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Pluralism: Promise

and Problem
.

Every other year the ELCA Division for Ministry sponsors a Conference of
Teaching Theologians, bringing together representative scholars from our own
colleges and seminaries and from those Lutherans who teach at non-Lutheran
institutions. The conference in August, 1996, dealt with the promise and
challenge of pluralism, and we are happy to present the essays delivered at that
conference in this issue of Currents.

There are, of course, many kinds of pluralism—religious, cultural,
geographic, denominational, and doctrinal, to name only a few. Race, gender,
class, and ethnic background also shape what we mean by pluralism. There are
even many kinds of Lutherans—conservative, moderate, and liberal; Northern
European, African, African-American, Hispanic, Asian, etc.—both within the
ELCA and the LCMS. So pluralism is the hand God has dealt us. How will we
play it? What are the opportunities and the risks?

Carl E. Braaten addresses the theme of Christianity in the midst of a
plurality of religions. He criticizes a pluralistic theology of religions that
understands all religions as merely different channels of the same truth and
salvation. While God reveals himself in many ways, God’s supreme gift of
salvation is through Christ alone. This exclusive claim of the gospel is from the
beginning counter-cultural. Christ is the essential content and necessary
condition of each and every experience of salvation promised by the gospel in
his name. The author affirms the universality of the gospel and its all-inclusive
hope, but admits to being an eschatological agnostic about how God’s will will
work out for all in the end.

Patrick R. Keifert proposes that faith and the other must be considered at
the location where the primal face-to-face activity with Jesus takes place, the
community gathered around word and sacrament, the congregation. He also
notes that the most fruitful symbol in regard to faith and the other is hospitality
to the stranger. Post-modem people do not experience the security of self
control, self determination, or self esteem. Thriving congregations attend to
this profound anxiety of the modem self. Congregations are not families; they



are always more. Congregations mediate between the public and private
institutions of contemporary society. The biblical image of hospitality to the
stranger insists that we are all strangers depending on God’s hospitality.

Carol Schersten LaHurd notes that creating and defining one’s own
community appear to be a primary use of the other in both biblical testaments,
but the other also appears in founding myths, religious belief and practice, and
questions of boundaries and power. It is especially when the self is in transition
or in a new context that we humans redefine old others and find new ones.
Jesus’ treatment of the woman in John 4 demonstrates approaches that help
prevent unfair conclusions about the other, including knowledge of the other,
listening, and openness to correcting prior assumptions. Paul alternates
between dialogue with others and rather savage satire and criticism. Reading
the Bible with others can clarify our own understanding of the Bible and its
place among the Scriptures. Reading the Bible with others includes the other,
marginal voices within the biblical text, Christians who read from other con-
texts, scholarly others, and non-Christian others. A hermeneutics of dialogue
could enable individual Christians to be faithful to their commitments to God
and church, truly to hear the other, and to be open to the kind of mutual trans-
formation David Tracy says is possible in every authentic conversation.

Murray Haar writes a response to LaHurd that questions whether religion
and dialogue can go together. The truly other is a threat to the extent that the
other calls into question that core visceral truth which binds me at the root. Are
Jews willing to talk about Jesus as Messiah? Are Christians willing to examine
the possibility that calling Jesus Lord is an act of idolatry? The church will
have to listen to the other, but the other will also have to listen to the church.
The church must be ready to defend its memories when they are faithful to the
gospel, but also be willing to change its most cherished beliefs when they are
shown to be contrary to the gospel. The other is not automatically to be
tolerated or accommodated. Neither can the church run from the other.

J. Paul Rajashekar asserts that when the other is perceived as the
proximate other, there emerges a real urgency for a theory of the other. A
society does not simply discover its others; it fabricates them by selecting,
isolating, and emphasizing an aspect of another people’s life and making it
symbolize how they are different. From the beginnings of the Christian church,
otherness was an integral aspect of Christian ethnic and cultural identity.
Difference from one’s own culture is essential to Christian cultural identity.
Compassionate acceptance of the stranger, however, is a biblical theme that is
frequently commented on in the accounts of Jesus’ ministry. Christians are not
simply aliens to their own culture; they are aliens who are at home in every



culture. Sinis a refusal to embrace the other in his/her otherness. For the
Christian a gracious affirmation of the other is rooted in the acknowledgment of
God’s embrace of humanity in Jesus Christ. Communities of embrace are
places where the power of domination and exclusion has been broken, and the
Spirit’s act of new creation becomes manifest.

Martha Ellen Stortz emphasizes the many different kinds of pluralism we
face and concludes that what we see depends on our point of view or even
what’s visible from our point of view. No single spectator can see everything.
In our cultural wars it would help if each group could recognize it upholds a
partial truth—that is nonetheless a part of the truth; if each group could
acknowledge that its knowledge is situated—but nonetheless knowledge; and if
each group could listen in on another’s insights. Baptism is a centripetal force
that unites us in the priesthood of all believers whereas incamation feeds a
centrifugal tendency and presents the ordinary, the concrete, and the particular
as the realm of divine expression.

In a response to these essays at the conference L. DeAne Lagerquist
observed that pluralism is among us and around us, and we can respond in
terms of apologetics, dialogue, evangelism, hospitality, or embrace. Since all
people are in some sense neighbors, our response to pluralism is part of our life
of discipleship and we do not all have to respond in the same way. New
questions also emerge: Can I see Christ in a person when she does not
acknowledge Christ? Can it be that someone can reveal Christ to me even
without confessing him? In a parallel response, Paul Sponheim concluded that
we have been interrupted by pluralism. We are at the same time called into a
joumney with the actual other. We cannot claim to know too much about the
outcome of this journey, and yet this does not cut the nerve of missionary
witness. On our journey there will be real risk, but not a little hopefulness.

We live in a messy present and toward an even more messy future. Given
by the creator’s hand, the messiness of pluralism brings home the reality of
Christ’s incamation into real flesh and blood and into the diverse fractious
communities where we spend our lives. With so many voices, how can we sing
with one voice? How can our one voice keep from silencing the others, who
have much to share with us?

Someone once said that if a messy desk is a sign of a messy mind, just
think what an empty desk signifies! Would you really want life and ministry
any less messy today?

In confidence and hope,
Ralph W. Klein, Editor



Hearing the
Other: The
Promise and
Problem of

Pluralism

Carl E. Braaten
Northfield, Minnesota

The word “other” has been creeping
into contemporary theological jar-
gon, and will predictably soon be
replaced by another. You cantell in
what decade something was written
by its buzz words—words like “dia-
lectical,” “kairos,” “existential,”
“demythologizing,” “hermeneutical,”
“secularization,” “praxis,” “deconstruc-
tion,” etc. Now books and articles that
reflect the latest trends in graduate schools
are busy “out-othering” each other. Der-
rida and Levinas are quoted more often
than Augustine or Thomas, Luther or
Barth. Yet, the word “other” is one that
we can recall from the early Barth, when
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non-
missionary

gospel would be a con-

tradiction in terms.

he talked about God as the “totaliter aliter,”
the “totally other,” but it can also refer to the
concept of transcendence in classical
apophatic theology in which God is thought
to be soradically other, beyond being, more
like nothingness than anything at all, to
which one had best respond in mystical
silence.

My use of the word “other” will not be
nearly so sophisticated as all that. I will
speak of the otherness of the gospel in
relation to the world religions. I will speak
of Christian faith and other faiths, looking
for common ground, for solidarity, as well
asfor difference, for particularity, whatever
the case may be. And I suppose it will come
outsounding somewhat Lutheran because—
well, that’s just the way it is.

The theme of Christianity in the midst
of a plurality of religions has been interwo-
ven with my life from earliest childhood in
Madagascar. In the townin which I grew up
there were Hindus, Buddhists, Muslims,
animists, Catholics, Protestants, and then
there was this little colony of missionaries
from America planting the church the only
way they could, and that was as they knew
itin mid-west Norwegian Lutheran pietism.
In that situation Christianity was other,
sometimes the unwelcomed stranger; it was
certainly foreign to the Malagasy religious
experience. Thus the situation of religious
pluralism, even that of being amember of a
Christian minority in a pluralistic situation,

394

has always seemed to me the normal one.
And the missionary idea, expressed in the
Great Commission, has also seemed to me
tobe simply the definition of true Christian-
ity.

A non-missionary gospel would be a
contradiction in terms. When I firstread the
new missiology that says that the purpose of
the Christian mission is to make Buddhists
better Buddhists, Hindus better Hindus,
Muslims better Muslims, humanists better
humanists, etc., it made no sense in my
experience or understanding of the Chris-
tian faith. I was taught by the missionaries
that everyone should be treated as a person
for whom Christ died and rose again, and
that it was the church’s calling to make the
good news known to anyone who had ears
to hear. Methods and strategies were debat-
able, but not the matter itself.

Three models: exclusivism,
inclusivism, pluralism

Experiencing the phenomenon of religious
pluralism and thinking about it are two
different things. The impetus to think about
Christianity and world religions in a critical
way came from Paul Tillich, who was my
Doctor Father at Harvard Divinity School
in the fifties. Not until many years later did
the quest for a Christian theology of the
religions become the hottest game in town.
Now it is perhaps the most important issue
bearing on the question of Christian iden-
tity. From Kant to Tillich the chief question
was how Christianity could defend itself in
relation to the offspring of Western enlight-
enment—scientific positivism, secular hu-
manism, atheistic nihilism, and anti-Chris-
tianideologies. Now the apologetic task has
widened to global proportions, making it
necessary to define the Christian faith in
relation to the rival truth-claims of other
major religious traditions and worldviews.



Braaten. Hearing the Other: The Promise and Problem of Pluralism
O

395

Many complex theories of the relation
of Christianity to other religions have been
developed. I cannot go into them here. It
was Alan Race, however, a disciple of John
Hick, who simplified the discussion enor-
mously with his theory of basically three
models: exclusivism, inclusivism, and plu-
ralism.! This classification has caught on.
But as with all typologies and models, this
one makes complexities overly simple. The
typology becomes particularly uncomfort-
able when one finds oneself or one’s favor-
ite theologians pigeonholed in ways that
trade on caricatures and simplistic slogans.
Itis not very helpful in fixing alternatives in
our minds. Theologically I am a pluralist in
one respect, an exclusivist in another re-
spect, and an inclusivist in still a third re-
spect. I will try to explain what I mean.

On pluralism

The term “religious pluralism” may refer
either to the sheer fact of a plurality of
religions, or to the pluralistic theology of
the religions. Christianity began in a world
of many religions; this is not new knowl-
edge. What is relatively novel is the rise of
apluralistic theology of religions thatclaims
to be authentically Christian. I contest that
claim. I find it to be an imperialistic insult
toeveryreligion, not merely to Christianity,
because it claims to possess an Archimedean
vantage point from which the particular
truth-claim of each religion is dissolved
into a higher perspective on universal truth
and ultimate reality. The pluralistic theol-
ogy of religion is an enemy of every con-
crete religion and theology. The pluralists
talk about “crossing the Rubicon,” which
means that a person can cross back and
forth—experientially and ritually—from
one religion to another, inasmuch as all
religions are supposedly merely different
channels of the same truth and salvation.

Opposition to the pluralistic theory of
religions does not mean opposition to plu-
ralism as such. The catholicity of the church
embraces the many forms of life built into
the world that God created and preserves,
forms that have to do with sex and age and
language and race and culture and national-
ity. All of these are accepted by grace into
the future of God’s coming kingdom and
welcomed in all their variety at every eu-
charistic celebration. If the church is to be
a sign and instrument of the coming of
God’s kingdom, she will reflect the
pluriformity of the world with joy and
thanksgiving. Pentecost was a pluralistic
happening—with Parthians, Medes,
Elamites, and residents of Mesopotamia,
Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia,
Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts
of Libya belonging to Cyrene, and visitors
from Rome, both Jews and proselytes,
Cretans and Arabs.

God is the author of the world’s plural-
ism. If we adhere to the principles of the
Reformation, we will be open to the plural-
ism we confront in the world of nature,
history, and culture, including the religions,
all of which are structures through which
something of God is revealed. To get right
to the thesis of this presentation: God re-
veals himself in many ways, but God’s
supreme gift of salvation is through Christ
alone. With John Hick we can say, God has
many names—many different names in
Africa, Asia, Europe and the Americas in
which something of God’s truth, beauty,
and goodness is being revealed, but there is
salvation in the name of Jesus Christ of
Nazareth alone. Paul and Bamabas said as
much to the Greeks in Lystra, that God “has
not left himself without a witness in doing

! Alan Race, Christians and Religious
Pluralism (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books,
1982).
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good.” Likewise to the Athenians in front
of the Areopagus Paul said, “Athenians, I
see how extremely religious you are in
every way.... Indeed, God is not far from
each one of us. For ‘in him we live, and
move,and have our being.””* Paul, in effect,
said to these Greeks, “revelation, yes, sal-
vation, no.” Revelation and salvation are
notcoterminous. There are two forms of the
Word of God, indicating two different ways
of God working in the world. The one form
we may call “general revelation” or “natu-
ral religion” or even “creation theology.”
The other form finds its unique expression
in the gospel. The two forms are to be
neither separated nor identified, but prop-
erly distinguished. When the pluralists claim
that God grants salvation apart from Christ
through the myths and rites of other reli-
gions, we maintain that a confusion has
taken place that violates the solus Christus
of the doctrine of justification.

On the basis of God’s ordering of the
world through the law of creation (lex
creationis), Christians affirm solidarity with
all other human beings. All are created in
the image of the one God; all share the same
nature and dignity. Every person is
everyone’s neighbor. We are all brothers
and sisters, no matter how different in the
ways we think and behave. As Christians
we have enemies, but we are commanded
by Christ to love them, but not the evil they
do. Our differences are part of the splendor
of creation. We have different physical and
intellectual abilities, different talents and
callings. But we are all called to be for
others; this is the sine qua non of genuine
human community.

The purpose of the natural moral law is
to promote life for the common good. Itisa
gift of God built into every human being,
commanding them to do good and to avoid
evil. Since Immanuel Kant many Protestant
theologians have givenup teaching the natu-

ral moral law. I think this is a mistake. The
moral law is the voice of God in the human
conscience, universally applicable and bind-
ing on all people. It is the basis of human
rights and social obligations. Because of sin
people may reject the principles of the moral
law, but they cannot eradicate the law of
God written into every human heart. This
law is the basis for accepting all human
beings as our brothers and sisters with whom
we are to live in a peaceful and justly
ordered community guaranteeing freedom
and dignity for all.

The early Christians, though a minor-
ity, understood themselves to be in solidar-
ity with their pagan neighbors. In the Epistle
to Diogentus the unknown Christian author
writes: “Christians are not distinguished
from the rest of humanity by either country,
speech, or customs; the fact is, they no-
where settle in cities of their own; they use
no peculiar language; they cultivate no ec-
centric mode of life.... They settle in both
Greek and non-Greek cities, as each one’s
lotis cast,and conform to the customs of the
country in dress, diet, and mode of life in
general.”™ Then the Epistle to Diogentus
goes on to say: “They reside in their respec-
tive countries, but only as aliens; they take
part in everything as citizens, and put up
with everything as foreigners; every for-
eign land is their home, and every home a
foreign land.... They spend their days on
earth, but hold citizenship in heaven. They
obey the established laws, but in their pri-
vate lives go beyond the laws. They love all
people, and are persecuted by all.”> The
message is that on one level Christians

2 Acts 14:17.

3Acts 17:22, 27b, 28.

4“The Epistle to Diogentus,” Patrology,
ed. Johannes Quasten. Vol. I (Westminster,
MD: The Newman Press, 1950), 250.

51bid., 250.
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understand themselves to be like all others,
but on another they are a peculiar people,
not of this world. The difference stems
from the exclusiveness of what they have
received from Christ, their sense of the
difference Christ makes.

The exclusivity of Christ

We have explained that on the basis of
God’s creation and law Christians are
bonded with persons of religious commit-
ment other than Christian. As the law is the
preparation for the gospel, so all religions
are somehow positively related to the rev-
elation of God in Jesus Christ. When per-
sons become Christian, they find fulfill-
mentand notnegationof all that they learned
of truth and goodness in their previous
religious experience. St. Thomas gave us
the classical formula: “Gratia non tollit sed
perfecit naturam.” Augustine’s experience
provides a vivid example. In his Confes-
sions he acknowledged thathe learned about
the Logos from the Platonists; in fact, he
learned virtually everything that John’s
Gospel says about the eternal Word of God
in verses 1-10, that the Word was with God,
that the Word was God, and that all things
were made by him; he learned about the life
and light of that Word shining in the world
and the human soul. But that the Word was
made flesh and dwelt among us, giving
power to become the children of God to all
who believe, that he learned only from the
Bible and the church.® Augustine’s confes-
sion has beenreiterated by millions of people
who tell about their experience of becoming
believers in Christ and members of his
church.

True Christianity holds to the exclu-
sive identity and meaning of Jesus Christ,
ontologically and soteriologically. As my
colleague Robert Jenson puts it: “Jesus be-
longs in the Trinity.” Jesus is not a mere

he moral law

is the voice
of God in the human
conscience, universally
applicable and binding
on all people.

metaphor or symbol pointing to an eternal
dimension inside the life of the triune iden-
tity of God. Finally Jesus Christ is the only
real difference between the gospel and other
religions.

The pluralistic theologians of religion
are honest. They admit that their view is
without biblical foundation and unprec-
edented in the history of Christian theology.
Never mind! They think that they have
come up with a really novel idea, and they
are convinced they are right. In terms of
theological method, their own reason and
experience count for more in making theo-
logical judgments than the combined weight
of Scripture and tradition. The old doctores
ecclesiae all believed—from Augustine to
Luther, and Aquinas to Barth—that the sav-
ing truth of God is revealed in a final and
normative way in the flesh and blood of a
Jew whose mother Mary gave him the name,
Jesus. But, according to the pluralists, they
were mistaken. We moderns know better.
We have discovered the essence of religion.
Our philosophy and science teach us thatall
particular religions are but different mani-
festations of the same eternal truth and

¢ Augustine, Confessions, Book VII,
Chapter IX.
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reality. But this idea is not so new. The
Hellenistic philosopher Celsus in the sec-
ond century attacked Christianity for its
silly belief in the Incarnation, the idea that
only recently had God appeared in the flesh
in one corner of the world to accomplish its
salvation. Celsus declared that “it makes no
difference whether we call Zeus the Most
High, or Zen, or Adonai, or Sabaoth, or
Amoun like the Egyptians, or Papaeus like
the Scythians.” It is only through lack of
knowledge and insight that Christians be-
lieve the exclusive claim of the gospel con-
ceming the world’s salvation through Jesus’
name and by his authority.

No theory of religion can dissolve the
exclusive particles of the gospel without
contradicting the core of the Christian mes-
sage that Jesus Christ is the one and only
Mediator between God and humanity, and
what he achieved for the world’s salvation
is done once for all and never to be repeated
by anyone else. In the texts of the New
Testament and early Christian traditions
Jesus is depicted not as a savior but as the
Savior, not as a Son of God, one among
many in a pantheon of gods and half-gods,
but as the one and only Savior of the world,
God’s only begotten Son. The exclusivity
claim is part of the kernel of the gospel, not
so much husk that can be demythologized
away.

Paul Knitter believes that the “one and
only” statements can be chalked up to the
limited cultural perspective of primitive
times.® The truth is the opposite. The exclu-
sive claim of the gospel was from the begin-
ning counter-cultural. It was foolishness to
the Greeks, and it remains a scandal of
which many contemporary Hellenized
Christians have become ashamed. The early
Christians were prepared to place their lives
on the line to confess that Jesus is Lord and
God in an utterly sui generis sense. If the
church is built on the blood of its martyrs,

who would be willing to die for the abstrac-
tions of the pluralistic philosophers of reli-
gion? The best they can do is to recruit
academicians for inter-religious dialogue,
rather than missionaries for cross-cultural
evangelism.

So far we have formulated and de-
fended a two-pronged thesis. Just as salva-
tion comes exclusively by way of the Jews
and a Jewish Messiah, so also there is at the
same time a universal revelation of God
through the way things are made, through
the vestigial imprints of God on all things.
God is universally revealing something of
his eternal power and glory among all
peoples, nations, cultures, and religions.
They all somehow bear witness in their
searching and groping after the unfathom-
able mystery of God. In inter-religious
dialogue Christians may learn from the tes-
timonies of others concerning the different
ways in which they experience God.

I believe this categorical distinction
between revelation and salvation is funda-
mental in constructing a biblically based
Christian theology of the religions. It is a
view characteristic of Lutheran theologians
who have written on the subject—Nathan
Sgderblom, Paul Althaus, C. H. Ratschow,
and Wolfhart Pannenberg. It stands in op-
position to two other views that equate
revelation and salvation, which in turn are
in polar opposition to each other. One is the
Barthian view that holds that Christ is the
only medium of revelation and salvation;
the total content of revelation is salvation.
The otheristhe pluralist view that holds that
all religions mediate revelation, and there-
fore all religions are equally valid ways of

7O0rigen: Contra Celsum, trans. Henry
Chadwick (Cambridge: University Press,
1953), V, 45.

8 Paul F. Knitter, No Other Name?
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1985), 182.
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salvation apart from Christ. In contrast, we
have argued for a two-fold revelation of
God. There is a universal revelation of God
through all the media of creation—through
nature, history, moral conscience, and reli-
gious experience. But then, in contrast to
this, there is a unique revelation of God in
Christ that is categorically different inkind,
and not only in degree. The trinitarian and
christological decisions of the ancient ecu-
menical councils took great pains to spell
outthedifferenceinontological terms. Since
the pluralists are not constrained by those
decisions, they are willing to allow an onto-
logical distance between God and Christ.
As the Arians chanted about Christ, “There
was when he was not.” Neither the old nor
the new Arians have a real Trinity, nor a
divine Christ who is “consubstantial with
the Father.”

The inclusiveness of the
gospel

I believe that the great truths of the Trinity
and high Christology provide the founda-
tions of genuine love and respect for people
of other religious persuasions. The frequent
failure of Christians to show such love and
respect is a moral failure that best be called
sin, and is not demonstrably due to a defect
of doctrine. Some of the pluralists speak
derisively of the high Christology of
trinitarian dogma as christofascist and
christodolatry. They think that decon-
structing orthodox dogma into Arian heresy
will improve the attitudes of Christians to
persons of other religions.

The pluralists fear that so great a stress
on the particularity of the gospel and the
uniqueness of Christ will leave little or no
chance for the salvation of non-Christians.
But this is to sell the gospel short. All
religions claim to experience salvation of
some kind, but not all mean the same thing

by salvation. There is no such thing as
generic salvation. Salvationisnot like a pot
of soup ladled out into different bowls. The
gospel does not promise any old kind of

he gospel

does not
promise any old kind
of salvation. It is quite
specific...

salvation. It is quite specific about the na-
ture of the salvation offered in the name of
the crucified and risen Lord Jesus Christ.
Salvation is union with Christ; it is receiv-
ing the righteousness of God through faith
on account of Christ. Gospel salvation is
funded by Christ through and through, other
wise it is something else. Other religions or
quasi-religions offer salvation according to
their own lights, whether illumination, uni-
fication, access to ancestors, immortality of
the soul, liberation from class domination,
holistic health, and so forth. The gospel
does not deny that there is “salvation” of
some kind or other in other religions and
ideologies. But the gospel narrative does
specify what it means by “salvation” and
claims that it is good news for all human
beings no matter what other ecstasies they
might experience through other means.
Some biblical terms for the salvation which
comes through Christ are justification, re-
demption, atonement, forgiveness of sins,
reconciliation, adoption, resurrection, eter-
nal life, and there are others. Whatever the
metaphor, Christ is the essential content
and necessary condition of each and every
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experience of salvation promised by the
gospel in his name.

But this gospel has universal scope and
significance. Its all-inclusiveness is the
beauty of the gospel. This particular con-
crete individual, Jesus of Nazareth, is
uniquely qualified to be universally mean-
ingful. His uniqueness lies in who he is and
his place in God’s cosmic plan of salvation.
He is not there for only Christians. As
Bonhoeffer said in his prison papers, “Jesus
is one whose only concern is for others.”
AsGod in human form Jesus is “the man for
others.”*°

Some theologies deny the universality
of the gospel, the all-inclusive hope of sal-
vation on account of Christ. The Calvinist
idea of double predestination is one pessi-
mistic example, but so is the idea that only
card-carrying Christians will be saved in
the end. Some Christians seem to believe
and behave as though only a handful of
faithful who belong to their sect will escape
the eternal holocaust of hell.

The church hasnever defined an escha-
tological dogma. Some eschatological
sharpshooters profess to know how every-
thing will turn out in the end. On some
things I am an eschatological agnostic. I
like the Chinese proverb that says, “To
prophesy is very difficult, especially with
respect to the future.” There simply is no
magnus consensus in Christian tradition on
how things will turn out in the end. Some
things we do not know because they have
notbeen revealed. But we do know that it is
God’s will that all shall be saved and come
to the knowledge of truth. We do know that
the love of God is universal. We do know
that Christ gained a victory over sin, death,
and the devil. We do know that there is not
a single person for whom Christ did not die
and for whose justification he did not rise
from the dead.

Atthis pointI often like to quote Gustaf

Wingren: “That everyone should be saved
is not an assertion of fact that has any
biblical support. But it is something one can
certainly pray for.... No one has arrived.
So, while we are in the process of moving
toward the goal, we can pray what we can-
not assert.”" To let our prayers rhyme with
God’s intention to save all is appropriate to
faith in the living God who loves sinners
and the godless. The salvation of those who
do not have a chance to believe in Christ in
their lifetime isultimately amystery that we
cannot unveil by speculation.

That all shall be saved in the end—in
some postmortem way about which wecould
only speculate—is not something we can
know. All we possess now isthe knowledge
of what we hope, not an idle hope, but an
active hope in the service of God’s eschato-
logical kingdom. God is not bound to save
everybody. God is free to save anybody. If
we take into account God’s love, power,
and freedom, we may envision an eschato-
logical panentheism, that in the end God
will be all in all. This does not necessarily
lead to the questionable doctrine of an
apocatastasis which has been held by theo-
logians ancient, medieval and modern (e.g.,
Origen, Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of
Nyssa, Theodore of Mopsuestia, John Scotus
Erigena, and perhaps Paul Tillich and Karl
Barth) but it does try to take seriously the ta
panta passages of 1 Corinthians, Colos-
sians, and Ephesians. These persuade us not
to limit our hope born of love and active in
prayer that God’s will will win in the end.

9 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers
from Prison, trans. Reginald H. Fuller (New
York: The Macmillan Company, 1953), 237.

Jbid., 238.

"' Gustaf Wingren, Credo: The Christian
View of Faith and Life, trans. Edgar M.
Carlson (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing
House, 1981), 183.
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Theologically considered, faith and the
other, must be considered at the location
where the primal face-to-face activity with
Jesus takes place, the community gathered
around word and sacrament: the congrega-
tion.! This necessity to consider faith and
the other at the location of the congregation
seems obvious from practical warrants
alone, but these practical warrants are them-
selves founded upon epistemological and
theological backings.2 What follows is a
painfully brief outline of the theological
and epistemological backings for this prac-
tical necessity.

Logic of God

By theological backings, I primarily mean
the logic of God, the interior permutations
and combinations of that Being whose iden-
tity is communion.> God, according to
trinitarian logic, is an ongoing face-to-face
community. This face-to-face metaphor
shows itself in the Latin concept of person
as mask, the mask used by performers on
stage to sound through their identities. The

Greek metaphor of hypostasis points more
inthe direction of God as conversations that
constitute God and all being. These tradi-
tions balance one another: the one tradition
emphasizes the persons of the Trinity in
relationship; the other their being in com-
munion. To say God is three persons in one
being offers a significantly different image
of person than the dominant one in moder-
nity and places Christianity at profound

'Here I use the term congregation “to
speak of local religious assemblies in general,”
cf. R. Stephen Wamer, “The Place of the
Congregation in the Contemporary American
Religious Configuration,” in American
Congregations: New Perspectives in the
Study of Congregations, vol. 2, ed. James P.
Wind and James W. Lewis (Chicago:
University of Chicago, 1994), 54.

2The terms practical argument, warrants,
backings, etc. follow the work of Stephen
Toulmin, Uses of Argument (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1958).

3Regarding the theological concept of
face-to-face community cf. John D. Zizioulas,
Being as Communion: Studies in Personhood
and the Church (Crestwood, NY: St.
Vladimir’s Press, 1985).



Keifert. The Congregation: Critical Location for Faith and the Other
EE—

402

odds with its environment. When Chris-
tians say “all being” they mean that God’s
creating adumbrates God’s being in com-
munion, the essential relationality of all
being as being.

God, also, saves. The God whom we
worship and trust in as Christians is “the
God who raised Israel’s Jesus from the
dead.”™ This God did so as a response to
Jesus having emptied himself into the form
of aslave and an obedient slave, even to the
creature. All of this takes place for the sake
of the creatures, including the human crea-
tures, so that we might enjoy equality with
God.

Equality with God is being face-to-
face in a conversation and relationship that
Jesus enjoys as the Son of God. Notice that
the equality with God that Jesus does not
cling to for his own sake is not “sameness”
in ontology but “sameness” in difference,
identity in difference.® Itis precisely in the
face-to-face conversation of different per-
sons that God is being. This face-to-face is
the work of the Spirit.® the force field’ that
makes true the will of God,? even the will of
God to be as communion.’

The ascension of Jesus, by the power of
the Spirit, embodies the freedom of that
same Jesus to be physically present, that is,
face-to-face, where he so chooses.!® Jesus
promises to choose to be present in word
and sacrament always, though not exclu-
sively, and sends the Holy Spirit as the
power which calls, gathers, and enlightens
by means of these face-to-face encounters
of word and sacrament, congregations.
Through such encounters we literally par-
ticipate in the life of God who is such
communion.

Epistemology

Epistemologically, I follow the lead of my
doctoral advisor, Paul Ricoeur, when he

teaches, first, that the truth of anything is
found in attending to its phenomenology;!!
and, secondly, that its phenomenology is
irreducibly embodied in symbol and meta-
phor.’> For example, when he takes up the
question of theodicy, he does not begin with
the usual abstract syllogism, “If God is
Good; and God is All Powerful, how can
Evil happen?” No, indeed, he begins with
the experience of Evil and he does so in its
embodied forms, the stories of those who

“Robert W. Jenson, “The Triune God,” in
Christian Dogmatics, vol. 1, ed. Carl E.
Braaten and Robert W. Jenson (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1984), 79-191.

3 David Fredrickson, “‘Worthy of the
Gospel of Christ (Phil 1:27)’: The Ecclesiasti-
cal Significance of Christ’s Political Agency,”
1995, unpublished, all rights reserved; Robert
P. Scharlemann, The Being of God: theology
and the experience of truth (New York:
Seabury Press, 1981).

¢ See especially Michael Welker, God the
Spirit, trans. John F. Hoffmeyer (Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 1994) as well as Eberhard
Jingel, God as the Mystery of the World: on
the foundation of the Crucified One in the
dispute between theism and atheism, trans.
Darrell Guder (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerd-
mann’s Press, 1983), and Zizioulas, Being as
Communion.

7Michael Welker, God the Spirit.

8 Eberhard Jiingel, “Zur Lehre vom
heiligen Geist,” in Die Mitte des Neuen
Testaments: Einheit und Vielfalt neutestament-
licher Theologie: Festschrift fiir Eduard
Schwizer zum siebzigsten Geburtstage, ed. U.
Luz and H. Weder (Géttingen: Vandenhoeck,
1983), 98ff.

9Zizioulas, 74ff.

19Robert Jenson, “Spirit,” in Christian
Dogmatics, vol. 2, ed. Carl Braaten and Robert
Jenson (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1984), 169ff.

' Edmund Husserl, “Phenomenology,”
trans. Richard E. Palmer, Encyclopedia
Brittanica, 1927.

12 Paul Ricouer, Symbolism of Evil, trans.
Emerson Buchanan (New York: Harper and
Row, 1967).
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suffer, and he examines the ruling meta-
phors within which they experience and
speak their suffering. The symbol givesrise
to thought. Begin with the lament not the
syllogism. The syllogism will never get
you to truth.

I also follow the work of Emmanuel
Levinas who teaches ustoavoid the tempta-
tion to totalization through abstractions;
that the search for truth begins not with the
question of metaphysics but with the ques-
tion of justice and ethical reflection,; it be-
gins with the concrete attention to the face-
to-face encounter with the other, the topic
of our conference.!

Practical warrants

The practical reasons that I choose to begin
with the congregation should be obvious.
The congregation, the local church, can do
the most about our relationship with the
other, and itis all too often the place where
the least is done. At one time, before the
major changes in immigration policy in
1965, national offices for global mission
and theological schools were the most likely
location for the encounter with the other-
ness of the global community. However,
since 1965 the world has been coming to the
United States in greater diversity than pre-
viously, and our congregations are the site
where the most intense, vital, and too often,
deadly encounters with global community
are taking place. No matter how wonderful
our formulations here, if they do not con-
sider the way the congregations actually
function ashuman communities of faithand
the other, we do far less good than the
church expects from its teaching theolo-
gians.

For too long, those of us in this room
and the institutions we represent have
thought of theology as acommodity that we
produce. We then wholesale it to our stu-

dents and they retail it in their places of
employment. We have both assumed and
abetted the alienation of the people of God
from producing their own critical theology.
We have either left them to their supposed
innocent, uncritical piety, or we have sent
our students to make up an enlightened elite
core of theologians in residence, either lay
orclergy. Asour primary task, we have not
seen ourselves as the servants of the people
of God as they go about the tough task of
attending, asserting, deciding, and acting
on the basis of their own theological reflec-
tion.!* Any faithful and effective theologi-
cal reflection on faith and the other must
begin in such servanthood. For though we
may think globally, we must act locally.
And, if we expect any action locally, we
must serve those who we would invite to
action.

On the surface my theological pre-
mises may seem in direct contradiction to
my epistemological ones. In the theologi-
cal, I appearto begin with the metaphysical.
However, if you read closely you will see
that my description of the being of God
follows from the particularity of Jesus in his
irreducible difference from what western
metaphysics teaches us is deity. Further, I
describe the search for truth by way of the
question of justice, a community of strang-
ers, even in God. Linking these apparent
contradictions follows.

3Immanuel Levinas, Totality and
Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority, trans.
Alphonso Liagis (Pittsburgh, PA: Duquesne
University Press, 1969).

4 See especially Bernard J. F. Lonergan,
Method in Theology (New York: Herder and
Herder, 1972), James D. and Evelyn Eaton
Whitehead, Method in Ministry: theological
reflection and Christian ministry (New York,
NY: Seabury Press, 1980), and Robert
Schreiter, Constructing Local Theologies
(New York: Orbis Books, 1985).
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Hospitality to the stranger

In recent years I have found the symbol or
metaphor that gives rise to the most fruitful
thought regarding faith and the other is
“hospitality to the stranger.”"* Several char-
acteristics of “hospitality to the stranger” as
a metaphor need noting.

First, I view it primarily as a pupil’s
metaphor rather than a master’s metaphor.
With a master’s metaphor, the thinker or
speaker remains master; a master’s meta-
phor illustrates an abstract idea of which the
metaphor is merely an example. It is mere
rhetoric. This, incidentally, is the model of
metaphor and rhetoric taught in most uni-
versities since the Enlightenment and be-
came almost unquestioned by Victorian
(whether English or otherwise) writing
theory. This keeps the Enlightened self
well in charge, ruling all that it thinks and
speaks, the master of its own knowing and
experiencing. The pupil’s metaphor, by
contrast, is ametaphor within which I know,
experience, think, and speak. Such meta-
phors are alive; they cannot be reduced to
examples or illustrations of an abstract
thought. They rulerather than being ruled.'s

Second, “hospitality to the stranger” is
hardly a uniquely Christian pupil’s meta-
phor. It comes to us Christians both exter-
nally, from other traditions, and specifi-
cally from within the Christian tradition.
Surely, no one in the west could possibly
claim that “hospitality to the stranger” is
unique to Christianity. Clearly Judaism and
Islam draw upon the metaphor. More inter-
estingly, so do many of the ancientreligions
and cultures of the west. Who could read
the Iliad and Odyssey and not see the power
of this metaphor embedded in its story?
Similarly, the metaphor is present in great
Eastern traditions as well.'” I spent a major
portion of the summer teaching at Vancou-
ver School of Theology with students from

several major Asian cultures who readily
shared stories of “hospitality to the stranger”
and offered rules of hospitality embedded
in their culture. My experience with several
Native peoples, including the Lakota/Da-
kota, Crow, Zuni, Navaho, Inuit, Inupiat,
and Macaw communities confirm the power
of the face-to-face encounter with the other
and the themes of hospitality within these
encounters.

Third, although it is hardly a unique
Christian pupil metaphor, itis a major pupil
metaphor within the biblical narrative. Once
the metaphor came to my attention, I began
to see its place within the basic woof and
warp of Scripture and Christian tradition.
This is especially true in the encounter with
God, even the encounter of disciples with
Jesus after his resurrection.

Fourth, and perhaps the most obvious,
“hospitality to the stranger” as a pupil’s
metaphor is best understood as a freeze-
dried narrative. If we forget that this meta-
phor, this symbol, only has life when em-
bedded in a particular story, we lose almost
all that we have gained in our work to this
point. As common as the metaphor is, it
cannot become an abstraction carried in
one’s pocket from culture to culture, tribe to

15 See my Welcoming the Stranger: a
public theology of worship and evangelism
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992) as well as
my “The other: hospitality to the stranger,
Levinas, and multicultural mission” in Dialog
30 (Winter 1991):36-43.

16Paul Ricouer, The Rule of Metaphor,
multi-disciplinary studies of the creation of
meaning in language, trans. Robert Czemy
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1977),
and Richard Lischer, “What Language Shall I
Borrow? The Role of Metaphor in Proclama-
tion,” dialog 26 (Fall 1987):281-86.

17 Anthony J. Gittins, Gifts and Strangers:
Meeting the Challenge of Inculturation (New
York: Paulist Press, 1989), especially chapters
4 and 5, pp. 84-110 and 110-138.
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tribe, neighborhood to neighborhood. It
must be embodied in a particular and pecu-
liar narrative, with particular and peculiar
creatures, or we lose the disclosive powerof
truth found in plurality, ambiguity, and dif-
ference.”® In short, if we do not do our
theology locally, and become the servants
of the people of God who are the primary
theologians in particular, peculiar, and dif-
ferent face-to-face communities, we are not
letting the pupil metaphor rule but have
turned it and those particular communities,
those irreducible others, into our slaves,
mere examples of our ideas. We remain
more captured by Plato’s vision of the phi-
losopher kings than by Jesus’ vision of
slaves who free others to govern them-
selves.

Over the past several years we at Church
Innovations Institute have moved from a
theoretical consideration of this metaphor
to embodying it within a model of research
and theological reflection. When thinking
within this metaphor, we begin with mem-
bers of local congregations functioning as
participant interpreters. On the basis of
their gathered stories and field notes, we
then have reading teams who read with
members of congregations (participant in-
terpreters) through specific narratives gath-
ered and interpreted by them from theirown
congregations. Each reading team member
brings their own specialty to this shared
process of interpretation. Some are church
historians, theologians, biblical scholars;
some family systems therapists, parish con-
sultants, scholars of distance learning, soci-
ologists, ethnographers, educators,and com-
munity organizers. What they share is a
vision that sees themselves as a learning
organization that functions as slaves for
these congregations so that the congrega-
tions might have the leisure to critically
reflect on God’s activity within their lives.

As I have participated in such reading

teams, I have followed the lead of Levinas
in exploring hospitality to the stranger
through three moments: the self asstranger;
the other as stranger; and God as stranger.
Allow me to share a few thoughts that have
arisen from reading the narratives of some
congregations as they encounter the other
as communities of faith.

The self as stranger

As I read the stories of individuals and
congregations and their encounter with oth-
ers, a number of disillusionments show
themselves. Their chief disillusionment is
with the promise that modemity has made
to them about the security of the unencum-
bered self, the free self of the Enlighten-
ment. They speak of how they feel like they
will never grow up, never really know who
they are. They feel in a perpetual youth
identity crisis, with new stages and pas-
sages' driven by forces quite against a

8David Tracy, Plurality and Ambiguity:
hermeneutics, religion, hope (San Francisco:
Harper and Row, 1987).

9 Gail Sheehy, Passages. Predictable
Passages of Adult Life (New York: E. P.
Dutton, 1976).



Keifert. The Congregation: Critical Location for Faith and the Other
EE—

406

supposed unencumbered will. They expe-
rience themselves as irreducibly other, as
stranger. They long to have themselves
secure and known, but the more they know
about themselves, the more they fail to have
themselves as fully known.

Psychiatrist and social critic Robert
Jay Lifton has followed this developmentof
the post-modern self over several decades.
Some of his initial work spoke of Protean
Man, drawing on the classical imagery of
Proteus who was a shape shifter long before
Deep Space Nine and Star Trek imagined
them. In his earlier work he bemoaned these
modemn creatures and hoped that a true self,
an authentic self, an existentialist self might
emerge among them. More recently he has
attacked this very longing. He has found
that the drive of modernity had led man (and
we know it was man the Enlightenment
fathers had in mind) to seek an authentic,
fundamental self. However, Lifton says
suchaself doesnotexist. And, evenifitdid,
it would not be suitable to the task of selves
in our time that need these protean capabili-
ties. What he uncovers is the self as
irreducibly other to itself, self as stranger.?!

This post-modem self does not experi-
ence the security of self control, self deter-
mination, self esteem that naturally wells
up within the self, even though all the self-
help books tell them they should. Congre-
gations that create space for such honest
having of one self as an other, that allow
such selves to attend, assert, decide, and act
without having it all together, without en-
joying self control, self determination, and
complete self esteem, thrive in our time.

Should we be surprised at the impor-
tance of the small group movement? Rob-
ert Wuthnow, now in three separate mono-
graphs, documents the “small group revo-
lution” thathas powerfully transformed four
out of every ten Americans in the last 15
years.? Time and time again, our research

at Church Innovations shows how thriving
congregations that are able to reach the
unchurched and genuinely secular, rather
thanjustreintegrate already existing church
members from another congregation, use
small groups that attend to this profound
anxiety and anomie of the post-modern self.

These congregations with effective
small group ministry are places that allow
the publicly optimistic American to attend
to what Langdon Gilkey has recently called
the “radical ambiguity of our culture’s life,
its deep levels of anxiety and of anomie, its
hidden layers of guilt, and its fear of death.”
Gilkey holds that what the modern “secu-
larist does not see, nor perhaps even the
liberal, is this radical ambiguity.”” How-
ever, he says, “to this radical ambiguity and
anxiety conservative [Christians] offered a
religious option visibly different from the
culture and thus capable of promising the
latter’s rescue. To me, says Gilkey, only
this understanding of a culture whose cre-

20Robert Jay Lifton, Broken Connection:
On Death and the Continuity of Life (Wash-
ington, D.C.: American Psychiatric Press,
1979); Protean Self: Human Resilience in an
Age of Fragmentation (New York: Basic
Books, 1993).

2'The obvious debt to Paul Ricoeur in
this entire analysis should be clear. Cf. his
Gifford Lectures, Oneself as Another, trans.
Kathleen Blamey (Chicago: University of
Chicago, 1992).

2 Robert W. Wuthnow, “I come away
stronger” : how small groups are shaping
American religion (Grand Rapids: W. B.
Eerdmanns, 1994); Sharing the journey:
support groups and America’s new quest for
community (New York: Free Press, 1994), and
“Small groups forge new notions of commu-
nity and the sacred,” in Christian Century
110:1236-40 (December 8, 1993).

2 Langdon Gilkey, “The Christian
Congregation as Religious Community,” in
American Congregations, ed. Wind and
Lewis, 2:111.
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ativity (its rationality, moral ideals, toler-
ance, devotion to freedom) continually lures
liberals to accommodate their religion to
modemity, and yet whose deep faults cry
out for anoncultural religious response, can
make sense of the paradox of a declining
liberalism and a resurgent fundamentalism.
The mainline churches apparently offered
nothing different enough from the culture
either to stem the slippage to the secular or
to answer the religious problems generated
out of the secular culture.”

The growing awareness of having one’s
self as an irreducible other opens the door
for the Lutheran witness to its traditional
stance on the goodness of the created self,
the bondage of the will, and the power of the
regenerated self that dwells in Christ by the
power of the Spirit. All three realities need
our witness in order for us to honestly,
effectively, and faithfully offer genuineres-
cue to the post-modern self, the self that has
its self as an irreducible other, a stranger.

However, too many among us choose,
in the name of metaphysical coherence, one
or another of these three different construc-
tions of the self. Some of us tacitly acqui-
esce to the liberal sinless self thinking that
the only real debate is between which part
of the immoral society is the worst: big
business and capitalism or big government
and socialism. We create a social mani-
chaenism that sees the liberal self caught in
an immoral society and systemic oppres-
sion. Such social manichaeans leave be-
hind both the power of the created self todo
much good, even though it is in bondage to
sin, and the role of the law and wrath of God
to accomplish much good for the stranger.
Still others misappropriate the Lutheran
teaching of the bondage of the will and use
it as an excuse to privatize the life of the
Christian, reduce it to the saved self, and
lose the public community of faith active in
love, seeking justice. Still others among us

neglect the profound need of the self to find
its rest in God, in the Other, and instead
offer all manner of psychological, self es-
teem, self help programs in lieu of the death

hould we be

surprised at
the importance of the
small group movement?

of the empirical self that is the beginning of
the Christian life in Christ through sharing
his death in baptism. Still others, appalled
at the cultural chaos in family and work,
jump over justification by grace, through
faith, into a supposed third use of the law for
Christians. They offer either a right or left
wing list of virtues as the solution to the
anomie and ambiguity of American culture,
a quick fix to an enduring human crisis.
When all self is mediated before and
through the other, think what such a
deconstructed doctrine of the self would
mean to the discussion of decision theology
among us; and more importantly, the place
of Christian transformation in the life of the
individual and the community of faith. This
brings to an end metaphysics and episte-
mology as we have known it. It opens up
new doors for conversation with certain
Eastern religious thought, especially Bud-
dhism on the death of the empirical self.*

2 Gilkey, “The Christian Congregation,”
111

3 Wolfhart Pannenberg, Systematische
Theologie Band 3 (Géttingen: Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht, 1993), 608.
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The other as stranger

The possibilities for thinking theologically
regarding faith and the other through the
metaphor of hospitality to the stranger are
perhaps mostobvious in the other as stranger.
However, most of our theological work in
mainline Protestantism in this possibility
has focused in denominational and
supraparochial and extracongregational re-
ligion. We continue to do theology as if the
impressive documentation and consider-
able length of scholarship of the declining
significance of denominationalism had not
been written. We have decried the failure
of congregations to concern themselves with
the public life, reduced the public life to
government, and presumed to speak on be-
half of the church through so-called church
social statements and lobbyists in legisla-
tures. All the time ignoring the critical
reality that discipleship and citizenship are
primally and enduringly located in local
communities of faith.

We have tended as a scholarly commu-
nity to accept the judgment of scholars like
Gibson Winterand Peter Bergerin the 1960s
and 1970s that congregations had become
simply conclaves of the private. And we
explain the success of growing churches to
their acquiescence to this private enclave
mentality and to individualism.?’

There is ample evidence for the habit of
most mainline congregations to live within
private metaphors, the family being the
dominant one. Our research at Church
Innovations has shown how excluding this
metaphor can be when it is the ruling meta-
phor for congregational life. From the side
of clergy, it creates the model of the family
home chaplain and a ministry based upon
intimacy and personal presence. Inits worst
case scenarios it creates extremely fused
emotional systems. These fused emotional
systems not only exclude the stranger but

they also allow, aid, and abet the abuse of
boundaries, physical and emotional.

Incidentally, the excellent work of fam-
ily systems theories has been extensively
taken up into the study of congregations.
Many excellent and “how-to” books apply-
ing these theories to congregations are lead-
ing to healthier systems.” However, I find
that most of the congregations with whom
we work and who use these family systems
approaches have not broken out of the fam-
ily home ruling or root metaphor. As a
result, they effectively use family systems
theory toanalyze their dysfunction but inef-
fectively try to use it as the dominant meta-
phor for healthy congregations. Congrega-
tions, at their primal best, are not families in
any literal sense of the word. They are
always more, much more, irreducibly and
essentially more; they are public and pri-
vate.

Be that as it may, many observers,
though not most, are discovering the impor-
tance of congregations as more than con-
claves of the private. They see the congre-
gations as mediating between the public
and private institutions of contemporary
society. In the 1980s many who studied
congregations spoke of congregations as
mediating structures between the public
and the private. Parker Palmer spoke of

26Robert W. Wuthnow, Restructuring of
American Religion: Society and Faith since
World War II (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1988), especially chapter 5, “The
Declining Significance of Denominational-
ism,” 71-99.

2 Martin E. Marty, “Public and Private:
Congregation as Meeting Place,” in American
Congregations, ed. Wind and Lewis, 133-66.

2 Edwin Friedman, Generation to
Generation: a family process in church and
synagogue (New York: Guilford Press, 1985),
and Peter L. Steinke, Healthy Congregation: a
systems approach (Bethesda, MD: Alban
Institute, 1996).
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them as bridges between the public and
private dimensions of our lives. As such,
congregations are critical to the life of the
community. Many supracongregational
observers increasingly see congregations
as critical to delivering social services that
in the recent past have been delivered by
government agencies. Both the right and
left have become interested in congrega-
tions in this instrumental manner.?

The theme of “the other” and hospital-
ity to the stranger has been taken into the
more traditionally liberal (and here I mean
liberal in the sense that Ronald Reagan was
the most liberal President of the United
States in the 20th century) and abstract
metaphor: inclusivity. ‘“Hospitality to the
stranger” as freeze dried narrative of the
Scriptures has become in the hands of many
of us a master metaphor to illustrate inclu-
sivity, the ruling metaphor of our imagina-
tions. In doing so we show ourselves more
American than Christian; more modern,
than either traditional or post-modern; more
persons of privilege who can presume we
are the ones to invite, welcome, and in-
clude. Within the “inclusivity ruling meta-
phor” the local, concrete, messy, irreduc-
ible otherness fades into abstraction. We
can talk, talk, talk about doing it but can
only blame the racism, classism, sexism,
etc. of our members for why we change our
lived reality so little.

God as stranger

In contrast to this using the image of hospi-
tality to the stranger as a master metaphor
for the abstraction “inclusivity,” we should
be ruled by the biblical image of hospitality
to the stranger in which we are all strangers
depending upon God’s hospitality. God is
the host; the critical, essential character of
the congregation grows out of the presence
of the Holy One who raised Israel’s Jesus

ongregations,

at their
primal best, are not
families in any literal
sense of the word.
They are always more,
much more, irreducibly
and essentially more...

from the dead. Too oftenall this talk of faith
and the other, of hospitality to the stranger,
and especially inclusivity, is covering our
failure to trust that the essential character of
congregation, and our life as Christians,
grows out of the presence of this Holy One.
We busy ourselves with growing churches,
or filling food shelves, or renewing the
liturgy, orendowing chairsatseminaries, or
any number of good things but ignore the
deep and profound spiritual crisis in our
midst.

Langdon Gilkey, having noted the ex-
ternal decline of mainline Protestant de-
nominations, identifies a much more pow-
erfulinnerloss. “Itisasif, now thatthey can
no longer see themselves as the central
nurturers and irreplaceable guardians of the
nation’s moral and spiritual health, they are
now not at all sure who they are, what as
communities they represent, and what their
role in the wider community may be—as if,
granted that their former sociological role is
gone, no other sort of role, no “minority”

3 Cf. Marty, “Public and Private.”
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hatever else

congrega-
tions are, they are face-
to-face communities of
faith.... Their one
unique characteristic is
that they offer a pecu-
liar sense of the holy.

task, is open to them.* Whatever else
congregations are, they are face-to-face com-
munities of faith, they are religious commu-
nities. Their one unique characteristic is
that they offer a peculiar sense of the holy.

Our research at Church Innovations
both confirms the profound spiritual crisis,
the inability to attend to the irreducibly
other, to God, and our tendency to keep
those moments when we do strictly within
the private sphere. For example, in our
Partnership for Congregational Renewal,
congregationscommit themselves toa three
to five year process of spiritual discern-
ment. Asa part of this process, members of
the Church Innovations staff who are mis-
sion developers converse and pray with key
leaders in the Partner congregations. Time
and time again, over 80% of the pastors
within this setting reveal that they have no
devotional disciplines. Their use of scrip-
ture is.almost totally related to preaching,
teaching, and other vocational ends. They
experience a great spiritual wasteland and
tie this wasteland experience to their pro-
found ambivalence toward the essential tasks
of mission and outreach into their commu-

nities. Why should they risk the anger and
conflict that arises from moving from main-
tenance to mission, if they do not experi-
ence the gospel as true and regularly dwell
in and attend to the presence of God in word
and sacrament?

This last set of findings and questions
returns us to Gilkey’s observations around
how we experience the Other, the Holy
Presence, in our congregations. Itdrivesus
into the reality of God as the Other, perhaps
the most neglected dialectic in our theology
of faith and the other. It drives us back to
where this essay began—the Trinitarian,
theological backings for understanding the
congregation as a necessary but not suffi-
cient place for considering faith and the
other. Our linking of practical warrants
with epistemological and theological
backings is complete.

¥ Gilkey, “The Christian Congregation,”
104.
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In the late 1970s I was working as a parish
education director in western Pennsylva-
nia. As part of the Sunday moming adult
education program, I arranged a series on
Judaism that culminated with a class visit
by a husband and wife from the Reform
synagogue in a neighboring town. After a
very pleasant and fruitful interchange, the
Jewish couple accepted my invitation to
attend the 11:00 worship service. Listening
in their presence to the Gospel reading and
hymns, I became aware for the first time of
the extent to which the Jew is the “other” in
Christian scripture and Lutheran worship—
this despite my very thorough confirmation
instruction and later religion courses at a
Lutheran college in the 1960s.

The second jolt of awareness came in
1981 when our family lived for a year in
Damascus, Syria. Some of my husband’s
students atthe University of Damascus were
Palestinians. One night several came to our
flat for dinner. As they conversed alter-
nately in English and Arabic, it dawned on
me that their word for themselves is
“Philistini”—and that linguistically at least
these young men were the descendants of
the much-hated Philistines of Hebrew bib-
lical history.

Although I certainly cannot claim to
have made an intensive study of the “other”

in the Bible before this year, for the past
fifteen years I have attempted to develop
consciousness of the other in my teaching
and scholarship.! In this brief study I pro-
pose to combine a comprehensive survey
with attention to some specific texts, in the
following major sections: variety of types
and uses of the other in the Bible; some
reasons the results are unsettling; a second
look, focusing on passages that can serve as
resources for dealing constructively with
the other; benefits of reading in the com-
pany of others outside the text; and some
concluding thoughts for the ELCA, the
“member,” in Pauline terms, of the body of
Christ that claims my loyalty and service.

Variety of types and uses of
the “other”

In Hebrew scripture the most obvious oth-
ers are a series of ethnic groups encountered
by the children of Israel: Edomites, Ammo-
nites, Moabites, Egyptians, Canaanites,
Philistines, Assyrians, Chaldeans, Persians,

!For their comments on an early draft of
this paper I am very grateful to Murray Haar
of Augustana College (SD), Inmanuel Gitlin
of Lenoir-Rhyne College, and Margaret Odell
of St. Olaf College.
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Medes, Greeks, and Seleucids. With vary-
ing degrees of disapproval these other na-
tions, Gentiles, are called the goyim. Andin
cultic terms there are the circumcised and
others who are uncircumcised.? The Chris-
tian canonical scriptures contain a whole
host of shifting others: Jews, Judaeans,
Gentiles, Samaritans, rich, poor, tax collec-
tors, Pharisees, scribes, the “immoral of this
world,” pagans who ate meat which had
been sacrificed to idols, emperor worship-
ers, and the not-always appealing neighbor.

In both testaments the other can be the
stranger we are to treat hospitably: “You
shall also love the stranger, for you were
strangersin the land of Egypt” (Deut 10:19).
Such hospitality is exemplified by Abra-
ham with the three strangers in Genesis 18
and by a Samaritan in Luke 10. In many
cases the biblical narrative is antagonistic
toward the other as enemy. The Egyptians
periodically and the Philistines, until sub-
dued, are military enemies. The Canaanites
can be portrayed as hostile military other,
and always they are otherin religious terms,
athreat to Israel’s developing monotheism.
The Pharisees and lawyers serve as reli-
gious enemy, even the enemy within, in
some Gospel texts. The beasts in both
Daniel and Revelation symbolize others
who are threats in at least three arenas:
military, religious, and political.

That Jewish and Christian sacred texts
rely so extensively on the positing of the
other should come as no surprise. It is
common wisdom that we use, even create,
others to define our own identities. Creat-
ing and defining one’s own community
appear to be a primary use of the other in
both testaments. Without attempting to be
exhaustive, we can discern such additional
uses of the other as developing founding
myths, refining religious belief and praxis,
clarifying uniqueness, guarding boundaries
and keeping insiders in line, establishing
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power (or the appearance of power), and
justifying conquest and violence.

Ironically, one aspect of Israel’s iden-
tity-building is the perception of itself as
other. Harvard’s Peter Machinist studied
six groups of written sources for the He-
brew Bible and concluded that all six saw
the Israelites as outsiders coming into Pal-
estine from Egypt—in spite of their father
Abraham’s alleged earlier residence in the
promised land. (He mentions 1 Chronicles
1-9 as a possible exception.) Machinist
offers two reasons for this positing of the
self as other: (1) the homeland “had to
become Israel” and the community had to
be able to exist away from it, and (2) a clear
distinction had to be drawn between the
Israelites and Palestine’s other residents, in
order to show the former to be free of
contamination. According to Machinist,
the sharp distinctions drawn in the narra-
tives may be evidence of actual haziness in
the cultural boundaries between Israel and
its neighbors.> The entry-into-Canaan sto-
ries serve as a basis for the Israelites’ iden-
tity and were later used by Amos to warn the
people that they could again become mar-
ginalized.*

Just as the entry-into-Canaan stories
help establish the Israelites’ identity and

2Maurice Borrmans, “Pluralism and its
Limits in the Qur’an and the Bible,” Islamo-
christiana 17 (1991): S.

3 Adds Machinist, “Indeed, we may say
that the sharpness was there precisely to make
sense of reality—to affirm an ‘us’ whose
existence its members (at least those involved
with the stories) felt was threatened, and that
they may well have been hard put to distin-
guish from a host of ‘others.”” See Peter
Machinist, “Outsiders or Insiders: The Biblical
View of Emergent Israel and Its Contexts,”
The Other in Jewish Thought and History, ed.
Laurence J. Silberstein and Robert L. Cohn
(New York: New York University, 1994), 51.

41Ibid., 52.
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legitimacy, so toodo Paul’s arguments about
righteousness through faith vs. righteous-
ness through circumcision in Romans 4. In
the former case, the non-Jewish Canaanites
are the necessary other. In the latter, those
descended from Abraham through law only
(i.e., circumcision) are other over against
those Jews and Gentiles who inherit the
promise through faith. “For this reason it
depends on faith, in order that the promise
may rest on grace and be guaranteed to all
his descendants, not only to the adherents of
the law but also to those who share the faith
of Abraham....” (Rom 4:16).

In the case of both the Jews in Israelite
history and the followers of Jesus in Chris-
tian scriptures the founding myths that help
to createidentity include others in the drama.
Even before the Canaanites and Philistines,
Hebrew scripture puts Pharaoh and the
Egyptians in that role during the plagues
and deliverance of the Exodus.

John’s Gospel further defines the Chris-
tian community over against its Jewish par-
ent by recasting Jewish cultic life through-
out, a literary stzategy that requires making
the Jew faithful to Jewish praxis a lesser
other. For example, the water of the purifi-
cation jars is inferior to the wine Jesus
creates at the Cana wedding in John 2. In
John 6 the bread of life Jesus gives for
eternal life is superior to the manna Moses
gave the Jews in the wilderness (6:31-33).
A similar strategy in Matthew portrays Jesus
as superior to Moses, both through the birth
narrative and through Jesus’ continual rein-
terpretation of the law, as in the Sermon on
the Mount.

The founding stories that create reli-
gious communities in both testaments often
serve the additional function of refining
belief and praxis for the authors’ communi-
ties. By repeatedly demonstrating Yahweh’s
power over Pharaoh and his magicians
and gods, Exodus dramatizes the Hebrew
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reating and

defining one’s
own community appear
to be a primary use of
the other in scripture.

people’s gradual commitment to the one
God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. 1Kings
18 portrays the priests of Baal as pathetic
other in order to underscore by contrast the
validity and power of Elijah’s God and to
inspire undivided devotion in those receiv-
ing the text. Similarly, the reinterpreted law
in Matthew helps define for the community
how they are to be obedient to God’s will.

Yet another use of the other is to guard
the boundaries of the community and to
keep the insiders in line. Several narratives
in Hebrew tradition underscore the prohibi-
tion on intermarriage with Gentile others,’
and the Leviticus Holiness Code provides
detailed prescriptions for maintainingritual
purity. Although Paul and the Gospel writ-
ers in varying degrees criticize obsession
with ritual purity, they nevertheless main-
tain concern for ethical limits. In 1 Corin-
thians 5-6 and Galatians 5:19-21, Paul dem-
onstrates his opposition to immorality within
the body of Christ. And in passages suchas
8:9-24,13:6-12, and 19:18-19 the author of
Acts excludes magic from the range of
acceptable Christian practice.

Biblical narratives also manipulate the
other to establish power (or the appearance
of power). An intriguing study of the Phi-

5Robert L. Cohn, “Before Israel: The
Canaanites as Other in Biblical Tradition,” in
The Other in Jewish Thought, 80-82.
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listine as other contrasts the very negative
literary portrayal of this group in such books
as 1-2 Samuel and 1 Chronicles with the
archaeological record of an impressive Phi-
listine culture as it actually existed, with
metal industry, well-plannedcities, and trade
networks. In Hebrew scripture the uncir-
cumcised Philistines are almost non-human
(Goliath) and sexually seductive (the Sam-
son cycle), and their gods areridiculed. The
Israelites’ inferior technological and mer-
cantile status may have necessitated narra-
tive demonstration of Yahweh’s power and
Israel’s spiritual superiority.®

The book of Revelation illustrates ma-
nipulation of the other for rhetorical cre-
ation of both political and religious power.
The vision of God’s heavenly throne and
court in Revelation 4 features dazzling im-
ages of jewels, creatures, thunder and light-
ening, torches, and elders whose hymns to
God in 4:8 and 4:11 mimic the hymns of
praise for the Roman emperor. The implicit
other is the pagan empire (with its priests)
that both holds political control and con-
demns and persecutes the minority Chris-
tians for their refusal to participate in the
official emperor cult.

Finally, scriptural portrayal of the other
can serve to justify conquest and violence.
The stereotyped portrayal of Canaanites’
sexual and religious depravity creates “a
moral justification for the conquest of their
land by a just deity.”” In Revelation Chris-
tians suffering at the hands of the new
Babylon, Rome, and powerless to over-
throw it can celebrate Rome’s destruction
in the seer’s vivid cycle of visions.

Ambiguity and ambivalence
toward the other

Even with a clear-cut enemy in sight, bibli-
cal narratives reveal ambivalence and am-
biguity in the portrayal of the other. One

example is the mixed picture of the Canaan-
ites, for a time the problematic “nearest
Other” for the Israelites. Robert Cohn de-
scribes a largely positive portrayal in Gen-
esis that becomes quite negative in Joshua
and Judges. The depiction varies according
to which founding myth the Canaanites are
featured in: the ancestor story or the con-
quest story.® Cohn further argues that as the
Canaanites were for the Israelites, so the
Jews were for the early Christians: the “Other
‘before’” and the “Other’ within.”” Cohn
summarizes: “On the one hand, the Church
claimed to displace and supersede the old
Israel whose legalism and hypocrisy God
abhorred. On the other hand, the survival of
the Jews witnessed to the incompleteness of
the Church’s triumph and tempted good
Christians to ‘judaize.”” Both the Canaan-
ites and the Jews remain “the object of
polemical attack.™

Without a careful study of the Jews as
other in the work of each major New Testa-
ment writer,]am uncomfortable with Cohn’s
slick analogy. But I believe his study of the
Canaanites in Hebrew narrative illustrates
two important concepts: (1) the challenge
of what Jonathan Z. Smith calls the “proxi-
mate other”'® and (2) the fluidity and rela-
tivity of the other.! On the first of these,

$Trude Dothan and Robert L. Cohn, “The
Philistine as Other: Biblical Rhetoric and
Archaeological Reality,” The Other in Jewish
Thought, 61-73. ,

7Cohn, “Before Israel,” 76.

8Cohn, 75.

9Cohn, 77.

19 Jonathan Z. Smith, “What a Difference
a Difference Makes,” To See Ourselves as
Others See Us: Christians, Jews, “Others” in
Late Antiquity, ed. J. Neusner and E. S. Frer-
ichs (Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1985), 15.

"'The latter is a phenomenon Walter
Capps alluded to during a November 1995
planning meeting for the August 1996
Convocation of Teaching Theologians.
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Smith draws upon biological examples to
assert that othemess involves interaction
and “is a matter of relative rather than
absolute difference.” Often the sharpest
distinctions are made between “near neigh-
bois.”? Jacob Neusner reports that the
early Jewish rabbis had no *“single criterion
for otherness.” The Gentiles were the obvi-
ous other, but they “play no role in the
system.” The others that are worth worry-
ing about are the Israelite heretics, Samari-
tans, Israelites who fail to obey the law, and
even women, who seem “abnormal” to the
male writers."

As for fluidity and relativity, such can
occur with regard to both the self and the
posited other. Already we have seen Israel
itself portrayed as both stranger and host in
the Hebrew Bible.'* And we have observed
fluidity in the portrayal of Canaanites as
other in Hebrew narrative and similarly of
the Jews in Christian texts. It is especially
when the self is in transition or in a new
context that we humans redefine old others
and find new ones. This phenomenon was
especially clear to me one sunny fall mom-
ing in Sana’a, Yemen. Northern Yemen is
the most gender-segregated environment I
have ever experienced. Even after two
months I was not adapted to being nearly
the only female out on the city streets. Our
Yemeni male friends from the university
community had become wonderful and com-
fortable friends. But to the Yemeni male
crowds on the streets I was a rare oddity: a
western woman, unveiled, and boldly walk-
ing in their midst. One morning on a long
trek home I had had my usual dose of stares
and mild verbal harassment. Suddenly cross-
ing a side street I encountered an African
man in his 40s or 50s. He beamed and said
to me in English: “Hello, are you Italian? I
speak Italian butno English.” He turned out
tobe a Somali from Mogadishu, and despite
his limited English we had a warm and

relaxed conversation before resuming our
journeys in opposite directions. In the con-
text of northern Yemen, this black African
male and I had formed a small community
of shared western culture—while we were
both certainly other to the native Yemenis.

An interim assessment of the
survey’s implications

This partial survey of the other in biblical
perspective isnotentirely unfavorable from
the point of view of modern concerns about
pluralism. Many of the groups depicted as
hostile other no longer exist, and their liter-
ary portrayal has served the positive pur-
poses of forming identity and community
for the emerging Israclite people and the
nascent Christian church. Yetthe stakes are
high when such portrayal is extracted from
its narrative contextand employed for more
sinister ends. Frank Sherman of the Insti-
tute for Jewish-Christian Understanding at
Muhlenberg College explains how Luther
used Hebrew prophetic self-criticism to
“condemn the Jews of his own day,” while
at the same time reading Christians, not
Jews, as the proper recipients of prophetic
words about the mercy of God.'* Studies by

12 Smith, “What a Difference,” 15.

13 Jacob Neusner and Emest S. Frerichs,
“Preface,” To See Ourselves, xii.

4 See Paula M. Cooey, “Emptiness,
Othemess, and Identity: A Feminist Perspec-
tive,” Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion
6 (Fall 1990): 20, n. 18.

15 Franklin Sherman, “Luther and
Lutheranism on the Jews and Judaism,”
Interfaith Focus 2/1 (1995) (New York: Anti-
Defamation League), 13-14. For a helpful
analysis of recent Roman Catholic and
Protestant documents treating the relationships
between Judaism and Christianity, see Jay T.
Rock, “Nostra Aetate and Its Younger
Protestant and Ecumenical Siblings,”
Ecumenical Trends 25/3 (March 1996):10-13.
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such scholars as Uriel Tal and Susannah
Heschel have reported the malignant use by
both Second and Third Reichs of scriptural
polemic and New Testament scholarship.
Between 1939 and 1945 the Institute for the
Study and Eradication of Jewish Influence
on German Religious Life at Eisenach
worked to create a “de-Judaized Christian-
ity,” and university theology departments
such as that at Jena were co-opted. In a
purged German New Testament version
Jesus’ Jewish heritage and practice were
eliminated, and “Salvation comes from the
Jews” (John 4:22) was re-translated to be-
come the famous slogan “The Jews are our
misfortune.”¢

One of the few positive results of the
Holocaust hasbeen the serious reconsidera-
tion of both Hebrew and Christian scrip-
tures, a reconsideration that has helped us
distinguish between religious polemic and
ethnic and racial stereotyping. But what
happens when such passages as the woes to
the Pharisees in Matthew 23 and Jesus’ slur
at the Jews, “you are from your father the
devil” in John 8:44, are taken out of the
realm of scholarly discourse and out of their
literary and historical contexts and read in
churches on Sunday morning?'? I fear the
listeners may be even further encouraged to
demonize those perceived as hostile others
in our time and to become comfortable
operating with stereotypes like “Islamic
fundamentalist terrorist” or “young black
male criminal.” The rhetorical vilification
of the other certainly fueled hatred and
aggression on both sides during the Gulf
crisis. How fardid the bogus stories of Iraqi
invaders stealing incubators from Kuwaiti
infants go toward firing the “smart” bombs
that injured and killed thousands of Iraqis?
Reflecting on Walter Wink’s analysis of the
role of religion in violence, Paul Sponheim
offers that what we need is conversation
with the other—and a hesitation to “start

with the assumption that the other is en-
emy.”® Of course it is important to ac-
knowledge that real enemies and real evil
do exist. The ELCA social statement, For
Peace in God’'s World, advocates both reli-
ance on nonviolent responses and the use of
force when “helping the neighbor in need”
requires ‘“‘protecting innocent people from
injustice and aggression.”"’

Such cases aside, all of my recent life
experience—family, church, teaching, re-
search, interfaith dialogue, global living—
impels me to have a dialogic posture toward
the other within and the other without. And
let me be clear that I do not have in mind an
uncommitted relativist posture. My fifteen
years of dialogue with Jews and Muslims
has at once strengthened my articulation of
my particular Christian convictions and en-

16 Susannah Heschel, “Nazifying
Christian Theology: Walter Grundmann and
the Institute for the Study and Eradication of
Jewish Influence on German Church Life,”
Church History 63 (December 1994) 589, 593,
595, 597. See also Heschel’s “Original Shame
and Naive Optimism: The Politics of Jewish-
Christian Relations,” Ecumnenical Trends 25/3
(March 1996) 1-9; and Uriel Tal, Christians
and Jews in Germany: Religion, Politics, and
Ideology in the Second Reich, 1870-1914,
trans. Noah Jonathan Jacobs (Ithaca: Comell
University, 1975). Heschel also has an essay
in the Summer 1996 dialog, an issue with
numerous articles on the theme “Luther,
Lutherans, and Jews.”

In a letter of June 17, 1996, Margaret
QOdell (St. Olaf College) pointed out the
importance of educating people in the parish
about the contributions of historical research
in helping us understand that the Jewish
people and leaders of the gospel narratives are
the “proximate” others (to use Jonathan Z.
Smith’s term) of early Christians.

184‘The Other is Given’: Religion, War,
and Peace,” Word & World 15/4 (Fall 1995),
435-6.

Y For Peace in God's World, Evangelical
Lutheran Church in America, Sept. 1995, 11.
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larged my respect for the deeply faithful
relationship with God exercised by my Jew-
ish and Muslim conversation partners. I
have found justification for constructive
dialogue with the religious and cultural
other “in the world.” Now the challenge is
to find warrant and even guidance for such
a posture in the biblical text, which at first
look seems overwhelmingly exclusivist,
both in discursive statements and in narra-
tive.

Biblical models for
constructive engagement

An important biblical world view is un-
folded for us in the Genesis creation ac-
counts. Paul Sponheim reminds us that
there the “‘other’ is given,” and that the
“Genesis witness calls for us to recognize
that we are created with the ‘other,’ and that
this is part of what is ‘good, very good.””?
Although the subsequent historical accounts
contain a profusion of negative others, we
need also to remember that the Hebrew
prophetic tradition claims that God’s sover-
eignty and God’s concern extend to all the
nations of the earth.?! A series of prescrip-
tive statements brings this macro concern
down to the micro level. Deuteronomy’s
“love the stranger” (10:19) has already been
noted. God’s people are commanded to
love both the Israelite neighbor (Lev 19:18)
and the resident alien “as yourself” (Lev
19:34). The prevailing interpretation (in
Jewish tradition and in Christian exegesis)
of the Hebrew word for “neighbor” in Levi-
ticus 19:18 has been one among the people
of Israel, and thus not an “other” in the sense
of this essay. However, Marc Gopin of
George Mason University argues that some
rabbinical commentaries read the “neigh-
bor” as meaning all humans, not just fellow
Jews.2 This view is further supported by
Reuven Hammer’s midrash commentary.

ebrew

prophetic
tradition claims that
God’s sovereignty and
concern extend to all
the nations of the earth.

After quoting Rabbi Akiba’s observation
that “love your neighbor as yourself” is “the
great principle of the Torah,” Hammer ob-
serves that Ben Azzai cites Gen 5:1 to
interpret Lev 19:18 in a universal human
sense. All three synoptic gospels report
Jesus’ reiteration of the command to love
God and love the neighbor, and the Samari-
tan parable of Luke 10 leaves little doubt
about the universal scope of the term “neigh-
bor.” Paul also argues that the “whole law
is summed up” in the single command to
love the neighbor (Gal 5:14).

20“The ‘Other’ Is Given,” dialog 30
(Winter 1990): 9, 11.

21S. Wesley Ariarajah, The Bible and
People of Other Faiths (Maryknoll, NY:
Orbis, 1992), 7-9.

2 Marc Gopin, of George Mason
University, speaking on “God and War in the
Hebrew Bible” at SBL, 21 November 1995,
Philadelphia.

23 Hammer concludes that Ben Azzai is
warning against an overly narrow reading:
“Who is meant by ‘neighbor’? This term is
usually interpreted to indicate a member of the
people of Israel. The verse he chooses,
therefore, teaches that the Torah is concerned
with all human beings, since it tells the story
of the descendants of Adam, the father of all.”
See The Classic Midrash: Tannaitic Commen-
taries on the Bible (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist
Press, 1995), 439-40.
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Even if Christians are clearly called to
love the neighbor who is other, does that
mean we also have to talk civilly with the
other face to face? 1 Peter counsels, “Al-
ways be ready to make your defense to
anyone who demands from you an account-
ing for the hope that is in you; yet do it with
gentleness and reverence” (3:15b-16a).

To what extent is the biblical Jesus a
model for dialogue? In all four Gospels we
can find examples of Jesus as a skillful
debate opponent, raising the stakes and rhe-
torically scoring against his Jewish critics.
But it is helpful to remember John 4. The
Samaritan woman Jesus addresses is other
in terms of gender, ethnic identity, cultic
praxis, and personal moral history. Yet their
interchange is a model for inter-religious
dialogue, as well as for evangelism. Both
Jesus and the woman use first person plural

pronouns, as if they are representing their
twofaith groups (see4:9,12,19-22,25). Both
acknowledge their differences, a step nec-
essary, according to Martin Buber, for an I-
Thou encounter. Jesus’ treatment of the
woman demonstrates approaches that help
prevent unfair conclusions about the other:
knowledge of the other, listening, and open-
ness to correcting prior assumptions.
Before going further, we must concede
that in several key ways this episode is not
parallel to modern interfaith dialogue. First,
Jesus (as Messiah and God) and the woman
are not equal in status, as we try to be in
interfaith conversation. Second,Jesusbrings
actual revelation to the Samaritan woman,
not just explanation of his religious per-
spective. Third, Jesus’ goal is conversion,
and even commission forevangelism, rather
than simply dialogue leading to mutual un-
derstanding. Yet Jesus’ posture is both
respectful and dialogical and thus a valid
model for meeting the other face to face.
A second model for dealing with the
other is Paul, both the character Paul in Acts
and Paul the author of letters. In 1 Corinthi-
ans 9:19-23 Paul pledges to adapt his ap-
proach to others for the sake of the gospel
and of service. Paul’s speeches in Acts
exemplify the importance of authentic
knowledge of the other and the value of
finding common language and images for

2 Relevant is this summary of Buber’s
thought by Edward K. Kaplan: “The unity of
dialogue emerges from an experienced
‘tension of the contradiction,’ not as a denial
of it; the tension of essential otherness, as it is
confronted radically, is overcome, if only for a
moment. Briefly put, people can relate
authentically only as individuals in the shared
distance between self and other. Buber
usually characterizes ‘unity’ as the ‘between-
ness’ which both transcends and affirms
distance.” See “Martin Buber and the Drama
of Othemess: The Dynamics of Love, Art, and
Faith,” Judaism 27 (Spring 1978): 197.
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the conversation, for example as he adapts
style and vocabulary for Judaean and Hel-
lenistic Gentiles.”

Encounters with others were not al-
ways peaceful for either the Paul of Acts or
the Paul of the epistles, and the letter to the
Galatians demonstrates Paul’s ability to
move from dialogue to rather savage satire
and criticism. But for guidance on dealing
with the other as enemy, there is Paul’s
counsel to avoid retaliation and vengeance,
to feed one’s enemies, and to “overcome
evil with good” (Rom 12:17-21).

Problems and benefits of
reading with others

In this survey of biblical models for con-
structive engagement of the other I have not
forgotten about the other within. We shall
return to that topic later. But at this point I
want to suggest that our situation, like that
of the first century Christian writers, de-
mands not only that we read the Bible, but
that we read the Bible with others and that
we read the Bible while also reading the
world. Thave borrowed the phrase “reading
the world” from an excellent little book by
Stephen Fowl and L. Gregory Jones, both at
Loyola College, Baltimore. The title is
Reading in Communion: Scripture and Eth-
ics in Christian Life. Their opening axiom
is that “the vocation of Christians is to
embody Scripture in the various contexts in
which they find themselves.” Their chief
example is Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who not
only read Scripture, butread the situation of
the world and attempted to discern God’s
reality, manifest in Christ in the world.”
Paul also read the world when he took
account of the secular context to counsel the
Corinthians about the practical implications
of life in Christ. The author of Revelation
certainly read the world to recast Daniel-
like visions into images of hope for Chris-

tians persecuted in the late first century.
These authors’ reading of the world influ-
enced their writing, as it does our reading—
and our writing of biblical exegesis and
theology and ethics. Inan eloquent testimo-
nial to the discernment of God in the world,
Murray Haar wrote in a 1992 Christian
Century essay, “To fail to question God
after Auschwitz is blasphemy.””® The reali-
ties of the Holocaust, of current ethnic war-
fare, of economic structures that ensure the
existence of a permanent underclass, de-
mand that the world be present as other not
only in our theological questioning, but in
our Bible reading as well.

Partof the world’s reality that we share
with the first century Christian writers is
religious and ideological pluralism. Thisis

Bn Acts 21:40-22:22 numerous details
reveal Paul’s awareness of the “other” in his
Jerusalem audience and his strategies for
bridging gaps. He speaks in “Hebrew,” in fact
in Aramaic (21:40). He refers to his own
Jewish upbringing and persecution of the Way
(22:3-5). He borrows vocabulary from the
prophet Isaiah to talk about God and the
messiah (22:14-15). Similarly in Acts 26:1-32
Paul’s words indicate his sensitivity to both
the Jewish heritage and the Hellenistic educa-
tion of King Agrippa. In Acts 17, when he
addresses the people of Athens, Paul chooses
images understandable to monotheistically
inclined Greeks. Apparently his approach in
this Hellenistic context was at least somewhat
effective. In Ephesus he spent three months in
the synagogue and then two years in a lecture
hall “arguing”—or “discussing” (Greek
dialegomenos in 19:8-9)—with mixed results.
But “all the residents of Asia, both Jews and
Greeks, heard the word [logos] of the Lord”
(19:10).

26 Stephen L. Fowl and Gregory L. Jones,
Reading in Communion: Scripture and Ethics
in Christian Life (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerd-
mans, 1991), 1.

2]bid., 149-56.

2 Murray Joseph Haar, “In the Enemy’s
Camp: A Convert’s Sadness,” Christian
Century (April 15, 1992), 391.
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not the time for a systematic treatment of
religious pluralism, but it is important to
note that the situation is somewhat different
for us. Atthe time of Christianity’s origins
religious cults were informal and often geo-
graphically limited. According to Wayne
Mecks, the categories of “religion” and
“race” were not yet in common use.”® Rob-
ert Wilken’s work suggests that religious
pluralism became a topic of debate only
after Christianity, with growing success,
made particular claims about Christ and
about Israel grounded in Scripture.*® Nev-
ertheless, in spite of a very different under-
standing of “the religions,” first century
Christians’ reading with others obviously
influenced their writing. Paul, John, and the
author of Acts all exhibit textual evidence
of their encounter with Hellenistic thought.
And the Gospels and Paul’s letters also
reveal an encounter with Hebrew scriptures

“and the Greek Septuagint—texts these au-
thors were reading alongside readings by
non-messianic Jews.

The component of “reading the world”
is a topic for another essay, but “reading
with others” is especially germane for the
current discussion. Among the others to
whom we can attend are marginal voices
within the biblical text, Christians who read
from other contexts, scholarly others, and
non-Christian others.

Readers who are culturally other have
surely helped me hear marginalized voices
in the text. Since 1991 I have been reading
and reading about Luke 15 and Jesus’ three
parables of the lost. Following the lead of
Kenneth Bailey in Poet and Peasant, I con-
ducted extensive individual interviews with
five Arab Christian women living in the
United States. Two were Maronite, raised
inLebanese villages, and three were Coptic
orthodox from Egyptian villages. Their
observations, coming out of a childhood
context much closer than ours to the cul-

tural world mirrored in Luke’s story world,
provided insights I found nowhere else,
despite reading most of recent western schol-
arship on the text. From them I believe I
learned to hear the voice of the woman
seeking the lost coin, who need not be seen
asa lowly housekeeper, but rather as some-
one entrusted with the family savings and
who, like God, has the power to seck the lost
and restore wholeness and order.”
Scholarly others for me are especially
those who read with different interpretive
strategies and/or from different cultural
contexts. Of course my reading of a given
biblical passage is enormously enlivened
by the work of fellow European-American
Christians, such as David Tiede or Eliza-
beth Struthers Malbon, who use many of the
same methods as I. But my reading experi-
ence is also richer because I have discov-
ered the work of such writers as Palestinian
Lutheran pastor Mitri Raheb and African-
American scholar Cain Hope Felder.
Reading with other biblical scholars
presents one set of challenges. Even more
complicated are the opportunity and chal-
lenge of reading with religious others. Be-
cause Judaism, Christianity, and Islam have
in common a monotheism (albeit differ-
ently defined) based in sacred texts, these
three groups are a logical starting point for
attempting to read others’ scriptures and to
read our scriptures with others. In my
fifteen years’ worth of formal and informal
interfaith conversation with Jews and Mus-

2 Meeks, “Breaking Away: Three New
Testament Pictures of Christianity’s Separa-
tion from the Jewish communities,” To See
Ourselves, 95-96.

%Robert L. Wilken, “Religious Pluralism
and Early Christian Thought,” Pro Ecclesia 1
(Fall 1992): 80-103.

31 Much of what I learned from the
women is reported in my article, “Rediscover-
ing the Lost Women in Luke 15,” Biblical
Theology Bulletin 24 (Summer 1994): 66-76.
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lims, I have discovered anumber of reasons
for cautions about such reading. First, theo-
logical language does not often transfer
easily, even from one Abrahamic tradition
to another.” A second obstacle to reading
with interfaith others is the reality of very
different theologies of revelation and scrip-
ture, for example, when comparing Chris-
tianity and Islam. Many Muslims show no
interest in either interfaith dialogue or read-
ing the Bible, since they believe they al-
ready have all the truth in the Qur’an.® A
particular barrier with Muslims is the con-
ceptof tahrif, human alteration of the origi-
nal revelation. Such biblically-based be-
liefs as Jesus’ divinity, the Trinity, and the
reality of the crucifixion and resurrection
are considered human distortions of the
prophetic message the historical Jesus
brought from God.* Although Muslims
avoid relying on the Bible for legal and
theological questions, as early as the 8th
century Muslim scholars used biblical nar-
rative material to supplement that in the
Qur’an;* and in my experience Muslims
are very interested in biblical accounts of
the Hebrew patriarchs and prophets.

Once dialogue partners have shared
their varying understandings of how the
Word of God is communicated to humans,
there remains the matter of differing her-
meneutical principles and approaches. Jane
McAuliffe’s excellent study of the history
of Qur’anic exegesis demonstrates the dif-
ferent underlying assumptions and meth-
ods used by Qur’anic exegetes in compari-
son with biblical scholars.* In addition,
text selection is a hermeneutical issue that
affects all scripture interpretation, even
within one religious tradition. How valid,
for example, is an account of Paul’s theol-
ogy of the law based solely on Galatians?
The ability to be sufficiently comprehen-
sive is compounded when we are reading
someone else’s sacred texts.”’
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This brief survey represents only a few
of the difficulties of reading with religious
others. But there are rewards. One has
already been alluded to: reading together
with Jews and Muslims encourages Chris-
tians to clarify our own understanding of
the Christian Bible and its place among
other scriptures. With regard to specific
texts, reading with others can enhance our

2 David Carpenter warns about the
pitfalls of assuming fixed definitions of
theological terms with dialogue partners in
“Revelation in Comparative Perspective:
Lessons for Interreligious Dialogue,” Journal
of Ecumenical Studies 29/2 (Spring 1992):175.

3 Colin Chapman, “Rethinking the
Gospel for Muslims,” Muslims and Christians
on the Emmaus Road, ed. J. Dudley Wood-
berry (Monrovia, CA: MARC, 1989), 111.
Two recent essays give insights into the
particular demands of Christian-Muslim
conversation: Sulayman S. Nyang, “Chal-
lenges Facing Christian-Muslim Dialogue in
the United States,” 328-41 (especially 335-
39), and Seyyed Hossein Nasr, “Comments on
a Few Theological Issues in Islamic-Christian
Dialogue,” 457-67, in Christian-Muslim
Encounters, ed. Haddad and Haddad. Nasr
discusses 1) ways God is manifest, 2) claims
of finality, 3) sacred scripture, 4) sacred
language, 5) sacred law, 6) the life of Christ,
especially the crucifixion, and 7) dealing with
modernism and postmodemism.

¥ For more information, see Stuart
Brown, trans., The Challenge of the Scrip-
tures: the Bible and the Qur’an (Maryknoll,
NY: Orbis, 1989), 76-86; also, William
Montgomery Watt, Muslim-Christian
Encounters: Perceptions and Misperceptions
(New York: Routledge, 1991), 30-33.

35 Andrew Rippin, “Interpreting the Bible
through the Qur’an,” Approaches to the
Qur’an, ed. G. R. Hawting and Abdul-Kader
A. Shareef (New York: Routledge, 1993),
252-53.

%Qur’ anic Christians: An Analysis of
Classical and Modern Exegesis (New York:
Cambridge, 1991), 13-29.

3 One provocative example of interfaith
scripture reading is Jon Levenson’s The Death
and Resurrection of the Beloved Son. This
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encounter with God’s word. One year the
Egyptian Muslim in my New Testament
survey class contributed a number of fresh
observations on the question of Jesus’ own
sense of his identity and mission. He no-
ticed in the synoptic Gospel accounts narra-
tive details passed over by readers who had
grown up assuming lifelong messianic con-
sciousnessonJesus’ part. My own interpre-
tation of God’s law in the Christian New
Testament has been enriched by Jewish and
Muslim positive understandings of law—
understandings that can amend the some-
times overly dichotomous aspects of Lu-
theran thinking.

Finally, reading with Jewish and Mus-
lim others has reminded me that sacred
texts are not only about theological mean-
ing and competing truth claims. Scripture
has multiple uses. It supplies the words for
worship, from the Islamic salat (ritual
prayer), to the monastic divine office, to the
Lutheran liturgy of the Lord’s Supper. And
whileIagree thatthe Bible isnotan easy-to-
follow ethical rule book, I also agree with
Fowl and Jones that the Bible is a source for
“who God is and how we ought to love in
relation to that God.”*® Finally, my recent
study of Jesus’ encounter with a Samaritan
woman in John 4 has reminded me that the
spoken Word in the time of Christian begin-
nings—and still today—has the power not
only to evoke cognitive belief, but to trans-
form lives.

The ELCA and the other within

Thus far this study has surveyed a variety of
examples of the other in biblical perspec-
tive, examples that demonstrate both posi-
tive and negative posturcs toward the other.
Also considercd have been the problems
and benefits of reading the Bible together
with such others as Christians from diverse
cultures, scholarly others, and non-Chris-

tian others. The final topic is dealing with
the other within the ELCA. A series of
phenomena, even well before the rancorous
debates about human sexuality, have made
diversity within the ELCA more apparent.
The 1987 merger was a merger not just of
several Lutheran bodies but also of groups
of Lutherans with strong ethnic identities.
But the ELCA has also brought in many
cultural others who do not share northern
European roots, others with their own rich
cultural and religious traditions.®® Even
without theological and ideological differ-
ences we should have expected to be feeling
the type of growing pains that appear to
have marked the church communities re-
flected in Paul’s letters and in Luke-Acts.
Apart from the issue of Acts’ historic-
ity, itisinstructive to see the strategies used
by church leadersin Acts 15 to deal with the
crisisover inclusion of uncircumcised Gen-
tiles. First the apostles and elders allowed
“much debate” (Greek zetesis, 15:7). Then
those assembled considered relevant infor-
mation from the “world” of recent experi-
ence: Peter’s testimony about the Holy

study of Christian appropriation of the Genesis
Isaac sacrifice tradition is a contribution to
interfaith covenant theology that could be
further advanced by including even later
appropriation of this tradition in Islam. See
dialog 34 (Winter 1995) for a number of
review essays and Levenson's response.

3 Fowl and Jones, 20.

¥Relevant here are Pat Keifert's
reflections on the multicultural church in “The
Other: Hospitality to the Stranger, Levinas,
and Multicultural Mission,” dialog 30 (Winter
1991): 41-43. It should be noted that
Lutherans with ethnic ties other than northern
European appeared well-represented at the
1995 churchwide assembly. The ELCA has
an active Commission for Multicultural
Ministries and support organizations for
Lutherans of African-American, Asian,
Hispanic, Native American, and Middle
Eastern backgrounds.
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Spirit’s intervention in the housechold of
Cornelius (vv. 7-11)andempirical evidence
of the mission success of Paul and Barnabas
(v.12). NextJames cited scripture: the pro-
phets’ foretelling of the inclusion of Gen-
tiles in Amos 9, Jeremiah 12, and Isaiah 45
(vv.13-17). James proposed acompromise
(vv.19-21),and the assembled “reached the
decision.” Finally there is consensus and
implementation of the compromise agree-
ment (vv. 22-29).

Todeal with the other within the ELCA
we may need to reread the biblical witness
and also to develop a theology of internal
difference. A hermeneutics of dialogue®
could enable individual Christians to be
faithful to their commitments to God and
church, truly to hear the other, and to be
open to the kind of “mutual transformation”
David Tracy says is possible in “every au-
thentic conversation.”!

Concluding reflections

Examples of destructive dynamics can be
located in biblical treatments of the other,
along with models for positive interaction.
Conceding that the Bible presents Chris-
tians with warrants for both negative and
positive treatment of the other, how do we
adjudicate among the myriad pieces of rel-
evant scriptural material? To begin to an-
swer that question and to conclude this
study, I offer two insights that may contrib-
ute to a biblically-based hermeneutics of
otherness. The first is that when we find
ourselves face to face with the other, whether
within or without, we need to develop the
humility that comes from remembering
God’sotherncss. Paul Sponheim uses Isaiah
55:8 to remind us that God’s thoughts and
ways are not our thoughts and ways and that
in the tendency toward authoritarianism
some “spokespersons for the Christian reli-
gion seem to forget that they do not possess

God, that their treasure is had in earthen
vessels.”? Paula Cooey observes thatGod’s
“radical otherness” is a notion shared by
Jews, Christians, and Muslims. Remem-
bering that “God as other is always more
than” our own images and concepts for God
can keep us humble in our conversations,
especially with religious others.** In an
eloquent exploration of Christianity’s role
in the West, Wolfhart Pannenberg con-
cludes, “Intolerant dogmatism was prob-
ably the most disastrous sin of traditional
Christianity from the early centuries up to
the beginnings of modern times.” Espe-
cially pertinent for the present discussion is
his reminder that “While God’s revelation
is absolute truth, our understanding of it,
also as reflected in ecclesiastical teaching,
remains provisional and partial.”*

My second hermeneutical insight
comes in response to the Bible’s apparent
ambiguity toward the other, in view of the
narrative evidence for both destructive and
constructive postures. For me the biblical
bottom line is the command to love God and
love the neighbor. To love God with all
one’s heart and mind and soul means that
“truth matters” and that spcaking truth to
the other matters.* I am willing to assume

“°John B. Cobb, Jr., makes a beginning in
“Being a Transformationist in a Pluralistic
World,” Christian Century (April 10-17,
1994) 750.

“'David Tracy, Plurality and Ambiguity:
Hermeneutics, Religion, Hope (New York:
Harper & Row, 1987), 93.

“2Cf. dialog 30 (Winter 1991): 13, 16.

“3Paula Cooey, “Emptincss, Otherness,
and Identity,” 15-16.

“Wolfhart Pannenberg, “Christianity and
the West: Ambiguous Past, Uncertain Future,”
First Things 48 (December 1994): 19.

4s Language borrowed from Paul Spon-
heim in “The Truth Will Make You Free,”
Lutherans and the Challenge of Religious
Pluralism, ed. Klos, Nakamura, Martensen
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990), 139-73.
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that those who arrogantly denounce their
ideological opponents in the ELCA are
motivated by their love of God. And by the
way, I have heard arrogant stereotyping of
the other from both advocates and oppo-
nents of gay and lesbian rights, from both
defenders and critics of the coherence of
capitalism with gospel values, and from
both “liberals” and “conservatives.™$

But love of God above all other com-
mitments demands not only that we speak
prophetically what we perceive to be the
truth. That love also demands that we obey
God by loving the other. God’s will for
creation is shalom: harmony and wholeness
that need not always mean uniformity of
thought. Perhaps God’s foreknowledge of
the human capacity for unloving rhetoric
motivated God’s commandment in Exodus
20:16 against bearing false witness against
the neighbor. Good counsel for the ELCA
today is Luther’s explanation in the Small
Catechism that the eighth commandment
means we must interpret charitably what
the neighbor does. In addition to the double
love command of both testaments and the
Exodus prohibition of bearing false wit-
ness, we have Paul’s counsel in Gal 5:6 that
whatcountsis “faith working throughlove.”
Paul’s love for the other within is exempli-
fied by his advice concerning meat sacri-
ficed to idols in 1 Corinthians 8 and 10,
where he articulates the very complex bal-
ancing actbetween the exercise of Christian
freedom and the care not to be for another “a
cause of falling” (1 Cor 8:13).

My final biblical example is again from
Luke 15, where the prodigal’s angry older
brother has been variously characterized as
representing Jesus’ critics, those grumbling
Pharisees and scribes in Luke’s literary
frame for the parable in 15:1-2;* the “lost”
Israel who will not be found at the messi-
anic banquet;* or the Pharisees whose
“Pharisaism is rejected... but who are still

understood as belonging to the people of
God.” Echoing the latter view, Heikki
Raisanen suggests the possibility that the
older brother is “an insider, though one that
presents problems.” He could stand for
ChristianJews, such as the converted Phari-
sees in Acts, who have difficulty accepting
the converted Gentiles.> In that interpreta-
tion the older brother, although he needs to
learn to forgive and accept his younger
brother, is still “always with the father.”
When we are tempted not to listen to the
other and even to treat the other within as an
outsider, we need to remember that in Luke
15 the father’s unconditional love and his
openness to dialogue remain extended to
both sons.

‘¢ Especially helpful here are Walter
Brueggemann’s reflections on how the biblical
witness undercuts the popular dichotomy
between evangelism and social action and
discourages such “ideological labelling
language” as liberal and conservative. See
Biblical Perspectives on Evangelism: Living in
a Three-Storied Universe (Nashville:
Abingdon, 1993), 43-44.

“7See for example, David P. Moessner,
Lord of the Banquet: The Literary and
Theological Significance of the Lukan Travel
Narrative (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1989), 159;
and Jack T. Sanders, “Tradition and Redaction
in Luke XV.11-32,” New Testament Studies
15 (1968): 438.

“*John A. Darr, On Building Character:
The Reader and the Rhetoric of Characteriza-
tion in Luke-Acts (Louisville: Westminster/
John Knox, 1992), 108-110.

* Charles Carlston, “Reminiscence and
Redaction in Luke 15:11-32,” JBL 94 (1975):
390.

%0“The Prodigal Gentile and His Jewish
Christian Brother, Lk 15, 11-32,” The Four
Gospels; Festschrift Frans Neirynck (Leuven:
Leuven University Press, 1992), 1622-24.
Raisenan adds, “It is difficult to maintain a
one-to-one correspondence between a group in
Luke’s textual world and some real-world
group of his time.” Like the lost son, the older
son is an “oscillating figure” (f.n. 59, p. 1625).
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My parents, who came to this country in
1948 after surviving the Nazi madness,
brought me up with two contradictory mes-
sages: “Be a good Jew” and “Be a good
American.” For the last twenty five years I
have lived among Lutherans as a Lutheran
and yetI have always felt like and been “the
other.” What a strange phrase, “the other.”
‘What makes “the other” other?

I first remember hearing about “the
other” when I was six years old. My family
sat at the Passover seder as my father re-
peated the ancient words: “Avodim
hawyeenulL’ Phaarow B’ Mitzraim....” Pha-
rach was “the other.” He was the one who
had enslaved the Jewish people. He was
opposed to God and was thereby evil. But
God had been victorious over him. We
children were told that Pharaoh and his
army had been drowned. God had delivered
Israel from bondage. Had God not de-
stroyed “the other,” my father said, then we
and our children and our children’s children
would still be slaves to Pharaoh in Egypt.
At the seder table we read through the ten
plagues which God had imposed upon
Egypt. My father would mournfully go
through the list: Dom, Zifardaya, Kinim,
Arov, Dever, Shecheen, choshech.... Ma-

kos Bechoroth. The list always ended with
the killing of the first born. God through an
emissary had killed all the first born chil-
dren of “the other.” During the seder my
father stopped at this point to remind us that
Jews do not celebrate the death of our en-
emies. He reminded us that every death
leaves a blemish on God’s memory.

As I read Carol’s paper I wanted to
agree with her and to believe that religion
and dialogue can go together, but, alas, I
come away unsure that they can or that they
even ought to. Why?

In a recent issue of the journal Com-
mentary, leaders and scholars within the
Jewish community were asked to comment
on the topic: “What Do American Jews
Believe?” One of the responders noted that
American Jews disagree on almost all is-
suessaveone: “They donotbelieveinJesus
as the Messiah.” On this question there is
no debate. There is no desire to debate,
discuss, or dialogue about the legitimacy of
Jesus as the messiah. But can’t we have a
“civil” discussion about Jesus? No. The
issue is closed. If Jews and Christians sit
down to talk, they may converse about all
sorts of issues of common concern. Butcan
they actually talk about that issue which
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he fact of

the matter
is that everyone is open
except where they are
closed.

most divides them? Are Jews ready to
entertain the possibility that they have been
wrong for 2000 years and that Jesus is the
messiah? For that matter, are Christians
ready to examine the possibility that calling
Jesus “Lord” is an act of idolatry? A dia-
logue between “others” which avoids dis-
cussion of the core differences may be a
dialogue which advances understanding and
compassion. Yet such a dialogue does not
get at the heart of what makes “the other” a
threat. “The truly other” is a threat to the
extent that “the other” calls into question
that core visceral truth which binds me at
the root.

The story of God and Pharaoh and the
agreement of most contemporary Jews that
Jesus is not the Christ are similar. Both
stories have to do with communal commit-
ments to certain truths about “the other”
without which the center of that community
could no longer cohere. Is the same true for
Lutherans? Are there certain truths which
are not debatable? Are there givens which
Ido not hold but which hold me within their
grip? Are there certain truths which are
beyond mere intellectual assent? Indeed,
there are certain truths that exist in the
viscera of a person which seem to be be-
yond debate.

I am not pleased with what I have just
written. Iam an American who has been

trained to cherish openness, tolerance, “live
and let live,” and the individual right to
choose the expression of religion that works
for them. Like Carol, I too am not a moral
absolutist. YetI find in myself certain core
beliefs which I am not interested in debat-
ing. A true dialogue is where both parties
come to listen, to understand, and to risk
being changed by the other. Iask myselfin
what areas I am willing to listen, under-
stand, and risk being changed. There are
many areas where I am quite “open.” Most
of these are areas where I am confused and
am eager to hear discussion, believe that a
legitimate diversity of opinion exists, or
just don’t care. ‘

Butthereare those discussions in which
I find I cannot participate because in my
mind there is nothing to discuss. Iteach a
class at Augustana called “After Ausch-
witz: The Shoah and Christian Faith.” Dur-
ing the final days of the semester last year,
a student raised his hand, seemed quite
upset, and asked why, throughout the class,
we had only dealt with what the Germans
had done to the Jews. What about what the
Jews did that caused the Germans to exter-
minate them? The student asked, “What
about the other side?” Iheard myself trying
to explain that there was no other side, that
the mass extermination of a million chil-
dren could not be justified. The student
wanted a dialogue. He wanted to converse
and he saw me as not willing to allow it. He
wasright. I was not interested in dialoguing
about or debating this question.

At the heart of every religious tradition
are certain visceral truths about which there
is no other side. Religious traditions are
primarily concerned about “truth” and not
the toleration of a diversity of contradictory
“truths.” The danger of really listening to
the “other” may be that you will leave your
owntradition and join the other. The “other”
may be thrilled at your openness and sensi-
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tivity, but the tradition which you leave will
usually not applaud your discovery that
their tradition does not work for you. When
I became a Christian my parents declared
me to be dead. To this day Jewish tradition
is roundly ashamed of and condemns con-
version to Christianity by Jews. You can
meet the other. You can understand the
other. But are you willing to be viscerally
changed? This is our dilemma. What do
you do when your child leaves your neigh-
borhood to visita foreign neighborhood and
discovers that he or she prefers to live there
rather than with you? Are we prepared to
declare a policy of “open boundaries” be-
tweenreligions, even the monotheistic ones?
Are we ready to celebrate the possible reli-
gious conversions or syncretisms which are
already occurring as a result of the freedom
to religiously migrate as the individual
chooses? The fact of the matter is that
everyone is open except where they are
closed.

There is no real discussion to be had
about the centrality of Torah or about the
divinity of Jesus. For mostJews and Chris-
tians the matteris settled. There arerealand
fundamental differences between the reli-
gions which all manner of conversation,
tolerance, and good will cannot ameliorate.
‘We may choose to emphasize those things
which unite us as opposed to those that
divide us. This is not true dialogue but an
evasion of it.

A final word about Pharaoh: Speaking
of Pharaoh is a witness to the power of
memory. Jews are who they are in part
because they remember that God rescued
them from the power of Pharaoh. Jews do
not celebrate his death, but they understand
the justice of it. Varying communities of
Lutherans have memories, S00 years worth.
Which memories and stories do they keep
telling and which do they put aside as not
essential? Modern Israel made peace with

Egyptbecause memory isimportantbutitis
not all there is. When should memory keep
us from “the other,” and when should it
propel us to speak to “the other?”

Asregards the internal “other,” it seems
that Lutherans like Jews are blessed and
condemned to wrestle with the question of
identity. “What does it really mean to be
Lutheran?” Lutherans love to argue with
other Lutherans about who is really Luther-
an. Over the course of a quarter of acentury,
I have heard Norwegian Lutherans tell me
that “the church really declined when we let
the Germansin.” Of course other Lutherans
have told me that the church has never
really been right since the Swedes got in.
And still others are suspicious of all these
Hispanics and blacks getting in, not to men-
tion a stray Jew here and there. And still
others want to blame the “gnostic femi-
nists” at headquarters in Chicago, or the
“Shiite Lutherans” who meet at St. Olaf
every summer beating themselves with the
confessions, or on a still vaguer note, some
scream of “the Judas within the church”
thatis destroying us from within. A word of
caution to all Lutheran insiders: Note:
There is always someone somewhere within
the church who sees you as an “other” who
is not “really” Lutheran. For all of our talk
about grace and inclusivity we do not ap-
pear to be very gracious or inclusive.

But why all the labels for each other?
Why do we hurt each other so much with
our words of accusation and condemna-
tion? Are we just being cantankerous, stub-
born, or determined to act in a manner
which would disappoint God? I think not.
We are a community that cares about the
truth of what we believe. And because we
care we argue with each other. At the core
of what it means to be Lutheran are these
three affirmations:

We confess that:
1. At the heart of the universe there is
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one who is for us and not against us.

2. Whether we live or whether we die
we are the Lord’s.

3. The Christian has no option except
to stand with those in pain.

hange with-

out memory
begets religious and
moral relativism.

On these three points Lutherans would
agree. The question is, How do we best
affirm these three faith commitments? And
what do we do when we live in a culture
where people are encouraged as individuals
to pick and choose how they will work out
their religious commitments? And whatdo
we do when we hear that there are many
different ways to be Lutheran? And what
do you do with someone like me who shows
up with questions that threaten the status
quo?

An example: Idid my doctoral disser-
tation on the psalms of lament. After com-
pleting my degree, I lectured at various
venues in the church. Many pastors at-
tended my lectures, were interested, threat-
ened, challenged, and did truly dialogue
with me. They seemed to agree that the
Israelitesused laments to address God. They
agreed thateven Jesus’ last words in at least
two gospels was a lament. Invariably when
our sessions were over I asked the pastors
how many of them would now go back and
add a prayer of lament to the Lutheran
Sunday morning service? No one said he
would. I was puzzled. We had just dia-
logued over this issue. Why not use it in

your praying? The pastors told me again
that though they found the tradition fasci-
nating, they could not see themselves going
up to the altar and raising questions and
complaints before God. I even suggested
giving the questions a Lutheran twist by
chanting them, butstill they declined. Why?
They would not be changed because they
could not be changed without violating
something quite deep within them. They
could lament to God in private, but to pub-
licly chastise God was impossible.

One of the dilemmas for the ELCA is
figuring out how to be faithful to its Luther-
an tradition in America. When I first be-
came a Christian I had a talk with the then
district president of the Southeast Minne-
sotadistrict of ALC, Elmo Agrimson. Itold
Elmo that I was not sure whether or where
I belonged in this church. He said, “That’s
o.k., they don’t know what to do with you
either.” Iam anoutsider in your midst. Iam
a stranger in your midst. The book of
Deuteronomy commands us to “Love the
stranger.” But I have discovered that as a
stranger I threaten people. I raise questions
about the soul of the Lutheran Church after
Auschwitz. Iraise questions about what the
connection is between justification by grace
and the murder of a million and half chil-
dren in the midst of Christian Europe. I
raise questions about the hymns, the creeds,
the liturgy, the bishops, and the way we
interpret the Bible. When I speak, inevita-
bly someone asks me, “Well, if you are so
unhappy with us, why don’t you leave?”

The problem for Lutherans is that now
there are many of us “others” who have
come into the church. We come from other
traditions, Christian and non-Christian. We
bring difficult questions that may open is-
sues the church prefers not to deal with. So
what does one do with the “other?” On the
one hand the church may hope that these
outsiders will not all be like Haar. Or the
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church can try to listen to all the needs,
complaints, questions and suggestions of
the outsiders and allow themselves to be
transformed into something which they are
not. Or—and this is my suggestion—the
church can remember whoitis and whose it
is. The Baal Shem Tov teaches that “in
memory lies redemption.” If the church
will remember where it has come from, then
it will not be frightened of the questions.
There is more power in the questions than in
the answers tothose questions! If thechurch
remembers its confessional commitments it
will not cringe at the word “holocaust” but
will examine its very soul to see with open
eyes what went wrong in those days.

Iclose with three suggestions about the
church and the other:

1. The church will have to listen to the
other, but the other will have to listen to the
church. We must teach the church not only
to believe but to think the faith. Dialogue is
no longer an option. It is a necessity. Dia-
logue is a risk. It is not merely friendly
conversation or “sharing the faith.” If you
bother to listen to “the other” you may
discover that “the other” isright and you are
wrong. Am I willing to listen? Am I too
scared to listen? When have I stopped
listening?

2. The church must be ready to defend
its memories and its stories, biblical and
traditional, when they are faithful to the
gospel, but also be willing to change even
its most cherished beliefs when those be-
liefs are shown to be poisonous and con-
trary to the gospel. Words like “Semper
Reformanda” and “Sola Gratia” are not
merely patriotic slogans buta witness to the
integrity and humility of the church. To
remember and to reform are both inextrica-
bly wed at the heart of the church. Memory
without change begets idolatry. Change
without memory begetsreligious and moral
relativism.

3. The church must know that evil is
real. After Auschwitz we can no longer be
naive about the capacity for evil inside the
human being. Bonhoeffer came to believe
that there was a time to kill “the other.”
Was he right? Was he wrong? Pharaoh, it
turns out, is not just a metaphor. He is real.
The other is not automatically to be toler-
ated or accommodated. Neither can the
church run from the other.

“Love the stranger,” says the text. The
problem lies in the discenment. To which
“other” shall we speak? How shall we
speak to “the other?” When isitappropriate
not to speak? Which “other” do we listen
to? And which “other” do we not listen to?
Hidden in these questions lies the future of
the church. May the questions go with you
and not leave you alone!
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At the end of 20th century, it has become
apparent to many that the question of the
“other,” “others” and the “different” is per-
haps one of the most perplexing and chal-
lenging issues of our time. The reasons are
many. The spread of modern communica-
tion technology, globalization of economy,
migration of people from continent to con-
tinent, increased awareness and knowledge
of other peoples, religions and cultures, are
some factors that have transformed our world
from a set of self-contained tribes and na-
tions into a global city or international me-
tropolis, affirming the unity and interde-
pendency of the human race. And yet, the
closer humanity’s unity, the most power-
fully we have come to experience its diver-
sity. The “others”—persons of another
race, another culture, another religion, an-
other economic status, and so on—are no
longer distant to us; we see them daily on
television or interact with them on our com-
puter screens, pass by them on our streets.
They are our neighbors and colleagues,
some of them even our spouses or part of
our family. The others are among us; they
are part of us, yet they remain others, often
pushed to the margins. How should we
relate to them? Should we celebrate their
difference and support it, or should we
bemoan and suppressit? Oursociety seems

deeply perplexed by the question of the
place of the “other” in our various worlds,
and this perplexity frequently takes the form
of polite posturing which either isolates or
assimilates “the other,” thereby denying
real “otherness.”

The seriousness of the issue is best
illustrated from history in Tzvetan Todor-
ov’s book, The Conquest of America: The
Question of the Other. From the days of
Columbus through the conquest, the Euro-
pean conquerorsconsidered the native popu-
lation of Mesoamerica (Mexico and Carib-
bean) either as identical to themselves and
therefore assimilated them or as different
from themselves and therefore inherently
inferior. “Whatis denied is the existence of
human substance truly other, something
capable of being not merely an imperfect
state of oneself.”* The invaders were able to
do what they did because of their refusal to
recognize the native populations as having
the same rights as themselves but different
from themselves. The conquest revealed
human alterity but it led to rejection. In
perceiving the other as inferior and unequal

'Tzvetan Todorov, The Conquest of
America: The Question of the Other (San
Francisco: Harper, 1984), 42.
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to themselves the invaders succeeded in
bringing about much destruction and hu-
man suffering.

That the question of the “other” per-
sists even at the end of 20th century is
hardly surprising. Withourincreased aware-
ness of the issues of gender, race, class,
culture, and religion we have come to real-
ize the acute dilemmas that pluralism poses
for our society. Pluralism is no longer the
old philosophical question about the One
and Manyj; it has become a concrete day-to-
day dilemma occasioned by the encounter
of mutually conflicting worldviews and
philosophies. It concerns the question of
planetary human coexistence. This is clear
from the fact that “pluralism,” “the other,”
and “the different” have emerged as central
categories across all the major disciplines,
including theology. David Tracy, in several
of his recent writings, has noted that the
contemporary turn to the other in theology
corresponds to the quintessential turn to the
other in Postmodern thought, that seeks to
account for those from other cultures and
those excluded from the grand narratives of
the dominant culture. This turn represents
the unmasking of the social-evolutionary
narrative of modernity as ultimately an im-
plausible reading of human history together.?

In a similar way, in the introduction to
their book Reconstructing Christian Theol-
ogy, Rebecca Chopp and Mark Lewis Tay-
lor speak about five important “discursive
shifts” in contemporary theology. By “dis-
cursive shifts” they mean “recent and per-
suasive changes in contemporary setting
that have fundamentally altered theological
discourse, that is, the way in which theolo-
giansreflect, talk and act.” Predictably, the
shifts they identify are all related to the
issue of the other: (1) the increasing rejec-
tion of the heroic ideal of “melting pot” in
the United States and the emergence of the
image of the “mosaic or the collage” of

different faces and voices; (2) the crises
related to the survival of the earth, the
physical abuse of women and children, ra-
cial and sexual discrimination, and eco-
nomic injustice and exploitation; (3) the
emergence of Post-Modern culture that val-
ues plurality, ambiguity, fragmentation and
openness over against objectivism and
univocity characteristic of Modemity; (4)
the emerging post-colonial sensibilities that
challenge the economic, cultural, and po-
litical imperialism fostered by the Modern
West; and, lastly, (5) the current turn to
world religions by theologians interested in
dialogue.

All these discursive shifts with regard
to the “other” indicate the changes occur-
ring all around us and how important the
category of the “other” has become in theo-
logical reflection. How one should proceed
to develop a proper theological understand-
ing of the other or a “theology of otherness”
is far more complex than simple identifica-
tion of the issue or the issues involved.
Before I proceed to offer some theological
perspectives, it would be helpful, at the
outset, to take note of some general theories
of the other.

Some theories of the other

It hardly needs to be emphasized that the
social and cultural awareness of the “other”
is surely as old as humankind. All human
societies through the ages have devised
ways of distinguishing or counter-distin-
guishing themselves from surrounding

2David Tracy, “Theology and the Many
Faces of Postmodernity,” Theology Today 51
(April 1994):104; and “The Hidden God: The
Divine Other of Liberation,” Cross Currents,
46 (Spring 1996): 5-16.

3Reconstructing Christian Theology, ed.
Rebecca S. Chopp and Mark Lewis Taylor
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996), 3-10.
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peoples. Historians and cultural anthro-
pologists have long recognized that the dis-
tinction essentially consists of two pairs of
binary opposition: human/not human and
welthey. These pairs of binary opposition
are usually correlated, i.e., we = human;
they = not human. Indeed the distinction
between “us” and “them” is not a modern
phenomenon but presentinour earliest writ-
ten records.* It is a widely established
ethnographic fact that ancient tribal societ-
ies called themselves “human” and referred
to others as “not human” or “monkeys,
crocodiles or malign spirits.” Such cul-
tural theories of the other surely do serve the
purposes of self-affirmation and boundary
building, but further reflection would indi-
cate that the problem of conceiving the
other is more complex than that.

The fact that peoples universally en-
title or name themselves and others is an
important semantic element in any theory
of the other. A society’s capacity to nomi-
nate others as human or nonhuman, equal or
unequal, superior or inferior, is evidence of
a society’s sense of singularity. The lan-
guage a society uses and the terminology it
invents to describe and classify those be-
sides itself, along with the social action
such language entails, are primary clues to
its self-understanding. Peoples designated
as “them” are so often neighbors, and this
highlights the component of social proxim-
ity in any society’s conception of the other.
Devising a notion of the other is an essential
requisite to the establishment of any society
and is as much a matter of imagination as of
confrontation. For this reason, every cul-
ture develops constructs of the other to set
itself apart, whether in terms of other worlds
(divine or extraterrestrial), other eras (past
or future), other languages, other cultures,
etc. But when multiple groups inhabit the
same or adjoining space and when they are
too much alike, the specification of differ-

ence becomes an urgent necessity. Thus
the most critical feature of otherness pre-
supposes familiarity and reciprocity.
“Otherness,” then is more than a de-
scriptive category indicating social distance.
It is essentially a situational or relational
category. Something is “other” only with
respect to something “else.” When the
otherisabsolutely differentit seldom evokes
much theoretical interest. JonathanZ. Smith
has shown that in anthropological studies
the aboriginal Amerindian became a figure
of high theoretical interest only when he
was thought of as being “in-between”—
neither the well-known citizen of the fabled
“Indies,” nor a separate species of man.
Amerindian culture became a subject of
intense study and speculation in the later
half of the 18th century precisely to the
degree that it was seen as revelatory of
Europeans’ own past.® Stated differently,
the other may be perceived “like-us” or “‘not
like-us,” s/he is most problematic when s/
heis “too much like-us” or when s/he claims
to “be-us.” “Otherness” thus becomes a
matter of relative rather than absolute dif-
ference. When the other is perceived as the
“proximate other,” there emerges a real
urgency of a “theory of the other.” This is
the case because “otherness” is arelativistic
category in as much as it is necessarily a
term of interaction. The urgency for atheory
of the other is called forth not by the require-
ment to place the “other,” but rather to
situate ourselves. The difference between

4Jonathan Z. Smith, “What a Difference a
Difference Makes,” in To See Ourselves as
Others See us: Christians, Jews, “Others” in
Late Antiquity, ed. Jacob Neusner and Ernst
Frerichs (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1985), 16.

5William Scott Green, “Otherness
Within: Toward a Theory of Difference in
Rabbinic Judaism,” in To See Ourselves as
Others See Us, 49-50.

6 Smith, “What a Difference,” 47.
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“us” and “them” becomes not simply a
matter of comparison to be noted; it is, most
often, something in which one has a stake.
It entails some sort of hierarchical ordering
orranking and thus the other emerges as a
political category as well.

It should be further noted that charac-
terization of others in every society is an
exercise in caricature or a feat of exaggera-
tion. After all, neighboring peoples do not
establish themselves as others, nor do they
call themselves monkeys or crocodiles.
Rather they are so contrived by others. A
society does not simply discover its others;
it fabricates them by selecting, isolating,
and emphasizing an aspect of another
people’s life and making it symbolize their
difference. To evoke the significant dispar-
ity of which otherness is composed, the
symbol must correspond powerfully to the
naming society’s own sense of distinctive-
ness. Symbols and perceptions of the other
are not arbitrary or neutral labels. To be
revealing and meaningful they must reach
the inside of the culture of the people who
employ it, correlate to some piece of them-
selves that they believe prominently dis-
plays who they are, and induce response,
perhaps fear or disgust, but also perhaps
envy and respect. A society’s construal of
the other therefore serves not only to certify
divergence and discontinuity but also to
reshape the naming society’s picture of
itself, to expose its vulnerability and pro-
voke reflection of the reality of otherness
within. Caricaturing others as crocodiles
implies an awareness that “we were, or
could have been, or might yet be crocodiles
too.””

These general observations drawn from
social and cultural anthropology suggest
that theories of the other serve not merely to
erect and guard cultural boundaries and
maintain social distance (tokeep the “croco-
diles” out, so to speak), but rather such

theories are also means by which societies
explore their internal ambiguities and vul-
nerabilities, experiment with alternate val-
ues and symbols, and question their own
structures and mechanisms. In other words,
any theory of the other invariably involves
a theory of the self or self-identity.

Christian identity and the
other

From the beginning of the Christian church,
otherness was an integral aspect of Chris-
tian ethnic and cultural identity. The first
strangers of whom early Christians spoke
were themselves. They chose to designate
themselves explicitly as “aliens and exiles”
(1 Pet 2:11). These metaphors in course of
time became central to Christian self-un-
derstanding.® They were of course appro-
priated from the Hebrew scripture: Abra-
ham was called to go from his country, his
kindred, and his father’s house (Gen 12:1);
his grandchildren and their children be-
came “aliens in the land of Egypt” (Lev
19:34). His later descendants as a nation
were forced to live as exiles during the time
of Babylonian captivity, and, even when
they lived securely in their own land, Yah-
weh their God expected them to be different
from the nations that surrounded them.
However, at the root of Christian self-
understanding as aliens and exiles lies not
simply the history of the Hebrew people of
God as the destiny of Jesus Christ, his
mission, his rejection which brought him to
the cross. “He came to what was his own,
and his own people did not accept him” (Jn
1:11; cf. Lk 9:59). He was stranger to the

7Green, “Otherness Within,” 50.

8See Gustav Stahlin, “xenos,” in Theo-
logical Dictionary of the New Testament, ed.
Gerhard Kittel, vol. 5 (Grand Rapids: Eerd-
mans Publishing Co., 1967): 28-32.
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world because the world into which he
came was estranged from God, and so it is
with his followers. The believer was “not to
be conformed” (1 Pet 1:14) to the expecta-
tions of the world even when people are
“surprised that you no longer join them” (1
Pet4:4). Christians are born of the Spirit (Jn
3:8) and are, therefore, not “from the world”
but, like Jesus Christ, chosen from God (cf.
Jn 15:19). Itis therefore not an option for
Christians to be alien in their own culture;
the “difference” from one’s own culture or
the concrete “world” one inhabits is essen-
tial to Christian cultural identity.

The “difference” Christian self-under-
standing advocates, however, is not meant
to be a form of distancing from the world or
acall for Christian exclusivism. Difference
from a culture can easily degenerate into a
simple flight from that culture. In Christian
self-understanding, being alien and an exile
is a way of living in and for the world. In
biblical terminology, the realm and reign of
God are notof this world, but they are inand
Sfor this world. Difference must involve be-
longing as belonging must involve critical
distance. Christians who live as strangers
and aliens in the world can not be oblivious
of others, strangers and aliens in their midst.

In the New Testament, compassionate
acceptance of the stranger isabiblical theme

that is frequently commented upon in the
accounts of Jesus’ ministry. The most no-
table is the parable of the Good Samaritan
(Lk 10:29-37). Here the stranger is the one
who is a neighbor to the one beaten down by
robbers, and the positive paradigm of the
story. In this early Christian story the cliché
about the stranger, who devalues and does
not care about his reputation before God
and others, is shattered. Similarly, accord-
ing to the story of the healing of the ten
lepers (Lk 17:11-18), it was the foreigner,
the Samaritan, who alone returned to give
thanks. Again the humility of the stranger
isacknowledged by Jesus. Another impor-
tant text in the New Testament is Mt 25:35,
38. Here again the strangers are among
those who need help (the hungry, thirsty,
naked, sick and imprisoned). The needs of
the stranger are to be met justas the needs of
the suffering. Indifference and distance
from strangers and others are inadmissible.

The very “othemess” of Christian iden-
tity therefore paradoxically pushes the Chris-
tian to acknowledge strangers and show
hospitality to them (Rom 12:13). This is
possible for the Christian in view of the fact
that the Christian now belongs to the “new
creation.” AsPauldeclareditin2Cor5:17:
“So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new
creation.” The rebirth of a person by the
Spirit is nothing less than an anticipation of
the eschatological new creation of God, a
gathering of the whole people of God and of
all the cultural treasures that have been
dispersed among the nations. Biblical writ-
ings place a strong emphasis on the ultimate
formation of an eschatological community
thatis drawn fromevery tribe, tongue, people
and nation in which will be displayed the
cultural wealth and glory of the peoples of
the earth (Isa 2:2-4, 25:6-10; Rev 5:9-10,
21:22-26). By the working of the Spirit that
future universal event becomes a concrete
reality in each believer. One consequence
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of the re-creation of a person by the Spiritis
that s/he can no longer be thought of apart
from the rich and complex reality of the new
creation. The Christian personality is a
personality enriched by otherness, an exist-
ence that is what it is only because all
differentiated otherness of the new creation
has been reflected in it in a particular way.
As aresult of being born of the Spirit, the
“difference” the Christian experiences from
one’s own culture does not lead to isolation
butrather creates space in mefor the other.?
Only in acknowledging difference can I be
enriched so that I in tum can enrich the
culture to which I belong. Christian exist-
ence thus becomes a particular reflection of
the totality of others and hence there is no
room for exclusivism. Christians then are
not simply aliens to their own culture; they
are aliens who are at home in every culture.

The Christian acknowledgment of dif-
ference therefore is not a posture of
exclusivism nor is it indifferent relativism.
Christian response to pluralism then is not
amatter of de facto recognition of plurality,
diversity and variety in our midst or one of
developing a comprehensive and tolerant
vision of the world. The Christian does not
simply recognize otherness as otherness but
secks to be enriched by it. It implies a
positive acceptance of difference—an ac-
ceptance which neither forces the differ-
ence into an artificial unity nor alienates the
other by reductionistic manipulations. In
saying so, we are faced with a crucial ques-
tion whether Christian affirmation of other-
ness leads to indiscriminate affirmation of
all othemess. Otherness surely involves
incommensurable claims and perspectives
that stubbornly refuse to be dissolved in a
peaceful synthesis and there are evil things
that masquerade in the name of the other
demanding acknowledgment. Here our un-
derstanding of pluralism and otherness
needs to be carefully delineated and sorted

out. Positive acceptance of the othercan not
mean tolerance of human intolerance, tor-
ture, rape, murder, dictatorship, nationalis-
ticidolatry, racial supremacy, “‘ethnic cleans-
ing” and the like. A Christian existence that
indiscriminately accepts suchevil would be
grotesque. Indeed there are situations where
affirming otherness imposes certain limita-
tions and entails making value judgments.

Difference that results from being born
of the Spirit surely entails a judgment, a
judgment against the demons and evils of
our own culture and of all cultures. There
can be no new creation without judgment,
without the expulsion of the devil, the beast
and the false prophet (Rev 20:10). Partici-
pation in the new creation invariably in-
volves struggle against the various evils and
powers that assault it. Christian existence
that is transformed by the Spirit of the new
creation is always engaged in the transfor-
mation of the world.'® The biblical concepts
of “judgment” and “discernment” invari-
ably accompany this process.

Put differently, Christian acknowledg-
ment of pluralism and otherness does not
eliminate conflict or tensions altogether,
for it actually compels us take a stance, an
appropriate posture, in the effective pres-
ence of the other. This is generally true
when mutually incompatible faiths encoun-
terone another in pluralistic societies. There
are bound to be profound differences and

°T have found the theological reflection
on “ethnic cleansing” in the Balkan context by
Miroslv Volf as very insightful. I have used
some of his insights in this essay; see “Exclu-
sion and Embrace: Theological Reflections in
the Wake of “Ethnic Cleansing,” in Journal of
Ecumenical Studies 29 (Spring 1992): 230-48.

1°See Walter Wink’s analysis of the
powers of the world: Engaging the Powers,
Discernment and Resistance in a World of
Domination (Minneapolis: Fortress Press,
1992).
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insoluble conflict of ultimate values be-
tween followers of different faiths that place
the Christian on the horns of a dilemma:
fidelity to one’s faith commitments and
openness to the claims of the other. How-
ever, this commitment-openness tension can
only be resolved in the actual meeting with
people of other faiths and in theologically
informed reflection on that encounter.
Surely, to meet and to greet persons of
different faiths demands considerable sort-
ing out of “different differences,” to use
Paul Sponheim’s phrase.! This is a highly
complex task involving considerable en-
gagement in dialogue. The purpose of dia-
logue is not the development of an apolo-
getic structure or a theological hypothesis
which enables us to “place” the other in our
conceptual scheme, nor is it to produce a
mutually acceptable “middle way” or syn-
thesis in which differences are ignored and
the excess residue somehow siphoned off
and quietly forgotten. Dialogue literally
(the Greek preposition “dia”) means, “go-
ing through the logos,” a passing beyond
the words with which we articulate and
explain our collective and personal histo-
ries, stories and commitments. In dialogue
our myths and stories, our theologies and
philosophical conventions are laid open to
the parable which is the stranger.

It is helpful to emphasize that dialogue
is essentially an encounter between sub-
jects, not a discussion about objects. The
“other tradition,” previously an object of
polemic and suspicion, has to be seen incar-
nated in this person, a fellow subject in
dialogue. The moment the other becomes a
“you,” a subject, a human face, and not an
anonymous entity, the nature of the prob-
lem changes. At this point, the other be-
comes for me a source of revelation and
self-knowledge, no longer a self-projection
but the embodiment of a faith tradition from
which I can learn about myself.'> Authentic

dialogue can lead to mutual transformation
and an awareness that I cannot dismiss the
other from a unity which somehow encom-
passes both of useven though we are unable
to agree with (or often even understand) the
claimsand convictions of the other party. In
a religiously pluralistic society, a proper
Christian posture is learning to participate
in the life of another. Put differently, it is
learning to be guests, not hosts, in the midst
of people of other faiths.

Towards a theology of
embrace

A Christian perspective on the other neces-
sarily includes an ethical responsibility for
the other. It was the contribution of Em-
manuel Levinas, the Jewish philosopher,
who challenged the rationalistic and meta-
physical biases of Western philosophical
thought by bringing to our attention that we
always witness the other in “face-to-face”
relationships.> The naked vulnerability of
the other person, the sense that this person
speaks to us, the imperative to leave this
person alive and not to murder, constitute
for Levinas the basis of an ethics outside the
limitations of a totalizing thought. The face
of the other is not an empirical face, reduc-
ible to generalizations provided by sociol-
ogy or psychology. Rather, our sense of the
other’s vulnerability and need, together with
the other’s call to justice, represents the

"Paul R. Sponheim, Faith and the Other,
A Relational Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress
Press, 1993), 150.

12 Raimundo Panikkar, “The Myth of
Pluralism: The Tower of Babel—A Meditation
on Non-Violence,” in Cross Currents 29
(Summer 1979): 218.

3 Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and
Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority, trans.
Alphonso Lingis (Pittsburgh: Duquesene
University Press, 1969).
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“trace” of the Infinite. The face-to-face
encounter with the other which occasions
an encounter with the Infinite is a primor-
dial experience. This primordial experi-
ence constitutes our capacity to function as
human beings. Responding to the other’s
call leaves us infinitely concerned with the
other, and only by responding can we give
up our attitude of domination.

The metaphor of the ““face of the other”
delivers acommand: “do not kill me” or do
not annihilate the other, and reminds us of
the primordial murder, of Cain killing his
brother Abel (Gen4:8). Jesus too perceived
that Abel was first of the many innocent
people who have been slain (Mt 23:35).
This “No-to-the-other”' is the worst pos-
sible sin, the “sin of the world,” that is, the
original sin. This “No-to-Abel-as-other”
likewise was the offense of the priest and
the Levite in the parable of the Good Sa-
maritan (Lk 10:31-32). This “No-to-the-
other” has been the source of the anthropol-
ogy of domination and exclusion. Domina-
tion and exclusionare interconnected. This
hermeneutics of domination and subjuga-
tion was also at the root of the European
conquest of the Americas. Tzvetan Todorov,
whom I cited earlier, tells us that the Aztecs
could recognize and evaluate the small group
of Spanish soldiersled by Cortez only within
their own worldview. In contrast, the Euro-
peans had the capability of perceiving these
strange others in their otherness, of grasp-
ing them within the Aztecs’ own “system,”
so to speak. Yet, as we know, this grasping
of the others in their otherness did not serve
for their true acknowledgment; it was a
perception of the other in the interest of
sizing them up and outwitting them. What
this points to is a fundamental human prob-
lem: How do we deal with the other in
justice? It is a problem that has haunted
every society and culture. In fact, practical-
ly every civilization has reached its ascen-

dancy at the expense of some “marginal”
people: the goyim, the kafir, the infidel, the
pagan, the barbarian, the untouchable, the
women, the poor, the illiterate, the savage,
the black, the third world, and so on. The
other qua other has been frequently the
object of domination and subjugation.
The anthropology of domination is a
form of exclusion. The purpose of domina-
tion is to exclude others from scarce goods,
whether economic, social, or psychologi-
cal. Exclusion, as distinct from separation
and difference, is essentially a sin, a “No-
to-the-anthropologically-other.” It may be
more appropriate to name exclusion asasin
because so often it passes as virtue in soci-
ety. In Jesus’ own day, “sinners” were
primarily social outcasts, people who prac-
ticed despised trades, those who failed to
keep the law as interpreted by the religious
establishment, the Gentiles and the Samari-
tans. A pious person had to separate from
them; their presence defiled, because they
were defiled. Jesus’ very act of table fel-
lowship with social outcasts, a fellowship
that belonged to the central feature of his
ministry, turned this conception of sin on its
head: the real sinner is not the outcast but
the one who casts the other out. Jesus
denied the equation of holiness with exclu-
sion. He rejected the notion that external
things defile or pollute a person’s essential
being (Mk 7:15). As Water Wink has noted,
“Jesus distinguishes between those falsely
called sinners—who are in fact victims of
an oppressive system of exclusion—and
true sinners, whose evil is not ascribed to
them by others, but who have sinned from
the heart (Mk 7:21-23).! The exclusion of

1 See Enrique Dussel, A History of the
Church in Latin America, trans. Alan Neely
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing Co.,
1981), 8-9.

SWink, Engaging the Powers, 115-16.



Rajashekar. Faith and the Other: Theological Perspectives
EE—— e
‘ 438

the other from one’s heart and one’s world
is nothing but a contempt for the other, the
reverse side of pride. As in the story of the
prodigal son, the sinner was not only the
younger brother but also the elder brother—
the one who withheld an embrace and ex-
pected exclusion. Sin is a refusal to em-
brace the other in his/her otherness, a desire
to purge the other from one’s own world.
Exclusion of the other is also an exclusion
of God.

Is there a way out of this sin of domina-
tion and exclusion of the other and to adopt
a theology of embrace and acknowledg-
ment of the other? To speak of a theology
of embrace or a pronouncement of an“Yes-
to-the-other” is to enter into the domain of
Christian faith. A Christian acknowledg-
ment of the otherness of the other is hardly
possible without a prior acknowledgment
of the truly Other. After all, our “No-to-the-
anthropologically-other” is a form of “self-
deification” that culminates in idolatry,ina
“No-to-the creative-Other.” Itis important
to recognize two injunctions that surface
persistently in the Bible: one is to have no
strange gods; the otheris tolove the stranger.
These two injunctions are mutually related:
one loves the stranger in the name of the
Triune God, who loves strangers. This
Triune God is the center that regulates a
Christian relationship to otherness. Anni-
hilating the other is a denial of God’s
epiphany in the other.'¢ A gracious affirma-
tion of the other for the Christian is rooted
in the acknowledgment of God’s embrace
of humanity in Jesus Christ. The truly Other
enters into our world and experiences sin,
domination, and exclusion: “Thoughhe was
in the form of God,... [Jesus Christ] emptied
himself to assume the condition of a slave”
(Phil 2:6-7). The servant actually assumed
the sociopolitical, cultural, and economic
condition of the alienated, the excluded,
and the subjugated in order to demonstrate

the all embracing love of God. A theology
of embrace thus has no place for aversion to
the other but rather conversion to the Other.

The metaphor of embrace connotes a
double movement of aperture and closure.
In opening our arms we create space for the
other. The open arms are a sign of discon-
tent at being myself only and a desire to
include the other. They are an invitation to
other to come in and feel at home with me,
to belong with me. In an embrace we close
our arms around the other as well, not so
tightly so as to crush the other or assimilate
the other into myself—for that would not be
an embrace but a concealed power-act of
exclusion—but gently, so as to indicate our
affirmation and participation in the other-
ness of the other. In embracing the other,
others become part of our own true iden-
tity."” A theology of embrace creates com-
munities of embrace—places where the
power of domination and exclusion has
been broken and the Spirit’s act of new
creation becomes manifest, forging rich
identities that include the other.

¢ Dussel, A History of the Church in
Latin America, 8.

""The analogy of embrace is here drawn
from Miroslav Volf, “Exclusion and Em-
brace,” 247. This analogy may pose certain
difficulties in contexts where embracing the
other may be potentially misunderstood. Our
fear of the other or stranger is the source of
our exclusion of the other in society. The point
of the metaphor, however, is that “embrace”
includes embracing the collective histories of
the other and thus goes beyond individual
identities.
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I'have to confess ignorance of the key terms
of this conference: ‘“pluralism” and “the
Other.” I’'m not really certain I know what
pluralism means: it is an abstract concept
that is quite empty without particular con-
tent. Moreover, when one gives the con-
cept content, pluralism is neither singular
nor monolithic. Pluralism comes in many
sizes and shapes, and all pluralisms are not
equal. Therz isreligious pluralism, cultural
pluralism, seographic pluralism, and doc-
trinal pluralism. There are the pluralisms
born of race, gender, class, and ethnic back-
ground. There are the pluralisms generated
by divergent values, or competing truth
claims. There are the pluralisms engen-
dered by merging church bodies, different
traditions, and different understandings of a
single tradition. Indeed, one’s reaction to
pluralism mightbe celebration, aversion, or
exasperation, depending upon the kind of
pluralism to which one isreacting. Whether
pluralism bears problem or promise, or some
more ambiguous mixture of both, depends
upon the kind of pluralism to which one is
referring.

In the midst of all these pluralisms, I
want to ask two questions and make a plea.
The first question is this: Which of the
above pluralisms—alist that does not claim
to be exhaustive—are most threatening to
us as a church today? The second question:
Does our religious heritage, itself a coat of
many colors, give us any clues for dealing
with the various pluralisms that “compass
us about”? The plea is even more urgent:
Let’s try to be concrete and specific in all of
our talk about pluralism.

I confess equal uncertainty about the
Other, who that is, and the whole process of
designating Someone or Something Else as
Other. There is Emmanuel Levinas’ Other,
with whom I am face-to-face and for whom
I bear ultimate responsibility. There is
Luther’s Other, whom he designates, with
possible exceptions of Turk and Jew, as
“neighbor” and regards as bearing the face
of Christ. I'll be Other in Californiaby the
year 2000, when amajority of the citizens in
my state will no longer have English as their
first language. Then there is my friend, a
white woman and seminary professor doing
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field work in an Afro-Caribbean Pentecos-
tal church in Waterloo, Canada. She’s not
an Other to me, but she was suddenly un-
masked as Other when sitting, as she usu-
ally does, with an eight-year-old during a
service the Sunday a cadre of white Pente-
costal ministers visited. Curious about the
visitors, the youngster turned to my friend
and marveled: “And you must know them
all!” Who is the Other in this picture? Are
all Others as homogeneous as they might
appear to the one doing the designating?
Otherness depends on context, presumes a
homogeneity that may not exist, and raises
the question: Who gets to do the designat-
ing? Here again, I plead for attention to
context, concreteness, and some critical in-
quiry into the process of designation.

Whatever we mean by pluralism and
the Other, I’'m convinced the reality behind
them is what really scares us. Perhaps it is
the same one William Butler Yeats de-
scribed in “The Second Coming™:

Turning and turning in the widening gyre
The falcon cannot hear the falconer;
Things fall apart; the center cannot hold;
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,
The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and
everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is drowned;
The best lack all conviction, while the worst
Are full of passionate intensity.’

The words aim to unsettle us, no less now
than when they were written over 75 years
ago. Now, as then, we ask: Does the center
hold? Indeed, what is the center?

One of the problems and the possibili-
ties of pluralism for a crowd of teaching
theologians is the de-centering of what we
know and how we know it. Traditional
ideologies that shaped the academic disci-
plines demanded that the scholar assume a
posture of detachment and a standpoint

outside reality, in order better to observe,
objectify, and closely “read” it. Canons of
scholarship dictated a detached and dis-
tanced scholarly stance and exiled the
scholar from the objective referents of the
text. The resultant product was judged by
its ability to answer all questions, withstand
all challenges, and speak with a monolithic
voice.

This ideology and its accompanying
setofexpository conventions have crumbled
in the humanities and the social sciences, as
scholars question the objectivity of their
vision: how much depends on who’s doing
the looking; how much depends on where
you’re located; how much depends on what
you can actually see from that location;
how much or how little all that finally adds
up to.

Accordingly, four aspects of this epis-
temological shift surface with disturbing
clarity: apositioned subject,situated knowl-
edge, partial truths, and various centers, or
multiple points of view.?

1. A positioned subject modestly sup-
plants the omniscient observer. What is
seen depends on who’s doing the looking,
and no earthling can claim the God’s eye
view. Rather, she sees through lenses ground
and fitted by background, culture, and up-
bringing.?

2. Acknowledging what realtors have
long known, i.e., the importance of loca-
tion, location, location, situated knowledge

'William Butler Yeats, Selected Poems
and Two Plays of William Butler Yeats, ed. M.
L. Rosenthal (New York: Collier Books,
1962), 91.

2For a more extended treatment of these
topics, see my “Truths of Vision and Visions
of Truth,” dialog 34:2 (Spring, 1995), 92-98.

3For a look at how this subjectivity has
impacted the field of anthropology, see Renato
Rosaldo’s Culture and Truth: The Remaking
of Social Analysis (Boston: Beacon, 1993).
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supplants boasts of comprehensive scope.
What we see depends quite literally on our
point-of-view.*

3. Partial truths challenge all claims to
“the whole truth and nothing but.” James
Clifford tells of a Cree Indian testifying in a
Canadian court to protect his homeland and
hunting grounds from industrial develop-
ment. When asked to tell “the truth, the
whole truth, and nothing but the truth,” he
paused, then said. “I’mnotsureIcantell the
truth.... I canonly tell what Iknow.”™ What
we see depends on what’s visible from that
point-of-view.

4. Finally, like theater-in-the round,
there are various points of view: no single
spectator can watch every scene from all
seats simultaneously.® Our final view of
the play depends on how closely we’ve
monitored the reactions of those who have
a better view.

These four shifts urge an attention to
context, to particulars, to concreteness. Ac-
cordingly, they question abstractions; they
challenge universals; they deconstruct to-
talizing scenarios.

While these four shifts account foralot
of discomfort in academic circles, I wonder
if they should not be yesterday’s news for
people of faith. The Book of Job talks
eloquently about the positioned subject, as
YHWH repositions Job from privilege and
power to a dung heap in order to test his
faith. Read both accounts of the story of
creation for an ancient exercise in situated
knowledges. The location of two very dif-
ferent authors shapes what each imagines,
sees, and writes. Could the apostle Paul
have spoken about the partiality of truth
when he wrote to the Corinthians that “now
we see through a glass darkly; then, we shall
see face to face?” Finally, the establish-
ment of a canon that includes four Gospels,
not one, invests the tradition with multiple
points of view and trains Christians to wrestle

hatever we

mean by
pluralism and the other,
I’'m convinced the
reality behind them is
what really scares us.

with competing viewpoints and different
narrative strategies.

Yet for all of this practice in pluralism,
we theologians seem doomed to pretend we
are as omniscient as our subject matter.
Like magnetic needles in search of the true
north, we gravitate to systems of knowl-
edge, comprehensive theories of truth, and
single, encompassing points of view. In
this last gasp of the 20th century, we worry
about the problem and promise of pluralism
and fret about how we are to hear the other.
Behind these concerns, the question burns:
Does the center still hold?

Within the confines of a single canvas,
Cézanne painted various points of view,
simultaneously looking down into an earthen
vase, while looking straight on to a cluster

4See Donna Haraway’s Simians,
Cyborgs, and Women (New York: Routledge,
1991), 183-201.

3 James Clifford, “Partial Truths,” in
Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of
Ethnography. ed. James Clifford and George
E. Marcus (Berkeley: University of California,
1986), 6.

¢ Susan Bordo elaborates in her essay,
“Feminism, Postmodernism, and Gender
Scepticism,” in Feminism/Postmodernism, ed.
Linda J. Nicholson (New York: Routledge,
1990), 133-56.
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of apples, while looking around a table.
Cézanne contained all of his subjects within
the frame of a single canvas, a painterly
strategy to which his contemporaries strenu-
ously objected as an arbitrary union. To
draw this artistic metaphor into ecclesial
life, we see various points of view simulta-
neously in one church body. Many would

say their presence compromises the integ-

rity of the tradition; others celebrate the
diversity. Isthere a single frame around this
picture? Or is the union merely arbitrary?
What is the center? And does it still hold?

These same questions echo throughout
church, national, and academic politics and
generally garner two standard responses: a
centripetal response and a centrifugal re-
sponse. The fact of pluralism breeds fear in
some who would override diversity with
commonality. For some, equal regard de-
mands blindness to difference; we treat
everyone equally by ignoring particularity.
Polities, whetherecclesial, national, or philo-
sophical, require a centripetal force draw-
ing everything to a common center. But
others celebrate and even flaunt the fact of
pluralism in sharply drawn and highly vocal
identity politics, highlighting differences
that have often been invisible, repressed, or
scapegoated. For them, equal regard re-
quires recognition of difference. Centrifu-
gal forces fragment polities, as each group
flees from a common identity that is seen to
be homogenizing, totalizing, universaliz-
ing for a particular group identity.’

A tension between these two forces
exists within our own tradition, making
pluralism and the other particularly neural-
gic issues for Lutherans. Razing areligious
caste system that distinguished sharply be-
tween monastic and secular lifestyles, Lu-
ther insisted instead on a priesthood of all
believers. The centripetal action of baptism
draws the believer into this priesthood and
bestows a status, “child of God,” that super-

sedes all secondary marks of profession,
rank, race, gender, and political affiliation.
Behind baptism was the one promise of the
one Lord Jesus Christ. This is a strongly
centripetal movement within our tradition.

But a strongly incarnational logic em-
bedded in the tradition feeds a centrifugal
tendency and presents the ordinary, the con-
crete, and the particular as the realm of
divine expression and encounter and as the
arena in which we live out our calling.
Thus, we feel pulled by countervailing forces
within our own tradition. Remember, if you
will, one of early themes for what was at the
time a new church: “Many Voices, One
Song.” It seems now like less a statement
than a wish: bold hope for unity in the midst
of seemingly insurmountable diversity. In
more recent memory, think of how strongly
these two impulses played into reception
and discussion of the sexuality study.

I’d like to plead for balance, the same
balance that holds the moon in its orbit.
Centrifugal motion keeps it from crashing
into the earth, but centripetal motion keeps
it from flying off into space. Pluralism isan
undeniable fact: pretending it is not there
makes of it too little, but flaunting it makes
of it too much. I further choose to regard
pluralism in its particular, pluriform char-
acter, requiring different response depend-
ing on the context in which it appears.
Finally, I’'m concerned that a critical re-
spect for these various pluralisms not be
misinterpreted to sanction relativism, sub-
jectivism, antinomianism, or “mere toler-
ance,” by which I mean everything is ac-

"Charles Taylor traces the history of a
contemporary “politics of recognition,”
identifying its universalist and particularist
impulses. See his Multiculturalism and the
Politics of Recognition, with commentary by
Amy Gutmann, ed.; Susan Wolf, Steven C.
Rockefeller, and Michael Walzer (Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1992), 25-73.
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cepted, anything goes,and nothing is judged.
Nor doIsee that acritical respect for plural-
ism reduces everything to the lowest com-
mon denominator in faith, political judg-
ment, or social mores. My hunchis thattwo
critical issues for this church are cultural
and religious pluralism. I'd like to look at
each in turn.

Cultural pluralism

Probably the way we most configure the
ther is to think in terms of cultural plural-
ism: i.e., those whose culture differs from
ourown. Take the rogues’ gallery from four
decades of James Bond movies, and find a
telling history of how Hollywood config-
ures the other: there are Germans, Rus-
sians, Japanese, Arabs, Colombian drug
lords. Butthere is also the pulse of a nation,
the deepest fears about its continued exist-
ence and the gravest threats to its identity.
Our enemies define us. The injunction to
love them challenges a group to know, to
name, and to embrace the most fearful and
fragile part of itself, always projected out-
ward in the guise of the enemy.

However, intense animus against an
other, or all others, often only confirms that
a group is confused about who it isand what
it stands for. We police our borders most
vigilantly whenourownidentity ismuddled,
moribund, or otherwise changing. We
project the threat outward, against immi-
grant groups and illegal aliens, against the
Christian Right or the Liberal Left, against
the Family Values folk or the Act-Up crowd.
A psychologist at nearby Santa Clara
University tells of growing up Croatian-
American in a suburb of Chicago: the Serbs
lived on one street, the Croats on the one
directly behind them. In the New World,
where the only thing certain was change, he
says: “We grew up hating each other—just
like in the Old Country.” An ancient hatred
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defined them, especially inanew surround-
ings.

In the history of this country, anxiety
always accompanied immigration. “They’re
filling our prisons. They’re filling our wel-
fare roles. They’re filling our juvenile
homes.” Are these comments about Asian
and Latino immigrants in the 20th century?
They were actually volleys lobbed at Irish,
Italian, and Jewish immigrants from the last
century. The real question in each century
is probably the same one St. John de
Crevecoeur asked in the 1700s: “Who is the
American?” The answer to the question
depends on who’sresponding: apositioned
subject. For an immigrant response, listen
to Pastor Kaldahl’s fears of assimilation
from O. E. Rolvaag’s prairie trilogy:

If this process of levelling down, of
making everybody alike by blotting out
allracial traits [for O.E.R. this was prob-
ably closer to what we’d dub “ethnic,”
i.e., having to do with his Norwegian
heritage], is allowed to continue,
America is doomed to become the most
impoverished land spiritually on the face
of the earth; out of our highly praised
melting pot will come a dull, smug com-
placency, barren of all creative thought
and effort. Soon we will have reached
the perfect democracy of barrenness...
dead will be the hidden life of the heart
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whichisnourished by tradition, the idiom
of language, and our attitude to life.®

In an essay, Rolvaag elaborates: “The
anxious soul asks with great seriousness
and concern: how can a person with a
markedly Norwegian outlook on life—with
a “Norwegian soul”—become a good
American citizen?” It sounds poignantly
like discussions of Chicano identity, dis-
cussions waged more powerfully in fiction
than in critical theory.' Read Richard
Rodriguez’s Days of Obligation, or Arturo
Islas’ Migrant Souls, or Sandra Cisneros’
The House on Mango Street."" The ques-
tions the immigrant poses echo again and
again: “Who is the American? Can we, do
we want to become one? Will it cost us our
soul? our Norwegian, our Irish, our Mexi-
can, our Khmer souls?”

But the levelling down Pastor Kaldahl
feared, assimilation or acculturation in so-
ciological jargon, is only wishful thinking
or groundless fear.!> What happens is that
souls change and identities hyphenate:
Norwegian-American, Irish-American,
Mexican-American, Cambodian-American,
or German-Cuban-American. Ethnicities
are not blotted out, nor do traditions vanish,
but both are transformed by others and
transforming of others. Not only are we
judged by the company we keep: in strange
ways, we become the company we keep, in
the sense that the people around us change
us, just as our presence changes them. In-
teraction with other selves and other groups
shapes identity.

These exercises in particularity do not
mean that we must withhold judgment of
other groups or positions, the moral equiva-
lent of “I’'m OK; you’re OK.” Nor do they
mean that we should impose judgment, i.e.,
“I'm OK; you’re not.” Conflicting judg-
ments from different groups demand dis-
cussion and argument, down to the concrete
experiences and particular circumstances

that go into making those judgments. This
sort of detail makes more likely the possi-
bility for a “fusion of horizons,” in Hans-
Georg Gadamer’s sense of the word."

80. E. Rolvaag, Their Father's God, tr.
Trygve M. Ager (Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, 1983), 210. Cited in Michael
B. Aune, “‘Prairies Within’ & La Frontera:
Extracts from a Sabbatical Notebook”
(unpublished ms., 1995-1996), 12.

0. E. Rolvaag, Omkring Faedrearven
(Northfield, MN: St. Olaf College Press,
1922), 107-8. Cited in Aune, “Prairies,” 11.

1My colleague Michael B. Aune draws
some fascinating parallels between the immi-
grant experiences of Norwegian-Americans
and Mexican-Americans: e.g., “Hybrids,
Hyphens, and Ethnics All: Using the Fictions
of Ole Rolvaag and Arturo Islas to Reconsider
Lutheran Identity in America,” Ruth and
Nyles Ellefson Lutheran Heritage Endowment
Lecture, St. Olaf College, Northfield, MN
(unpublished ms., September 12, 1995).

Richard Rodriguez, Days of Obliga-
tion: An Argument with My Mexican Father

- (New York: Penguin Books USA, 1992);

Arturo Islas, Migrant Souls (New York:
Morro Publishing, 1990); Sandra Cisneros,
The House on Mango Street (New York:
Vintage Books, 1991).

12“To put it bluntly, for all the heated
debate the phenomenon of assimilation has
been poorly understood.... Most analysts have
been rather like the infamous archer who
shoots an arrow at the wall and then draws a

. bull’s-eye around it.” Renato Rosaldo,

“Assimilation Revisited,” Working Paper
Series No. 9: Stanford Center for Chicano
Research (Stanford, CA: July, 1985), 2.

3 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and
Method (New York: Seabury Press, 1975),
269. “The horizon is a range of vision that
includes everything that can be seen from a
particular vantage point. Applying this to the
thinking mind, we speak of narrowness of
horizon, of the possible expansion of horizon,
of the opening up of new horizons.” Charles
Taylor uses this notion to achieve a balance
between the universalism and the particular-
ism embedded in variant understandings of
equal respect. Cf. Charles Taylor, Multicul-
turalism and the Politics of Recognition, 671f.
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If each group can recognize that it
upholds a partial truth—that is nonetheless
a part of the truth; if each group can ac-
knowledge that its knowledge is situated—
but nonetheless knowledge; if each group
can hear into or listen in on another’s in-
sights into truth and knowledge, then the
horizon of each might expand. Seeing from
another’s vantage expands our own. All of
this, of course, demands the admission from
both groups that each finds itself within the
expanse of an ultimate horizon that neither
has entirely grasped or seen. This kind of
modesty is something we should and do
have in a faith community.

Hearing the other as other demands
acknowledging the finality of that ultimate
horizon, the limitations of what we see
presently, and the great distance between
the two. It counsels humility as we train our
eyes on what we can only see “through a
glass darkly,” as we await the final vision.
Moreover, as we continue in a life of Chris-
tiandiscipleship, weremember that we count
ourselves as only the most recent recruits in
a whole company of Others: tax collectors
and sinners, women and children, fisher-
men and carpenters. We are chastened by
stories of how Jesus’ disciples tried to pro-
tect him from all those who were “Other” in
their eyes: from crowds, from blind beg-
gars outside the gates of Jericho, from Sa-
maritan women. Even the “company of
Others” designated Others. Like those ear-
liest disciples, we listen to confessions of
faith from the least likely people, according
to our canons of what ought to be said and
who ought to be saying it: a Roman centu-
rion, a leader of the synagogue, even de-
mons. From these unlikely confessors, we
get other glimpses of a God who inhabits
our horizons but is not contained by them. I
think these biblical perspectives on cultural
pluralism counselacritical respectand even
openness to other cultures.

Religious pluralism: other
gods and God as Other

I think we get some guidance regarding
pluralism from the very tradition that has
found it so problematic, in particular in that
tradition’s understanding of God as Other.
When Carl Braaten and I talked about our
respective presentations, we agreed that he
would treat other gods, or the question of
religious pluralism. That left me wonder-
ing about God as Other, and I found myself
facing the God of Joseph. Maybe if we
were able to hear as Joseph did, we would
have some handle on how to deal with the
various pluralisms and other Others in our
midst.

I’s noteasy talking about God as Other
in a religious climate that resolutely at-
tempts to domesticate God with familiar,
more comforting titles: Mother, Lover,
Friend, or the more abstract but heavily
feminized Sophia-God, Sophia-Christ,
Sophia-Spirit.™* There’s an Otherness in
God that the former formulae try to soften,
and itis nota comfortable otherness. There
is a pluralism in God, a trinity in deity, this
latter pseudo-Sabellian formula discounts,
and it is not an easygoing pluralism.

Luther confronted the otherness of God
in his biblical commentaries, particularly
commentaries on the Hebrew Scriptures.
One encounters God alwaysin the concrete,
in the particular: in unique histories and
individual landscapes, but also in bread and
wine, in water, in the person, flesh and
blood of God’s son, Jesus. Even and espe-
cially, encounter with the hidden God, with
God as Other, always happens in the con-
crete, in the particular, not in some sloppy,

U Cf. Sallie McFague, Models of God
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987); Elizabeth
A. Johnson, She Who Is (New York: Cross-
road, 1992).
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numinous, other-worldly stew.'

In these biblical examples, we receive
Reformation illustration of a contemporary
dilemma. Joseph stands in as a positioned
—and repositioned—subject. In the bow-
els of Pharaoh’s prison, he cannot see God’s
face; he sees instead God’s back. He cannot

he promise

1S universal,
but it has been presented
to particular persons in
a particular way.

hear God’s voice; he listens to God’s si-
lences. This is a new position for the fa-
vored son of his father Jacob and the over-
seer of Potiphar’s household. Moreover,
Joseph gains new insight into God from this
position; his knowledge is situated. He
glimpses God’s back, the dark side of God.
He now understands that what he knew of
God until this point was only a partial truth,
certainly true, but not the whole of God. In
this regard he is like Peter, who does not
really see the full implications of whatJesus
was doing. Finally, Joseph now knows
there are multiple points of view, because
he’sinhabited them himself, looking now at
God from the point-of-view of favored son,
now abandoned brother, now illegal immi-
grant sold into slavery, soon right-hand
man to the ruler of all Egypt. He probably
wonders if in a thousand lifetimes he can
see enough to see all the facets of this
hidden God.

But the hidden God is also revealed. In
situations like Joseph’s, when one sees the

back of God, Luther counsels the Christian
to cling to the promise—and the promise is
as concrete as the incarnate Christ himself,
as particular as a carpenter’s son from
Galilee. Christ accompanies Joseph, and
Christ alone. Luther is quite emphatic:
“Christ... is the only one who sees Joseph,
the only one who cares about him.” Even
grace is too abstract; Christ sends the Holy
Spirit, “who sustained him in death, dis-
grace, and confusion, and inspired in him
this feeling: ‘Do not fear; let your heart be
strengthened; wait for the Lord!’ "¢

The promise is universal, but it has
been presented to particular persons in a
particular way: in the life, death, and resur-
rection of Jesus Christ, whom we confess as
the Son of God. We depart from the particu-
larity of the promise at our cost. To depart
from or otherwise to pretend away the par-
ticularity of that promise is to deny the truth
of what we see. Wrestling with similar
demons, H. Richard Niebuhr eloquently
argues that acknowledging the limitations
of point-of-view need not lead torelativism
and subjectivism:

5To parse the Joseph story, Luther calls
on other passages that are powerfully concrete.
From Exodus 33, he recalls a conversation
between Moses and YHWH after the Golden
Calf incident from Exodus 33. From earlier in
the book of Genesis, he listens to Hagar’s
response to an angel of the Lord regarding a
pregnancy that will mean exile: “I have seen
the back of Him who sees me” (Gen 16:13).
From the Gospel of John, he remembers Jesus’
words in the midst of Peter’s confusion, as he
washed his disciple’s feet: “You do not know
now what I am doing, but later you will
understand” (Jn 13:7 NRSV). The experience
of God as Other is always concrete, always
particular. Luther, LW 7:103ff.

16 Luther, LW 7:100. “For grace alone is
not felt; the gift must be added. Christ gave
Joseph the Holy Spirit in prison, the Spirit of
truth....”
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It is not evident that the man who is
forced to confess that his view of things
is conditioned by the standpoint he oc-
cupies must doubt the reality of what he
sees. It is not apparent that one who
knows that his concepts are not univer-
sal must also doubt that they are con-
cepts of the universal or that one who
understands how all his experience is
historically mediated must believe that
nothing is mediated through history."”

Luther’s exegesis of the Joseph story in-
vites us to put that more strongly. To deny
the particularity of the promise is to deny
what we have seen. It is to deny that God
has entered time and space, history and the
flesh to make the promise palpable, visible,
audible. But most seriously, it is to deny
that we are there seen, i.c., that the promise
is made to particular persons in particular
places, that the Spirit is sent to us in the
ordinary ebb and flow of our daily lives.

This is a scandal and a folly even and
especially today, when ecumenisms forge
ahead into generic God-talk and various
feminisms recoil from a male savior. We
cling to the promise, but we want to rewrite
it first, and not all of our editions do justice
to the particularity of the biblical record or
to the Otherness of God. To depart from the
particularity of that promise mecans that we
let go of the thread that allows us to under-
stand all future cpiphanics. And then we are
lost indeed.

We experience both the style and the
substancc of revelation in our own relation-
ships to God. Perhaps this is the terrible
burden of confessing faith in a personal
God, a God in three persons. Justification
rectifies and re-establishes a relationship to
this God. This relationship docsn’t exist in
the abstract, but in the concrete: in the water
of baptism, through which we enter the
priesthood of all belicvers; in bread and
winc, through which we participate in the
life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.

We pray together; we worship together.
Through these practices we live out a com-
mon faith.

To conclude, I would only paraphrase
H. Richard Niebuhr’s benchmarks for a
“critical historical theology,” as urgent to-
day as when he formulated them in 1941.'®

1. Given the limitations of our particu-
lar point-of-view, we cannot prescribe the
form the Christian life should take at all
times and in all places, but neither should
we lose sight of a pattern imparted from our
tradition.

2. Discern what is essential to main-
taining that pattern in our own time and
place, discarding what is nonessential.

3. Attempt to formulate the grammar
of a particular religious language in conti-
nuity with our past and yet comprehensible
to our future.

4. Work toward a confessional theol-
ogy that can carry on the work of self-
criticism and self-knowledge in the church
and that can dialogue from its particularity
with other churches and religious tradi-
tions.

7H. Richard Niebuhr, The Meaning of
Revelation (New York: Macmillan Publishing
Co., Inc., 1941), 13.

'8 Niebuhr, The Meaning of Revelation,
13.
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First I must say something about what I am
and am not doing. Like the others who
gathered to hear and discuss this topic with
the aid of our colleagues’ formal presenta-
tions, I am making the first steps toward
understanding and appropriating what we
have heard and said. I am not, in these
remarks, taking an oral exam; nor am I
attempting to form a synthesis or to reach
final conclusions. Rather I am exposing to
you my briefly considered response in the
hope that mine will be useful to yours.
Second, itis worth noting where we are
doing this speaking, listening, and thinking
about pluralism’s promise and problem. I
refer less to the specific physical location of
our convocation and more to the social
location of our usual audiences. There are
the people with whom we live, specifically
those with whom we are members of con-
gregations. Last fall I heard Parker Palmer
refer to a homogenous, white congregation
and observe that there is no such thing.
Rather there are congregations of white
people trying desperately not to notice that
they are different from each other. Even
among ourselves we experience the two

forces Martha Stortz described: the centrip-
etal force of baptism drawing us together
and the centrifugal force of incarnation toss-
ing us apart. Pluralism is among us.

Itis also around us. The anecdotes and
statistics about religious and ethnic diver-
sity can be multiplied to fill an evening’s
conversation. Those of you who live in
cities and on the coasts may think that we
who reside in the small towns of the Mid-
west speak of these issues only second
hand. I assure you that it is not so. In the
local supcrmarket in Northficld, Minne-
sota, I have heard, in one visit, two lan-
guages I do notknow and only onc of which
I could identify. On my way to Minneapo-
lis, on a still rural section of Cedar Avenue,
I pass by aLao Buddhist temple. Pluralism,
in the descriptive sense, is all around us and
it can be frightening, as the unknown often
is. Some retreat from what they fear, others
attack. Our audiences include people who
make both sorts of responses and all in
between.

This situation will not disappear. The
varicty is unlikely to fade away, cither in-
side our churches or around thcm in our
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communities. If we who are “grown-up”
could manage to ignore this reality for the
years that remain to us, our students and
children can not. More than once in these
conversations children have been invoked
as the test for the adequacy of a statement or
strategy. Thisis notinsignificant. We think
about pluralism, about how to listen to “the
other,” about both problems and promises,
not only for ourselves, but perhaps even
more for those we teach, those who will live
after us.

These comments about our contextand
audience move toward the question why.
Why are we gathered here to think about
“the other”? There are at least three forces
pushing us todo so. Thereis the intellectual
trend of postmodernism with its concern for
difference. A dialectof that conversation is
the religious one which Carl Braaten re-
ferred to as creeping into theological dis-
course. However, it is well to recall that
concern with the one and the many is not
merely a new academic fashion; it is a
serious inte]lectual matter which, in various
forms, has concerned thinkers for centuries.

The previously noted reality of plural-
ism and the presence of the other is another
spur to our conversation. We respond to the
vivid fact that folks who are unlike our-
selves in various ways are in close proxim-
ity tous. We are compelled to take account
of “them.” Sometimes as a result of this
forced encounter we discover that the pre-
senting differences between us are not real
differences, that what we have in common
is more significant than what we do not.

However, I suggest that as Christians
these pressures are not the primary reasons
for turning our attention to “the other.”
There is more than infatuation with novelty
or urgent utility to move us toward those
who are different from us. Christian con-

tacts with “others” and thought about that

contact can be grounded, as we have heard

here is more

than infatua-
tion with novelty or
urgent utility to move
us toward those who
are different from us.

here, in the logic of God, or in our experi-
ence of God. It can be a response to the
divine command that we love others.

Such a response can, of course, take
several forms. The way we think about it
matters. The metaphor we use to describe
our response as well as the task or practice
we identify as central will matter a great
deal. Here are half-a-dozen possibilities I
have heard expressed in our time here.

1. There is the classic Christian task of
apologetics which may regard the other as
dangerous and powerful, perhaps even as
an enemy. (Carol LaHurd’s remarks re-
minded us that there have been times when
we Christians have been the powerful, dan-
gerous other.) When the task is apologetic,
the goal is to persuade the other of a better
way to understand us; at the most extreme,
when the stakes are high, to understand us
and therefore not to kill us.

2. Dialogue relies upon another sort of
relationship and proposes a different goal.
Here the purpose of engagement is to un-
derstand and to be understood. There is
mutuality rather than hostility between us
and them. The other is regarded as a sort of
“fellow traveler” in life, one with whom we
share profound concerns and from whom
we can learn.
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S We
encounter
the other we will dis-
cover profound ques-
tions that lead us into
deep reconsideration of
what we knew.

3. Evangelism has a third purpose, to
change the other. It requires honesty about
what is non-negotiable, what Murray Haar
referred to as the “visceral core” and Carl
Braaten called that for which you would
die. Braaten also urged us to recall the
missionary impulse of Christianity. He is
right to do so. What else should we do with
that which gives us life than share it with
others?

4. Welcoming the stranger, hospital-
ity, is a Christian expression of a more
widely occurring model of response to the
other. Pat Keifert led us in considering it.
Hospitality is both given and received; in
this way it resembles dialogue. It requires
neither the host nor the guest to change into
the other-other. However, hospitality does
offer the possibility that it will lead to a
friendship that will bring changes.

5. PaulRajashekar offered us the meta-
phor of embrace as a response to the other.
Ithink that we mightregard this as a particu-
lar sort of hospitality.

6. Martha Stortz suggested that we
respond to the other in the course of follow-
ing Jesus, that this response is part of our
life of discipleship. I find this suggestion
intriguing. How do we respond to the other,

tothe one whois different from us, when we
meet that one while following Jesus into an
alien identity of our own? If we are to hate
our family as part of the discipline, whatare
the instructions for relationship to others?

In addition to these six, my own sug-
gestion fora way to think of the otheris with
the image of the neighbor. Itis used in the
Hebrew Scriptures, in Jesus’ parable, and
by Luther. It may provide a way of thinking
and acting with others of various sorts which
is accurate and useful. We do not live in a
traditional society, nor is the family an
accurate description of either our society or
our church. This image allows us to recall
that we livein circles of connected others, to
use Carol LaHurd’s term. Itrecognizes that
difference isintertwined with sameness and
affinity. And the notion of neighborliness
could move from description of diversity to
a suggestion about how to live in diversity.
No doubt each of these responses is valid
and defensible. Very likely,eachone hasits
advocates and practitioners among those
here at this conference.

Then the question arises: which one
shall we, or I, practice? Without solving
that dilemma, I offer some observations.
We don’t all have to practice the same
response. Some are called by talent, tem-
perament or circumstance to one way or to
another way. Each encounter, with various
specific others (including our own selves) is
conditioned by our prior experiences as
well. The attention our presenters gave to
their own autobiographies was striking and
reinforces this point. Itisalso true for all of
us together; our history as a group condi-
tions our responses in the present. These
encounters with others, at least for those
gathered here, most often take place in the
U.S.A., a social-political context that as-
sumes civility and nonviolence in matters
religious to be the norm. We who are here
are also all members of a group called
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Lutherans, a group which seldom has been
the victim of religious violence or oppres-
sion. Inthe U.S.A. we have long depended
upon the strangeness of our ethnicity (and
languages), our worship practice, or our
remote locations to keep us odd and alien
from the larger culture. (It has not been our
confession of Christ that has marked us as
“other.”) Butitis less true in the 1990s than
it was 50 years ago. And I expect that we
will need to address this in our life of
corporate discipleship. It is true that our
individual responses together form a corpo-
rate response to the situations in which we
find ourselves.

What will the be outcome of these
encounters? What will follow from our
responses? In near conclusion, I note sev-
eral possible consequences. As we encoun-
ter the other (or our own self perceived as
other) we will also discover new questions.
These may be profound questions that lead
us into deep reconsideration of what we
knew. Surely this is what happened to the
early followers of Jesus as they encountered
others such as the Ethiopian eunuch and the
Gentile Lydia. In the course of exploring
those questions we are also likely to iden-
tify the “visceral core” which will not be

surrendered but which might be enhanced.
What we learn and gain from such encoun-
ters is connected to our willingness to enter-
tain the possibility that the Holy Spirit is at
work outside of our own household.
Finally, I return briefly to the image of
neighbor as a way of thinking about and
directing our activity in the relationships
between us. Among those relationships are
other-to-other, I-to-thou, and self-to-self.
The image of neighbor brings to these rela-
tionships permission for the integrity of
difference, an expectation of duration, and
the vital need for strategic cooperation for
the general well-being. These are promis-
ing possibilities in pluralism. For me, a
Christian, a problem in the sense of a ques-
tion is this: Can I see Christ in my neighbor
when she does not acknowledge Christ? Is
it only in her need that I see Christ’s need?
Can it be that she reveals Christ to me even
without confessing him? And am I thereby
transformed by Christ present, but unac-
knowledged, in her and through our en-
counter? In the present circumstances of
diversity and pluralism I must meet my
neighbor; may I do so with humility and

hope.
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I'was delighted to hear that this consultation
would deal with the topic of Christian Faith
and the Other. And I am delighted to have
been here. The topic is truly an essential
one, one that confronts us from without and
calls us from within. I have found the
presentations lively and challenging. They
may have been strikingly diverse, but they
are alike in giving us vital food for thought.
The conversations around the sessions have
done much, Iexpect, to helpus over the lack
of time for conversation asa group. And we
do want to have such plenary conversation
this morning. That will happen as soon as I
finish and so I had better get on with my
effort. This conference has given me much
more than I could put into fifteen minutes,
but in that time I can, and will, say three
words.

Interruption

First, a word of description of our situation.
The word I would use is interruption. We
are meeting here to face the challenging and
complex reality of pluralism because this
reality has entered our lives; we have been
interrupted. Emmanuel Levinas says that

“the other disturbs one’s being at home with
oneself.” I think of Bob Kysar’s opening
homily Friday evening dealing with the text
Jim Nestigen brought powerfully home to
us once again this morning.. Bob spoke
specifically of intrusion, of interruption.
His words rang true for me. The other does
interrupt the continuity of our existence. 1
believe this is true in varying ways whether
we speak of cultural or religious pluralism,
of pluralism within or pluralism without.

To be thus interrupted is not a comfort-
able situation. Murray Haar spoke of him-
self and of many others entering the Luther-
an Church as other and of having, I took it,
the distinct impression that this was not that
comfortable for everyone. As the Other
interrupts us, we are not all that comfort-
able. Inher presentation Marty Stortz spoke
of how discomfort arises in us as we are
made aware of the situated character of our
knowing and of the partiality of the truth we
claim. Elizabeth Kammarck Minnich has
driven this point home for the academy in
her book Transforming Knowledge, ashave
feminist authors for such fields as the “natu-
ral” sciences.

No, it is not comfortable to be inter-
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rupted. The work we do as academics may
not be able to go on undisturbed. That
would be true, I take it, if the hospitality we
seek to render to this strange other recog-
nizes that hospitality is indeed what Pat
Keifert called a “pupil’s metaphor,” where
the self is not any longer comfortably in
charge.

But may it not be that there is some-
thing vital to be gained in this situation of
being interrupted? Anton Boisen, one of
the fathers of the C.P.E. movement, used to
speak of how the human body is such that
growth can only occur along a jagged edge
of tissue. I wonder about the growth of the
soul? Or consider this from Franz Kafka:

If the book we arereading does not wake
us, as with a fist hammering on our
skull, why thendo weread it? So thatit
shall make up happy? Good God, we
would also be happy if we had not books,
and such books as make unhappy we
could, if need be, write ourselves. But
what we must have are those books
which come upon us like ill-fortune, and
distress us deeply, like the death of one
we love better than ourselves, like sui-
cide. A book mustbe anice-axeto break
the sea frozen inside us.!

Kafka might trouble us in speaking so,
in speaking of death really. What could he
mean, that something in us need to die,
something we love better than our true
selves? Well, he is not a theologian and no
doubt he is not talking about theology. But
what shall we do with Eberhard Jiingel, who
writes this, not merely of death, but of life
itself:

Human life occurs, when the continuity

of earthly life and existence is inter-

rupted, in that something intervenes and

is apprehended. Human life therefore is

the interruption of the continuity of cre-
ated life by the occurrence of truth.?

Jiingel will go on to speak of death, as you

know. Now of course there are interrup-
tions and then there are interruptions, there
are different differences—as we have said.
But I propose that in our disturbed condi-
tion we ask ourselves if there may indeed be
truth to be heard in our being interrupted.

Orientation

Now a second word, orientation. 1 choose
this word over a word like “position.” 1
think it best not to speak of what “position”
we will take on pluralism, as it were. To ask
that is to ask—and likely to invite us to
claim—too much. But we are not adrift.
We are on a journey in these matters, but we
do have an orientation. We do have a
direction, as we travel. I am hoping that we
Lutherans in the U.S.A. could reclaim our
sense of the temporal, of what might be
called “the horizontal movement” in dis-
tinction from a kind of “vertical confine-
ment of space.” (Cf. the work of Sydney
Mead on religion in America.) I am glad to
have heard us working these days on that
sense of orientation, even as I do not lament
the sense of interruption.

The orientation will be theological. It
will be indeed atheo-logic, as Patrick Keifert
was saying yesterday. It roots in our doc-
trine of God. The reality of difference in
relationship will not fail to find expression
in a trinitarian doctrine of God. Difference
in relationship roots already in God, but we
get soon enough thereby to difference in
what is created. Here is how Jiingel boldly
makes the case:

'From Mara Donaldson, Holy Places are
Dark Places (Lanham, MD: University Press,
1988), xii.

2Jiingel, *The Truth of Life: Observa-
tions on Truth as the Interruption of the
Continuity of Life,” in Creation, Christ and
Culture, the Torrance Festschrift, ed. RW.A.
McKinney (T. & T. Clark, 1976), 233.
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God aims in himself at what is other...
God in his own becoming is aiming at
the becoming of creation... he is over-
flowing being and his overflowing be-
ing is the expression of his grace.... In
the eternal Son of God, who himself was
not created, but comes eternally from
God, the Father, in this Son of God
coming eternally from God, God aims
at the man who femporally comes from
God. (God as Mystery of the World,
384)

God aims and God gets there. God creates
an other other, humankind—*“male and fe-
male created God them.” Here Irefer you to
the section of Carl Braaten’s paper on plu-
ralism, which carries such cautious sen-
tences as “God is the author of the world’s
pluralism,” or again “Our differences are
part of the splendor of creation.”

Carl is stressing the doctrine of cre-
ation in connecting God with the reality of
difference in the world. But I think he and
I think we would also want to speak of the
incarnation, of the life, death and resurrec-
tion of Jesus as God’s claim on the created
other, despite sin. Jiingel does that and here
the reality of death is not absent. Here is
how he puts the point:

The cross of Jesus is that event in time
through which God allowed the conti-
nuity of his own eternal life to be inter-
rupted so as to prove himself to be
love.... It would be deadly if it were the

case that the life of God were uninter-
rupted life in which there were no place
for death. The cross of Jesus disallows
this possibility. It represents the appro-
priation of human death by God and the
granting of divine life to man. This is
the joyful exchange. (“The Truth of
Life,” 236)

And surely that new life will be alive in

relationship. Michael Welker puts it so:

The Spirit of God givesrise to amultiple
force field that is. sensitive to differ-
ences. In this force field, enjoyment of
creatively invigorating differences can
be cultivated, while unjust, debilitating
differences can be removed in love,
mercy and gentleness. (God the Spirit,
22)

Calling

So, whatare we now todo? Suppose thatwe
have been interrupted, but that we are not
without a sense of direction—some orienta-
tion for the journey with the other. How
shall we proceed? If I were to choose a third
word to speak of that, it would be a C
word—Contact or Conversation, or per-
haps even Calling.

My point here is that we are called into
an actual journey with the actual other—
and that applies, I think, to the other within
and to the other without. Here I would urge
myself to travel “light” enough to make the
journey. I do not know exactly what that
means, but I do think that we may tend to
carry rather more luggage along than is
needed or helpful on the journey. At the
very least we should pack an extra empty
bag, recognizing that it may be truth that
interrupts us after all. (But we will not be
tourists!)

I am pleading for the concrete, the
actual, the empirical—to be with the others
and to work together toward what truth
claims us. IthoughtI heard Bishop Ander-
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son speak of this yesterday when he spoke
of our work of teaching as twofold, passing
on the tradition and raising questions. This
was a theme Joe Sittler seemed often to
articulate, as when he would speak not of
having a theology, but of doing theology.
And I have heard talk here that seems to fit.
Paul Rajashekar spoke of dialogue as not
about certain objects, but between two sub-
jects. Pat Keifert spoke of the “freeze
dried” supplies we will need for the jour-
ney. In this final comment then I would not
like to contradict myself by giving a de-
tailed set of specifications, but I do have
four specific comments which seem to me
to follow. I can only list them here:

1. We should not claim to know too
much about the outcome. Here I place Carl
Braaten’s “eschatological agnosticism.”
Carl is not alone. Consider this statement
from Lesslie Newbigin:

The position which I have outlined is
exclusivistin the sense thatit affirms the
unique truth of the revelation in Jesus
Christ, but it is not exclusivist in the
sense of denying the possibility of the
salvation of the non-Christian. It is
inclusivist in the sense that it refuses to
limit the saving grace of God to the
members of the Christian Church, but it
rejects the inclusivism which regards
the non-Christian religions as vehicles
of salvation. Itis pluralistin the sense of
acknowledging the gracious work of
God in the lives of all human beings
[Did not Gustaf Wingren teach us that
creation s already God’s opusproprium,
for it is a work of grace?], but it rejects
a pluralism which denies the unique-
ness and decisiveness of what God has
done in Jesus Christ. (The Gospel ina
Pluralist Society, 182-3)

Or, somewhat more briefly, consider this
from Wolfhart Pannenberg:

Human experiences of salvation are as
ambiguous as other human experiences.
It all depends on whether there is com-
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munion with God, the God of Israel and
of Jesus. Such communion is promised
to Christians provided they donotdesert
their faith.... When it comes to the basis
of our Christian confidence in our future
salvation, if the spiritual life that Chris-
tians experience among themselves re-
mains ambiguous, how could it be less
ambiguous in the case of the non-Chris-
tian? We may hope that God will look
graciously upon them as we hope for
ourselves.?

Has Pannenberg been pondering Matthew
25? Or perhaps he is hearing the end of the
parable five chapters earlier in Matthew,

‘where the master says: “Am I not allowed

to do what I will with what is mine?” (Mt
20:15). Or is Pannenberg praying, “I be-
lieve, help Thou my unbelief!” (Mk 9:24)

2. I want to make the point that such
reserve, such humility, such eschatological
agnosticism does not, I repeat not, cut the
nerve of missionary witness—that is clear.
I have often been haunted by the Yeats
passage Martin Marty quoted the other day.
But I do not believe we find ourselves in a
situation where “the best lack all convic-
tion, while the worst are full of passionate
intensity.” It does not seem empirically
true. Does Lesslie Newbigin lack inten-
sity? Does Carl Braaten...?

3. In this journey there will be real risk.
Murray Haar stressed that. Paul Rajashekar
did as well. Really, all our presenters have
done so. This moming Winston Persaud
has reminded us of how real the issue of
truth is. Error is possible. Evil is real.
Judgments must be made. Inter-religious
dialogue does not happen well, if the basis
is “I don’t believe anything... you don’t
believe anything... let’stalk!” Thereisrisk

3Pannenberg, “Religious Pluralism and
Conflicting Truth Claims,” in Christian
Uniqueness Reconsidered: The Myth of a
Pluralistic Theology of Religions, ed. Gavin
D’Costa (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1992), 104.



Sponheim. Concluding Reflections

R
456

and it needs to be faced. There are two
ditches alongside this risky road. Perhaps
we do well to ask ourselves toward which
ditch we tend, and to take corrective driving
measures.

4. ButIam glad for the note of hope-
fulness and confidence. I hear both the risk
and the confidence in the Division for Glo-
bal Mission’s statement:

Christians around the world live in daily
contact with people of other faiths. We
believe that peoples of various faiths
should enter into mutual conversations
and interfaith dialogue. Conversations
should seriously explore one another’s
differences as well as seek to under-
stand the power, beauty and integrity
found in each other’s faith. We believe
Christians are called to enter such con-
versations not knowing where they will
g0, but sustained by the hope that, in the
end, every tongue shall “confess that
Jesus Christ is Lord to the glory of God
the Father” (Phil 2:11).*

So, I say let us go forward in our work
and in our living, seeking to be both faithful
and fruitful in our meeting the other. To be
interrupted is not pleasant, and the travel
will often be difficult. We will hear criti-
cism and we will need to be self-critical. I
think of Carol LaHurd’s challenging pre-
sentation of the ambiguity and ambivalence
with which the other is regarded in scrip-
ture. Terence Fretheim’s Hein-Fry lec-
tures, due out soon, make the same point.
Scripture does not seem to offer us a seam-
less robe we can don for our journey with
the other. But perhaps itisright to heed the
note of hopefulness, the kind of word
sounded by Duane Priebe yesterday regard-
ing our relationship with the inner other.

5. Whatreason is there to be hopeful?
We are not alone in our journey with the
other. The DGM statement makes thatclear:

We are committed to inter-faith conver-
sations and dialogue and through these

encounters we will seek to understand
persons of other faiths; we will listen to
what God has to say to us through these
conversations and through them we will
witness to the crucified andrisen Christ.*

God has called the believing community to
fresh appropriation of its heritage at each
step along the way. Gerhard VonRad has
made that very clear in the case of Israel.
His summary word is this: “Different per-
spectives disclosed different contents and,
whatis equally important, they each opened
up aspects of the future which were equally
specific” (OldTestament Theology,11:413).
Or in our own century Dietrich Bonhoeffer
wrote from prison of a necessary struggle to
find the strange power in the old words. He
wrote: “In the traditional words and acts we
suspect that there may be something quite
new and revolutionary, though we cannot
as yet grasp or express it” (Letters and
Papers from Prison, 160-61).

This is our calling. Let us take it up in
fear and trembling and with joy and hope-
fulness, trusting that none other than God is
at work in this. Paul Ricoeur wrote this:

The word is my kingdom and I am not
ashamed of it.... As aUniversity profes-
sor, I believe in the efficacy of instruc-
tive speech; in teaching the history of
philosophy, I believe in the enlighten-
ing power, even for a system of politics,
of speaking devoted to elaborating our
philosophical memory [we will soon be
tested!]... As a listener to the Christian
message, | believe that words may.
change the heart, that is, the refulgent
core of our preferences and the position
we embrace. (History and Truth, 5)

We, 100, are listeners to the Christian mes-
sage, are we not? We should not say less
than Ricoeur.

4Division for Global Mission, “Commit-
ments for Mission in the 1990s,” IV.
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Authentic Transformation: A New Vision of
Christ and Culture. By Glen H. Stassen,
D. M. Yeager and John Howard Yoder.
Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1996. 299
pages. Paper. $15.95.

Few twentieth-century works on theological
social ethics can approach the prestige of H.
Richard Niebuhr’s Christ and Culture. A con-
sistent best-seller since its publicationin 1951, it
has served many as their first introduction to the
disciplines of both ethics and theology. More-
over, its five-fold typology (ranging from “Christ
Against Culture” to ““Christ the Transformer of
Culture”) has gained and maintained such cur-
rency that it carries the weight of a nearly self-
evident conceptual grid.

Authentic Transformation is an attempt by

its co-authots to*take Christ and Culture seri- ..

ously by refusing to let it have the last word.
They aim to reopen this classic by giving it what
has been till now nearly nonexistent—sustained
critical examination of its main arguments and
most especially of its final (and apparently cli-
mactic) motif: transformation.

To a great degree they succeed in their
project. Yoder’s sharp, even biting, critique—
though in the end it seems to be unsustainable on
key matters such as Niebuhr’s trinitarianism—
has the great merit of pointing outhow supposed
transformation of culture which lacks grounding
in the concreteness and radicality of Christ is just
accommodation by another name. Yeager does
every reader of Christ and Culture a wonderful
service by interpreting the book and examining
some of its difficulties through placing it in the
contextof Niebuhr’s entire authorship. Stassen’s
first essay is another, more developmental and
biographical approach to the same task. He also

contributes the final piece which moves beyond
Niebuhr to offer a set of marks of authentic
transformation with contemporary illustrations
of their partial realization in specific congrega-
tional and social settings.

This book does not completely satisfy. In
particular, while its three contributors take some
steps to engage one another, the resulting dia-
logue is very unbalanced both in the space allot-
ted to each and in the degree of cognizance each
takes of the others. Stassen predominates and we
yearn to hear more from Yeager. However,
Authentic Transformation succeeds in inviting
and enabling us to crack the covers of Christ and
Culture again and to read it as its author in-
tended—as a partial and provisional statement
of what forever requires more faithful thinking
and living.

Jonathan Strandjord
Wartburg Theological Seminary

Ecclesiology in Context. By Johannes A. Van
Der Ven. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993.
xv and 568 pages. Paper. $29.00.

In this book Johannes A. Van Der Ven, professor
of practical theology at the Divinity School of
Nijmegen University, the Netherlands, combines
theological and social scientific approaches to
the development of practical models and strate-
gies for the church’s interaction with modern
society. Written from a Roman Catholic per-
spective, this work is an exercise in practical
theology. As such, Van Der Ven seeks a non-
competitive correlation between theology and
various disciplines in the social sciences. His
quest is guided by a vision for the liberation of
humanity through the church’s evangelical
praxis.

Van Der Ven believes that the church must
acknowledge the contemporary social move to-
ward secularization as an inevitable reality which
the church cannot ignore. He believes that four
core areas found at the intersection of ecclesiol-
ogy and social science must be redeveloped: (1)
religious identity, (2) social identity, (3) the
church’s policies and organizational structure,
and (4) the church’s administrative infrastruc-
ture. In order to achieve these goals, Van Der
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Ven applies contextual, integrative, semiotic,
and empirical approaches to help him under-
stand the role of the church in society, along with
core theological images of the church. He seeks
a scientific assessment of his analysis of the
church in secular society by providing statistical
studies of the attitudes of people from various
churches in the Netherlands.

In the first through third parts of the book
Van Der Ven, appealing to semiotic theory,
identifies four core functions of the church which
parallel and mutually implicate several corre-
sponding codes. The function of the identity of
the church is paired with the codes of the church
as “people of God” and “Jesus movement.” The
function of the integration of the church is paired
with the code of the church as “body of Christ.”
The function of the policy of the churchis paired
with the code of the church as the “building of the
spirit.” The function of the management of the
church is paired with the code of the church as a
“church with the poor.”

In the fourth and fifth parts of the book Van
Der Ven examines the integration and policy of
the church. He claims that whatholds the church
together is the interpersonal interactions of its
members. These people-dynamics however must
be understood in light of societal factors of
industrialization and urbanization. While these
economic factors tend to accentuate a process of
individuation, people continue to be bound to
each other by means of groups, networks, and
other forms of community formation. Thechurch
needs to realize that modernity tends to bond
people by means of an abstract solidarity, in
which people have functional, notorganic, union
with one another. For Van Der Ven, the vision
and mission of the church must be worked out in
terms of its policy. In the contemporary context,
such policy can hardly ignore the individual’s
drive for utilization, the quest to satisfy one’s
own needs and interests.

In the last part of the book Van Der Ven
examines the management of the church. With-
out this component, there is no community of
believers. However, in our context, the church
defaults to being a service organization, run to
some extent by its marketability, its ability to
deliver in the dynamics of supply and demand.
The bottom line for Van Der Ven is that the

church cannot escape or ignore her calling to be
a church with the poor, and not paternalistically
for the poor.

Van Der Ven’s analysis is powerful and
persuasive. If used in the seminary classroom, it
should be supplemented with biblical and theo-
logical analyses of the church (including pre-
modern theologians) so that students can better
understand the church’s own inner conversation
about its identity from within its own perspec-
tive. In the North American context, one would
alsodo well toread Van Der Ven along with John
and Sylvia Ronsvalle’s Behind the Stain Glass
Windows: Money Dynamics in the Church, in
order to specifically pursue the dynamics of
secularization in the North American context.
All in all, Van Der Ven’s book is a superb
example of contemporary practical theology. It
is well worth your investment of time toread and
study.

Mark C. Mattes
Grand View College, Des Moines, lowa

An A to Z of Feminist Theology. Edited by
Lisa Isherwood and Dorothea McEwan.
Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1996.
xv and 266 pages. Paper. $19.95.

This text, a theological dictionary, attempts to
sketch some of the basic concepts and issues
pertaining particularly to feminist theology. As
a publication of Sheffield Press, it is intended as
a companion volume to Introducing Feminist
Theology (Isherwood and McEwan, 1993) but
can stand on its own as a valuable resource in
feminist theology. While being far from exhaus-
tive, this modest “dictionary” provides an effec-
tive starting point for a conversation with and
within feminist theology. The individual au-
thors of each entry present their topic in a clear
and creative manner. The intent is to “under-
stand, deconstruct, and reconstruct” (ix).

The breadth of this text is respectable with
around 145 entries. It contains some very spe-
cific topics, including Asian Women’s Hermen-
eutical Principle, Sin, and Inclusive Language.
It sometimes tends toward the creative and even
esoteric with entries like Invisibility, Circle
Dance, and Wholeness. Some very basic topics
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are well-explicated. For instance, the entry on
Eve first covers the traditional interpretations
and scholarship surrounding this biblical figure,
and then moves to show how these interpreta-
tions have reinforced sex stereotypes in society
and the church. Eve is finally embraced as a
positive model for women dynamically seeking
knowledge and creativity.

The text covers a range of areas in feminist
theology, including historical studies, theologi-
caltopics, biblical figures, hermeneutical trends,
and ecclesiology. With entries on both New and
Old Testament Women, one gains an overview
of the major female figures in the scriptures.
Social issues find their way into these pages in
the pieces on Justice, Violence (two entries),
Pomography, and Anger. Approached from a
feminist theological perspective, these entries
provide an introduction to the relevance of each
issue in theological discussion among feminists.
Likewise, the reinterpretations of such topics as
Resurrection, Crucifixion, and Salvation pro-
vide entry into a critical and constructive con-
versation.

While it appears that this text emerges as a
sortof British-published counterpart to thenewly
published Directory of Feminist Theologies
(Clarkson and Russell, Westminster/John Knox,
1996) it is far from exhaustive and tends toward
the creative rather than the traditional. For this
reason, it may serve as an effective resource for
one either familiar with some basic theological
concepts, or one interested in creative responses
to traditional issues being offered by feminist
theologians. It may not be as helpful for those
not comfortable in the theological realm.

Feminist theology as a field can only ben-
efit from the emergence of this text and others
like it. The editors state: “feminist theology
does not present itself as a unified body of
research, but rather as a rich tapestry of life
experiences and reflection upon them.... It al-
ways celebrates women” (x). This text offers
more threads for the tapestry that is being con-
tinually woven by women around the world. By
functioning in dialogue with other texts and
sources, it enriches feminist scholarship.

Caryn Riswold
Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago

Why We Live in Community. By Eberhard
Armnold with two interpretive talks by Tho-
mas Merton. Farmington, PA: Plough
Publishing House, 1995. 73 pages. Paper.
$6.00.

This concept of community fascinates people
more than the reality of community. The con-
cept fascinates people of all walks of life and all
kinds of faith or lack thereof. Few know what
they are talking about when they write of com-
munity. Much of the talk is hyperbole born of
wishful thinking, not out of the hard sweat of
experiment.

Eberhard Amold’s thoughts on community
are important for two reasons: first, he lived
them. Everything he wrote was forged on the
anvil of experience, and there was precious little
gap between his words and his deeds. Second, he
derivedhis energy and direction from the Gospel
and the Acts of the Apostles. This little book is
a brief explanation of why Amold and others
chose to live in community.

The primary reason to live in community,
of course, is that this is God’s way to organize
life on earth. All else derives from this primary
reason. Life in community is life in the Spirit;
they are equal terms for Arnold, as properly
understood they would be for all Christians.

Merton’s interpretive talks were comments
made at a monastery in September 1968, some
three months before his death. They enhance
Arnold’s writing from the perspective of catho-
lic monasticism, and from Merton’s own perch
as a social critic and ecumenical figure.

As withall of Arnold’s writings, much food
for thought is packaged into few pages. This
book ought to be on your shelves right next to
Bonhoeffer’s Life Together and Jean Vanier’s
Community and Growth. Many, perhaps most,
of us are incapable of the radical communitari-
anism of the Bruderhof the Amolds began. But
in this age of violence and brokenness, we seek
common ground for building community.
Armnold’s message is indeed radical but it has
applicability in a variety of settings. Look at it
with your own in mind, and you will learn.

Jay C. Rochelle
Allentown, Pennsylvania
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The Individual and World Need. By Eber-
hard Amold. Farmington, PA: Plough
Publishing House, 1993. 71 pages. Paper.
$6.00.

Eberhard Amold’s words from the 1920s con-
tinue to bear the weight of truth into our own
time. Arnold’s meditation on the challenge of
poverty and want is worthy of sustained applica-
tion in any community. He begins with the
observation that the human being is made up of
many cells which must work in cooperation with
each other, then moves quickly to the human
community in which the same principle is at
work. Alas, self-centeredness takes over and
convinces us that we are individuals. But indi-
vidualism tums immediately to isolation, and
hence we yearn for connectedness with others
but our very sense of self robs us of the ability to
make the connections.

Our yearning for community and harmony
leads us to the God who has loved us in the cross
of Christ. Amold’s most powerful words con-
vict us of the separation that we cherish, but
which also makes us miserable and lonesome.
‘When we are cut off from human community we
are cut off from divine community as well. This
sense of division and separation leads to guilt
because we know we are made for community,
and we experience this guilt as a paralyzing
condition. We cannot overcome the guilt of
separation on our own. We need the message
and the power of the gospel.

Christians are people who rise up out of the
morass of guilt and isolation to show another
way, people who understand that risk-taking in
the direction of community-building is service
to the kingdom of God. This calls for sacrificial
self-offering and for emptying ourselves into the
world as Jesus emptied himself. Called to be
raised up with and in Christ, we are able to point
to the vacuity of human society and the liveliness
of forgiveness and unity inGod. So we enter into
community, and this community is eternal life
because it unites humanity with God.

Besides its use as a sustained meditation for
Christians, you might read this book profitably
with the social ministry committee of the church
or with your witness/evangelism committee.

Jay C. Rochelle

Jesus the Liberator: Nazareth Liberation
Theology (Luke 4.16-30). By Michael
Prior, CM. Sheffield: Sheffield Academic
Press, 1995. 228 pages. Paper. $18.50.

Under the conviction that method and meaning
go together, Prior employs wide-ranging meth-
ods to study Jesus’ inaugural sermon in Luke.
The text is particularly important in Luke-Acts
because it foreshadows whatlies ahead. Readers
generally encounter Prior’s account of the his-
tory of research on an issue and then Prior’s
position—usually siding with a view already
established.

Prior compares Luke-Acts to contempora-
neous literature and suggests that it is a mixed
genre incorporating features of biography and
historiography—with implications of historical
reliability. Closely related, the purpose of Luke-
Actsisto givean orderly accountof the universal
mission of Jesus and his disciples as they are
empowered by God’s Spirit. With respect to
Luke 4, Prior supports the view that Jesus’
intimations of extending the liberation of the
poor beyond Israel unsettled the people of Naza-
reth. :

But the book shifts from ancient history to
challenge modem readers to join the cause of
liberating the poor—those deprived both materi-
ally and socially. So Prior calls for holistic
evangelization of the poor—action toredress the
serious inequalities of wealth and security.

Pastors and lay people will find the book
readable and clear, but some of the history of
research cumbersome. They will also be chal-
lenged with respect to their own disposition of
wealth and actions to rectify inequalities. Butin
correlating the text to today, Prior reads the text
for principles and examples. Readers might be
alert to other ways to appropriate biblical texts
such as analogy, identification with characters in
the story, extending the story to include readers,
and uncanny correlations that we may not be
able to anticipate.

Robert L. Brawley
McCormick Theological Seminary
Chicago, lllinois
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Blasted Assurance

Somewhere in the following pages Pastor Jean Lebbert uses the phrase “Blasted
Assurance” to describe those folks (I am sure none of you is guilty) who bash
people over the head with Bible verses. I think I can picture what she means.
“Bam! Take that! This Bible verse will show how wrong you are! Socko!
Here’s another one to straighten you out and get you to fly right!”

We have all met these people. Actually we may all have been guilty of doing
this sort of thing on some occasion when we weren’t quite up to our true evan-
gelical selves. At least I have to confess that I can remember using the Bible this
way in “conversation” with some interlocutor. Woody Allen is supposed to have
said that he always carries a bullet in his breast pocket, just in case someone
throws a Bible at him!

Rather more seriously, a colleague of mine is offering a course on bad
religion. That’s not the title. What it is, he tells me, is a course investigating
some of the unhealthy and destructive uses of our religious tradition, including
the Bible. “Spare the rod, spoil the child!” Whack! I don’t suppose they actu-
ally quote the proof text, “Hebrews 11:9-12!” while they are laying on the rod.
But we have not only the Bible but many traditional uses of the Bible, some great
and good, some far less than wholesome.

Especially in recent years women have been in the forefront of those who
have begun to speak up about bad uses of biblical material. Jesus at the heart of
scripture, in all his exchanges with women, seems caring and freeing and life-
generating. He listens, heals, strengthens, converses in private and in public.
The churches on the other hand have been far less affirming as they have inter-
preted scripture through the centuries in ways that limit the roles of women both
in church and in society.

Just recently I have seen a number of books and articles deploring the
centrality of the crucifixion in Christian rhetoric. The Bible, we are told, encour-




ages child abuse! God the heartless father maintains a cool distance and sacri-
fices the innocent Child in order to accomplish a great theological purpose! We
could (and should) point out that such a rewording of the central event of our
salvation is a bad misstatement of Christian thinking about God (the doctrine of
the Trinity contradicts such a separation of the work of Father and Son). Neither
the story of the crucifixion nor the story of Abraham’s near sacrifice of Isaac
should be used to support the notion that children are the property of their parents
and can be dealt with as harshly as the parent likes.

The Bible is certainly an adult book, full of real stories of real human and
divine life. That the rich good narratives of scripture have had bad uses is true
enough. What people do to one another in the name of religion is by no means
always pretty. But it is certainly not true that these good narratives inevitably
lead to bad uses. What is odd but true is that these narratives are in our hands
and to that extent at our mercy. How well do we tell and retell the stories and the
Story?

Where are we with the Bible? Where would we be without it? It is certainly
burdened with the heavy baggage of countless contradictory interpretations.
Even the Lutheran tradition is not one thing but many things. But Lutherans
have traditionally desired to be evangelical and worked to be evangelical, and
that means, in terms of the title of this piece, that Lutherans have attempted to
offer “blessed” and not “blasted” assurances. Or Lutherans have committed
themselves to blessing rather than blasting.

Well, all this is by way of introducing our contributor, Jean Lebbert, for the
past five years Associate Pastor of Emmanuel Lutheran Church in Lodi, Califor-
nia. She has written for Preaching Helps before (and will, I hope, again), and she
is a staff writer for Christ in the Home and The Word in Season. Jean is a master
story teller and story user. She conducts a “Bible Story-Telling Ministry” and is
very much in demand as a conference speaker. Concerning this ministry she told
me, “I gave it to God this year to expand it.” With Dr. Margie Brown she has
written a “Story Teller’s Commentary on the Acts of the Apostles,” which now
awaits publication. One final note. Jean has a dog whose full name is Anastasis
(I1ove that commitment to Greek), affectionately called “Annie.” Thanks to Jean
for her good work with the good news.

And to all of you Tellers of the Story, Blessings!

Robert H. Smith
Editor of Preaching Helps
Pacific Lutheran Theological Seminary
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First Sunday in Advent
November 30,1997

Jeremiah 33:14-16
Psalm 25:1-10

1 Thessalonians 3:9-13
Luke 21:25-36

Pastoral Reflections

The Gospel reading for the first day of the
church year has us peek at the last page of the
story—toJudgment Day—to see¢ how itturns
out. Why?

Readers claim justifications for peek-
ing: to see how the story ends, to find out
which characters are significant and which
ones not to put a lot of faith in, to give the
reader a sense of control during the sus-
pense.

What do we learn about this story by
taking this peek? One guess, given the
contextof the other Lectionary selections for
the day, and that it’s Advent, is that the story
has something to do with restoring righ-
teousness. Righteousness is a conspicuous
word in the Jeremiah passage, occurring
three times in verses 15-16. It’s also an
objective thatreappears several times in other
Sundays of Advent, Christmas, and
Epiphany.

JuxtaposingJesus’ words and Jeremiah’s
this week, we get the idea that righteousness
won’t be restored easily. There will be
distress and confusion, fear and foreboding.
And, when we pay attention to the cadence
of the readings, we pick up Luke 21:32-33,
when Jesus utters the scary phrase “pass
away” three times in two verses. God, do
you mean we have to die for righteousness to
be restored?

We feel the beating of our heart. The
word “heart” occurs in the readings every
week throughout these three seasons (it does
not occur in the Commemoration of the

Holy Innocents; however, we are acutely
aware on that day that Herod’s heart is hard-
ened and many hearts ache over the death of
the babies).

It’s not coincidence that the heart is
conspicuous; we’re talking about the story
of the birth of Jesus Christ. As Luther was
fond of pointing out, the Devil couldn’t care
less about the story of Jesus being a nice
story or nice event in history, but when it
becomes something in which your heart
trusts, when Jesus becomes the means of
grace and righteousness for you, then the
Devil is defeated. So, “strengthen your
hearts in holiness” and “be on guard so that
your hearts are not weighed down.” You
ain’t seen nothin’ yet.

Advent wrenches our heads and our
hearts away from our familiar and beloved
perishable existence to that of the mysteri-
ous and intangible imperishable. The long-
awaited righteous Branch will sprout from
the fallen fig tree—Creation has been telling
us this story ever since the stars and the sun
and the moon were put in the sky for signs
(Gen 1:14). The whole story flashes past us
in our Gospel reading:

“Sun, moon, stars as signs” alludes to
the Creation in Genesis as well as the coming
Judgment Day, and we are reminded of the
distressand confusion of the fall of Israel and
Judah, when the people worshipped these
signs, and of the wise men led to the Christ
child, a blessed and bloody story.

“Nations confused by the roaring of the
sea and the waves” harks to the Great Flood
in Genesis and to Exodus and the crossing of
the Red Seaand toJoshua and the crossing of
the Jordan and the nations gathering to John
the Baptist at the Jordan and to Pentecost and
even to our dying in the waters of our own
baptism.

“People fainting with fear and forebod-
ing of what is coming” harks to the fall of the
Divided Kingdoms and the destruction of
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the temple and the judgment to come.

“The Son of Man coming in a cloud”
harks to Daniel’s vision which stoked the
exiles’ faith, and then to John’s Revelation.

“Heavenand earth will passaway” harks
to their creation in Genesis and their passing
away in Revelation 21.

Incredible novel. We can peek at the
first page or at the last to find what we need
to sustain us through the middle. Kudos to
the author.

Incredible life. Beginnings are as finite
as endings; most of living, most of the fear
and foreboding part, is done in between the
two. Ask anyone who has just graduated. Or
who just gotdivorced. Or who lost a spouse
or parent or a child. Or who gave birth to a
baby. There’s distress and confusion and
fear and foreboding when our world as we
have come to know it ceases, and when we
have to go past the loss or gain the goal and
are peering into the poker-faced future.

In the 21st chapter of Luke, a widow’s
last mite becomes significant treasure, and
the treasured temple faces a fate as a pile of
rubble, and Jesus continues to teach his dis-
ciples about the story to prepare them for all
that is to come.

When we peek at the end of the story, at
first, it seems the only character left is the
Son of Man in the clouds. Like it or not,
creation’s story is God’s story. But, wait.
We are there! We are the ones with theraised
heads, or at least, Jesus wants us to be there—
not losing our heads nor scattering in panic
nor quivering under the bed, but with strong
hearts and raised heads, looking upon the
ebony silhouette of a cross against the radi-
ance of the heavens, rent open to let in the
new beginning.

Kudos to the Faith Giver. The end
becomes the beginning. As soon as a Chris-
tian dies, we celebrate their resurrection.

Prayer of the Day: Gracious God, as we
begin this church year and take up the Ad-
ventanticipation of the coming of our Christ,
we thank you for our scriptures which tell us
of your mercy and steadfast love. Through
your Holy Spirit, make us always aware of
your power and presence as we journey
between the endings and beginnings of life.
Amen

From Jean’s Journal: “The church in a
secular society provides the individual with
an opportunity to participate now in the
ultimate destiny of human life.” Pannenberg

Hymn of the Day: LBW #118, “Sing, My
Tongue,” to tune of REGENT SQUARE.

Second Sunday in Advent
December 7, 1997

Baruch 5:1-9 or Malachi 3:14
Luke 1:68-78

Philippians 1:3-11

Luke 3:1-6

Pastoral Reflections

The first mountain falls and the first valley is
lifted right in the first two verses of our
Gospel reading.

In a way, it almost sounds like Luke is
doing stand-up comedy to weary ears that
know the story, inviting them in with humor.
“In the fifteenth year of the big, important
reign of all these emperors and governors,
like, oh, Pontius Pilate, and rulers, like, oh,
Herod, and high priests, like Annas and
Caiaphas (it sure seems like Luke picks out
examples that we’ll all know, rulers who
don’t have a handle on what real power is),
the word of God comes to some P.K. who’s
out in the wilderness.
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The power of politics crumbles, and the
powerless are lifted up by the hope of God’s
presence among them.

The word for “word” here is pnua,
uttering or sayings. If it had been logos, we
could have speculated that Luke was con-
tinuing his comedy and writer’s prowess
with an intentional pun like the Easter pun,
when the women go to the tomb when the
sun (sounds like son, even in Greek) had
risen. “The word of God comes to John. The
Word of God, get it?” This Gospel must
have been written before the Word hymn,
“In the beginning was the Word...,” that was
so popular it was used to open the Gospel
According to John.

And then, we wait for Luke to give us
another chuckle, and instead we hear him
quote prophet’s words that are meant to
encourage those who still have to face suf-
fering and waiting. They are the words of
Isaiah, but we also hear them from Jeremiah
and his secretary, Baruch. We’re not all on
level ground yet.

In six verses, the Gospel raises our val-
ley and levels our mountain. Now we know
what Advent feels like.

It feels something like changing clothes
in public, which is what Baruch talks about.
It’s wonderful to think about taking off gar-
ments of sorrow and affliction and putting on
robes of righteousness and a crown of glory,
butto do that, we have toendure an awkward
moment of nakedness. To change clothes,
you’ve got to risk, at some point, having no
clotheson! You have to risk feeling vulner-
able and imperfect and conspicuous—like
you feel when you truly confess and repent.
Some people refuse to change clothes be-
cause of the exposure. Some refuse to re-
pent, deceiving themselves that they can
retain sin or withhold forgiveness and con-
tinue to be healthy. Some people, when they
are depressed or sick, prefer to stay in their
comfortable old clothes.

Advent challenges us to change our
ways as we change our clothes, buttochange
them for righteousness’ sake. In the grue-
some Malachi reading, those who love evil
strip people past their nakedness!

As I write this, we are confirming our
eighth graders. Ialways pointout to them the
top of page 201 of the LBW, where we ask
them to do powerful, difficult things, “tolive
among God’s faithful people...to proclaim
the good news of God in Christ through word
and deed...to serve all people...to strive for
justice and peace in all the earth.” ButIpoint
out that they don’t have to do italone. They
answer, “I do, and I ask God to help and
guide me.” (Guess you can still get good
help these days.)

It sounds good to have everybody on an
equal plain, but it’s another thing to be
stripped of power and height and depth and
bends and twists. And the more we need to
be stripped, the harder it is. But we don’t
have to do italone. Advent challenges us to
level living, but points to Christmas, when
God takes off the robes of deity and puts on
the humblest clothes of a diaper and a dia-
dem of thorns—all so that we can be changed
and righteousness restored.

“Will you take off the garment of your
sorrow and affliction and put on the robes of
righteousness?”

“I will, and I ask God to help and guide
me (and please don’t laugh).”

Prayer of the Day: Gracious God, open our
ears today so that we may hear the Baptist’s
cry to repentance, and help and guide us to
prepare and see the pathway for your com-
ing. We pray in Jesus’ name. Amen.

From Jean’s Journal: Here’s a story that
teaches us that it’s wiser to change our ways
and risk nakedness than to rely only on
ourselves; I heard it from the Rev. Jay Ford
in 1991. One foggy night at sea the captain
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of a ship saw what looked like the lights of
another ship heading toward him. He had his
signalman contact the other ship by light.
The message was: “Change your course ten
degrees to the south.” The reply came back:
“Change your course ten degrees to the
north.” Then the captain answered: “Iam a
captain, so you change your course ten de-
grees to the south.” Reply: “I am a seaman
first class—change your course ten degrees
to the north.” This last exchange really
infuriated the captain, so he signaled back: “I
am a battleship—change your course ten
degrees to the south.” Reply: “I am a light-
house. Change your course ten degrees to
the north!”

Hymn of the Day: LBW #36, “On Jordan’s
Bank The Baptist’s Cry”

Third Sunday in Advent
December 14, 1997

Zephaniah 3:14-20
Isaiah 12:2-6
Philippians 4:4-7
Luke 3:7-18

Pastoral Reflections
We start off with more rejoicing than we’ve
gotten in the first two Sundays of Advent.
“Sing aloud.... Rejoice and exult with all
your heart” (from Zephaniah); “With joy
you will draw water from the wells of salva-
tion” (from Isaiah); ‘“Rejoice in the Lord
always” (from Philippians). It seems that
our faith and waiting are going to pay off.
It’s interesting that the first verse of the
Isaiah passage isn’tincluded in the pericope.
The whole chapter is only six verses; why do
we only get five? Last week, we heard the
whole chapter of rarely heard, barely known

Baruch. Why don’t we get the complete
thought of good old Isaiah?

Verse one is:

“You will say in that day:

I will give thanks to you,

O Lorp,

for though you were angry

‘with me,

your anger turned away,

and you comforted me.

After condemning Jerusalem, the
prophet promises comfort and consolation
to those who wait patiently and serve God.
The inhabitants of Jerusalem shall rejoice
that their God is in their midst to save them
and gather them home. Including this verse
would make this pericope a nice parallel to
the Gospel’s scene, where John exhorts and
then immerses.

Why isn’t this verse included? Is it
because we don’t want God sounding like
Santa Claus so close to Christmas (“You’d
better watch out! You’d better not cry!
You’d better not pout!”)? Or is it that verse
one would pile too much anxiety on us for
this week?

Anxiety hits us in the Gospel reading,
tempering the rejoicing. In verse 15, the
people are apprehensive, fearful—the word
is Tpoogdoxia—and they are questioning,
Siaroyifopad, in their hearts. They won-
der who John s, if he is the messiah, and they
get two choices: to believe or to reject. The
plain of anxiety is a fertile bed, one where joy
can be choked out by the weed called doubt.

In the fifth chapter of his systematic
theology opus, God—the World’s Future
(Augsburg Fortress, 1992), Ted Peters of-
fers a discussion about anxiety that I often
refer to.

“Anxiety is the prelude to sin,” Peters
states. “In itself, anxiety is not sin; but it
stands before us like fruit on the tree of
knowledge, tempting us toward aggression”
(p. 156). Later, he writes, “In itself anxiety
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is not sin, because there is the possibility that
an anxious person could live in faith” (p.
157). There are Christians who despair
when anxiety and doubt creep in, but, see,
it’s okay to have anxiety; it’s one of the
reactions we can have to stuff.

Itwasabig, undefined crowd, an A os,
who had come out, like cunning snakes, to
this appealing ascetic’s baptism ritual, and
they were all anxious to do what would be
good for them come Judgment Day.

We all have our anxieties about what
will be written about us in the book kept at
the pearly gates which will gain us entry: “I
see you were baptized. Welcome.” “I see
you are descended from Abraham. Wel-
come.” “I see you faithfully took Commun-
ion at least once a year. You’'re in.” “I see
you confessed on your death bed—close
timing!”

The people asked, “What will we do?”
And John’s answer seems pretty logical,
really,nothingbrilliantly new for Jews. “Live
out the commandments. Live out Jubilee
Year ethics. Duh.” But it appears to John
that the people are hoping they can take a
bath but keep their old habits.

~ While it’s okay to have anxiety, it’s not
okay to stay there or to digress. As a pastor,
I hear people say, “I know this isn’t Chris-
tian, but....” And I ache to be able to grab
them by the throat and say, ““You viper, you!
If you know it isn’t Christian, why are you
letting it rule you?”

Advent aches for us to live by God’s
ethics. So, why do we stay in our sin?

To hear from Peters again, “Despite
God’s gracious call to fulfillment, however,
there seems to be a proclivity in human
thought and action that resists God’s inten-
tion. Instead of answering the call forward,
we choose to fixate ourselves in an unchang-
ing present. Instead of answering the call to
wholeness, we choose partiality. Fixation
and partiality cannot help but produce de-

struction. To choose fixation and partiality
istochoose sin; and the resultis evil. Instead
of becoming human, we find ourselves awash
in unbecoming evil” (p. 155).

I like IDB also; it’s a little more suc-
cinct. “Stagnation is not necessarily a reli-
gious virtue.” (Vol. 1, p. 719)

The promise is that there will be rejoic-
ing in heaven over a sinner who repents.
Let’s get on with the baptism so we can go to
the party called eternal living.

Prayer of the Day: Almighty and merciful
God, move us this Advent day to prepare our
hearts for the coming of our Christ by choos-
ing to live by your commandments, and lead
us from the gurglings of doubt to the songs of
faith. Amen.

Jean’s Journal: “Standing on the promises
is not the same as sitting in the pews.”
Don Abdon

Hymn of the Day: LBW #556, “Herald,
Sound the Note of Judgment,” sung to the
tune of REGENT SQUARE




Preaching Helps
T—

470

Fourth Sunday in Advent
December 21, 1997

Micah 5:2-5a

Luke 1:47-55 or Psalm 80:1-7
Hebrews 10:5-10

Luke 1:39-45 (46-55)

Pastoral Reflections
Luke creates more anxiety in us in this week’s
Gospel reading.

Hey! But, it’s the final Sunday of Ad-
vent. Only three more days. Many of us
have our trees up, packages wrapped, and we
are more ready to listen to Handel’s Mes-
siah,“Comfort ye my people,” than we are to
scoot up in our pews and do some more
pondering about what God is doing in this
story, not to mention in our lives.

Advent continues its stirring in us, in
our hearts. Not all the mountains have
tumbled yet.

Luke sets up acommonplace encounter
that we are rarely privileged to in our Holy
Scriptures: the intimate meeting of two preg-
nant women. Both have experienced angel
encounters and extraordinary conceptions.
Poor old Elizabeth has been secluded for six
months with a husband who hasn’tbeen able
to hold a conversation. Little Mary could
have been stoned! Mary rushes over to
Elizabeth’s house, hot on the heels of the
Annunciation, and Elizabeth’s baby turns
somersaults. These two women have alot of
interesting things to say to each other. We
scoot up on the edge of our pews, ears alert.

And then Luke, instead of giving us a
CPE verbatim, carefully restricts their emo-
tions and exclamations to those more like the
carefully controlled reactions of pious priests
in public. I’'m certain that eventually Eliza-
beth and Mary came to understand how God
employed them in the salvation story, but
I’'m just as certain that they didn’t draw these

conclusions this quickly and that this isn’t
literally what they said to each other, and this
makes me anxious (and those who insist on
taking the Gospels literally will also get
anxious by a statement like this). Luke is
inserting theology here. Another most dis-
turbing detail comes in verse 56, which, by
the way, just missed making it into this
pericope. (How come the Lectionary chops
off chapters at a single verse?) Young Mary
ends her three-month visit when Elizabeth is
nine months along! She doesn’t stay to be
with her elderly kinswoman through her
labor and witness the birth of this miracle
baby? I don’t think so.

The Gospel writers, those whoknew the
human Jesus and the resurrected Christ, never
really give faithful humans full permission
to be only human anymore. There are stories
in the Gospels where humans act only hu-
man (take the rich young man, for example),
but they do so at the expense of the righ-
teousness that has been visiting us in our
Advent pericopes.

Elizabeth and Mary have had some kind
of stuff happen to them, for sure! Stuff
happens. We get bowled over by the bends
and twists and other travelers along life’s
road. The Gospel writers are empowering us
to the kind of faithful living that gives us the
stamina to get back up and keep going. I
believe we can only do that when we look at
what has happened to us in order to see what
God is doing for us and by us for others’
sakes.

Elizabeth and Mary, as only human,
perhaps more likely would have made a pot
of tea and talked and talked and talked, like
you do when you visit relatives. However,
Luke stringently scripts and choreographs
their visit so that they don’t act only human.
But it’s not to put down humanness; it’s to
testify that with the inbreaking of the Word
Incarnate, godliness has fulfilled the human-
ness we were created to be. Now we can
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have hearts strong enough and we can raise
our heads to fully encounter what’s to come,
because of Emmanuel, God with us—with
us in everything that happens to us. We are
becoming the image we were created in.
Hmm. The peek at the end of the story
that we were privileged to enjoy on the First
Sunday of Advent visits us again. The Lec-
tionary has taken us full circle in our Advent
season. Advent would have us scoot up on
the edge of our pews, ready to take in once
again the wonderful miracle of Christmas.

Prayer of the day: Gracious God, thank you
for the witness and faith of Elizabeth and
Mary, the mothers of John and Jesus. Bless
our ears and hearts as we grow with them
into clearer understanding of what you do for
all the world through the Christ child. We
pray in his holy name. Amen.

From Jean’s Journal: “Worship is one
place where, like it or not, one will bumpinto
God.” Quote from Epiphany ‘97 event in
Sacramento—I am not certain who said this,
but it might have been the Rev. Noreen
Meginness who preached at the event.

Hymn of the Day: LBW #285, “Spirit of
God, Sent from Heaven Abroad” (vv. 1-3),
or #231, “O Word of God Incamate,” or
#417, “In a Lowly Manger Born.”

Christmas Day
December 25, 1997

Isaiah 62:6-12
Psalm 97

Titus 3:4-7

Luke 2:(1-7) 8-20

Pastoral Reflections

One of the biggest letdowns for me, as a
called and ordained minister of the church of
Christ, is puny church attendance on Christ-
mas Day. We’ve had four weeks of prepara-
tion, of prophets’ exhortations, of promises
of justice and peace, of knowing that God is
gracious and merciful to us poor, miserable
sinners. On the eve of the day, people even
come out to worship late at night. The actual
day comes, however, and many of God’s
people don’t come to worship. Stressed out
from preparations and expectations, priori-
tizing family and traditions and bright paper
packages, they aren’t perched on the edge of
the pews taking in, once again, the miracle of
Christmas.

I suppose we are kin to the shepherds in
Luke’s manger scene. Let’s take a closer
look at these surprising sentinels (they cer-
tainly aren’t the sentinels Isaiah was writing
about, are they?).

The shepherds were “keeping watch
over their flocks by night.” The expression
is PLAGOOOVTES PLAAKAS TS VLKTOS
éml TV moipvnyv avt@v. If we become
meticulously literal in the translation, we
could say that the shepherds were guarding
their night watch, which happened to be
watching sheep. Thatis, they were tending
to their job of watching sheep, not tending to
the sheep. They are like the hired hand in
John 10, who abandons the flock when a
wolf comes. After all, they do abandon their
sheep, at night, to go find the baby. Some-
times we’re the same. We trust more in
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believing than we do in God. That’s part of
the reason we have inactive members who
resist being purged from the books.

Shepherds were despised and unreli-
able. Luke levels another mountain in his
depiction of shepherds being serenaded by
an army of angels and being the first wit-
nesses of the Christ child. But then, after
they are visited by angels and see for them-
selves an angel omen in the flesh, the Mes-
siah no less, the shepherds go back to being
shepherds! 1Isn’t that just like us humans?
We experience the in-breaking of the ex-
traordinary and then go back home and put
on a pot of coffec. We're talking about God
coming to earth here! I get a little disap-
pointed that people can hear this news and
then say, “That’s nice, dear.” No wonder
God had to save us, “not because of any
works of righteousness that we had done, but
according to his mercy.”

The blessing in Luke’s manger scene
for me is Mary, pondering in her heart. The
verb is ovuUBAAAW, literally, to throw to-
gether, maybe even to piece together, like
sewing remnants into a quilt. Mary, sweaty
and soiled from giving birth, opens her heart
and throws in angels and shepherds and
straw and afterbirth and her firstborn. She’s
a much-needed reminder to me that people
don’t have to come to church to encounter or
to give thanks to God.

Prayer of the Day: Gracious and merciful
God, we bless you this holy day in thanks for
the birth of our Christ, the witness of the
shepherds, and the heart of Mary. Help us to
retain the awe and wonder of Christmas.
Amen.

From Jean’s Journal:

This is a Repeat-After-Me Story that makes
a great children’s sermon, although adults
have fun doing it, too. Make up obvious
hand gestures to illustrate each line and have
the “kids” repeat everything you say and do.

One fine day in heaven

God yelled, “Gabriel,

I need you to go to earth

You'’ve great news to tell.”

So I spread my angel wings
Having wings is nice

And I polished my angel halo

In fact, I polished it twice

And in the twinkle of a star,
Which is how an angel flies,

I appeared to a girl named Mary
And I said to her, “Surprise!
Mary, do not be afraid,

Although you’ll think it odd,
You’ve been made a chosen one
And you’re having a baby, by God!”
Then I flew to the star manufacturer
Said, “Make the biggest star you’re able.”
And I hung it in the heavens

So it would shine upon a stable
Then I summoned an angel choir
And we unzipped the sky

And sang about Peace on Earth
To shepherds in the night

1did a lot of amazing things
Some funny, I suppose,

But the mostest amazingest thing was when
God put on baby clothes!

And every year at Christmas time
All the world recall

That God became the Only Son

A Babe born in a stall

And of a virgin, Mary

Such a simple birth

The baby grew then died

His resurrection shook the earth
Some people didn’t believe it then
Some don’t believe today

That God, almighty and powerful,
Would save the earth this way
But I believe

Hymn of the Day: LBW#50, “Angels From
the Realms of Glory”
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Holy Innocents
December 28, 1997

Jeremiah 31:15-17
1 Peter 4:12-19
Psalm 124
Matthew 2:13-18

Pastoral Reflections

I'had a dream that I was in a Christmas shop
looking over bins of creche characters you
could buy piece by piece. Some of the bins
contained statuettes of the slaughtered re-
mains of infants from Matthew’s manger
scene.

Two events caused my brain to concoct
this vision. The first was when my Bible-
study buddy and I, during an evening of
silliness (both of us prescribe occasional,
intentional silliness for those who work in
the church), created a creche out of Spam™
and string cheese. She and I had won first
place in the Spam™ cooking contest at the
County Fair that year; that’s why we were
playing with this tinned pork product, you
see. When you carve figures like Joseph and
Gabriel and a donkey out of Spam™, you
end up with odd bits and pieces. We piled
some up behind Herod’s castle (we were
making the most complete manger scene
there ever was) and called them “the slaugh-
tered remains of the infants.” It was thera-
peutic dark humor to help us through the
bloody part of the Christmas pageant. The
second event was when my sister gifted me
with our mom’s treasured creche a year and
a half after Mom’s death and two months
after Dad’s. Death gets on my mind now at
Christmas.

Difficult as it may be for us, Matthew
has us struggle with fitting death in amongst
our pretty manger scene and Yuletide tinsel.
He givesus several “scriptural speed bumps”
(this is a highly hermeneutical term that I

learned in seminary and refers to something
in a text that forces you to slow down).

First is his quoting Hosea 11:1, “Out of
Egypt I have called my son.” It’s not a
verbatim quote from the Hebrew nor from
the Septuagint. Is Matthew quoting from a
scroll that didn’t make it into posterity or
sloppily misquoting from memory? Oris he
inserting theology about Jesus here?

In the next verse, for Herod’s outrage,
Matthew uses the verb 6vpoopat. He also
uses the emphatic Atav. So he is talking
about Herod being really mad here, mad
enough to be insane. The noun of anger,
derived from the same root, appears numer-
ous times, but here is the only time in the
entire New Testament that the verb form is
used. We slow down for rare appearances.

His Jeremiah quote is also not verbatim
from the Hebrew nor the Septuagint, and itis
a quote that puzzles biblical scholars. It’s
hard to explain, so hang in here with me.
Ramabh is 8 miles from Jerusalem, not near
Bethlehem. It is not where Rachel died, but
isthe site of national grief for Israel. Rachel’s
tomb, according to Gen 35:19, is at Ephrath,
which is 1 mile north of Bethlehem. Rachel
would be weeping from her tomb for the
death of her children, since she died giving
birth to Benoni/Benjamin. But, the refer-
ence to Ephrath in Genesis is in a gloss used
to elaborate on Ephrathah, which is near
Jerusalem, not Bethlehem. For a Gospel that
became known as the Teaching Gospel,
Matthew sure has a lot of inaccuracies. Or
intentional speed bumps.

Rachel’s crying is the third we have
heard. The first was John’s prophetic voice
cryinginthe wilderness. The second was the
baby Jesus being born in the manger. The
third cry, so different from those of exhorta-
tion and new life, might be the Lectionary’s
speed bump meantmore to slow usdown and
to console us over the death of innocent
babes than to prove that God ties up all
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prophetic loose ends. Christmas contains
crying and carols. Eventually, we all come
to experience this.

Humans die while God saves the Christ
child, who is eventually going to die to save
us. Why? Baby Jesus was the Only Son of
God, sent in love to save us, and he was just
as innocent as a newborn as he was when he
was crucified 30 years later. If he had died as
an infant by Herod’s hand and, three days
later, God raised him to life again, there
would have been a salvific resurrection
miracle.

The difference is in the 30-something
years in which humans got to know Jesus.

If the proverbial tree falls in a deserted
forest, does anybody care if it makes a noise?
Does it matter? Surely God could save us
without our knowing; at the least, God could
have let the Christ baby be killed and resur-
rected. But who would have known? It must
matter for us to know Jesus and to know that
we are saved by him.

Knowing that we are precious enough
for God Almighty to save us by grace gives
extraordinary value to our lives now, and not
just to our birth and death, but to all the
terrific and terrible and joyful and woeful
times in between. When God saved the God
child, it was for the sake of the gospel, which
converts and consoles us during the in-be-
tween times of our lives by assuring us of our
salvation. There wouldn’t be much of a
gospel story to tell if God had let the baby die
and be raised to life again, and who would
have been there to tell it, Jesus’ mom and
some scraggly shepherds?

It hurts our hearts that babies had to die.
But we’ve known from the beginning of
Advent, when we peeked at the end, that
righteousness isn’t won without cost. Those
little ones died so that we might know Christ.

Prayer of the Day: Gracious God, we pray
today for the innocent ones who died by

Herod’s unreasonable anger and for their
parents who wept. Help us to give you
thanks for what was won for us by their
martyrdom. InJesus’ name we pray. Amen.

From Jean’s Journal: A cheer from 1 Peter
4:12-19: “Lean to the left, lean to the right.
Suffer, suffer, fight, fight, fight!”

Hymn of the Day: LBW #413, “Father
Eternal, Ruler of Creation,” vv. 1,4, 5 (This
isa difficult tune; perhaps the hymn could be
read responsively.)

Second Sunday after
Christmas
January 4, 1998

Jeremiah 31:7-14 or Sirach 24:1-12
Psalm 147:12-20 or Wisdom 10:15-21
Ephesians 1:3-14

John 1:(1-9) 10-18

Pastoral Reflections

Irecently had anawesome conversation with
a fifth-grader who is struggling in his mind
and heart with questions about how God can
have no beginning. “How can something
exist before everything begins? When God
began, wasn’t that the real beginning? How
can you have no beginning?”

This child of God is working hard to
understand his God; he is hovering over the
chaos of faith.

As a child, I had that kind of struggle,
too. Mine was wanting to understand why
God created the world. Mom used to come
in at night and tell me to “Stop thinking and
gotosleep.” Butthanks be to God who calls
children, even above Mom, to struggle at
knowing their God. Here is my answer the
best I can explain it. Today anyway.
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Before the beginning, there was God,
and the Word and Wisdom were with God,
and the Word and Wisdom were God.

God was filled with the Word and was
inseparable from the Word. The Word, in
essence, was “I love you,” because God is
love. That has to be the Word of love. But
there was no one to speak it to and no place
to go to be in love. Before the beginning,
love lay trapped inside love, like life trapped
in a tomb. Love contained in love is totally
different than love springing from love. Itis
perfect love with no way to be perfected. It
is great love with no one to give its all to so
to be great. Creation wasn’t a serendipitous
whim; it was the Word leaping in God’s
womb, burning in God’s xoAnos, God’s
bosom/heart. It was love that couldn’t be
contained.

God was filled with Wisdom. But be-
fore the beginning, there was no one for
Wisdom to pour itself out upon, and wisdom
unshared is not wisdom.

And so, before the beginning, before
there was Creatjon for God to be God of,
God, who was all, was also not. When there
is no “you” there is no “I” and love exists in
the middle of nothing.

Creationisn’tanact of grace, itis purely
God being God.

“Inthebeginning, God created the heav-
ens and the earth.” Bang! Begun! (NRA’s
version: Be gun! Bang!) “And the earth was
without form and void. And the Spirit of
God hovered over the waters of the deep.”
Everything all became at once and was chaos,
like trying to get puppies to line up. But God
brooded over the chaos lovingly and wisely
and uttered the Word, released it from its
womb-tomb, and it came out beaming. The
Word was spoken over the chaos, and it was
love at first light.

We are being changed, charged with the
work of the Holy Spirit. All of us encounter
chaos—sometimes, we must confess, we

even create chaos. Whatdo we do? Letlove
be genuine so that we can be genuine.

We don’t feel lovable when we are in
chaos; we don’t want to approach and love
others who are thrashing around in chaos.
Stepping up to chaos and saying, “I love
you,” is explosive, always has been and ever
will be. It wasn’t created to be easy, but it
was created to work. I think of a teary and
tousled tot who is soothed back to smiles by
aparent’s loving attention. When we can say
“I love you” to another, and when we can
hear it, in our need, from another, we put the
darkness in its place.

Prayer of the Day: Loving and all-knowing
God, we give you thanks for the love and
wisdom that has poured from you and given
us life. Teach us, as your co-creators, to act
in the same love and wisdom, to face the
chaos in our lives, and to offer ourselves to
others who are in chaos. Teach us the order-
liness and power of saying, “I love you.” We
pray in the name of your love incarnate,
Jesus our Christ. Amen.
From Jean’s Journal: “Well, so that is
that” by W. H. Auden

Well, so that is that.

Now we dismantle the tree

Putting the decorations back into their
cardboard boxes—some have gotten bro-
ken—and carrying them up to the attic.

The holly and mistletoe must be taken
down and burnt, the children got ready for
school.

There are enough leftovers to do,
warmed up, for the rest of the week—

Not that we have much appetite, having
drunk such a lot, stayed up so late, at-
tempted—quite unsuccessfully—to love all
ourrelatives,andin general, grossly overes-
timated our powers.

Once again, as in previous years, we
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have seen the actual vision and failed to do
more than entertain it as an agreeable pos-
sibility, once again we have sent Him away
begging though to remain His disobedient
servant, the promising child who cannot
keep his word for long.

Hymn of the Day: LBW #315, “Love Di-
vine, All Loves Excelling”

The Baptism of Our Lord
January 11, 1998

Isaiah 43:1-7

Psalm 29

Acts 8:14-17

Luke 3:15-17, 21-22

Pastoral Reflections

The Gospel pericope starts with verses that
we’ve heard before, on the Third Sunday of
Advent. They have us revisit the anxious
hearts of the people who have come out to
possibly participate in a ritual.

It is helpful, as long as the Lectionary
already has us looking back, to revisit the
pericope for the Second Sunday of Adventas
well—Luke 3:1-6.

Luke’s version of John the Baptist’s
preaching and Jesus’ baptism differs from
the other two synoptic Gospels; we pay at-
tention to variations. In the Second Sunday
of Advent, Luke begins uniquely with a
roster of political and religious leaders and
concludes extending his citation from Isaiah
40 to the fourth and fifth verses, which
prophesies to God’s universal effect. The
next Sunday, Luke fleshes out the Aos in
verses 7-20. They are an eclectic crowd:
Sadducees, Pharisees, Essenes, Zealots,
Greeks, Romans, tax collectors, tax payers,
soldiers, civilians, leaders, led, misled....

The people have come out en masse to

something new, which causes anxiety in
their hearts. This was not the entrance rite
for proselytes nor the daily purification rite
for the ascetic Essenes (which, by the way, is
easy to say ten times fast). John was preach-
ing a baptism of repentance and forgiveness
for everyone. Is this the universal effect? Is
this why Luke extended the Isaiah 40 quote?

Why does the Lectionary choose verses
15-17, which we’ve heard before, and then
skip to 21-22, on the Sunday when we com-
memorate Jesus’ baptism? Perhaps it wants
us to keep our focus on the crowd.

Luke makes a significant vocabulary
change in verse 21. Instead of reusing 6 Aos,
Luke uses Aoos to refer to the people. The
Greek word Aaos is generally used to refer
to a defined crowd. It’s like a nationality
word. When we run across this word in the
New Testament, the writer is usually refer-
ring to the Jews, to the nation of God’s
people. But those who are baptized here are
not exclusively Jews. I wonder if Luke is
depicting the birth of a new nation in this
baptism scene. Stick with me here.

The scene is “Now when all the people
(MAawos) were baptized, and when Jesus also
had been baptized and was praying, the
heaven was opened, and the Holy Spirit
descended upon him in bodily form like a
dove. And a voice came from heaven, ‘You
are my Son, the Beloved; with youIam well
pleased.””

But wait! Check out the footnote in
your Oxford Annotated, Some manuscripts
have “You are my Son. Today I have begot-
ten you.” So, which is it, Luke? Did God
recite from Psalm 2:7 or Isaiah 42:1? Is God
referring only to Jesus? We’ve always
thought of it that way before.

However, the word “begotten” implies
conception. Is Jesus, Son of God and Son of
Humans, being reborn? Or are we witness-
ing the procreation through baptism of the
Body of Christ? Is thisdiverse crowd the one
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that is baptized with water here and will be
baptized with fire on Pentecost? Was Jesus
changed or were the people changed and
Jesus anointed by the dove as their Head?

The Roman census is unique to Luke as
well. This census was an affront to the Jews;
it was Rome’s denial of their position as the
people, the Aa.os, of God. Emperor Augus-
tus, in those days, had himself worshipped as
agod. Being forced asaJew to participate in
thisRoman census wasbeing forced to pledge
allegiance to a false deity. Is Luke comfort-
ing anxious hearts by showing baptism of
repentance and forgiveness to be redemp-
tion and rebirth of those who had been forced
to die?

Luther taught us to remember our bap-
tism when we need comfort and assurance.
Maybe he took his cue from Luke.

The first reading, also in Isaiah, makes
a beautiful baptism prayer for this day. If
you have a baptism, why not substitute it for
Luther’s water prayer?

Prayer of the Day: Gracious God, Creator
and Redeemer, through the waters of bap-
tism you have made us your own. Sustain
our hearts, when they grow weary with fear
and anxiety, with the assurance that we have
been sealed by the Holy Spirit and marked
with the cross of Christ forever. Amen.

From Jean’s Journal: This story illustrates
how many can be changed by the sacrifice of
one. ‘

Inaconcentration camp in Japan during
WWII, the game of life shriveled up into the
game of survival for the prisoners. Even the
thought of being able to end up in the poor
house was merely the stuff of fantasy. The
object, day after day, was to make it through
alive. And each prisoner did what he had to
—stole food, hoarded whatever medical sup-
plies were given, betrayed fellow inmates to
the guards to win a favor, maybe get a break.

One day, a guard rounded up all of the
prisoners a little early from work duty. That
was unusual. The guard announced that a
shovel was missing. He threatened, but no
shovel was produced. Finally, the guard
said, “If the man whosstole that shovel doesn’t
step forward, I will shoot all of you.” What
were they to him? His job was to keep
account of the supplies.

Finally, the man stepped forward and
the guard shot him.

When they put away the supplies later,
somebody discovered that no shovel was
ever missing.

Aftera while, prisoners who were stron-
ger and healthier shared their food with
weaker ones. Medications were pooled and
prisoners helped dress each others’ wounds.
A secret system of communications known
only among the prisoners was developed—
especially for the benefit of the new prison-
ers.

Hymn of the Day: LBW #182, “Rise, O
Children of Salvation”
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Second Sunday after the
Epiphany
January 18, 1998

Isaiah 62:1-5

Psalm 36:5-10

1 Corinthians 12:1-11
John 2:1-11

Pastoral Reflections

I get the feeling that the Gospel writer and
the Lectionary want us to be thinking about
something other than Jesus changing water
into wine at a wedding.

“On the third day....” Why does the
writer use this phrase? Is it merely a break
from using “the next day,” which he has
already used three times (1:29, 35, 43)? Or
is he using an idiom? This phrase was an
idiom of the time; it was kind of kin to our
phrase “just around the corner.” Once, I
heard someone speculate that literally count-
ing the days mentioned in the Gospel thus far
(four plus three) puts this event on the sev-
enth day, which indicates, in Hebrew yore, a
time of completeness—a perfect time for
Jesus to perform a sign. ButwhenIhear “On
the third day,” I hear the sound of women’s
sandals scuffling toward a tomb in the light
of dawn, when the sun had just arisen.

“...there was a wedding”—preceded by
aphrase that draws my mind to the resurrec-
tion, this wedding draws my mind to the
great marriage feast, like the one Isaiah was
talking about, like the ones in Jesus’ stories,
not just this one he attended.

When I hear, “And Jesus said to her,
‘Woman...”” I hear Jesus speaking from the
cross. Just as this event is unique to the
Gospel of John, so is the scene when Jesus
gives his mother’s care over to a disciple. 1
wonder if these are the only two times in this
Gospel when we hear Jesus directly address
his mother.

“My hour has not yet come”—I know
what hour Jesus is talking about.

*“...six stone water jars for the Jewish
rites of purification....” What are a half
dozen giant temple jars doing in this house?
Maybe the reception was at the church! But,
since we are hearing this story one week after
the story of Jesus’ baptism, these water jars
make me think more about Jesus’ next bap-
tism, into his death and resurrection, when
he would pour himself out for our salvation.

The spotlight is definitely following
Jesus around. He is the only one named in
the story. We can’t push a permanent pin
into the map to locate this Cana, a town
unique toJohn’s Gospel, home town of Jesus’
disciple, Nathanael, also unique to this Gos-
pel. Wemightnoteven geta glimpse of the
bride and groom, because the toastmaster
didn’t go up to them, he called (¢wVvew) to
them, maybe justraising his glass toward the
wings of the stage.

The clincher, however, is the water/
wine. I see the water and the blood (“...he
took a cup, saying, ‘This is my blood’”)
pouring from Jesus’ side. The side piercing,
and the witness by only the soldiers of the
pouring of blood and water, is also unique to
John’s Gospel.

God saved the best wine until the hour
of the Son. Now the kingdom of God is at
hand. Now is the time forrighteousness tobe
restored. Restored by the Savior, we feaston
the body and blood given for our righteous-
ness. We feast today, to nourish our faith, so
that it will be our strength for the days that
make up our “now.” And we eat a foretaste
of the feast to come! This best will pass
away, and a new best is coming.

Prayer ofthe Day: Almighty God, webless
youand thank you for the signs he pcrformed
that revealed the glory and mission of Jesus
the Christ and for the gifts of Word and
Sacrament, which continue to reveal your
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love and glory. Amen.

From Jean’s Journal: “When you care
enough to send the very best, you come
yourself, if you’re God.” Dr. Robert Goeser

Hymn of the Day: LBW #197, “O Living
Bread from Heaven.”

Third Sunday after the
Epiphany

(Conversion of St. Paul)
January 25, 1998

Nehemiah 8:1-3, 5-6, 8-10
Psalm 19

1 Corinthians 12:12-31a
Luke 4:14-21

Pastoral Reflections

Over the next two Sundays, we get a story of
Jesuspreachingin his home synagogue. Next
week, we focus on what’s on the minds of the
people who hear Jesus. This week, let’s dare
to focus on the thoughts in Jesus’ mind.

Luke 4 gives us a glimpse of the birth of
Jesus’ call to ministry. Like many call sto-
ries, Jesus’ starts with testing from the dark-
ness.

God scparated the darkncss from the
light; God didn’t completely eradicate it
(ergo, God knows why we have to deal with
the darkness). Darkness has established its
rootsincorners and shadows and stage wings
and wildernesses and endings and begin-
nings, waiting for us to let oursclves be
vulnerable.

After Jesus is baptized, he enters the
darkness of wildemess. We sce a mini-
parallcl when we confirm 8th-graders and
send them to high school. As pastors and
preachers, we most likcly have our own

initial testing story too.

Jesus, being more our role model here
than our Savior, stands up to the testing. He
spews out his barmitzphah memory work,
stands on the promises, leans on his faith, all
the stuff we get exhorted to rely on when
darkness leaps upon us.

Bursting with the power of the Holy
Spirit, the buoyancy of faith, Jesus takes on
Galilean towns with great success. Then
Luke brings Jesus home, back to where he’s
more the Carpenter’skid than the son of God
or the charismatic itinerant preacher. Here,
a second test begins, but it’s more our test
than Jesus.’

Jesus shows up at his home synagogue,
and the crowd murmurs, perpetuating ru-
mors and truths of what they’ve heard he’s
beendoing. He’sahitin Galilee, but whoare
they, those Galileans? What do they know?

Jesusishanded the scroll and reads from
Isaiah; then, when all eyes are fixed on him
for interpretation, he simply says, for all to
believe or reject, “Today this scripture has
been fulfilled in your hearing.”

What’s going on in Jesus’ mind at this
point? Does he realize thathe is proclaiming
something new to people whokill new news?
That’s been their history. Somecthing new
happensand they either whine or wicld weap-
ons. In the Nehemiah reading for this Sun-
day, Ezra cnjoys a hearty rcception at first
because he isn’treading the people anything
ncw; he has mercly uncarthed what they
alrcady cherish, though temporarily had lost:
the Law of the Lord, more to be desired than
fine gold.

Is there a sadness to Jesus’ voice as he
reads Isaiah? Or is that frustration or some-
thing?

Things haven’t really changed with be-
licvers today. As consumecrs, pcople buy
“New and Improved,” but when it comes to
religious matters, a lot of people still prefer
“Etcrnally the Same.” They want nothing
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that will disturb the scrap of faith they’ve
managed to master and think they can use
that against all the challenges of life.

Hey! Wait just a minute! We were
supposed to be focusing on Jesus’ experi-
ence in this temple drama, and here we are
back, turned on ourselves, en curvatis in sei.

If we say we are not en curvatis in sei,

. |
we deceive ourselves, and we can’t even

enjoy a moment of what our Jesus may be |

thinking.

Maybe that’s why Jesus read the text he
read. Maybe he was sent to relieve the poor,
release the captive, and restore sight to the
blind because he was sent to help those
caught in their own predicament so tightly
that they can’t help themselves. To be freed
from en curvatis in sei, we need to give it all
up to Jesus, uncurl our grip and release it
from our hands. And, we do. Indeed, today
this scripture has been fulfilled.

Prayer of the Day: Gracious God, thank
you for sending us a Servant Savior to model
for us the life of faith. Free us to follow him
and to be captivated by his love. Amen.

From Jean’s Journal: Here’sa joke I heard
from Dr. Jane Strohl. “How many Lutherans
does it take to change a light bulb? Answer:
Change?”

Hymn of the Day: LBW#133,“Jesus Lives!
The Vict’ry’s Won!”

Fourth Sunday after the
Epiphany
February 1, 1998

Jeremiah 1:4-10
Psalm 71:1-6

1 Corinthians 13:1-13
Luke 4:21-30

Pastoral Reflections

This Sunday’s Gospel is a real cliff hanger.
Jesus reads a prophetic passage, sits down,
and says, “Today this scripture has been
fulfilled in your hearing.” The verb is
menAnpwtal, and the tense Jesus uses indi-
cates to his listeners that he is saying that it
has happened and is happening now; the
servant has come, and the people will taste
freedom. You might say that it’s like a feast
for today and a foretaste of a feast to come.
Jesusalwayspressesusto live in the now and
in the now to come, where hope frolics
freely.

The people listening toJesus are amazed,
stupefied. Instead of asking, “What do you
mean?” they turn to each other and say, “Is
not this Joseph’s son?” They seem more
bent on weakening his credentials now than
on listening to what he has to say to them.
They prefer to stay in the now and the what
has been. They’ve gone a long time believ-
ing in the coming of this servant; the very
idea that the servant has come and gone and
now it’s up to them is too scary. They’ve
gone along time claiming that God instituted
among them the Jubilee Ycar; the very idea
that it’s now and they are going to have to
actually obscrve it is L0o scary.

We rccall other prophetic words, “Those
with ears, let them hear.”

Jesus counters their attempt 1o destroy
his credentials with adages, “Doctor, cure
yoursclf!”, “No prophet is accepted in the
prophet’s hometown.” He highlights storics
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where God’s grace was extended to Gen-
tiles, when God’s own turned away. He does
S0 to toss responsibility back to the people.
Jesus proclaimed the truth; let the people
believe or reject. They’re getting a servant,
notastand-in to live their life for them. Let’s
create the sayings, not let them create us.

Apparently, the congregation consisted
of folks who wanted to get their obligatory
worship out of the way for the day but not be
transformed by the Scriptures and the truth
and the Savior among them. I have to con-
fess, there may be folks like this that sit in the
pewsin my church. They are quick to accuse
the preacher of personalizing the sermon
when it speaks to them instead of acknowl-
edging that God’s Word can still reach out
and touch them—ryes, them personally.

Jesus’ congregation is filled with rage.
They drive him out of town and up onto the
brow of the hill on which their town was
built, so that they might hurl him off the cliff.
Apparently, they are filled with blind rage or
become a faceless, eyeless, brainless mob.
Jesus turns around and passes through the
midst of them. It’s no more a miracle than
human nature is.

What a cliff hanger. They came to
worship God, and the Son of God stepped
into their midst! It was like they prayed,
“Come, LordJesus,” and Jesus said, “Okay,”
and came! Jesus opened their Holy Scrip-
tures and started to teach them and to reach
them. They were pleased and amazed and
outraged—people don’t have these kinds of
emotionsunless they are being touched. “He
came to what was his own, and his own
people did not accept him” (Jn 1:11). They
let God just slip through their fingers.

Epiphany is the season of light and of
the revelation of Emmanuel. This Sunday
leads us to a cliff, the cliff that looks down
into the darkness of our own anger and
objection to how God is acting in our lives
today. Do we jump or turn to the light?

Prayer of the Day: Oh bright and glorious
God, we thank you for graciously revealing
yourself to us through word and sacrament.
Forgive usourangerandrejection. Clear our
eyes. Open our ears. Empower us to see and
believe. Amen.

From Jean’s Journal: “We are twisted
people talking to twisted people about an
untwisted and untwisting God.” Gardner C.
Taylor at the 1994 Preaching Days at PLTS.

Hymn of the Day: LBW #218, “Strengthen
for Service, Lord.”

Fifth Sunday after the
Epiphany
February 8, 1998

Isaiah 6:1-8 (9-13)
Psalm 138

1 Corinthians 15:1-11
Luke 5:1-11

Pastoral Reflections

Simon laid the washed and untangled net
precisely on top of the pile at the opposite
end of the boat, so that it would sail clean in
that night’s casting. He stretched. Only one
more to go. It was going to feel good to get
home to his wife, get out of these drenched
clothes, bathe, slip into a fresh tunic, and lie
outside in this warm sunshine. It had been a
rotten night of fishing.

He hoisted the last net, heavy, sopping,
fishy, up onto his lap and began to scrape.
And justthen, he looked up. What was that?
Atfirst it looked like some kind of throbbing
puddle on the horizon. And it was growing!
Ah, it’s people. Holy menorahroni, what a
crowd!

Just then he ran across a snarl. He




Preaching Helps
T—

482

looked down and worked it loose. It only
took seconds. Then he looked up again.
Wait. They are much closer than a crowd
thatsize canmove, aren’tthey? Wait. There’s
a leader!

There was a single figure, a man, walk-
ing fast to keep ahead of the enthusiastic and
clearly needy mob. For a moment, it looked
like the guy was going to get knocked over
and crushed. Wait. That’s Jesus, the
carpenter’s son, the one that stirred things up
in the temple that day. The one that rebuked
the fever from his mother-in-law. Oh, no, he
wouldn’t.

Quickly, Simon began scraping with
what he hoped looked like genuine concen-
tration, like a hard-working man with some-
thing to do and somewhere else to go. But
the shadow grew over him, and two sandal-
clad feet stopped, right in front of him. For
a moment, Simon stared at the knots in the
thongs of the sandals, and then, slowly, re-
luctantly, but compulsively, he looked up.

Ashepulled the oars through the choppy
Gennesaret, Simon couldn’t believe that he
had actually put off shore. Jesus’ crowd
lined the shore, some even wading into the
shallow. And then he began to address the
crowd from the boat! Simon bent his head
stiffly forward, hoping he could find another
tangle in his nets to work on.

Why did you look up, you idiot? You
could be heading for home right now. What
a chump. Wait. What did he just say?

That was good teaching. I wish I had
been paying attention. Hup! Class must be
dismissed; the crowd is leaving.

“Put out into the deep water and let
down your nets for a catch.”

Oh, yeah, right. Who does this guy
think he is?

“Um, Master, we have worked all night
long but have caught nothing.”

Simon looked up into Jesus’ face—and
felt like he might have just said the stupidest

thing in all of creation, or not.

“Yet if you say so, I will, ah, let down
the nets.” When they come up full, I’ll start
teaching too. I’ll do your job, you do mine.

The nets sailed cleanly. It was a beauti-
ful cast. Drat. Somuch for basking in the sun
today.

Jesus and Simon sat in the sound of the
sea lapping against the boat. There was
peace. There was anxiety. There was confi-
dence. There was skepticism. Fishing is a
funny business. There’s a lot of physical
labor, but the hard work is the waiting.

Simon tried a couple times to say some-
thing; Jesus never once. Once, Simon caught
a long look at Jesus’ face and shoulders; he
was at least as weary as Simon was.

Then the boat rocked sharply. Simon’s
stomach turned. There was a pretty good
sized catch in the nets. Wait. There must be
ahuge catch; the nets were strained; fibers in
the ropes were beginning to snap. Simon
signaled to his partners; their work had been
slowed by Simon’s putting out with this
Jesus, so they were still on the shore and
obviously watching. At first signal, they
jumped in the other boat and put out.

It was the biggest catch any of them
could remember. They hoisted and hooted.
The fishkept coming, flopping into the boats.
When the last net was emptied, both boats
were so full, they began to sink.

Simon looked at the boats. The excla-
mations of his partners faded, and he fell
down atJesus’ knees. (He would have fallen
at his feet, but both of them were standing
knee-deep in fish.)

“Go away from me, Lord. Iam a sinful
man!” James and John stared and shuffled
in their fish. Their partner should be filled
with glee, not guilt. What was happening?

“Do not be afraid; from now on you will
be fishing for people.” Jesus said.

Finally, Simon saw in his mind the faces
in the crowd that had pressed in on this man.
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Their hearts were no different than his. They
were just as confused with conflict, working
just as hard to wait for peace.

When they had brought their boats to
shore, Simon, James, and John left every-
thing and followed Jesus. It seemed, sort of,
like it was going to feel good to bask in this
man’s light.

Simon wanted to ask Jesus something.
He wanted to ask if they could stop by the
house and change clothes. But it seemed
silly. There would be opportunity to change.

Prayer of the Day: Merciful and loving
God, we thank you this day for calling each
of us through your Word and for filling our
emptiness with your glory through Jesus our
Christ. Amen.

From Jean’s Journal: “When we first
become conscious of the human condition,
we find ourselves already knee deep in the
currents of unbecoming evil.” Ted Peters,
God—the World's Future (Augsburg For-
tress, 1992), p. 155.

Hymn of the Day: LBW # 449, “They Cast
Their Nets”

Sixth Sunday after the
Epiphany
February 15, 1998

Jeremiah 17:5-10
Psalm 1

1 Corinthians 15:12-20
Luke 6:17-26

Pastoral Reflections

One of my many, many favorite parts of
Proverbs, chapter 30, verses 7-9, comes to
mind when I ponder Jesus’ beatitudes. I
wonder if Jesus had it in mind when he was
working on his sermon notes:

Two things I ask of you,

do not deny themto me beforel die:

Remove far from me falsehood and

lying;

give me neither poverty nor riches;

feed me with the food that I need,

or I shall be full, and deny you,

and say, “Who is the LORD?"
or I shall be poor, and steal,
and profane the name of my God.

Our Gospel reading is called Jesus’ Ser-
mon on the Plain. “On” is an elusive adjec-
tive, and let’s keep it that way. Jesus’ ser-
mon is delivered upon a plain and it’s also
about a plain.

If you’re going to be what people were
expecting the savior of the world to be like,
you couldn’t get any better than Jesus in the
sixth chapter of Luke’s Gospel. He takes on
the corruption of Sabbath observance, as-
cends a mountain for nightly prayer vigils,
appoints apostles, oozes with aura, and
teaches with the wisdom of the ancient proph-
ets. I'wonder if Jesus isn’t making a moun-
tain out of people’s expectations so that they
can eventually be toppled and the people,
thus, freed from them.

He comes down from the mountain to a
place that is level, medivov; it’s derived
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from movs, foot; it’s a place that’s easy on
the feet. We are primed to expect that he’s
going to spread his arms and finally dispel
the darkness from all creation. Instead, he
continues the prophetic toppling of moun-
tains and raising of valleys. We are waiting
for him to take us away from this world, and
he gives the world to us. He recalls the
wisdom of plain living, of not striving for nor
getting swept away into extremes on either
end of the scale.

“Blessed are you who are hungry now,
for you will be filled.... But woe to you who
are full now, for you will be hungry.

“Blessed are you who weep now, for
youwill laugh.... Woe to you whoare laugh-
ing now, for you will mourn and weep.

“Blessed are you when people hate you,
and when they exclude you, revile you, and
defame you on account of the Son of Man....
Woe to you when all speak well of you.”

Jesus teaches us about trusting in God
for all things and about being serious about
just and equal living. The kind of living
where we lose out if we watch out only for
ourselves. The kind of living that thrusts us
into the thick of loving our neighbor and of
seeing everyone as our neighbor. The kind
of living that acknowledges that each and
every single one of us counts. It sounds
idealistic and impossible; however, the rea-
son people are dying for a savior is because
they’ve let the balance slide. The starving
and the satiated, the sad and the ecstatic, the
slandered and the slanderer all suffer from
the consequences of injustice and inequality.
Why do bad things happen to good people?
Because the consequences of sin come ran-
domly; we are all victims.

It’s easy to oversimplify Jesus’ beati-
tudes so that they become platitudes, but it’s
also easy to overcomplicate them. They are
nota Bible verse to bang over people’s heads
(like Bible verse flingers who more often
preach Blasted Assurance than Blessed As-

surance); they are a sound tool for the wise
and righteous who are like the tree planted
near water that appears in the Jeremiah read-
ing and the psalm. They bring to mind
another tree, planted in Eden, where the
balance began to go awry.

God gave the human beings everything
they needed. The serpent was crafty. Made
disobedience sound like a high-risk step to-
ward the big pay-off goal of being just like
God. So, the humans got a choice: they
could have everything they needed or they
could have everything. They chose the need
to have to live in the extremes and to give
thanks to God while in them and the need to
have to be taught beatitudes.

We can expect things will go wrong
when we take them solely into our own
hands. Thank God we can also expect things
to be restored when we put our hands into
God’s who gives us faith to move moun-
tains.

Prayer of the Day: Gracious God, you have
givenusa good and sufficient world; through
your abundant mercy, instill in each of us the
utmost desire to be wise and righteous and
wholly dependent on you. Amen.

From Jean’s Journal: God breathes us to
life and says, “Go. Live (i.e. Love).” Simple
asthat. Then in flood excuses: “That’s okay
if you’re politically free and economically
mobile and walking in a safe neighborhood
and have your health and as long as every-
body else plays by the same rules....” We
have more faith in the validity of our excuses
than in the promise of the gospel. (From a
letter to Dr. Margie Brown)

Hymn of the Day: LBW #552, “In Thee Is
Gladness”
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The Transfiguration of
Our Lord
February 22, 1998

Exodus 34:29-35
Psalm 99

2 Corinthians 3:12-4:2
Luke 9:28-36 (37-43)

Pastoral Reflections

The story of Jesus’ transfiguration seems
more like the story about the three disciples
who accompany Jesus than about Jesus. We
see only what these disciples see. We hear
only what they say. They are the only ones
who feel anything in the story. Indeed, Jesus
glowed, but it is these three disciples who
learn about being transformed from one de-
gree of glory to another.

Peter, John, and James go with Jesus as
he goes up (avaBavw) the mountain into
the heavenly company of Moses and Elijah,
and they go with him when he goes back
down (katapovw) into the hell of perform-
ing an exorcism. They are the eye witnesses
of the ascending and descending of the Christ.
(See also Genesis 28:12, John 1:51, and the
second article of the Apostles’ Creed.) They
see Jesus transfigured. They see Moses and
Elijah talking with Jesus. (I wonder how
they knew these men were Moses and Eli-
jah.)

Luke differs from the other Synoptics
by having the disciples fall asleep. Ilove the
footnote to verse 32 in the Oxford Annotated
NRSV. The verse describes the three being
“weighed down with sleep.” The footnote
jumps to the conclusion “Apparently the
experience took place at night.” Like we
don’tfall asleep atany other time. I think this
is the same sleep that overtook these same
disciples in the garden, when Jesus left them
to pray. I think this is the same sleep that
overtook Jonah in the boat. I think this is the

same sleep that overtakes the people in the
pew who are too weighed down with stuff to
remain buoyant and attentive. The sleeping
verb (noav BeBapmuevol) is the pluper-
fect, meaning that they fell asleep. They
didn’t witness the transfiguring moment of
Jesus; they only saw the completed trans-
figuration.

“They saw his glory....” Glory literally
means weight, in a good sense of the word:
to be worth one’s weight in gold, to be
honorable or praiseworthy. The opposite of
glory is weight in a bad sense of the word: to
be burdensome, weighed down, dull, boring,
asleep; to say, “Oh, it’s not going to make
any difference if I'm there or not.” This is
not a glory attitude.

God, in glory, is worthy of all of our
praise and attention.

For us to be glorious means that we
comprehend that we matter, that we are
vitally important. We need to not let our
hearts be weighed down and let ourselves
fall asleep. God died because we matter, and
in Christ, we are being transformed from one
degree of glory to another!

I’m not saying that we should be sleep-
deprived people. Getting the proper sleep is
good stewardship of our bodies, which is
part of the transformation. I am saying that
even the stuff that is weighing us down is
part of our transformation and worth staying
awake through. We have to go through all of
the degrees to get to the glory, and some-
times we lose patience and let “sleep” over-
take us.

One time, I was teaching a young man
how to make lemon meringue pie filling. It
was his favorite pie, and he was enthusiastic
about learning to make it—at first. You
make lemon meringue pie filling by mixing
lemon juice, sugar, water, cornstarch, apinch
of salt and stirring it over medium-low heat.
The young man stirred and stirred and stirred.
It takes a while for this mixture to heat up to




the right temperature in order to thicken. He
stirred and stirred and stirred. Finally he
said, “Nothing’s happening.” 1 took the
spoon and said, “Well, let me take a look at
it.” I scooped the spoon around the pan just
one time and, snap, the mixture had just at
that moment reached the right temperature
and the mixture thickened! One more, oh,
justone more stiraround the pan, and the guy
would have experienced it for himself. But
he was overcome with sleep (by the way, we
weren’t making lemon meringue pie filling
at night) and he missed it. He saw the
transfiguration, but missed the transfigur-
ing.

The disciples, in the fog of sleep, jump
up and jump to the conclusion that the proper
| thing to do is to make camp, maybe follow
Moses to a burning bush and roast marsh-
mallows. Their fog thickens. What exactly
is it that terrifies them? They are terrified
before the voice speaks. In their terror, they
are reminded to listen to Jesus, and the fog
lifts and Jesus is with them. In Luke’s
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version,Jesus doesn’t have to tell them not to
say anything. Perhaps they’ve already fig-
ured out that they slept through it and
wouldn’t be able to explain what they actu-
ally saw. Like the way we sometimeschange
the subject after church, when someone asks
us what the sermon was about.

Prayer of the Day: Glorious God, we bless
you and thank you for the Only Son, our
Christ, the light of the world, and for your
grace which continually transforms us into
glorious witnesses of the gospel. Fill our
hearts and minds with the power of your
presence and help us to take on your glory.
Amen.

From Jean’s Journal: “God doesn’t settle
for just functioning; God wants us to thrive.”
Dr. Jane Strohl, at PLTS Preaching Days,
1997.

Hymn of the Day: LBW #271, O Splendor
of the Father’s Light”
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