in the Jewish-Christian dialogue, Christianity has to overcome a negative image of the Jews. Judaism is not a mere preparation for Christianity, as the substitution theory claims. It is a religion in its own right, not deficient, but “a valid path to salvation.”575 In his effort to bring Jews and Christians into dialogue with each other, Schmidt-Leukel draws heavily on the challenging theology of the Roman Catholic theologian Rosemary Radford Ruether, who saw the messianic trait in Jesus as paradigmatic and proleptic.576 

			In the dialogue of Muslims with other religious persons the distinction between the Qur’an and the word of God surpassing all that human beings write (Sura 18:109 and 31:27), is seen as a great tool in dialogical hermeneutics.577 Another helpful tool is the thought that a “Muslim” submits to God: in this sense Abraham or Jesus are “Muslims.”578 The great challenge for Islam (and Christianity) lies in overcoming the instruction-model of revelation.579 The pioneering dialogical thoughts of Wilfred Cantwell Smith are clearly presented in this part of the volume.

			Some thoughts on Jesus and Muhammad580 are worth mentioning in order to understand the more elitist, utopian character of Christianity turning to the individual, as well as the more political orientation of Islam made for a societal life. Following Hick, Schmidt-Leukel points to the complementary character of the religions.581 He brings an interesting parallel on the subject of God’s mercy between Islam and Christianity,582 which could have been extended to Judaism.

			In the Christian-Hindu relation, Raimon Panikkar is the great pioneer. In the Christian-Buddhist dialogue, a central figure is Lynn A. de Silva, who concluded that Christianity and Buddhism are equally valid. For Schmidt-Leukel, Buddhists and Christians find each other in detached love or loving detachment. Both have salvific knowledge of Transcendence;583 detachment and involvement are complementary.584 

			Remarks

			Before reacting to Schmidt-Leukel’s Christian theology of religions from a Jewish vantage point, I first offer some critical remarks. In Schmidt-Leukel’s book, the New Perspective on Paul is not taken into account.585 According to the scholars belonging to this school, Paul is more in continuity with Jesus himself than exegetes previously thought. Paul’s view on Jewish law has to be situated in the framework of his refusal to obligate the Nations to observe the Jewish commandments. Jewish Christians did not have to impose the Mosaic law upon non-Jewish Christians. For Paul, Jews had their own salvific way to God, as is clear from Chapters 9-11 of his Letter to the Romans. Jesus was the “end” (telos) of the law (Romans 10:4) in the sense that he fulfilled the law. The classical opposition between law and gospel as well as the parting of the ways stems from a later date. 

			I disagree with the comparison between the Church’s dealing with the caste system in India and the conflict between Peter and Paul on the question of kashrut.586 For a long time, Jewish Christians remained faithful to the demands of the Torah, as becomes clear from the Didascalia Apostolorum and from Chrysostom’s Kata Ioudaion.587 Their hybrid identity was not accepted by the Church. Yet, the historical fact of double belonging or participation testifies to the fact that the Torah remained authoritative in the eyes of Jewish Christians. They continued to visit synagogues, to go to the miqve (ritual bath) and to observe specific Jewish commandments. They did not see any contradiction between their Jewishness and their being Christians. They combined their singularity with a Christian way of life. Official Church policy put an end to this interesting phenomenon. 

			It is finally mentioned that José Cabezón deems that the Old Testament God is highly problematic from the ethical viewpoint.588 I doubt if Cabezón’s statement is compatible with the presuppositions of interreligious dialogue. 

			God-Talk as Human Language

			Schmidt-Leukel’s thesis is that world theology expresses the truth about God based on a colloquy of many religions, which are all divinely willed.589 His theory receives a confirmation in the Jewish saying that all that is said about God is said “in human language” (dibra tora ki-leshon bené ʾadam; Nedarim 3a). Truth claims of the diverse religions on the Ultimate Reality are indeed different expressions of the believers’ experiences of the Divine. The fact that the Transcendent is always expressed in human language is helpful in understanding that religions are not the Transcendent itself. It makes the own experience relative and asks for humility because other experiences of the Transcendent apparently exist.

			The experiences of the Transcendent are not the Transcendent itself. The recognition of the limits of one’s theology is therefore the precondition for approaching the truth, which comes into perspective thanks to the plurality of experiences of the Transcendent. For the Jewish philosopher Abraham Joshua Heschel religion is not for its own sake, but for the sake of God: religion as an ultimate end is idolatry.590 Heschel pointedly wrote: “To equate religion and God is idolatry.”591 

			Knowledge or Caring Disposition 

			My principal question to Schmidt-Leukel is whether interreligious theology is about knowledge of God and information about him/her/it or, rather, about existential attitudes such as hospitality, mutual respect and appreciation. In my view, the question whether theological utterances are compatible with each other is less important than the moral quality present in the various responses to the inconceivable Reality. Admitting with Hick the transformational character of revelation, Schmidt-Leukel is of course conscious of the existential, salvific trait within the diverse religions, which are brought in communication with each other. Yet, since he conceives of theology as “science,” emphasis is more upon the cognitive dimension of the diverse beliefs. This tendency returns in Schmidt-Leukel’s later book, containing his Gifford Lectures.592 To my mind, Buber’s distinction between pistis, belief in, and ʾèmuna, trust, is instructive for the interreligious dialogue, since it underscores an existential attitude in which trust in God automatically implies a trustful relationship with other human beings, concentrating less upon content.593 I am inclined to adopt Paul Knitter’s idea that one measures the quality of religions according to their soteriological effectiveness.594 Knitter’s soteriocentric view stems from a combination between liberation theology and a progressive theology of religions. 

			In many religions, being attentive to and caring for others expresses the relation with the Transcendent. For Heschel, humiliating and discriminating against people means hurting God. Loving God is loving the human being. In his mind, the unity of God and the unity of humankind go together: “There is no insight more disclosing: God is One, and humanity is one. There is no possibility more frightening: God’s name may be desecrated. God is every man’s pedigree.”595 Both Heschel and Martin Luther King thought that a religious person should be involved in struggling against inequality. She is entrusted with the lofty task of alleviating the other’s suffering and caring for the stranger, the deprived, the poor and the oppressed. In Heschel’s depth-theology, God’s pathos, His care for human beings, is shared by the prophets who fight against indifference and who are sympathetic with God’s pathos in their struggle for a truly humane society.596 

			In his endeavor to look for common ground between Judaism and Christianity, Schmidt-Leukel argues, for instance, that a paradigmatic understanding of the messianic element in Jesus and a dynamic understanding of the Trinity is compatible with the Jewish standpoint. This is creative theological thinking. However, I am more interested in an ethical approach to religions, in which it becomes clear that conceptual-dogmatic thinking has caused much harm to religious others. Ethical respect for religious alterity serves as a remedy for this deplorable situation. Interreligious theology from a Jewish point of view emphasizes deeds rather than thoughts. It researches the relation of various religions with the Transcendent that expresses itself in just and loving deeds.597 Described differently: it is more attentive to performative ethical acts than to propositions. 

			World Theology and Judaism

			At first sight, one could think that Schmidt-Leukel’s study is irrelevant for the Jewish religion. It is a “Christian” world theology. The nightmare of Jews, suspecting hidden agendas, is the vision of a unifying religion, which absorbs specificities. The term “mission” is frightening for Jews. However, Schmidt-Leukel’s Christian world theology, which brings specificity and communication together, has great relevance for Jews. It clearly announces the end of a fulfillment theology, in which Judaism is only the vestibule for higher and superior truth. In a world theology à la Schmidt-Leukel, Judaism is not “incomplete” without Christianity; it is valued on its own merits. In this world theology, what is good in Judaism is not what makes it potentially Christian, but what is good on its own merit. 

			Adopting the pluralist standpoint, Judaism too could appreciate the value of other religions, which are equally valid. A world religion from a Jewish standpoint could describe how religions are a mosaic of human expressions of different experiences of the Transcendent. From this perspective, religions inspire and correct each other, without inferring superiority. Jews could applaud such an approach and formulate their own dialogical theology. The volume Jewish Theology and World Religion,598 which contains a variety of views on other religions, is a courageous step in the direction of an inclusivist and even pluralist Jewish theology of religions.599 The Jewish prohibition of making images and the Jewish apophatic tradition support the pluralist position.

			Jewish-Muslim Dialogue in Israel

			Schmidt-Leukel’s Christian pluralist theology postulates an invitation to non-Christians to develop their own dialogical theology. In Israel, as elsewhere, such thoughts clearly have ethical, social, economic and political dimensions. Combining difference with equality could lead to a Jewish-Muslim dialogue in Israel that aims at diminishing tensions. It could promote cooperation between Palestinians and Israelis, with the accent upon human rights and equality for all. A pluralist view of religions allows for viewing one’s own orientation to the Transcendent as only one vantage point in a kaleidoscope of orientations. Cooperation and interaction between Jews and Muslims in Israel and Palestine in favor of peace requires and stimulates radical changes in mentalities. Religions frequently add oil to the fire. Yet, they also bring a positive change in society if they work together. Dialogical elements in the sources of Islam and Judaism may serve as resources for the creation of a “new we” and a more peaceful society.600 Pluralism is about respect for the uniqueness of each religion, about mutual exchange and fecundation. To recognize the equality of others and of their religion does not mean to let go of all criticism. People related to others are allowed and even required to be critical of them and of themselves.

			Schmidt-Leukel’s Fractal Interpretation of 
Religious Diversity

			Historically, the relation between religions has been extremely complicated. They have fostered conflicts, feelings of superiority, and inimical relations. Religious identities have been built by denigrating religious others. But religions also have furthered friendly relations between human beings and cross-fertilized each other. Divine beings have transmigrated from one religion to another using altered names. Religious stories have also been adopted and adapted by more than one religion. 

			In our times, technology, transportation, migration and cultural studies allow us to better know the religious other. Faraway religions have become neighbor religions. Yet, progress in knowledge does not necessarily mean that we have become more respectful of the religious other, or more sensitive to otherness or to less clear-cut categories such as hybrid identities, cross-bordering, and multiple religious belonging or participation. Schmidt-Leukel deems that the time is ripe to bring together multi-religious perspectives and to interpret, modify, transform and expand religious categories in order to foster a global, interreligious understanding. His new and pioneering book, containing the extended edition of his Gifford Lectures, Religious Pluralism and Interreligious Theology,601 contains significant insights. A central perception is that concepts of the Ultimate Reality are not true descriptions of it: they are, rather, pointers and guideposts.602 His theory is helpful in the passage from a confessional theology to an interreligious one.603 

			In his interreligious theology, Schmidt-Leukel recognizes distinctiveness as well as interrelatedness. His fractal interpretation of plurality explains why and how creative theologians from different denominations may come to mutual understanding. His main argument is that since common elements are present in all religions, such an understanding becomes possible. He gives examples of creative, interreligious thinking, arguing that primal concepts such as “son,” “prophet” and “Buddha” are found in Christianity, Islam and Buddhism. The three categories are present in each religion with different emphases.604 These categories, which in fact occur in all religious traditions, express the confidence “that human beings have the potential to become vehicles of divine revelation.”605 In such a way Schmidt-Leukel constructs a global theology that offers a fractal interpretation of religious diversity. His work makes the frontiers between religions less intractable. If one follows his argument, the different religions appear to be less separated than might be thought at first sight. Schmidt-Leukel values uniqueness, but highlights interconnection. I am in agreement with him that in the interaction between religions and in conversations with religious others, religions and religious persons evolve. Interreligious encounters lead to learning from the other, and to spiritual enrichment and transformation. Theology becomes “increasingly interreligious.”606 A view such as that of Schmidt-Leukel allows for a fuller understanding of the spiritual dimensions of religious diversity.

			Part One of his book gives a positive assessment of religious diversity. Part Two offers his interreligious theology. Chapters 10-13 are an impressive exercise in creative interreligious thinking. Together they offer concrete examples of the fractal interpretation of Reality. In Chapter 14 he explains his theory on the fractal structure of religious pluralism. 

			Schmidt-Leukel’s aim is to transform traditional thinking in view of an “interreligious reflection on different understandings of religious diversity.”607 He brings different religions together in view of a “joint and reciprocal integration of different religion-specific pluralisms within a process of multiperspectival exchange.”608 His interreligious theology endorses the creative interaction between religions in view of their “possible compatibility.”609 A basic premise of his interreligious theology is that all truth “must be compatible.”610 Following the Jain principle of many-sidedness, he claims that there are only “apparent contradictions” between authentic truth claims and that they will “ultimately dissolve in a higher synthesis.”611 Contradictions are actually “an invitation to synthesis.”612 The search for a common platform is central in this theological construction: all religions have shared elements, with different emphases and to different degrees. 

			The Aim of Interreligious Theology

			Schmidt-Leukel strives to overcome apparent contradictions in a higher synthesis; he looks for a common denominator. The strength of his argument lies in the fact that religious experiences are human experiences that take place in one world, which enables understanding. He argues that, since the truth of the Transcendent is one, a consensus on it must exist, notwithstanding differences in the multiple approaches. He negotiates between religions by stretching, enlarging and transforming religious categories. He comes to surprising and challenging new insights. Consider his innovative thought on creation, which is prima facie entirely absent in Buddhism. Schmidt-Leukel creatively understands nirvana as a form of “grace,” since it is unconditioned and unproduced, rather than the product of human effort.613 The Buddha-Nature, which allows one to realize that samsara is unsatisfying, is called “the true creator.”614 This is a clear case of inventive, synthesizing theological reasoning. Salvation, understood in Christianity as the goal of creation (causa finalis), is seen as being in line with major concerns of Buddhism.615 Schmidt-Leukel’s conclusion is that salvation is conceived by Buddhists and Christians “in quite analogous and compatible ways.”616 He views Amida Buddhism as promising salvation by “entrusting oneself entirely to the compassion as it is represented by Amida Buddha and has become manifest or embodied in the compassionate spirit of Buddha Gautama. In essence, salvation is thus received by faith alone.”617 

			Schmidt-Leukel rightly opines that pluralisms always need to be tradition-specific.618 He takes into account tradition-bound pluralisms and discusses them in Part One of this volume. He is not interested in a meta-theory independent of denominations. His own view on religious pluralism and interreligious theology is inspired by the Christian tradition and its affirmation of a God who loves all people. He finds in a variety of religions an opening to the truth present in other religions. For a Christian opening to others, he refers to the publications The Myth of Christian Uniqueness and for such openness in other traditions, he refers to The Myth of Religious Superiority.619 

			For a Jewish openness to religious others, he mentions Michael Kogan’s saying: “Instead of being the chosen people, my people begin to see themselves as a chosen people.”620 He also makes reference to Heschel’s statement that religious diversity is the will of God621 and to Raphael Jospe’s thought concerning multiple perspectives on truth.622 For Islam, openness is found in Rumi’s utterance on the light, which is not different, though the lamps from which it shines may differ.623 The Qur’an too proffers openness to religious others in the Sura on Allah’s messengers to all people in the world (Sura 16:36).624 For Hinduism, there is Swami Vivekananda’s saying that different religions are like different coats; each specific coat will not fit everybody.625 The Hindu openness to religious others expresses itself in the belief that Brahman is present in everybody as their true self, atman.626 Mahayana Buddhism claims that all sentient beings participate in the common Buddha-Nature.627 There is also the view that Bodhisattvas are active in other religions.628 As for the religions in China, Schmidt-Leukel points to the phenomenon of multiple religious participation,629 to the tripod Daoism, Confucianism and Buddhism, which cannot stand if one of the legs is missing.630 Finally, he refers to Zhihe Wang, who works with the two principles yin and yang, which are in a relationship of dynamic complementarity: there is something of yin in yang and something of yang in yin.631 Surely, this Chinese concept inspired Schmidt-Leukel to develop his fractal interpretation of religious pluralism.

			As for me, the presence of sonship, prophethood, and awakening as “transformative, liberative experience”632 is attested in Judaism as well. The prophets put forward the idea of justice, which nowadays is also present in engaged Buddhism and in the Advaita tradition.633 Kabbalistic meditations and practices bring about an awakening. Sonship is also attested to in Judaism. In intimate Jewish God-talk, the people of Israel consider themselves to be “sons of God” (Deut. 14:1: “You are children of the Eternal, your God — banim ʾattèm la-Shem ʾelohekhèm”). Classical Jewish theology, of course, denies divine incarnation. Moses, for instance, is not an incarnation of God. From a historical perspective, Jesus was an observant Jew who never saw himself as God.634 Yet, in their search for a more transcendent, supernatural Jesus, the American Jews Zalman Schachter-Shalomi and Daniel Matt go beyond the historical Jesus who preached good moral behavior.635 For Schachter-Shalomi, the Jewish kabbalist tradition offers a model of divine embodiment. In this perspective, Jesus is an “incarnate of Torah” and “axis mundi.”636 Daniel Matt likewise sees Jesus as an “axis mundi” for his apostles.637 Jesus is for him an early Hasid, a tsaddiq, who became a living Torah, an intermediator between the disciples and God. He claimed an internalized redemption.638 Schmidt-Leukel’s theory on sonship, prophetic mission and Buddhahood is also valid for Judaism.

			Less than Complete Transparency?

			Schmidt-Leukel follows Raimon Pannikar’s insight that each religion “represents the whole of the human experience in a concrete way.”639 Microcosmos and macrocosmos are related. He explains diversity and communality with Benoît Mandelbrot’s theory of fractals. The term “fractal” means fragmented and irregular: Mandelbrot thought that “there is a fractal face to the geometry of nature.”640 In a parallel way, Schmidt-Leukel deems that what is true in nature is also true in culture: religions too have a “fractal face.” When Bernhard Waldenfels says that the culturally known and the alien are entangled with each other, he interprets cultural diversity in a fractal way.641 Schmidt-Leukel claims that there are no specificities present in one religion that are totally absent in another. After summarizing some early phenomenologists, who come close to his own fractal interpretation, Schmidt-Leukel cautiously writes that “almost” everything reappears in some way in different religions.642 From the typological endeavors of specialists in comparative religion and from phenomenologists he learns that religious diversity is “marked by fractal structures.”643 Similarities suggest that each religion is a part of the whole. On this point, I would welcome further inquiry into the exact relationship between communalities and incommensurable uniqueness.

			Schmidt-Leukel’s model is unity in diversity, unity and difference. His fractal interpretation is on the interreligious level, the intrareligious level and the intra-subjective level.644 He rightly claims that “[r]eligions resemble each other, but they resemble each other in their diversity.”645 He also writes that “the religious other is never completely or wholly other.”646 In his fractal interpretation, what is similar is also irregular and different.647 For Schmidt-Leukel, fractal theory allows for complementarity and enrichment. He assesses diversity and complementarity.648 Every attempt to come to some consensus should indeed reckon with the specificity of the religious other and her undeniable otherness.

			I propose an alliance between different and to a certain extent incomparable religious traditions. Of course, comparability is possible since our own experience is part of the experiences of humankind. Yet, this does not mean that everything is comparable. Certain incommensurabilities preclude the translatability of all things into something else, as well as the reduction of all otherness to structurally identical or analogous elements. 

			There are elements in religions that refuse to enter in the interreligious grid. Not everything is compatible. Just as languages possess words and expressions which are idiomatic, religions have an otherness that is not reducible to sameness. Schmidt-Leukel looks for compatibilities in order to create a communication platform. But there are also incompatibilities between the different traditions, which withstand comparative efforts. 

			To my mind, there are elements in differing cultures that are not compatible with each other, not overlapping, and not parallel, but rather radically different and incommensurable. Schmidt-Leukel’s valid argument is that if religions are not intelligible to each other, we could not understand other cultures at all.649 Translating religious categories is a possibility and even a necessity. But should less than complete comprehensibility not be possible? Do religions have specificities that are not present in other religions and that are part of the world-experience, but also somehow unique? Is every possibility present in everything? Schmidt-Leukel recognizes limited incommensurable elements in religions, but his emphasis is more on comparability and translatability than on incomparable uniqueness.650 

			Towards an Ethical Interpretation of 
Religious Pluralism

			For Schmidt-Leukel religions can correct each other or complement each other, but his endeavor goes clearly in the direction of the search for a common basis. He asks, for instance, whether Sharia law could be accepted by Christians, and writes: “The moral and spiritual values that express and are rooted in the message of God’s justice and mercy are certainly to be accepted. The question of how these are to be spelled out legally is a different issue.”651 Such a view is surprisingly congruent with what I call a radically ethical interpretation of religious sources, which constitutes a common platform for all beyond knowledge. This leads me to the question whether recognition rather than cognition could unite religions. 

			For Schmidt-Leukel, following Wilfred Cantwell Smith, interreligious theologians652 will “deliberately cross religious borders”653 and engage in “an interreligious process of truth-seeking.”654 They remain recognizably Christian, Muslim, Buddhist, etc., but “Christian plus,” “Muslim plus,” or “Buddhist plus.” Truth, Schmidt-Leukel deems, cannot come from one tradition. Indeed, multiple traditions approach the ineffable truth, which is refracted in different ways in these traditions. Schmidt-Leukel follows John Hick in the idea that “the Real” is reflected in human thought and experience; we experience the Real quoad nos. With his new theory, he adds that this takes place in a fractal way.

			From my vantage point, doctrinal convergences could be complemented by the search for a common ethical basis. I would like to propose a deed-centered interpretation of religious pluralism, as an alternative for a more logocentric approach. Judaism is flexible on the doctrinal level, but forbids many things to Jews that are allowed for non-Jews. It is less thought-centered than deed-centered. In our times of religious fanaticism and moral indifference, an ethical interpretation of religious pluralism and the valuing of the diversity or relative uniqueness of religions in their contribution to a more humane world is a must. Theological reasoning and dialogues are vital in as far as they contribute to ethical praxis.

			Truth as Trust

			Schmidt-Leukel presupposes that the various religions are referring to one religious truth that is refracted in them. He further presupposes that, since we live in one world, communication on religious truth is possible. Truth in this context is attained through the intellect. Supra I noted that, from a Jewish point of view, the word for truth, ʾèmèt, first of all denotes trustworthiness and reliability, as, for instance, in the phrase ʾanshe ʾèmèt, “men to be trusted” (Ex. 18:21). The word ʾèmèt also means stability and constancy, as in the expression shalom ʾèmèt, “a durable/lasting peace” (Jer. 14:13). ʾÈmèt is finally truth and reality, for example in the verse ve-ʾim ʾèmèt haya la-davar ha-zè, “and if this was true” (Dt. 22:20). Accordingly, be-ʾèmèt means “truly, really” (e.g. in Jer. 26:15).655 ʾÈmèt, “trust,” is from the same root as ʾèmuna, which is usually translated as “faith,” but which basically means “faithfulness,” “steadiness.” There is faithfulness between God and human beings, as well as between human beings.

			Schmidt-Leukel writes that “Christian theology has benefited tremendously from looking at Christianity through Jewish eyes.”656 In light of this openness to the possible relevance of Jewish views for Christianity and other religions, I would like to draw attention to a specific Jewish view on truth as “trust.” This could be of special relevance for the construction of an interreligious theology. I suggest that a logocentric fractal interpretation of religious plurality be complemented by an existential, moral, deed-centered approach of religions. All religions have ethical dimensions and value good behavior of religious others.657 Schmidt-Leukel himself gives a few examples. Surah 5:48 reads: “strive as in race in all virtues.”658 Anantanand Rambachan tests the quality of religions in their potential “to sustain dignity and justice for all human beings.”659 The Dalai Lama values the worth of the major religions in terms of their positive moral potential.660 The Buddhist Lama John Makransky deems that similar ethical and spiritual qualities in the different religions are evidence to suppose that all are rooted in the same Ultimate Reality.661 An ethics-centered interpretation of religious pluralities also implies a multi-perspective ethical reading of religious core texts—a task that awaits creative theologians. 

			With my proposal, I put the emphasis upon the ethical capacity of religions and their corrective function more than on compatibility in a synthesis. In the 13th century, Rabbi Menahem haMeiri, a Provençal scholar and commentator on the Talmud, set the standard when he valued Christianity as a religion that required its adherents to stick to the basic moral norms of civilization. According to haMeiri, a religion that did not impose basic moral prohibitions was illicit.662 Paul Knitter, a Christian and a Buddhist, values the peace potential in religions and lays the stress on the complementarity of being peaceful and making peace.663 His concern is ethical as well, which is evident in his engagement in liberation theology. A radical reformulation of truth in terms of ethics could cause a rediscovery of the peace potential in religions. Cooperation is vital for human existence and all are chosen to realize this human potential. 

			The Möbius-like Interlacement between 
Religion and Ethics

			I greatly appreciate Schmidt-Leukel’s interreligious theology from a Christian perspective. From a Jewish perspective on pluralism, I suggest the mathematical form of the Möbius strip. This portrays the inter-twinedness of the relation to the Ultimate alongside the interdependence of all human beings. The advantage of this construction or scheme lies in its ability to re-discover the ethical depth-dimension in all religions, which is congruent with their dimension of Transcendence. Religions, of course, also have non-ethical and even anti-ethical dimensions. In our times, we witness the resurgence of Jihad as war in the name of Allah. For the protagonists of the Islamic State killing is a holy duty and abuse of women is conceived as a bonus for Islamic soldiers. These and other realities highlight the Janus-face of religions. Religion has negative dimensions. In this constellation, it is crucial for theologians to find a common ethical ground for religions in the endeavor to realize values such as respect for human life and the promotion of human rights. Whereas Schmidt-Leukel takes sophisticated theological thinking as a common basis for all religions, I suggest that interreligious theology takes ethics as common basis for all religions. The ethical translation of basic religious categories in the various religions is an objective for the dialogical theologian.664

			In her reflections on Judaism and Christianity, Marcia Pally has proposed viewing these religions as a Möbius-strip: they have a double covenant between God and humans and between human beings amongst each other, a mutual constitution of covenant between persons and God.665 One could enlarge the horizon: In a Möbius-like interpretation of all religions, approaching the Ultimate Reality is inherently linked to other persons, to “belonging” to all. Focusing upon the humanistic kernel in religions for the greater well-being of humankind, putting the emphasis upon sharing and cooperation, one is critical of any worldview that is exclusivist and based upon self-interest. Religions share the common task to improve the quality of life for all, to promote reciprocal consideration, and to contribute to economic justice and peaceful societies. I quoted Franz Rosenzweig, who said: God did not create religions, but the world.666 Mending the world is the task of religions. Focusing on moral deeds, one may recognize the plurality of ways of approaching the Ultimate Reality as intertwined with the amelioration of human society. Paraphrasing haMeiri’s position, one could claim that religions are a legitimate undertaking in as far as they improve the human condition. I am aware that by introducing a prescriptive element, I leave the descriptive level. But can theology be sustained without this prescriptive moment?

			In order to counter exclusivism, Schmidt-Leukel develops a highly sophisticated theological way of thinking, in which patterns of thought, present in all religions, allow them to communicate with each other. He works with the affirmation of metaphysical truth. As for me, pluralism in intrareligious Jewish exegesis serves as a model for interreligious interpretations that are all legitimate, on condition that they serve humanity as such. A radical ethical interpretation of religious sources—as eminently carried out in Judaism, for example, by Emmanuel Levinas—seems to me to provide a solid basis for interreligious cooperation. This does not exclude highly sophisticated intellectual conversation that also contributes to the sound passage from a traditional confessional theology to an interreligious theology. 

			Two Types of Faith

			I mentioned that ʾèmèt, “trust,” and ʾèmuna, “faithfulness,” are linked. Martin Buber wrote extensively about the Jewish concept of ʾèmuna. In his “Two Types of Faith,” he characterizes Jesus’s call to return to God (Ruf zur Umkehr) in Mark 1:15 as an authentic Jewish call. However, Christianity made it a call to convert to the Christian faith (Bekehrung zum Glauben).667 The Christian faith became the Hellenistic pistis, a belief that something is true (ein Fürwahrhalten), in contrast to the Jewish faith, ʾèmuna, which is confidence and faithfulness. The Christian faith became faith in Jesus who redeems the world.668 Unlike Buber, I do not think that Paul is responsible for the switch from ʾèmuna, trust in, into pistis, belief that. But I agree with him that ʾèmuna as trust typifies Judaism, whereas pistis is a more Christian phenomenon. Buber is alert to the fact that the Jewish concept of ʾèmuna is also present in Christianity, just as the Christian concept of pistis is not entirely absent in Judaism.669 But in his typology, faith as “trust” is a more Jewish concept than faith as “truth,” which is more fitting for Christianity. The Jewish existential attitude, ʾèmuna, trust in, was replaced by pistis, belief that. 

			Mark 1:15 puts the saying “The time is fulfilled and the Kingdom of God has come. Turn [to God] and trust the good news (metanoeite kai pisteuete en toi euangelioi)” in Jesus’s mouth. Buber interprets this saying as belonging to “the very words” (ipsissima verba) of Jesus. He comments that the Kingdom of God, basileia tou theou (in Hebrew: malkhut shamaim) asks for the return of the human being (Umkehr; in Hebrew: teshuva). To return (la-shuv) is translated in Greek by metanoiein, to think differently (Sinnesänderung), which is already a reduction of the Hebrew la-shuv. Buber remarks that this “return” is degraded in Greek to pistis; but he also holds that behind this misapprehension rendered in the Greek, we can be confident that the intent of the text is closer to the Hebrew ʾèmuna. He concludes that a person’s “return”, one’s teshuva, denotes one’s active “trust” (Treue), whereas one’s “belief in” points to the receptive “confidence” (Vertrauen): teshuva, turning to others and to God, and ʾèmuna, trust,670 belong together.

			I have summarized Buber’s reflections on the Greek verbs metanoiein and pisteuein, which change the meaning of teshuva and ʾèmuna, because in a Jewish perspective, belief does not mean to believe a certain content or to think differently. Underneath the Greek, Buber rightly sensed the Jewish reality of teshuva and ʾèmuna, of turning (from one’s bad ways) and trusting. I argue that his understanding of ʾèmuna as an existential attitude linked to deeds rather than as a belief in utterances is useful in theology in general and in dialogical theology more particularly.

			Religion: The Bond between the Same 
and the Other without Totality

			This existential-ethical way of approaching the Ultimate Reality has consequences for one’s view of religions. The various teachings and doctrines of the religious traditions are important; their moral conduct is even more so. Levinas has described revelation in terms of the ethical relation with the other.671 For him, the prescriptive character of revelation is a “type of ‘rationality’, a reason far less turned in upon itself than the reason of the philosophical tradition.”672 “Greek,” which puts knowledge before doing, could learn from “Hebrew,” which focuses on obedience that is neither naivety nor knowledge.673 It is not reason, but the face-to-face encounter that is the source of ethics. Levinas of course appreciated humanity’s cognitive capacities. However, he claimed that ethics, which are not rooted in reason, but must be discussed in a rational way, are a matter of recognition. For Levinas, dialogue, or better: the call that the face of the other makes to the perceiver, precedes logic. This urgent appeal stemming from the other’s face precedes the philosophical discourse and at the same time urges philosophical reflection. The positive disturbance of the “I” caused by the “other” comes before reason. In a very Jewish way, Levinas gives priority to ethical acts before thinking, a priority on which the philosopher has to reflect. “Truth arises where a being separated from the other is not engulfed in him, but speaks to him.”674 Levinas’s pre-philosophical, Jewish way of thinking is palpable in his philosophical discourse on truth. For Levinas, philosophy is not a humble servant to Judaism. He rather endeavored to “enounce in Greek the principles Greece did not know.”675 The work of the Septuaginta, he said to Shlomo Malka, is not finished.676 

			If one accepts Levinas’s saying that philosophy is not the locus of the first meaning—the place where meaning starts—,677 this has serious consequences for our thinking on the ethical capacity of religions. Levinas writes: “We propose to call ‘religion’ the bond that is established between the same and the other without constituting a totality.”678 In this quotation, religion and ethics are seen as twins, as two sides of the same coin. 

			I have already pointed to the fact that, from a Jewish point of view, ʾèmèt, usually translated by “truth,” is not primarily the equivalence between thought and reality. ʾÈmèt is situated first of all on the existential and ethical level: the human being lives in it and makes it true. The Greek aletheia, un-covering, is not the Hebrew ʾèmèt, which is related to hope.679 In other words, in a Jewish perspective, faith as the confident relation with the Higher Worlds is expressed in deeds; by performing righteous deeds, one encounters God.680 

			From Levinas I learned that all thought cannot be reduced to knowledge or experience: the meaningful is not exhausted by knowledge or experience. The command “Thou shalt not kill” coming from the other’s face is an ethical command “before appearing.”681 In this radical ethical interpretation of religion, to be religious means to be ethical. All religions contain problematic utterances, but they also show their adherents an ethical path.

			Faith and Reason

			I conclude with some remarks on the relationship between Judaism and philosophy, which is classically defined as the search for truth. Throughout the ages, starting with Philo Judaeus of Alexandria, Judaism was brought into contact with philosophy. Although tension arose from time to time and although the universal philosophical inquiry was also seen as detrimental to faith, faith and reason were brought together and synthesized. Spinoza broke with this “double faith” in reason and revelation and opted for philosophy as the only legitimate source of knowledge.682 Fortunately, Schmidt-Leukel’s work is a refined attempt to bring reason and faith of diverse religions into balance again.

			Today’s academic discipline of Jewish philosophy no longer conceives of philosophy as the “handmaiden of revelation,” as was the case with Philo.683 It is no longer theology that verifies Judaism.684 What makes Jewish philosophy Jewish is not one’s biography or the language in which one writes (Hebrew), nor is there any “essence” which makes Jewish philosophy Jewish. Jewish philosophy is rather the encounter between philosophy and Judaism. Not content, but context makes Jewish philosophy Jewish.685 What happens when Judaism meets philosophy?

			Today’s challenge for the Jewish philosopher is to describe the specific contribution of Jewish thought to philosophy. Since Jewish thought is also thinking, one cannot separate it from philosophical investigation. Beyond apologetic defenses, Judaism still waits for the formulation of its specific philosophy. As Levinas said: the work of the Septuaginta is not finished. One of the contributions of Jewish philosophy as the meeting between Judaism and philosophy is the idea that ethical acts precede thinking and, as such, they require thinking. On the level of dialogical theology, that implies that the common denominator between religions is foremost ethical conduct, understood as preceding all thought: “naʿase ve-nishmaʿ,” we will do and hear (Ex.24:7). In a dialogical theology and philosophy from a Jewish vantage point, religious pluralism is appreciated as a multitude of ways in which to mend the world.

			Schmidt-Leukel’s creative fractal interpretation of religious pluralism greatly contributes to a global, interreligious theology. He perceives similarities in all religions and highlights their comparability, since the truth is one. A Jewish view on truth as existential “trust” emphasizes the ethical depth-dimension as common ground for all religions. This allows for a deed-centered, more than a logo-centric interpretation of religious pluralism. For Schmidt-Leukel, similar patterns of thought are present in all religions. In the view presented here, ethics precedes thinking and the common denominator of all religions is foremost the ethical conduct and the amelioration of society.

			Chapter 10

			Law and Freedom 

			In the Jewish-Christian dialogue, there are many discussions on the theme of Law and freedom from the Law. This chapter is an exercise in Jewish-Christian dialogue. It deals with the Jewish concept of freedom as inscribed on the tablets of the Law. Whereas Christians emphasize the law of love, Jews cherish a love of the Law. From a Jewish vantage point, the Christian recognition and appreciation of the specific Jewish understanding of freedom as linked to the Law is vital to the Jewish-Christian encounter.

			It is paradoxical that religious Jews understand freedom as freedom through Law. Freedom is associated with Law and the study of the Law. In the Mishna treatise Sayings of the Fathers we read: 

			Rabbi Josua ben Levi said‚ Day after day a heavenly voice goes forth from Mount Horeb proclaiming these words: ‘Woe to them, to mankind, for their disregard of the Torah’ for whoever does not labor in the Torah is called ‘rebuked’; for it is said: ‘A golden ring in a swine’s snout; a beautiful woman and yet foolish.’ And it is said, ‘The Tablets are the works of God and the writing is the writing of God, charut, engraved, upon the Tablets.’ [Ex. 32:16] Read not charut (engraved) but cherut (freedom), for man is never more free than when he occupies himself with the study of the Torah […]. (Pirqe Avot 6,2)686

			Samson Raphael Hirsch comments on this Mishna that we hear the Torah from Mount Sinai every day. Therefore: woe to the one who does not study the Torah. He is like a woman who has a beautiful body, but who is foolish. A beautiful body should lead to spiritual beauty. If not, it is like a golden ring which adorns a swine that becomes dirty in the filth. 

			In Hebrew the sentence “it is like a golden ring, which adorns a swine” is enunciated: nèzèm zahav be-ʾaf chazir ʾisha jafa ve-sarat taʿam. The person who does not study Torah is called “rebuked,” nazuf. Through the alliteration nèzèm zahav (golden ring)\ nazuf (rebuked), the lesson becomes clear: the study of the Torah is an obligation for every Jew. What is engraved (charut) on the Tablets of the Law is interpreted by the Mishna as freedom (cherut): this is another play on words that brings the message home. Jewish freedom lies in the Law, in its study and in its realization. A higher freedom, understood as the responsibility for the other and as interconnectedness with others, is the result of (the study of) the Torah. The Hebrew word for Torah stems from the root yarah, to point with the finger. Torah includes law, but is more extensive: it shows the way. In the grammatical form of hifʿil, the root yarah means: to teach, to instruct. With the LXX, the word Torah was translated as nomos, law. But Judaism is not only Law, it is a teaching and foremost a covenant, a bond of trust and reciprocity between God and his people. Yet, it is unimaginable without the Law, in which Jews rejoice.687 

			Freedom from the Law

			The Christian “freedom” as free from the Law is a theological construction that aimed at distancing Christians from the Jewish “freedom” discussed above. One argued that Jesus came to abolish the Law instead of completing it. But in Mt. 5:17-19 we read: “Do not think that I came to cancel the Law and the Prophets: I came not to abolish, but to fulfill (oukh èlton katalusai alla pleirosai). For truly I tell you: Until heaven and earth disappear, not one yud or one tittle will by no means disappear from the Law, until everything is fulfilled. Whoever therefore will break one of the least of these commandments, and teach others accordingly, will be called the least in the kingdom of heaven. But whoever will practice and teach them, will be called great in the kingdom of heaven.” Jesus himself kept the Law,688 but Paul’s words in Rom. 10:4: “For Christ is the aim of the Law” (telos gar nomou Christos) were understood as “the end of the Law.” The Greek word telos was interpreted as abolition instead of goal, aim, purpose, completion. The abrogation of the Jewish Law, projected in the life of Jesus,689 finally shaped Christian identity. Christianity became progressively free from the Law and distanced itself from what was characteristic of Judaism.

			In order to see the evolution of Christianity vis-à-vis the Jewish Law, I propose to follow the traces of the so-called “Judaizers.” In their inclusive behavior, these people continued to observe the Law, although they were Christians. The Jewish Biblical laws remained authoritative for a period of time in early Christianity. However, with time, Christian observation of Jewish laws was called an act of Judaizing. The verb “Judaize” already appears in the Letter to the Galatians in the context of dietary laws (Gal. 2:14 ioudaidzein). It was further used by Chrysostom, who fulminated against Christians who observed Jewish laws. The letter to the Galatians, dated between 40-60 C.E., is already a diatribe, a polemical document that argued against the observation of the Jewish Law by Gentiles, who did not have to observe Jewish practices. In his eight sermons beginning in the fall of 386, which are his Adversus Judaeos, Chrysostom sharply addresses primarily women, who upon entering the synagogue were attracted by the Jewish holidays of the month of Tishre (Rosh haShana, Yom Kippur and Succot) and observed the Levitical laws of menstrual impurity. The parting of the ways only took place in the fourth century, when Christianity became the religion of the Roman empire.

			Charlotte Elisheva Fonrobert has written an excellent essay on the early relations between Jews and Christians in which she analyzes the phenomenon of Judaizers.690 She considers Chrysostom’s Adversus Judaeos to be a “valuable resource for our study of Jewish Christianity.”691 Chrysostom’s wrath targeted people who entered the synagogue, since in his exclusivist view the Divine was only present in the church.692 Next to her analysis of Chrysostom’s anti-Jewish sermons,693 Fonrobert discusses the Didascalia Apostolorum, a church canonic law of the 3rd century C.E., which reacts against those Christians who observed the laws of the “second legislation” (=Mishna; Greek deuterosis).694 The Church document labels a number of practices as heretical. So, for instance, it was considered unfitting for a Christian to prefer the Jewish Sabbath over Sunday or to visit the miqve (ritual bath) for menstrual purification and to abstain from sexual relation during menstruation. These behaviors were identified as deviant. The church order mentions that Jesus lifted the burden of the Law and ordained a “simple law of life”: the ten commandments.695 For Fonrobert, Chrysostom and the Didascalia Apostolorum testify to the fact that the church, by hereticizing others, progressively distanced itself from the Jewish Law. In early patristic literature, “ioudaidzein” became an increasingly polemical term.696

			Until today, the hybrid identity of border-crossers is looked upon as problematic. For the sake of clarity, Christianity increasingly distanced itself from Judaism, until “Judaizing” became a negative term. Jewish freedom, written on the tablets of the Law, was increasingly contrasted with Christian freedom, a freedom from the Jewish Law as contained in the Bible and enlarged upon in the literature of the Sages. Those who still cleaved to the Jewish “freedom” became known as heretics. Instead of the permanent study of the Torah and the observance of the mitsvot contained in the Bible, the Christian tradition progressively developed a freedom from the ancient Law because of their tenet that Jesus had fulfilled and abolished the Law. Eventually, this trend developed into the dominant Christian discourse against the shackles of the ancient Jewish regime. 

			For Paul, Christians who came to the faith as Gentiles did not have to take upon themselves the yoke of the Torah. Since most of the early Christians came from the gentile population, the Christian lifestyle was itself liberated from adherence to the Mosaic Law. Those Christians from the Gentiles who continued to observe these ordinances were seen as the sons of the slave-woman Hagar (Gal. 4:21-5:1). For Christians who converted from the Gentiles, the prohibitions and prescriptions of the Law, such as circumcision, observing the Sabbath and kashrut—which embodied Jewish specificity—were no longer mandatory. Christianity turned away from the Law, and became a distinct, gentile religion.697 

			Christians opposed the Jewish Law, which for them became obsolete with the coming of Jesus. Paul favored the inclusion of Gentiles within the covenant. This inclusion of Gentiles led gradually to an exclusion of Jewish elements that developed with time into an anti-Jewish bias in the Christian negative identity. With the abolition of the Law, for Christians there was no longer any significance for Jewish existence. 

			Many Christians realized the importance, vitality and spiritual beauty of Jewish life only after Hitler. Today’s challenge for Christians is the readiness to respect and value the Jewish love of the Law, —the Jewish “freedom” written on the tablets of the Law—, instead of contrasting one freedom with another. Abhorrence for the Law and for the Law-abiding people should yield to a new appreciation of Judaism as it understands itself. 

			Christians highlight love and the freedom that goes with it. For them God is love and the primal Law is the Law of love. Augustine of Hippo (354-430) declared “ama et fac quod vis,” love and do what you please.698 This is of course not an instigation to anarchy, but love was no longer linked to Jewish laws. Christians inherited from Jews the love commandment, but abrogated the ancient Law, which was and is for Jews an expression of love. Marcia Pally rightly remarks that, like Jews, Christians have a Möbius strip-like enmeshed covenant.699 Christian faith is intertwined with an ethical law: in this sense, pistis (faith) and nomos (Law) come seamlessly together in Christianity.700 Paul does not separate the love of God from the love of the human being, as is clear from the Christian Song of Songs in 1 Cor. 13. He does not make a division between the bond with God and the bond with human beings.701 Love of God entails good ethical behavior. But the Mosaic ordinances as a concrete way of serving God were left out. The Law, first of all the ritual Law, was progressively abandoned by all Christians, including those of Jewish descent. The prophetic voices were contrasted to ritual activities. Other laws quickly came into being: Christian rituals replaced the old Jewish ones. Additionally, anti-Jewish laws came into being, which delegitimized the Jewish religion as well as the Jewish people. 

			Love and Law

			From a Jewish perspective, divine love expresses itself in concrete laws, aimed at the creation of a just society. “Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth: for your love is better than wine” (Song of Songs 1:1) are the kisses of God, who gives His commandments in love. In Jewish life, the Law is therefore a gift and an expression of love. God is loving and, in his love, He gives us commandments, which are always “for life,” so that one may live (Deut. 4:1: lemaʿan tihyu). The Law regulating the entirety of Jewish life obliges of course only the Jews, not the Christians, who participate in the covenant without being bound to specific Jewish commandments. 

			A major difference between Christians and Jews lies in the fact that they have the same God, but they put different inflections in their God-talk. For Christians, God is first of all love, a merciful Father in heaven. In Jewish God-talk, there is a tension between the merciful Father and the demanding King. On the one hand, the divine Inhabitation (Shekhina) is everywhere: God is easily to be found. On the other hand: He is only there where one allows Him to enter. He is nearby and far off: “the earth is given in the hand of the evil one” (Job 9:24) and “the earth is full of His glory” (Isaiah 6:3). Without mercy one cannot stand before God, who lets it rain upon both good and evil people. At the same time, in Jewish life, mercy is always balanced by justice. 

			The paradox of Father and King (ʾavinu malkenu) also typifies a specific Jewish educational model. Without love, education is impossible: encouragements and forgiveness are necessary. But one should also demand good behavior from one’s children. Without love demands are cruel; without demands love loses its power and aim. With self-discipline one fights evil; with sympathy one curbs the evil inclination and transforms it into positive energy. A good life does not come into being without daily efforts. We know ourselves to be beloved, and in love we are commanded. The divine commandments are God’s gift to the Jewish people. 

			Likewise in kabbalah, judgment (din) and mercy (rahamim) belong together; jointly they form the middle way of spiritual beauty (tifʾèrèt). Judgement cannot be exercised without mercy. But a saying in Midrash Qohelet Rabba 7702 holds that the one who pities instead of abstaining from pity, is finally without pity instead of pitying (kol mi shè-naʿaseh rachaman bimeqom ʾakhzari sof naʿaseh ʾakhzari bimeqom rachaman). An excess of pity leads to injustice. The laws are part of God’s covenant, in which forgiveness is essential. God’s mercy is always greater than His anger. We ask him to forgive us as we forgive people. In Talmud Treatise Shabbat (133b), it says that everyone who has mercy, will have God’s mercy and everyone who does not have mercy, will not know God’s mercy. This is parallel to the well-known Christian prayer, which is essentially Jewish: “Forgive us our sins as we forgive the sins of our fellow men” (Mat. 6:12).

			In Judaism, King and Father belong together. Without mercy, our world cannot stand. From the Dutch Jewish lawyer and writer Abel J. Herzberg (1893-1989) I learned that a judge has to act according to the law, but he also has to show mercy. In Jewish life, there is no judgment (din) without mercy (rachamim), but also no mercy without judgment. This can be formulated as follows: we are not allowed to forgive everything, as if there is no longer evil. Yet, forgiving remains important in Jewish life: it allows the sinner to restart, not to be ensnared in his sin, not to be caught by his own past, but to return and give again an answer (teshuva) to God and man. In other words, one may return: time is not merciless, one may begin anew. However, in the Jewish worldview, evil remains evil and one has to resist it. 

			As a returnee to the Jewish tradition, Franz Rosenzweig knew that the mitsvot (commandments) received their vitality from the basic mitsva of love. In his masterpiece Star of Redemption, the command of love is central to the revelation, shared by Jews and Christians. The key commandment of all commandments is the commandment “You shall love the Eternal your God with all your heart, with all your soul and with all your might” (Deut. 6:5). God commands to love and this command is “pure present,” it is given “today” when his voice is heard: 

			All other commandments can put their content into the form of the law; this alone refuses to be decanted, for its content tolerates only the form of the commandment, of the immediate presentness and unity where consciousness, expression and waiting for fulfillment are gathered together. So, as the one pure commandment, it is the highest of all commandments, and where it takes the lead as such, then all that could also become law by another route and seen from the outside also becomes a commandment. God’s first word to the soul that is united with him is ‘Love me’; so everything that he could still reveal to it that would otherwise be under the form of law, is transformed without further ado into words which he commands ‘today’; all this becomes the setting forth of the one and first commandment, the commandment to love him.703 

			Rosenzweig saw the command of love as a paradox: no third party can command love, only the one who loves can command love. The love command (Gebot) is always in the present, not written as a law (Gesetz). The command to love can never become law. But laws can be transformed through love to a command, if one hears the divine voice “today” (Ps. 95:7). “The law counts on periods of time, on a future, on duration. The commandment knows only the moment.”704 The laws, in Rosenzweig’s view, may become commands in the living present. They become expressions of love. Many blessings in Jewish life start with “Blessed are you, Eternal, King of the world, who has sanctified us by his mitsvot.” A religious Jew sanctifies himself through mitsvot. He receives his vitality from the mitsvot that are rooted in the basic mitsva of love.

			Between Jews and Christians

			The Hebrew Bible is a common heritage of Jews and Christians, but Christians read it in function of the New Testament, and Jews in light of the Talmud and the Midrashim. In the Jewish view, there is no reading of the Bible without the entire post-Biblical Jewish tradition.705 Whereas Christians have a Christological reading of the “Old Testament,” Jews read the Hebrew Bible through the eyes of the Sages, who based a corpus of concrete, Halakhic rules upon Biblical verses. 

			Beyond the Boundaries of Religious Traditions

			In his speech at a conference on Religion and Race, January 14, 1963, Abraham Joshua Heschel made it clear that religion cannot proclaim God’s love without fighting for human rights.706 With Martin Luther King he pled the cause of the black population in America and saw solidarity with them as a religious commandment.

			Heschel was concerned about desecration of the Divine name through humiliating other human beings and not giving them their fundamental rights. Equality is for him a religious commandment that “goes beyond the principle of equality before the law. Equality as a religious commandment means personal involvement, fellowship, mutual reverence and concern. It means my being hurt when a black man is offended.” A religious person should be personally involved in the struggle against inequality. He should be engaged in social affairs. Together with King, Heschel elevated God’s name by fighting against social and political oppression. They were united together in a common engagement beyond the boundaries of religions. 

			Emmanuel Levinas too conceived of religion as linked to justice. Like his master Chouchani, he saw Israel as a name for everyone who has received the Law.707 Israel is therefore a particular universal and stands for all those who—like Abraham—open their tent wide open on all sides in order to receive and feed the stranger. Israel is a large category of people who take care of another person’s body, who give others food and shelter. In Levinas’s perspective, this idea of an enlarged, non-ethnic Israel is not a spiritualization of Israel, nor the result of Jewish triumphalism or talk about anonymous Jews. For him, Israel was foremost an ethical notion and, therefore, not exclusively linked to corporal Israel.

			Jewish Education

			Levinas extended the notion of Israel beyond confessional boundaries. Yet, at the same time, Judaism had for him a singularity that contributed to the general world. One of his Jewish books is entitled Difficult Freedom. The title speaks for itself: it is not about a capricious freedom, but about a freedom that does not forget the Law and derives its meaning from the Law. In one of his articles in this book, Levinas discusses Jewish education.708 This education is not reducible to what is currently accepted; there is a “need” for Jewish education. It cannot succeed without endorsing human rights and values, but it implies more. 

			Levinas mistrusts the spontaneity of one’s natural movements. He refers to the Law that limits and brings forth a freedom “inscribed on the tablets of stone.” He highlights that the Jewish spirit does not see every law as repressive, neither does it perceive of freedom as per se arbitrary or subversive. 

			For Levinas, Jewish education is more than mere religious instruction and more than an echo of the surrounding civilization or the simple rejection of this civilization. Love and Law, love and obligation, spirit and letter, all go together in Jewish education. Judaism maintains “a law within freedom” and guarantees “freedom through law.”709 

			Judaism, Levinas writes, protests against the simple will to power; it doubts the peace of the conqueror and it still believes in the humanism of patience. In the suffering servant, he finds “all the suffering that demands justice until the end of time, a justice beyond the triumph of the triumphant.”710 Jewish ritual, Levinas deems, plays an important role since it creates a necessary distance from one’s spontaneity and from nature.711 

			After the most traumatic event of the preceding century, which raised the difficult question of whether all is allowed or if, notwithstanding all, ethical norms still endure, Levinas formulated his ethical metaphysics. Parallel to his philosophical project, he has given a radically ethical interpretation of Judaism. But he does not search for the compatibility of Judaism with contemporary culture. Instead, he describes the spiritual power of Jewish civilization and its forgotten values that still may inspire Western civilization. 

			Invested Freedom

			“God” as an eminently religious term appears in Levinas’s Jewish and philosophical writings. In the philosophical corpus, He is significantly called Illeity, “He-hood,” as a trace in the face of the other inviting one to respond.712 In his Jewish writings, Levinas notes that the one who opens herself to the heteronomous experience of the other elevates herself to the relationship with God. In his entire work, the term “God” is never used for pious purposes: God is rather linked to a demanding “religion for adults”713 and to a witness of the Infinite in “invested freedom,” in the cry “here I am.”714 In Levinas’s non onto-theological language God is not a “being,” nor “the supreme being.” Rather, his philosophical discourse is towards God, à-Dieu. This à-Dieu is intimately connected to the greeting of the other human being and to the endless call of the other, succinctly summarized in the command: “Thou shalt not kill.” 

			Difficult or Created Freedom

			The Jewish view on “freedom” appears in Levinas’s Jewish and philosophical thought. This freedom is called a “difficult freedom.” Freedom in itself is “murderous”: it is only justified through orientation to the other.715 As I mentioned earlier, it is inscribed on the tablets that carry the Law, as is written in Pirqe Avot (6:2).716 Such a view, in which prescriptions orient freedom towards a life devoted to the other, is a rationality which is less concentrated upon itself than the reason of philosophy, where the meaningful is envisioned as residing in the correlation between being and appearing. For Levinas, knowledge is not the only site of meaning. The relationship to the other as awakening and disturbance is judged to be better than self-possession. The I is a “created freedom”; it is a freedom “invested by justice.”717 In his philosophy, Levinas sheds light on this rationality of transcendence that respects the heteronomy and exteriority of the other, who is not containable or subsumable in the totality of the same.

			Levinas the philosopher was conscious that deeper questions about human existence are asked in the religious sphere, where the concept of freedom appears as validated through responsibility. He brought this concept as a corrective to a humanism that considered freedom to be the highest value, forgetting that responsibility is the foundation of freedom itself. He brings a “humanism of the other person,” which orients human freedom. This “humanism of the other person,” as special attention to the demands of the other, is clearly inspired by Jewish culture.

			“Thou Shalt Not Kill”

			For Levinas, divine words are basically prescriptive. The Biblical command “Thou shalt not kill” is central to his interpretation of Judaism. It is also present in his philosophy.718 Confronted with the command “Thou shalt not kill” one cannot remain indifferent: One has to take into account the vulnerability and suffering of one’s fellow man, and his call for help. The crisis of humanism prompted Levinas to search for the roots of humanism in the command “Thou shalt not kill” as the primordial mandate demanding respect for the other.

			Levinas was committed to both philosophy and prophecy.719 Critical of a philosophy that had concentrated too long upon the all-absorbing I and not listened enough to the logophany in the face of the Other, he made the prophetic message of Jerusalem relevant for the tradition of Athens.

			Halakha and Ethics

			Jewish law, Halakha, is a boundary maker; it aims at marking Jewish difference from others. Halakha and ethics cannot be simply equated, but the Jewish ethical consciousness of being commanded does not contradict universal ethics. In fact, for Jews, ethics cannot be separated from a life under the Law. They also demand action beyond the strict requirements of the Law, beyond the letter of the Law, as is clear from the expression “beyond the requirement of the Law (lifnim meshurat ha-din).720 Belonging to the Jewish people is a specific way of belonging to humanity.

			High Freedom as Being Commanded to be Righteous

			In Jewish life, the struggle against poverty is not voluntary, it is a religious duty. This struggle is the battle for more economic equality. It also allows the disadvantaged to have a voice and a human face. Through solidarity, deep listening and being present, impoverished people may regain their human dignity, and overcome frustration, discrimination and criminalization.721 Jews are commanded to share the pain of the destitute and marginalized and listen to what disturbs them in view of their progressive reintegration into the whole of society. In Isaiah 57:15 the high and lofty One (ram ve-nisʾa) revives the hearts of the contrite ones.

			Liberation

			With the paradigm of the Exodus, Jews have given a model of liberation to the world. Oppressed people without rights find inspiration to become free in the Exodus story. But here again, freedom is not the highest value. The children of Israel are commanded to remember that they were once slaves in the land of Egypt: this memory should prevent them from oppressing weak groups and individuals in the own society. Moreover, solidarity should never be solidarity with one party in a conflict. One should again bring responsibility and interdependence to the center of religion. All have the right to be free and all have to uphold the inviolability and dignity of human life. Freedom maintains a distance from a history of power and domination. It is freedom from established political and social order: God is manifested not in might and strength, but in spirit (Zekharya 4:6; loʾ be-chail ve-loʾ be-koach ki ʾim be-ruchi). 

			Freedom as Turning and Criticism

			Freedom and teshuva, as return to God and man, go together. The answering and turning person is free from determinism and “mazal.” Israel is free from what is written in the stars: ʾein mazal le-yisraʾel (Shabbat 156b). This entails freedom of choice: we have the choice between good and bad. Deut. 11:26 reads: “See, I give you today a blessing and a curse.” (reʾeh ʾanokhi noten lifnekhèm ha-yom berakha u-qelala). The blessing comes when one observes the mitsvot (Deut. 11:27), the curse is for those who do not observe them (Deut. 11:28). We have the freedom to mend the world (tiqqun ʿolam). As autonomous, responsible beings, we are able to change the world and bring redemption. In that sense, we are co-creators, God’s partners.

			Towards the Future

			It is not my aim to ask Christians to return to the Jewish Law. History ran its tragic course. But in interreligious encounters between Jews and Christians, Christians should respect the self-understanding of Jews as living with a Law that gives them this specific freedom, until today. Nostra Aetate was a watershed in the attitude of the Roman Catholic Church towards other religions. It brought about a positive change in the Christian perception of Jews. The synod wanted “to foster and recommend mutual understanding and respect” and to start “fraternal dialogues.” In interreligious encounters, centuries of hostility and hatred cannot be forgotten. However, (un)learning could lead Christians to an appreciation of Judaism as it understands itself, meaning: as promoting a freedom made possible by the Law. A consciousness could grow that the New Testament is not that new, because one cannot read it without the Old Testament, in which the Law is not without love and love not without Law. Superiority claims and triumphalism will retreat when one leaves out an exclusivism that jeopardises the particular experiences of religious others.

			Chapter 11

			On the Relationship between Christians and Jews

			The preceding chapter dealt with the uniqueness of the Jewish concept of freedom in comparison with the Christian one. Christians should approach Jews in the way Jews want to be understood. I portrayed how Jews associate freedom and Law. In both Judaism and Christianity, there is a link between religion and ethics. But the concept of freedom as linked to a specific law is uniquely present in Judaism. This penultimate chapter continues the preceding one in that it contains an interview with Hedwig Gafga on the dialogue between Jews and Christians. The interview was first published in German in the protestant periodical Chrismon and follows here in English translation.722 

			HG: As a guest professor for interreligious dialogue in Hamburg you frequently visit Christian communities in Germany. What do you experience there?

			EM: There is a lively interest in the specificity of Judaism, a kind of inquisitiveness, a kind of return to the root of Christianity. That is surprising progress given the fact that the history of Jews in Germany is not without problems. In 1543 Luther wrote the treatise “Von den Juden und ihren Lügen” (On the Jews and Their Lies) and told the protestant kings that they had to chase away the Jews and destroy their houses and synagogues. Without the Christian anti-Judaism, the Shoa would not have been possible. Today I see a different movement, a metanoia (turn), which was made possible by “Nostra Aetate,” the declaration of the Second Vatican Council in 1965, and by the declarations of various protestant churches. 

			HG: How does this new attitude towards Judaism come into expression?

			EM: I see that here, in Hamburg, people finally want to see the autonomy of Judaism. Before one did not speak about Tanach or the Hebrew Bible, but about the Old Testament, in function of the New Testament. That is not right. Judaism is not an introduction to the life of Jesus. Today, people are not only interested in Tanach, but also in Talmud and in the Jewish commentaries. They respect Jewish life in itself and that is great progress.

			HG: But the previous view characterized Christian theology for ages. 

			EM: It brought a lot of confusion. It was said that after ancient Israel there was now a new Israel and that was Christianity. Yet, in order to find new perspectives, one has to respect the differences between Jews and Christians. Communication between people from different cultures and religions is possible when one respects the differences between their worlds.

			HG: Are the Jews the chosen people of God?

			EM: Chosenness is something positive; it is the privilege to have duties. In Jewish life and thought one is chosen, because the intimate Jewish talk about God and man allows one to say that an almighty God loves us with great love. Before we read a passage of the Torah, we bless God “who has chosen us from all the nations.” Love is always linked to chosenness.

			HG: Is this true for all people or only for Jews?

			EM: My teacher Emmanuel Levinas has popularized this idea: for him, each person is chosen. Meaning: I am chosen by my spouse Shoshi to be a good husband for her and to enjoy a good life. I am chosen by my children to be a good father. I am chosen to be a good teacher for my students at the Academy of World Religions. 

			HG: Does being chosen imply that one is better than others?

			EM: Certainly not! Chosenness is not haughtiness. It means that one is elected to be in humble service of other people. This is true freedom. In the Sayings of the Fathers 6:2 it says that freedom (cherut) is chiseled (charut) on the tablets of the law. Freedom is immediately associated with duties. It is freedom to be responsible. Through this freedom one is no longer chained by instinctive acts. There is a distance from spontaneity. This becomes possible through 613 commandments. Jewish life is full of commands and prohibitions, praise and prayer. That does not mean that one is better, but that one is assigned to be a light for the nations.

			HG: Does that mean that one can be an ideal model of what freedom in responsibility represents?

			EM: I do not say that we have realized it. We are all on our way. The Jewish people has paid dearly for this intimate thought of collective chosenness. 

			HG: Jesus said “you are the salt of the earth” and “you are the light of the world.” Christians too have been given a special task by God. Moreover, the New Testament contains the command to missionize. 

			EM: Mission is linked to thoughts of superiority: I am in possession of the truth and all the others are not. If I want a real dialogue, I have to discard missionary thoughts. 

			HG: Recently, the protestant theologian Fulbert Steffensky pleaded “that all religions and all nations give up the thought of their being chosen.”

			EM: I would not renounce the chosenness of all! That’s too important in my view. It provides you with a tremendous energy when you know that you are loved and that you are commanded to love. God says: thou shall love. This is because He loves us. The energy which is released in this way is an essential part of Jewish life. 

			HG: Does being in a covenant with God not arouse suspicion? 

			EM: That is the reason why I ask for understanding. People have many covenants with God. We have a special covenant. Judaism has an intimate language about God. This intimate language speaks about a Father and a King. A Father who is merciful and good for his children. And a King, who has high ethical demands. Both belong together. Only demands without love is cruel. Only love without demands leads to anarchy. The good life in a Jewish perspective lies in the recognition of God who is Father and King, meaning: who gives intimacy, but not only that. This intimacy is linked to the giving of the Torah, which is a declaration of love. The Torah is given in love and the Torah can only be kept in love.

			HG: How can one become confident that one may realize something in the world?

			EM: Election makes the I unique. My uniqueness does not stem from some physical feature. A human being is unique, because he is the only one who can answer the call that comes from the other human being. In this manner, I am no longer absorbed in the anonymous masses in which all do the same.

			HG: Christian theologians taught that God rejected the Jewish people and that He put the Church in their place. That brought anti-Semitism. Martin Luther explained in his doctrine on justification that the Jewish Law has been superseded by Christian grace. Do you still come across such an attitude?

			EM: Yes. It is a pity, but that’s the reality. We Jews love the Law and when one substitutes something else for the Law, one deems that Judaism is not only not relevant any more, but also superfluous. With all the implied dire consequences. If, on the contrary, one recognizes the divine grace in the gift of the Torah, one can understand why Paul deems that non-Jews can be partners in this covenant with God. The non-Jews are not commanded to keep the Jewish Law, because they are not Jews. Paul expanded the Jewish covenant with God without abrogating the Law for Jews. He himself was a Pharisee, he studied under Gamaliel, a great Jewish teacher.

			HG: Wherefrom comes this contrast? 

			EM: Because one shapes one’s own identity on the negative background of another identity. In this manner, one reads anti-Jewish elements into the Paulinian text and claims that Paul already despised the Law. However, when Paul says something negative about the Law, it is in the context of people who are non-Jews and who want to keep the Law. But, for Paul, these people are non-Jews and therefore they do not have to keep the Law, they are not obliged. 

			HG: What prevents people from becoming intolerant? 

			EM: Openness for the otherness of other human beings.

			HG: Are the divine promises of the Hebrew Bible also for people from “the Nations” as the Bible calls the non-Jews? 

			EM: Not the specific promises of the Land and of the numerous descendants of Abraham. But promises coming from the Highest Reality—call it God, Allah, Nirvana or Brahman—are everywhere: a good life is promised when one is connected with other human beings, in everyday life. Promises are there for all those who are linked to others and in this way to God. If we are there for each other, we live the covenant with God. This pertains to every human being.

			HG: What does the promise of the Land mean for you in connection with Judea and Samaria?

			EM: Judaism is concretely linked to the people of Israel and the land of Israel. Yet, the land itself is not holy. The people hallow the land through good relationships. Practically, Palestinians have the right to their own state, just as Jews have the right to finally live without fear for attacks. The value of a human being lies in the satisfaction of the needs of others.

			HG: Franz Rosenzweig did not succeed in his endeavor to bring Christians and Jews into dialogue in the beginning of the twentieth century. What makes him so actual?

			EM: The small word “and.” He understood what diversity could mean. In his “Star of Redemption” he depicted Jews as the fire of the star and Christians as the rays. Rays without fire cease to exist, but fire without rays is insufficient. These thoughts were already developed by Maimonides and Jehuda Halevi, two great medieval Jewish thinkers. Rosenzweig too loved the copula “and.” This small word joints and distinguishes: Jews and Christians, Christians and Jews. What is creation? God and the world. What is revelation? God and the human being. What is redemption? The human being and the world, which is to be mended. For Rosenzweig, there are multiple answers to revelation, which is succinctly expressed in the words: Thou shalt love.

			HG: Two typical medieval representations of “Ecclesia” and “Synagogue” display the Church as victorious Ruler with cross and chalice. In contrast to her, Synagogue is represented by a humiliated woman with her eyes covered. One may see it, for instance, on the wall of the Strasbourg Cathedral.

			EM: According to Franz Rosenzweig the woman with covered eyes represented those who look prophetically into the future. The triumphant woman looking forward stood for all those who work in the world in order to bring others to God.

			HG: The medieval representation of the Jews’ sow on the church of Wittenberg insults Jews. How do you feel about that? 

			EM: There are prejudices in stone. It feels horrible. It is a humiliation and haughtiness. These antidialogical realities brought indescribable suffering and many were victims. For centuries one lived with these prejudices that caused enormous suffering. Today, one may see how something is slowly changing.

			HG: Should one remove these representations?

			EM: One may draw the spectator’s attention to these prejudices and in this manner derive lessons for better relationships in the future.

			HG: Does the Jewish-Christian dialogue also change the Jewish view on Christianity?

			EM: In 2000, rabbis and Jewish intellectuals welcomed in a declaration the changes in the relationship of Christian theology to Judaism. In 2015, fifty years after Nostra Aetate, orthodox rabbis esteemed the changes and recognized a partner in Christianity. This is good in our times, something positive happening. I feel that when I speak today in churches. People not only want to know about Judaism, they want to value and acknowledge it.

			Chapter 12

			Religious Traditions, Politics and Dialogical Theology

			If dialogical theology will become an accepted and blossoming theology in the future, there will be consequences for the different religious traditions. The relationship between the preservation of traditions and their renovation and transformation is at the center of a developing dialogical theology. In “trans-difference,” traditions are appreciated as subjective human reactions to the divine disclosure. As such, they contain a mixture of human and divine elements. Traditions are the ways in which different human communities respond to the divine revelation, or—formulated in a non-monotheistic manner—, they are the means by which to reach human achievement and perfection. They are never a fixed, archaic body of behaviors and opinions, but rather an always changing reality in which the human and the Divine are combined. More than the mere repetition of the past, tradition is a challenge for the present and the future, a permanent adaptation to always new circumstances. It is a power-structure that may become violent because of exclusivist preservation. At the same time, it is an always changing, constructed and constructive force that may bring flexibility and innovation. Revisiting and reimaging the own tradition may lead to consciousness of problematic, heterophobic passages as well as to positive attitudes towards religious others instead of disdain for their way of life. 

			In this last Chapter, I discuss with Martin Nguyen how religious traditions are creatively reimagined. With Marc Gopin, I show their importance in the shaping and maintaining of one’s moral habitudes. With Wolfgang Palaver, finally, I rethink the interaction between realism and upholding a prophetic vision. 

			In Martin Nguyen’s narrative theology of the Muslim tradition, I found a powerful reflection on tradition, which is worth recounting because of its relevance for a developing dialogical theology.723 For Nguyen, son of Vietnamese refugees and a professor of religious studies at Fairfield University, tradition is continually developing. It is a process and, as such, it has to meet the existential challenges of today. Tradition is a “dynamic means of societal adaptability.”724 It is an “ongoing human construct,” bridging the past and the present, a construction and reconstruction.725

			In a creative move, Nguyen brings a parallel between the Ka’bah and tradition.726 He conceives tradition as the Ka’ba, “bayit Allah, the house of God,” (Qur’an 5:97), which belongs simultaneously to God and human beings.727 The Ka’ba is an allegory for tradition. Just as the Ka’ba is a sacred source and also reflects human history, in which it is perpetually reconstructed, tradition is both of God and humanity. The Ka’ba is “axis mundi” and orients towards God.728 Yet, just as the Ka’ba changes, tradition depends upon all the generations.729 The Ka’ba can be made into its opposite, set on fire and witness bloodshed.730 The Black Stone can be taken away and be returned.731 One has to make God’s house whole again. This house is the dwelling of the first couple after their being chased from paradise and the place of the offering of Ishmael: whole again.732 

			One may extend Nguyen’s theological thoughts on the Muslim tradition to all religious traditions. They are a mixture of divine and human elements. They may destroy dialogue between people in an exclusivistic mood or stimulate dialogue and interconnectedness. Religious traditions can become inhuman, violent and cruel. Yet, as human realities, they may reflect divine realities that become manifest in human connectivity. Human intelligence and imagination may restore the sacred space between human beings and in this manner testify to the divine presence. The same intelligence and imagination may lead to war and suffering. The consciousness of the ambiguity of traditions and of the renovating power that connects humans to the Divine is itself a divine gift. 

			Dialogical theology will always have to bring together as many different religious traditions as possible to promote dialogues. These traditions are never an aim in themselves. Their goal is to bring about a relation between the Divine and the human, which can only be realized in inter-human, planetarian connectivity. 

			Most probably, amazement as the human reaction to what is wonderous in life, to “signs” of Transcendence, is an essential component in the creation of a “sacred space” that links heaven and earth. What is extraordinary is that life is special: infinitely varied and nevertheless interconnected. The ladder of Jacob binding the above and the below together is the connection between human beings who may belong to one tradition or to different traditions. The relatedness of human beings as the result of the cultivation of a big heart is the link between heaven and earth. The success of dialogical theology will depend upon the elasticity and willingness of traditions to reconnect with the divine source through peaceful and dialogical relationships. Traditions are necessary, but cannot be absolutized. They are not absolute because they are not the divine source itself. Religious traditions are the way of human beings to connect to Transcendence. Contact with Transcendence is made possible in the different religious traditions. But traditions are not the divine source itself. They are the response to it. As such, they take part in all that is human: away from God, they may lead to violent denial of others: near to God they make room for others. Dialogical theology is a critical reflection on religious traditions in view of the interhuman dialogue that brings the Divine into perspective.

			Nguyen’s Ka’ba-allegory is exemplary for a vision of a tradition that continues to have human responses to the Divine. Traditions should respect the divine space that is in every place where people meet each other in a dialogical and friendly way. Revisiting traditions and measuring their quality with an ethical yardstick is necessary in a world that is not homogeneous and that needs bridging and communication between different individuals and groups. I contend that each specific religious tradition is a possible enrichment for religious others. Beyond an elite theology, all individuals belonging to different traditions have their God-talk, which is qualitative if this talk has ramifications for equality and justice between people. In this way, theology is democratized and centered around a Transcendence that can only be approached in loving relationships with others. Traditions will have to be preserved, restructured, reinvented and reimagined in order to have redemptive force and to be relevant for the present-day world. 

			One could object that religious traditions are not necessary anymore, since we have learned since the Enlightenment that reason unites us. To this objection there are two possible answers. First of all, religious traditions are still here and they still have great significance for people, contrary to the expectations of some who prophecised that religious traditions would soon gradually disappear. Secondly, reason is apparently not enough. Wars, terror and violence continue to accompany humankind. It is here that religion still may play a salvific role for us. Blaise Pascal said: “Le coeur a ses raisons que la raison ne connaît pas” (the heart has its reasons that reason does not know). Cultivating a good heart is the domain of religion. In this way, religious traditions may be instrumental in bringing about a society that is good for all. They are of immense importance in the development of humankind. In all religious traditions, good feelings and care for the other are central. They emphasize the importance of identifying with the other’s suffering and of alleviating suffering. Being compassionate with others is an exalted command. Our days show how religions are still largely dominated by tribal and ethnic feelings, by excessive sympathy for the own people and antipathy for religious others. But at the depth of the various religious traditions lies belonging to all and compassion for humankind.

			Marc Gopin has pleaded for “compassionate reason,” for the education for Enlightenment as well as for compassion. He argues that the subtle combination of prosocial emotions and reason could reduce violence.733 Compassion combined with practical reason leads to a less violent world: “[…] compassion and reason cannot exist without each other; compassion and reason need each other.”734 Bringing science and religion together, he writes that the amygdala needs the neocortex, emotions need reason.735 Reason brings self-restraint, self-examination and self-control. The neocortex may be victorious over the amygdala.736 On the other hand, reason needs emotions. It is possible to cultivate prosocial emotions through “deeply ingrained cultural habits of the mind, body, and heart.”737 Religions bring these habits. By training compassion as one of the deep emotions in the human being, they offer tools to vanquish violence. Pro-social emotions may become victorious over the antisocial emotions. Amygdala-driven tribalism and hatred is countered by compassionate reason.738 For Gopin, “[s]ociety needs a more redemptive expression of religion that inculcates and habituates us to compassionate reason.”739 One may discover universal expressions of compassion and reason in one’s own particular religion, but Gopin pleads for “a more collective and intentional effort between religions” as well as “between secular and religious citizens,” in order to bring humanity to its highest potential.740 This is congruent with my own endeavors to look for common values and redemptive elements in all religions in order to create a society that is less concentrated upon greed and inequality.

			For Gopin, traditions have depth; they are educational and inspirational systems that work with compassion and universal commitments towards all.741 The Golden Rule of doing unto others what you would want done to you is present in religions around the globe.742 The Buddhist interconnectedness and alertness to the suffering of others is one of the religious traditions that eminently cultivates compassion. Buddhism focusses upon the inner attitude, whereas other religions emphasize more the deeds. But all religious traditions provide good habits of compassionate action.743

			The question for religious traditions today is whether they will be able to exercise self-withdrawal and give room to each other. Obeying the Golden Rule, they will become entangled with each other as different expressions of world-wide belonging and care. By instrumentalizing the Higher Realities in function of the own interests, traditions produce shaming, blaming, exclusion, discrimination, violence and war. Religious traditions stand, therefore, before a bifurcation: serving themselves or serving others “for the sake of heaven.” They stand before life and death: they will be particularistic, divorced from universal values, or particular expressions of a universal entanglement in favor of a unified humanity. They will have to make a choice between loving the own and excluding the other, or cultivate a universal belonging each in their own unique way.

			In a time of narrow nationalism, of xenophobic and exclusivist tendencies and of uncertainty due to the lack of common values, religions and interreligious dialogue may again play a role in the promotion of social coherence and the realization of a peaceful society. For Hans Küng, there is no survival without a global ethics, no world peace without peace of religions and no peace of religions without interreligious dialogue.744 September 4, 1993, the Parliament of the World’s Religions published the declaration “Towards a Global Ethic,” which states that the great world cultures have a common ethical heritage. In order to strengthen this common ethical basis, Küng proposes the study of the world’s religions and ethical traditions as well as the engagement in interreligious dialogue.

			Friend-Foe Rift, Dialogue and Sisterhood

			Religions do not always bring peace. Yet, in a time that violence in religions is the theme of the day, one shall not forget that they also have great peace potential. In order to bring peace, one has to overcome the we-they rift and the friend-foe divide in favor of a creative new “we,” characterized by the interrelatedness of all. In the other’s face, the divine transcendence comes into being. Carl Schmitt’s political thoughts are parallel to Huntington’s clash of civilizations in that they do not envisage a world in which contrasts or tensions are overcome. The human condition asks for realism, but without a vision of brother and sisterhood, humanity does not reach its full potential. In a way, religions at their best take into account that enmity is the rule in humankind and that evil is real, but that peace and interconnectedness of all can be achieved. Realism and hope call for each other. 

			The American economist Samuel Bowles has argued that in human history cooperation between people of the same group came into being through threats from outside the group, typically a common enemy.745 He calls this kind of group solidarity “parochial altruism.” In this in-group solidarity, parochialism and altruism acted synergistically, which guaranteed the survival of the group. Solidarity emerged through hostility towards outsiders. Bowles also writes that “humans are uniquely receptive to socialization and learning, with tolerant altruistic behavior as frequent result. Ethnic hostility can be redirected, alternated and even eliminated in a matter of decades or years.”746 He closes his reflections with the sentence: “Thus, even if I am right that a parochial form of altruism is part of the human legacy, it need not be our fate.”747 If indeed inner coherence is strengthened by coping with external pressure, enlarging the circle of solidarity to all sentient beings is within human reach. Parochial altruism may be extended to others outside the own group in ever widening circles until universal brother- and sisterhood is reached. In a global effort of widening the circle of solidarity, religions with their potential quality of binding together people of different races, sexes and ages, may play a central role.

			The Austrian theologian Wolfgang Palaver has discussed Carl Schmitt’s friend-foe distinction as well as his political theology.748 As is well known, Schmitt infamously argued against the indirect power of political parties and in favor of the direct acclamation of the Führer by the people. In his discussion of Hobbes’s Leviathan, Schmitt criticized what he called the “Judenchristen,” who represent the prophetic tradition in Judaism. He favored the pre-exilic tradition, in which nomos and place were linked.749 

			Palaver, a specialist on Girard, brings Girard’s theories on myth and scapegoat mechanism in relation with Schmitt. Dissimilar to Schmitt, Girard is appreciative of the Jewish-Christian tradition. But both Girard and Schmitt deemed that in the mythical world, internal violence was controlled through the scapegoat mechanism and this influenced Schmitt’s concept of politics. He reasoned that the concepts of the state were secularized theological concepts. Palaver rightly notes that Schmitt was closer to the world of myth than to the Jewish-Christian revelation. He contrasts Schmitt’s views with (his own) Christian love of the enemy. To his mind, one has to go to the “purgatory” of the friend-foe theory in order to reach a more peaceful world. Palaver also mentions that Schmitt’s antisemitism was not racial. It nevertheless occurred in a time that was extremely dangerous and, in the end, fatal for Jews. 

			Buber explicitly responded to Schmitt in his essay “The Question of the Single One” (Die Frage an den Einzelnen), published in 1936. In the essay, he criticizes Nazism and relates his own dialogical thoughts to the political and social situation of his time.750 He reveals himself not only as a foremost expositor of dialogical thoughts, but also as a fierce opponent of any form of totalitarianism. 

			In the essay, he first discusses Kierkegaard’s thought on the individual, but also the sacrifice of the person and the personal in a totalitarian system, and finally the problem of an ideology that is not interested in truth and, in this manner, suffocates dialogical relationships. Buber’s essay unmasks Kierkegaard’s philosophy as a spirituality estranged from the world. Yet, Buber’s real concern in the essay is the totalitarian society that suppresses even the relationship with God in its narcissistic fixation upon itself. Starting with the discussion of Kierkegaard’s single “one” before God, Buber passes therefore quickly to the discussion of the unique one, who is responsible for and engaged in the world and the political situation. Spirit, i.e. dialogue, and politics are of necessity connected. 

			Buber’s individual is related to others, connected to fellow human beings (Genosse). Buber perceives the individual and his decisions as not absorbable into or consistent with a party system that decides for everyone. No program or command is allowed to dictate what a human being has to do. The human being is called to be responsible: all are called and every individual ruptures collectivity.

			The anti-totalitarian thoughts of Buber become concrete in his discussion of the problematic theories of Oswald Spengler (1880-1936), Carl Schmitt (1888-1985) and Friedrich Gogarten (1887-1968). He maintains, in opposition to Spengler, that the human being is not to be comprehended from a biologistic standpoint and that history is not purely allocation of power. Man is rather a dialogical being, called upon to intercultural acts, which enrich and change the other. One should replace the exclusivist conflict model of existence with the dialogical, inclusive mode. Carl Schmitt advocated political homogeneity. He configured the political framework in polar terms of friend (Freund) or foe (Feind). Dissimilar to Schmitt, Buber does not conceive of politics as a separate domain, with antithetic groups of friends and enemies. He brought politics and ethics closely together. Finally, Gogarten, defined as the theological companion of Schmitt, postulates that ethical relevance is dependent upon politics. His theory forms the theological basis for the concept of the old police state, in which power is wielded as absolute. For Buber, the state cannot decide instead of the individual and cannot usurp the responsibility of the individual, who is accountable to a higher, dialogical order, the Ordnung Gottes. It is a small miracle that “Die Frage an den Einzelnen” was published in 1936, because the article contained an unambiguous protest against the Nazi regime. 

			Palaver’s thesis is that Carl Schmitt saw the danger of a global civil war and that he wanted to prevent such a war.751 At first, Schmitt saw the stranger as the enemy.752 During and after WWII he thought that the brother was the enemy and he prioritized civil wars over interstate wars. Palaver understands Schmitt with the help of the mimetic theory of Girard, who was cognizant that a planetary mimetic crisis is born when cultural differences are erased. He deems that Schmitt had a pagan version of Christianity: prophecy is left out. Schmitt opposed a universalism fostered by Great Britain and the USA, as well as the universality of Christianity, whose subversive force brought globalization. His own solution for violence in the world was the division of the world into independent great spaces. He had a pagan type of political theology, which favored a pluralism of political unities. This new nomos of the earth with a plurality of political Grossräume would prevent the danger of unification of the world. 

			Schmitt’s thesis was corrected in light of Girard’s more positive approach of the Jewish-Christian tradition. Schmitt’s position itself seems to me problematic in its staunch unbelief in a unified mankind and in its return to a kind of paganism that rejects unification of the world, called forth by the prophets. In my view, a higher element unites us: we are all in the image of God. The prophetic vision of a united humankind is totally missing in Schmitt’s theory. Moreover, I am not sure if our present-day world problems are more linked to a global civil war than to cultural and religious differences, which in my view still play a role in various violent acts.

			In his article “Religion(en) und Friede: Wege zur universalen Geschwisterlichkeit,” Wolfgang Palaver once again comes back to Girard, who deems that mimetic rivalry characterizes humankind in the present-day progressively more global world.753 Palaver appreciates Girard’s thinking, which takes into account a realistic state of affairs, but he himself goes further. In the beginning of humankind, one brother killed the other: Cain slaughtered Abel (Hebrew: Hèvèl). But there is a way out of this rivalry. One may leave out the tendency to possess (Cain from the Hebrew qanah, possess) and adopt a way of life that is worthy of a human being, in whom God’s breath lives (va-yippach be-ʾappav nishmat chayyim: He breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; Gen. 2:7) and who does not want to possess (hèvèl as vanity, nothingness of Qoh. 1:2), but to humbly serve. One may escape the murderous tendency by developing kenosis, a selflessness or disinterestedness, in humble service of the other. For Palaver, the creation of fraternity is the aim of interreligious dialogue. Paradigmatically, he refers to Francesco of Assisi, who during the crusades went to the “enemy” Sultan Al-Kamil in order to make peace.754 I agree with Palaver that fraternity as described in Mt. 25 is the appropriate answer to the violent tendency in humankind. I further agree with him that realism has to be taken into account if one wants to realize a vision. Idealism cannot be pursued without taking into account realism, but separated from idealism, realism remains soulless.

			Interreligious theology has brother—and sisterhood as its ultimate aim. The realization of this value, more elevated than freedom and equality, is discussed in the Hebrew Bible as in many religions, and it still stands out. Schmitt’s refusal to recognize plurality led him to totalitarian thoughts. Against Schmitt, who in his new nomos of the earth longs for a pagan form of Christianity, I prefer the State of David with its prophetic criticism on the earthly power over the Realpolitik of the State of Caesar.755 The order brought by the power of the state is to be appreciated, but the state should always remain under the scepter of morality, which is not without relation to this messy world. Levinas has remarked that in a “monotheistic politics,” one escapes an unscrupulous Machiavellian state as well as cheap and facile eloquence about moralism.756 

			Palaver relates to Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who in his Ethics brought the Christian religion in contact with the forces of order: the Church does not have to act from a feeling of moral superiority, but to concretely engage in the world.757 In other words: religion has to get its hands dirty in the reality of world politics.758 The prophetic vision and a state that brings order in view of the equality of all are closely related.

			Bonhoeffer’s words on the necessity of limits to evil and on the miracle of faith are still true:

			Only two things can prevent the final fall into the abyss: the miracle of a new awakening of faith; and the power that the Bible calls “the restrainer,’ katéchoon (2 Thess. 2:7), that is, the ordering power equipped with great physical strength, which successfully stands in the way of those who would throw themselves into the abyss. […] The ‘restraining’ power’ [das Aufhaltende] is the force that is made effective within history by God’s rule of the world, which sets limits to evil. The ‘restrainer’ [der Aufhaltende] itself is not God and is not without guilt, but God uses it to protect the world from disintegration.759 

			In his recent article “Populism and Religion: On the Politics of Fear,”760 Palaver again discusses the friend-enemy pattern, which negates social and cultural pluralism and which forms the basis of present day populism. Simultaneously, he shows a way out of fear and scapegoating as a mechanism for overcoming fears. Populists, he claims, contrast a positive view of a “we” with a negative image of “others.” Their politics lead to enmity. He quotes Claude Lévi-Strauss, who observed an ethnocentric confining of humanity within the borders of a tribe or a village. Yet, politics does not necessarily lead to enmity. Crucial to his argument is the view of Henri Bergson, who opposed closed societies and a “static religion” that needs enemies on the outside for the own group solidarity to open societies and a “dynamic religion,” in which the friend-enemy pattern is breached. 

			The goal of interreligious theology lies in the creation of a less ethnocentric and conflictual society and of a more unified and peaceful world. Religions may confirm the friend-enemy pattern or, alternatively, provide the energy that overcomes archaic fear and look for the creation of a new inclusive “we” against the exclusivist “we” of populists. Opting for an inclusive “we” implies working in the concrete, muddy world and bringing to it a message of hope. One may overcome the dichotomy between politics and ethics. They are different realms, but not without relation. The interrelatedness of religions heralds a world that is not hopelessly left to the forces of evil and that testifies to the higher world, in which the Transcendent is approached in an ethical way. Faith in the plural is both firm belief in a pluralist world and pluralization of God-talk. Faith in the plural brings diversity and unity together in a trans-different way.

			Postscriptum

			Pluralizing theology becomes possible when one broadens the own confessional horizon and considers religions as different ways of approaching the Ultimate Reality. The field of theology is renewed once one admits that one’s own religion is only one color in the mosaic of human organisations that all point to Transcendence. There is much more than the own spiritual world. Careful, deep listening brings contact with otherness that renews the same. “Trans-difference” is the lofty possibility of recognizing and valuing the plurality of religions, which meet and enrich each other. It at the same time appreciates differences and transcends them in bridging, translating, extending hospitality and crossing boarders by visiting the world of the religious other. In relation to religious others, the own self may become transformed. Meeting with religious others demands humility, which admits that we are not the only ones who live with the Transcendent and that we may learn from each other. We may even become transformed in the meeting with the religious other. As David Tracy phrases it, dialogue “demands the willingness to risk one’s present self-understanding.”761 

			In constructing our religious identities, we might become conscient that the own religion is only one religion in the fabric of religions that all can contribute to a more peaceful society. The recognition of a variety of religions has civilizatory potential. Without the other, the I does not exist. We are all linked to each other. Interconnectedness brings peace. Interreligious communication and education show the way to countering exclusion, neglect, discrimination and hatred. 

			In our violent world, in which religious persons define themselves in contrast to others and fight each other with words and deeds, one may testify to the existence of Higher Worlds by being present for religious others. Instead of animosity and meeting religious others with aprioris, deep listening to them may change our way of living and thinking. This “radical” dialogical thinking, which advances the interrelatedness of a plurality of human practices around the Transcendence, is not a danger, it is an incredible chance. Being part of a community means also participating in the community of communities, in which the communication between different people testifies to the Transcendent. 

			Openness to the religious other in and outside the own religious group bans exclusivism, prevents coercion and promotes cooperation. I learned this from towering Jewish thinkers. Buber’s reflections on the “I—you” are a great contribution to a dialogical theology that has the dialogue between religions as its theme. In the praxis of dialogue, a more fluid ‘I’ comes into being and the alienation from the other is overcome. For Buber, the interpersonal relation was the place where one meets the eternal You. Christians and Jews could meet around a Jewish Jesus, who is the link between the two religions. 

			Rosenzweig too has provided us with golden keys for interreligious dialogue. Although his interreligious perspective was once again rather limited, restricted to Judaism and Christianity, his reflections on the word “and” make an interreligious theology possible. In his dialogical philosophy, the closed ‘I’ is opened up to love and commanded to love. The more intimate Jewish community and the ever-expanding Christianity are brought together. His thoughts on translation make it clear that different worldviews are not doomed to remain isolated: one may communicate, because with all our diversity, we live in one world. Religious communities participate in the truth, but God is the truth. The same God, Rosenzweig remarked, did not create religions, but the world. With these insights Rosenzweig brought innovative ideas that are useful for the pluralization of religions in a dialogical theology. 

			With his profound neo-chassidic way of life, Heschel understood that all religions have to mend the world in order to save the divine image in the human being. All religions have to discover the divine sparks in humans. Racism is a disease and God is the God of everybody or of nobody. Care for the other human being is the result of prophetic empathy with divine pathos. God is much concerned with the situation of human beings and prophetic people share His concern. Care for the other was for Heschel a religious act. All have to make God present in the world, which is not a barrier, but a door to God.

			With his thoughts on alterity, Levinas also contributed to the pluralization of theology. The ‘I’ is called by the other, whose address makes up the uniqueness of the ‘I’. The ‘I’ was “Here I am,” in kenosis (see Phil. 2:7), self-emptying in view of making place for the other. The recognition of the other’s alterity puts in question one’s own glorious spontaneity. The command from the other’s face brings to the ‘I’ an infinite responsibility, that is only limited in the presence of many others. The proximity of the ‘I’ to the other is made possible by the call of the other. This call is a never-ending call; in theological language: a command of the Infinite, to which one bears testimony in proximity to others.

			Throughout this volume, I have argued that pluralizing theology does not mean that one gives up his or her particular religious standpoint. One always belongs to a concrete community, which one does not have to abandon. In a generous attitude, one may share one’s own spiritual treasure with others. In humility and listening, one may enrich oneself. Dialogical theology starts with and develops in dialogue, in which differences are not downplayed and communication is sought after. In this way, traditional theologies are critically revisited in the perspective of a new, interreligious theology that values the living contexts of and meetings with religious others. 

			Buber said: “In the beginning was meeting.” Levinas taught that the command coming from the face of the other was before any beginning. It is the “beyond being,” giving sense and meaning to the being. The other’s call, always exterior to the ‘I’— never absorbable within the ‘I’—frees the ‘I’ from its own bondage and slavery, out of solipsistic narrowness into a responsible life. The other brings the ‘I’ out of the narrowness (tsar) of Egypt (mitsraim).

			Without the other, there is no ‘I’. Buber argued that the separated ‘I’ is a mental construct. The elevated reality within the ‘I’ is the relatedness to the other: there is no ‘I’ in itself, only in relation. With his theological considerations, Heschel wanted to transcend the self and bring people out of egocentrism, materialism and indifference. He wanted to save the human soul in pikuach neshama. Levinas defined the self as “hinèni,” here-I-am-for-you. The ‘I’ is inhabited by otherness. For Levinas, serving three strangers made up Abraham’s identity and, in fact, everybody’s deeper self. Rosenzweig ruptured the totality of the ‘I’ with the divine words “Thou shalt love.” The reality of a loving being, redeeming others in love, was the response to the deadening concept of a solitary ‘I’ without relation to others. 

			Buber’s God is always present and has to be made present by the human beings through being present for others. Heschel’s God is not the unmoved mover, but the most moved mover with great concern for the human being. He is invisible, but humans have to be visible for Him. Rosenzweig’s God is the loving God, commanding love. For Levinas, God is always absent, to be approached in endless ethical responsibility. The Levinasian God leaves his traces in the face of the other human being. 

			The thoughts of these four Jewish dialogical thinkers, brought succinctly in the preceding lines, play a crucial part in fleshing out a dialogical theology that rediscovers religion as relation (religare). The capacity of the human being to reach out to the religious other broadens the perspective. It creates a new togetherness that contests any religious imperialism. One does not only belong to one’s own religious narrative framework. One belongs to the world, in which different religions reflect different aspects of the same elevated Reality. Discovering in the praxis our belonging to the world, in which a plurality of religions testifies to the Transcendent, has a redeeming effect. Within a never-ending learning process, it builds a bridge between the religions. It makes communication with religious others possible. The creation of a religious “we” that is not exclusive and relates to religious others not as an impediment, but as an enrichment and a chance, makes the pluralization of theology possible. A pluralized theology focuses less upon comparisons and differences between religious others, noting instead communalities and the way partners in religious dialogue reach out to each other and understand each other. It leads to creatively revisiting and reimagining the own tradition in light of what one learns from religious others. It allows for experiencing and experimenting, avoids making a caricature of the other and creates the possibility of an expanded “we.” It places relationality again at the heart of the religious experience. 

			Positive feelings towards our coreligionists may be extended to people outside our own group. This becomes possible, e.g., in the metta-meditation (Sanskrit maitri) that starts focusing on loving one’s own people and progressively leads to exerting lovingkindness to more distant persons and even to difficult or enimical persons. Pluralizing theology becomes possible through the creation of a Buberian “zwischen,” which is the place of the spirit. The pluralization of theology is not primarily the result of knowing more religions, which are brought in contact with each other. It is about recognition of the other and transformation of the self. An essential condition of a pluralized theology is, therefore, the ethical openness to the religious others and to the particular ways in which they testify to the Ultimate Reality. Pluralizing theology clearly has an ethical component. Each religious path reflects another aspect of the Transcendent. This is not only a question of cognition. Opening oneself up to other religions is an ethical demand. Listening to religious others without agenda is in itself a testimony to the Infinite. By enlarging our religious world, we come to fuller appreciation of the Transcendent. Listening to the polyphony of the religious is inseparable from the joyful, ethical self-restraint and self-emptying that create space for the other.
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