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FOREWORD
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It is a pleasure for me to write this foreword for Beyond Agreement, the new book by Scott Steinkerchner, OP. A few years ago, while Scott was preparing his doctoral dissertation at Boston College, I had many discussions with him about the ideas and methods that have made their way into print here. I was of course more than mildly curious to see how he would combine his reading of Ludwig Wittgenstein and his reading of my work, and yet also enrich that conversation by his serious attention to the Christian theological tradition in dialogue with certain strands of Buddhist thought. It was clear then that Scott was working out his own position on language and religion in a careful, clear, and logical manner, crafting a position on religious diversity that would serve him well in comparative learning both academic and more broadly ministerial. That my own writing was of use to him in the process was of course, for me, a satisfying prospect.

It is all the more pleasing then to see Beyond Agreement itself, a still more concise, clear, and mature statement that moves beyond the dissertation in important ways. It gives due prominence to Scott’s own position regarding how language and religious language work, and regarding how we use words when we make religious claims in our own tradition as well as when we listen and learn from articulate speakers in other traditions. His use of Wittgenstein—a very important sensible venture I have often thought I should have tried myself—deepens our whole conversation about interreligious dialogue. “World-pictures” are not merely “worldviews” in the popular sense, as if only my or your personal opinions were at stake, but rather more deeply, the instinctive and prior shaping and uttering of reality that makes all subsequent apprehensions possible and coherent. With Wittgenstein in the conversation, perhaps we can make more sense, more fruitfully, of what is actually going on in interreligious dialogue.

Scott is respectful in the way he takes up the positions of various scholars; he gives evidence of listening carefully to what is said, even or particularly when he disagrees with a position. Yet having listened and thought, he is not hesitant to propose his own particular positions and stake out ground either ignored or downplayed by his interlocutors. My own work is no exception, since Scott takes his own original path in crafting a philosophically and linguistically complex view of the underpinnings of comparative work.

Realizing correctly that generalities can get us only so far, Scott devotes chapter 4 to a very creative and insightful (selective) reading together of the Tao Te Ching and the Passion of Jesus in the Gospel according to John. We learn better to read and hear the words of Jesus in his skillful negotiation of death and the meaning of his life beyond it. His refusal to do and speak in any ordinary way is what makes possible the power his supreme efficacy: the wu-wei of Jesus. This is a fresh and original contribution to Christology, but also, in a timely fashion, an indication of how we might better uncover and respond to the cycles of violence drowning us in today’s world.

Beyond Agreement is a welcome addition to the growing canon of works in comparative theology today. It is also the kind of theological reflection that can fruitfully illumine and promote the actual practice of dialogue today. Reading Beyond Agreement, we can only anticipate further such ventures from the pen of this twenty-first century Dominican scholar and teacher.

Francis X. Clooney, SJ

Parkman Professor of Divinity

Director of the Center for the Study of World Religions

Harvard Divinity School


CHAPTER 1:

THE PROBLEM AND PROMISE
OF INTERRELIGIOUS DIALOGUE
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Can we learn from others whom we know to be fundamentally wrong? This is the heart of the problem and promise of interreligious dialogue.

The problem is that despite the sincere and honest efforts of very creative and intelligent philosophers and theologians of different religions, the great religions of the world do not seem to be able to forge a shared vision of reality. Hindus, Buddhists, Jews, Christians and Muslims continue to disagree about what is real, what is a human person, and what makes for a good life. In some fundamental and important ways, their world-pictures remain mutually contradictory: Are we stuck in a cycle of rebirth, governed by the laws of karma, or do we have only one life to live on this earth, with eternal consequences attached to how we live or what we believe? It depends who you ask.

The promise is that, through these sincere and honest interreligious discussions, followers of different religions have grown in their own faith and in respect for one another; and the potential for future growth through more interreligious dialogue seems almost boundless.

The purpose of this study to find ways to maximize the promised fruits of interreligious dialogue while recognizing the problem—that for the immediate future, at least, different religions will continue to disagree about the fundamentals of reality. Rather than trying to overcome the fundamental disagreements, we will explore how we can learn from one another despite such ongoing differences, and perhaps even because of them.

There are several different ways that we can learn from other religions that we know to be in error. We could use the process of interreligious dialogue to learn how much better our own religion is than all the others. We probably already believe that our own religion is better than the alternatives or we would not adhere to it, but we might be shaky on the details of how we were actually better. Knowing this might help us to highlight the distinctive gifts our religion brings to the world, motivate evangelical activity, or at least help us sleep better at night.

These might seem like marginal goals, but Christians have been using interreligious studies for centuries to highlight our distinctive message: That the One God, who is Love itself (pace Hinduism), created all things and made us in the divine image (pace Buddhism), and when we went astray sent his only Son to save us (pace Judaism) through his life, death and resurrection (pace Islam). While this interreligious dialogue pursued to this end is intellectually honest, it does not really teach us anything we don’t already know.

We could also learn from people we know to be in error by first acknowledging that they nonetheless might have something positive to teach us. True insights can exist even in midst of fundamental errors; so even the worst religion probably has some truth in it. If we judge people of a different religion to be sincere and reasonably intelligent, we could assume that they had some insight to share despite the handicap of working from within a false system of belief. They would be fundamentally wrong, but not completely wrong. In a Christian context, we might say that while other religions have no divinely revealed truth or transcendent wisdom, they could very well have “merely human” wisdom that would benefit us to learn. Again, this is an intellectually honest approach to dialogue and it has the advantage of opening us to new understanding, though not in ways that are religiously significant.

The goal of this book is to move beyond these two kinds of learning, to explore a different mode of interreligious dialogue to see if and how we as Christians might be able to learn something of real religious significance through a rich dialogue with religious traditions that seem to have intractable differences with our own vision of God and the human person. For instance, do the teachings of Islam record some insight that God revealed about the incarnation even though God’s incarnation in Jesus Christ is antithetical to Islam? Can we learn something about the loving, creator God from Buddhists who do not believe in the existence of such a God?

My belief that such learning is possible is grounded in my encounters with the people and the teachings of other religions and confirmed by my Catholic Christian faith. A classic exposition of this position is contained in the Second Vatican Council’s Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Lumen Gentium, which says:

Nor does Divine Providence deny the helps necessary for salvation to those who, without blame on their part, have not yet arrived at an explicit knowledge of God and with His grace strive to live a good life. Whatever good or truth is found amongst them is looked upon by the Church as a preparation for the Gospel. She knows that it is given by Him who enlightens all men so that they may finally have life.1

In this short passage, the Council affirmed that God worked in the lives of non-Christians, enlightening them with truth that could lead to their salvation. We will return to this idea later in the chapter, but interreligious learning that remains on the level of using other religions as negative examples or sources of “merely human” wisdom does not seem to do justice to the insight of Lumen Gentium. If God is enlightening non-Christians with salvific truth, it behooves those searching for a fuller understanding of God’s truth to study that extra-ecclesial revelation. The best place to find this truth is where people typically record their insights into transcendent reality to share with others—in their religious and theological texts.

While many people might share my positive assessment of other religions, having encountered these religions through neighbors, co-workers, or in popular religious texts, few people feel prepared to undertake the challenge of interreligious learning through dialogue. The task seems daunting. The beliefs of other religions seem so different from our own. Where are we to begin? What benefit could we reasonably expect? Might we lose our own faith?

Beyond Agreement outlines a way for Christian theologians to enter into a profitable dialogue with the beliefs and traditions of other religions. It offers a way to think about interreligious dialogue that allows us to stay committed to our own Truth as we have come to know it while being open to learning from other religions. It also presents practical steps to follow in order to keep the dialogue productive and respectful of similarities and differences among religions.

We will explore the theological dialogue that can be carried out by people of different religions, realizing that this is but one way that these can collaborate to improve our world.2 Sometimes this collaboration might be very practical: Muslims and Christians living in a village in Africa might collaborate in a new water project; Jews and Muslims living in Jerusalem might draft a common petition to their government leaders recommending concrete steps to be taken in achieving peace within their country; Christian and Buddhist monks living in proximity to each other could choose to meditate together once a month. Sometimes, however, our collaboration might focus on exploring questions of meaning. This would be the theological dialogue envisioned in this book. As people of faith, encountering others whose faith is quite different, we naturally ask, “What do you believe,” “What does that mean” and “Why do you believe that?”

It is not only curiosity that drives the need for a theological dialogue among religions. Our world has grave problems. With terrorist attacks and acts of counter-terrorism, our world becomes increasingly violent. All sides seek to clothe their actions in righteousness, co-opting religion into the struggles. There are times when we need to find agreement with people of other faiths to thwart those who would co-opt religion to serve violence or their own economic self-interest. There are also less dramatic issues that nonetheless need agreement, such as religion’s place in the public arena: What is its place in our schools? What holidays do we celebrate nationally? What religious symbols do we display publicly?

While at times we need to find quick answers to these complex questions, we cannot then stop talking to each other. Finding stopgap solutions should not constitute the extent of dialogue. These agreements, made out of necessity and necessarily made in haste, are not long lasting. They wither over time. They are forged from superficial similarities. They represent what people are willing to live with, rather than each side’s deepest truth. They are like the seed that falls on rocky ground which springs up quickly but withers in the sun.3 When harder times come or society changes, these agreements cannot last.

As theologians, we cannot be content with these superficial agreements. We need to plant the seeds of agreement in good soil, and tend and water them so that they produce their hundredfold harvest. This can only come through a much richer, long-term dialogue, in which each side comes to know the other in a profound way.

There is another compelling religious reason for Christians to engage in theological dialogue across religious boundaries: to discover what God has been doing outside the visible Christian Church. The New Testament assures us that God desires the salvation of all,4 and thus we have reason to believe that God has not been indifferent to the sincere prayers of people who, through no fault of their own, are not part of the Christian church.5 If God has given non-Christians insights in answer to their prayers, we can assume that they have integrated these ideas into their own religion.6 While Christians may hold that the beliefs of other religions are fraught with error, Roman Catholics also believe that these other religions contain “seeds of the Word,” traces of divine inspiration put there by God for the sake of their adherents.7 As John Paul II, in his encyclical Redemptoris Missio explains, interreligious dialogue “is demanded by deep respect for everything that has been brought about in human beings by the Spirit who blows where he wills.”8 Faithful Christians who seek to know God more fully would thus naturally want to investigate these other religions. Through careful theological dialogue across religious boundaries, Christians could come to know more about God and how God was working for the salvation of the world. This alone should be a sufficient reason for Christian theologians to take interreligious dialogue seriously.

Beyond Agreement will concentrate on dialogues where the differences are greatest, between religions that have little historical and theological overlap. These dialogues have their own challenges and rewards. Theological dialogues among Christians of different denominations have to take into account the differing interpretations of scripture and tradition among participants, as well as the historically problematic relationships between our communities, but we can come to some agreement on the terms of our discussions fairly easily. We can agree on what “scripture” and “God” designate, even though we might disagree about particular assertions each side might make about these things. Religions with attenuated historical and theological connections have other difficulties in carrying on a meaningful dialogue—it is difficult to even understand each other’s words. When Christians and Muslims talk about God, they can agree that they are at least trying to speak of the same reality, even though they disagree on some basic ideas about God. But imagine the incredulity a Muslim might feel when asking a Buddhist, “If you don’t believe in God, to whom do you pray?” The great distance between these two religions makes this a very difficult question to answer.

At the same time, these difficult dialogues can be uniquely rewarding, offering very different insights into reality and challenging us with new questions about our own faith. For instance, a theological dialogue among different denominations of Christians could deal with how we are saved in Jesus and what it means to be saved, but the dialogue would probably proceed within a fairly narrow, established framework. Such a dialogue would probably not address whether being saved involved being freed from the cycle of rebirth, since none of the main Christian denominations believe in reincarnation. But in a theological dialogue between Christians and Buddhists, Christians might be challenged to ask, “Would it be possible for Christianity to allow for the possibility of reincarnation as Buddhists understand it?” (Buddhists believe that there is no soul that is reborn time and again, yet each new sentient being is pre-conditioned by the state of the previous sentient being.) The answer would have to address what Buddhists really believe about reincarnation, how it functions within a Buddhist religious system, and why this belief would be compatible or not with basic Christian beliefs.

As Christians immerse themselves in this dialogue, coming to understand how Buddhists believe that all lives are connected, they might begin to see the world differently. This investigation could lead Christians into new insights about the communion of saints. Such a dialogue could also provide the intellectual tools necessary to reexamine Matthew 25, the parable of the sheep and the goats, where Jesus says, “as you did it to one of the least of these, you did it to me.” From within Western Christian theologies of today, it would be easy to understand if Jesus would have said “you did it for me,” but saying “you did it to me” is much more difficult to understand. Yet Buddhists would have no problem with this statement of Jesus.

Beyond Agreement will primarily address a particular method of interreligious dialogue known as “comparative theology,” reading religious texts of different traditions back and forth. With a broad understanding of “texts”, the insights gained through studying this method of interreligious dialogue can be easy transposed to other forms of communication, including direct conversations. Limiting our focus in this way will allow a greater attention to the fundamental issues of communication and miscommunication that happen in any interreligious encounter without getting distracted by the particular problems of each form of communication.

The perduring reality of non-Christian religions in our world might elicit other theological questions as well: We could ask how to finally convert those belonging to these religions; we could ask if and how it is possible for them to be saved without such a conversion; or we could try to understand if and how God might be working within these religions for the benefit of their adherents. These are all valid questions and they are all related to the project of Beyond Agreement, but they will not be explored here. We will stick with the simple question of how we can learn from people of different faith traditions, given that we do not affirm the basic affirmations of their traditions.

Beyond Agreement begins with the simple belief that the God of Jesus Christ enlightens all people so that they may finally have life, and then seeks to learn whatever good or truth is found amongst them. This primordial theology of religion is in line with the basic stance of J. A. DiNoia, who ascribes to other religions a limited, providential role in the salvation of their followers,9 and of Pope Benedict XVI.10 This measured affirmation, which does not entail ascribing to other religions the same salvific efficacy as Christianity, respects both the truth found in these religions, placed there by God, as well as the specifically different claims that these religions make for themselves.

To keep our interreligious dialogues respectful and productive requires no further development of our theology of religion. If we did not believe that God worked outside of the visible Church, we might still be in interested in interreligious dialogue, but only in a way that parallels the dialogue between science and theology—looking to extend Christian understanding of its own revelation through examining it through the refined lens of (merely) human wisdom that is modern science while helping scientists to see the transcendent implications of their work.

As it is, we should currently be more interested in interreligious dialogue than with theology’s dialogue with science since we expect to find traces of revelation in the former. In addition, since modern science emerged out of a Christian culture, science and Christianity have been in constant dialogue at least at some level. By contrast, Christians and adherents of other faiths have been mostly isolated from each other until very recently, severely limiting interreligious dialogue. It is only now with the advent of easy worldwide travel and communication that interreligious dialogue can really blossom.

In our dialogue between religions we are searching only for these seeds of the Word. We are not trying to legitimate other religions in their totality. We are not looking for large-scale agreements or fundamental similarities among religions. Our dialogue will tend to look beyond agreement, to particular insights that, while given by God, were given outside of a specifically Christian dispensation and so might be new to Christians. Our goal is not to convert or to come to agreement, but to learn from other religions.11

Such is also the goal of Francis X. Clooney, S.J. in his comparative readings of Christian and Hindu texts. As one reviewer puts it, “Clooney describes himself as ‘a comparative theologian’ who seeks to probe how the juxtaposed texts of diverse religious traditions can inform one another and transform those who read them.”12 Clooney, a Catholic priest and Christian theologian, studies various strands of Hinduism and reads Hindu theological texts alongside Christian theological texts in provocative juxtaposition. In Clooney’s book Divine Mother, Blessed Mother, he offers three different comparisons between the theologies pointed to by three Hindu hymns to three different Hindu Goddesses and three small, apt parallels in Christian hymns to Mary.13 Each of these comparisons has its own internal logic and reveals some intriguing insights into Christian theology, and then further insights become clearer when these different but related comparisons are examined as a group.

In each particular comparison, Clooney resolutely resists offering a definitive analysis and interpretation. Reading these texts together brings new insights, but none that demand intellectual assent. The insights are all tentative, indicative of deeper truths but not conclusive. Nothing is proven about the Christian texts in light of the Hindu texts, but much is suggested.

In Clooney’s most recent book, Beyond Compare, he indicates his ideal reader as someone rooted in one tradition but with “complex loyalties” that also embrace another tradition.14 Beyond Compare juxtaposes readings from Christian author St. Francis de Sales and Śrīvai[image: image][image: image]ava author Śrī Vedānta Deśika on loving surrender to God. Though from different religions, both of these authors are concerned to help their readers place themselves more firmly in God’s presence. They use their own writings to highlight earlier, more definitive texts that foster a sense of surrender to God. While some might envision the ideal reader of either author to be a committed practitioner of one of these two traditions, or perhaps a detached academic committed to neither tradition, Clooney recommends readers who find themselves more deeply rooted in their own tradition precisely through reading texts from a different tradition. Further, Clooney envisions a new community formed from people who share these complex loyalties.

Beyond Agreement shares this vision of Clooney’s in which Christians can become better Christians and Śrīvai[image: image][image: image]avites better Śrīvai[image: image][image: image]avites through dialoging across these religious boundaries, talking to each other and reading each other’s texts. However, it does not envision the creation of a new, religiously blended community. While not opposed in principle to this possibility, this volume will instead aim at the goal of improving the theology of our communities of origin. To do this, interreligious readers, after being transformed through the encounter with another tradition, need to come back and translate what they have learned into an idiom that is at home in their original tradition. Rather than becoming a bridge between the two traditions upon which many others will pass, they will instead be purveyors of new insights that others will adopt because they become convinced that they are a clearer image of their own tradition. It is not that the bridge metaphor is wrong, it just seems to be impractical to assume that many people will read the complex and perhaps idiosyncratic set of texts we choose to read and follow exactly where we have already trod. Yet many could be convinced by the insights we learned in that foreign land once we come back and tell the story, and they could be convinced without having to go there themselves.

Also in distinction to Clooney’s work, Beyond Agreement is primarily about comparative theology, rather than being a work of comparative theology. Beyond Agreement seeks to offer a philosophical and theological grounding for comparative theology, to give some concrete guidelines as to how to go about it, and to explain why this is such a productive method in fostering learning across religious traditions that share few historical and theological connections. The goal is to help others learn from people with whom they have fundamental agreements rather than sharing what I have learned in my particular encounters per se.

For this reason, Beyond Agreement takes on perhaps the most difficult challenge facing theological dialogues among traditions that share little historical connection—working across the large disparities between their different intellectual systems. Sometimes it is difficult to find any connection between different ways of conceptualizing the world, and sometimes the connection is obvious but the different religions fundamentally disagree. In the example of Christian-Buddhist dialogue mentioned above, a fairly non-productive though hardly surprising discussion could go like this: “Christians have very good reasons not to believe in reincarnation. To Christians, Buddhists are simply wrong about the matter, and Christians can explain exactly why. Reincarnation goes against the whole Christian system. Further, if the entire religious system of Buddhism is based on reincarnation, then the whole system is wrong from the start. Thus, while Buddhism may coincidentally have some truths embedded in it, the fact that they are embedded in a system that is patently false makes even these insights dubious at best.” If the dialogue followed this path, we would not expect to find a middle ground on this particular point, nor would we expect Christians to learn anything from Buddhists.

How can we give any cognitive credence to a viewpoint that we know to be fundamentally wrong? This is a difficult question, but it is one that our convictions force us to address. In order to have a productive dialogue with others, we need to grant some level of truth to their position. In religious matters, we could simply invoke the mystery of God, suggesting that what appears to be contradictions to us today might ultimately be reconcilable by God. There are other areas of disagreement, however, that seem to be more matters of fact, and in these cases it is harder to grant credence to the opposing view. When asking what the temperature is outside, we would not accept the answer, “15°F, or perhaps 87°F. Who knows, it is ultimately a mystery!” We believe that there is a correct answer for this, and anyone with a decent thermometer could come close. The Buddhist/Christian discussion about reincarnation could be considered a disagreement about cold, hard facts. We in the Christian West might consider settling the matter of reincarnation with a scientific test, setting up an experiment to test for signs of past lives in people living now. If we have a good, scientific test, and find no evidence for reincarnation, it would stand refuted and the Buddhists would simply have to give in. If, instead, science showed that reincarnation in fact happens, Christianity would have to accept this fact and rework its own theology.

Where we draw the line between fact and opinion is crucial to guiding our discussions with others with whom we disagree. Most people are willing to entertain a certain plurality when it comes to matters of opinion, at least provisionally, but allowing for the same plurality in matters of fact seems to many as simply fuzzy thinking. However, the philosophy of Ludwig Wittgenstein reveals that the certainty of even the most obvious facts relies on a web of assumptions.

Thus, the next chapter will be devoted to exploring Wittgenstein’s insights into how we are to think about different systems that we are certain are wrong, and can explain exactly why they are wrong. Wittgenstein answers this question through an interesting analysis of what it means to be certain and how different certainties might collide. By making use of Wittgenstein’s insights, we will be better able to talk about how we can hold our own religious system as certain and ultimate, and yet still have a cognitively productive dialogue with the ideas of others which we know to be certainly wrong.
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CHAPTER 2:

THE RELATIVITY OF CERTAINTY
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Ludwig Wittgenstein was an enigmatic twentieth century philosopher. His two most famous works, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus and Philosophical Investigations, are opposed in style and content, with the latter explicitly refuting the former. Instead of focusing primarily on these works, we will focus on Wittgenstein’s last work, collected from the notes written as he was dying and published posthumously as On Certainty. This book deals directly with questions about how knowledge is grounded and systematized, what it means to be certain, how it is that different certainties can collide, and what to do when this happens. These questions have obvious relevance to a discussion about engaging in dialogue across the intractable conceptual differences we find in interreligious dialogue.

The Context

Shortly before his death, Wittgenstein began working on a response to G.E. Moore’s “defense of common sense.”1 Writing on loose-leaf paper and in various notebooks, Wittgenstein wrote on and off about this topic, with the last entry just two days before his death in 1951. The material has been excerpted and published as On Certainty. More specifically, On Certainty is a response to assertions made by Moore that Moore felt he knew “for sure,” and by implication everyone knew, such as “Here is one hand, and here is another,” and “The earth existed for a long time before my birth,” and “I have never been far from the earth’s surface.” Moore’s argument served to focus Wittgenstein on what it means to be certain about something. Wittgenstein’s response focused on the idea that such statements gained their meaning and certainty from the system in which they were embedded. On Certainty further explored what grounded the certainty of the system itself.

To understand Wittgenstein’s On Certainty, we need to see it in the light of Wittgenstein’s philosophical sketches and insights found in his earlier and larger book, Philosophical Investigations. Thus let us now turn to some key insights and terms from Philosophical Investigations.

Language-Games and Family-
Resemblance

To find out what a particular word means, we need to look and see how it is used. Wittgenstein took this approach as fundamental and drew a conclusion from it that guided much of his later thought: some words do not have precise definitions. Various people use words in various ways. Sometimes there is no way to summarize these usages with a precise definition that applies in all cases. This is not a deficiency to be overcome, but a fact of language itself. Wittgenstein denotes this by his use of the term “language-games” (Sprachspielen).

Let us begin with an example: the definition of a game. We could think of many examples of specific games—chess, basketball and tag to name a few—but we could broaden it out further. Imagine two children in a field with a ball.2 They might toss it around for a while, start a few different games without ever finishing one, chasing the ball sometimes, bombarding each other with it at other times, and sometimes abandoning it altogether. Were they playing a game the whole time? Which game? What were the rules?

Game is a concept with blurred edges, yet it is useful.3 There is no single thing which all these activities share that makes us call them all games. Further, Wittgenstein notes that: “If someone were to draw up a sharp boundary I could not acknowledge it as the one that I too always wanted to draw, or had drawn in my mind. For I did not want to draw one at all. His concept can be said to be not the same as mine, but akin to it.”4 Two different definitions could be like two paintings of the same scene, one of which is more vague than the other. But between these “the kinship is just as undeniable as the difference.”5

We define a word such as “game” by using it and giving examples, intending it to be taken in a particular way.6 There is no “essence” of games if, by this, we mean a well-defined fundamentally irreducible commonality all games share.7 The most we can say of things that are called “games” is that they resemble each other in some way. In Wittgenstein’s words: “I can think of no better expression to characterize these similarities than ‘family resemblances’ [Familienähnlichkeiten]; for the various resemblances between members of a family: build, features, colour of eyes, gait, temperament, etc. etc. overlap and crisscross in the same way.—And I shall say: ‘games’ form a family.”8 No more precise definition can be given, and any ostensive definition that tried would misrepresent reality. There is no single trait that all of the things called a “game” share, and yet the word works. Various uses of a word are like individual fibers in a thread: “And the strength of the thread does not reside in the fact that some one fibre runs through its whole length, but in the overlapping of many fibres.”9

What is true of “games” is true about much of language, and so Wittgenstein uses the term “language-games” to speak of the way in which words are used to communicate. We see different language-games and we want to search for one thing in common which makes us use the same word for all linguistic communication, to define an essence of language.10 There is none. Language-games are related to each other in many different ways.11 As with the children playing in a field, language-games are guided by rules, but these rules are fluid and not always able to be articulated. Yet it is this imprecision itself that makes words useful. Different people can use the same word to communicate without having to stop first and agree on a rigid definition (which they would never be able to do anyway). I might want to define a word one way, and your way might be slightly different. We would draw the boundaries around acceptable use differently. We each play the language-game slightly differently, but usually similarly enough to communicate.12 The various usages of a word all bear a family-resemblance, where the similarity is as undeniable as the difference.

Statements (propositions) are made up of words. Empirical statements are statements about facts, about the way the world is. They are made within a context and can be judged true or false based on a set of criteria. For example, a woman might point to a shadow in the mist and make the simple empirical statement, “That’s a tree.” If her companion wasn’t sure because of the bad light, and thought the shadow was perhaps a bush or a person, she might further assert, “I know it is a tree, I walk by here every day.” In this case, the addition of “I know” serves to assure the listener of the certainty of the statement, and it is accompanied by certain criteria establishing the credibility of the woman. Simple statements of fact work in this way. They can be doubted, and criteria need to be put forth, if only implicitly, to ascertain their veracity.13

If we look at the context of “That’s a tree” further, we can see that a great many things are involved. The statement relies on an entire system of other truths. It is in English, and so follows English grammar and relies on the use of English words to make sense. In Wittgenstein’s words, the statement relies on the language-games involving “trees.” Here, “language-games” serves to denote the many ways in which the word “trees” is used in English; they are things with branches that grow in one place and look like that, etc. It is the way in which words are used in language-games that constitute their meaning and so allows them to be used with effect in other statements. This process is not unidirectional. There would be no language-game without words, so they constitute the language-game as well as depend upon it. It is better to say that a statement “has its meaning in the game, and we couldn’t understand its meaning outside the game.”14

If this seems circular, it is somewhat. To find out a meaning of a word in a particular statement, we have to look and see how it is used in other statements. But statements are also connected to actions, which breaks the circularity. Statements happen in contexts of real actions, and these actions help to define their meaning.15 In fact, for Wittgenstein it is the actions themselves that ground meaning.

Meaning

Not only can we can ask what occasioned or caused the statement “That’s a tree,” but we can also inquire as to what grounds the statement’s meaning. Any sentence is embedded in a context that supplies essential elements of the meaning. Some might say that the meaning of the sentence relies on the meaning of the words or the ideas behind them and the rules of syntax. On Certainty pictures it differently, asserting that behind the statement lies a picture (Bild) or way of seeing the world that provides a framework for the statement. These two different explanations of meaning are tied to two different explanatory pictures; one of a mind with hidden thought processes (“mental states” Wittgenstein will call them), the other of language-games. Wittgenstein makes a strong argument that the latter way of picturing things is much more useful than the former, and we will see that this is certainly the case in interreligious dialogue.

In the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, Wittgenstein’s early work that he later critiqued, a picture is defined as a model of reality where its elements correspond to objects in reality.16 As the Tractatus says, “Thus the picture is linked with reality; it reaches up to it. It is like a scale applied to reality.”17 The truth or falsity of a picture, whether it is in agreement with reality or not, can only be determined through investigation.18 There is no picture that is true a priori.19 Finally, the totality of pictures that are true is called a “picture of the world” (ein Bild der Welt).20

In the Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein reexamined the connection between pictures and reality and explicitly critiqued his earlier correspondence theory.21 Wittgenstein began Philosophical Investigations with a quote from Augustine’s Confessions about how Augustine had first learned how to speak as a child: “Thus, as I heard words repeatedly used in their proper places in various sentences, I gradually learnt to understand what objects they signified; and after I had trained my mouth to form these signs, I used them to express my own desires.22 Augustine’s words exemplify a correspondence theory of meaning in which every word has a meaning, and the meaning is correlated with the word. The meaning is the object for which the word stands.23 Philosophical Investigations calls this a “particular picture which we want to use,” but notes that there are problems when we use it. The picture bewitches us because it does not recognize itself to be a picture of reality. It takes itself to be what is in fact real. Analogically, if the correspondence theory were a window through which we looked at the world outside, it would be like pointing at the window frame to prove that the world was rectangular.24

The correspondence picture of language is not a good picture because it tends to mislead us in its application. This is not a question of the picture’s validity, but of its use.25 When guided by this picture, we tend to look in the wrong place for the sense of a sentence.

Here is another example: what is the sense of the sentence, “While I was speaking to him I did not know what was going on in his head”?26 This sentence is misleading because it is based on a misleading picture—that we could see someone’s thoughts as we could see a tree. We would perhaps like to see their thoughts in this way, and believe that this would solve all of the ambiguities of communication. The way we are forced to make sense of someone’s words seems rather muddied in comparison.

The picture of “things going on in the head” brings with it an idea of a mind with thoughts (or mental states) as something 1) ephemeral and imperceptible to us, and 2) essential to understanding and the functioning of language. If we investigate this picture in the Tractatus’ manner to see if it is true, to see if it corresponds to reality, we are led to ask; “Either such and such an image is in his mind, or it is not; there is no third possibility.”27 If it is true, then we have proven the existence of these mental states. If false, they stand refuted.

But the whole premise here is flawed. What is in question here is if, and if so, how, this picture of mental states applies to our use of language. The question is posed as if we really know unambiguously what is meant by “mental states” and how they correlate with our experience. The investigation seems straightforward.

The same approach was recommended in the Tractatus, where we were given a seemingly unambiguous description of how pictures represent the world and how to judge their truth and falsity. In the view of Philosophical Investigations, nothing could be further from the truth:

A picture is conjured up which seems to fix the sense unambiguously. The actual use, compared with that suggested by the picture, seems like something muddied. . . . [T]he form of expression we use seems to have been designed for a god, who knows what we cannot know; . . . he sees into human consciousness. For us, of course, these forms of expression are like pontificals which we may put on, but cannot do much with, since we lack the effective power that would give these vestments meaning and purpose.
      In the actual use of expressions we make detours, we go by side-roads. We see the straight highway before us, but of course we cannot use it, because it is permanently closed.28

This picture of meaning as what is going on in someone’s head might be a useful picture for God, but not for us. No one (else) has a God’s-eye view. We do not have God’s powers of peering into human consciousness. We picture this straight highway, the possibility of peering into other people’s heads and seeing their thoughts unambiguously, and we lament that we are barred from it, consigned to side roads, laboriously winding our way trying to guess their thoughts from their words. But, “there is no such highway, only the picture of one.”29 The reason we cannot pass that way is that it has no correlation to reality. It is a misleading picture, one that makes us look for the impossible. It also makes us look for the unnecessary.

Take this example: giving an order. “When we give an order, it can look as if the ultimate thing sought by the order had to remain unexpressed, as there is always a gulf between an order and its execution.”30 We use words to give an order. I tell a man, “Go over there.” I use words but what I want is an action. If he doesn’t seem to understand, I might even act the command out a bit. But what is the connection between these signs and his actions? Is it my intention? Is it his? The picture of meaning lurking behind the signs makes us try to get hold of some ephemeral thing that is always there but hard to see.

Philosophical Investigations claims that this is a philosophical dead end,31 and, instead, asks us to picture this scene differently:

If I give anyone an order I feel it to be quite enough to give him signs. And I should never say: this is only words, and I have got to get behind the words. Equally, when I have asked someone something and he gives me an answer (i.e. a sign) I am content—that was what I expected—and I don’t raise the objection: but that’s a mere answer.
      But if you say: “How am I to know what he means, when I see nothing but the signs he gives?” then I say: “How is he to know what he means, when he has nothing but the signs either?”32

Here is a critical point for interreligious dialogue: we use signs to convey meaning and nothing is missing. We don’t need to hypothesize something behind them, some ephemeral event that is lurking in the shadows of our minds to explain how words function. We employ words and listen to words and get on with our lives quite well without ever having to resort to opening up other people’s heads, finding their minds, and seeing what is really going on inside them. We go astray when we look behind the signs for this thing called “meaning.” The signs themselves suffice to explain the situation. When we have learned to play the language-games associated with a particular word, we have understood the word’s meaning.

Continuing the quote above, Philosophical Investigations adds: “Must I understand an order before I can act on it?—Certainly, otherwise you wouldn’t know what you had to do!—But isn’t there in turn a jump from knowing to doing?”33 Here, Philosophical Investigations points out a double leap in the application of the picture of understanding as something going on in a person’s mind when they receive an order. If “understanding” the signs is connected to some ephemeral mental state, then we have to posit another connection from that mental state to his eventual actions. This double step did not explain anything. It is an interpretation that is not helpful. The putative mediation of mental states in the exchange had no application and no explanatory power.34 Philosophical Investigations argues against the regression of explanations such as resorting to “mental states” as interpretations because while they seem to explain one step, they simply shift the problem and never resolve it. As Philosophical Investigations says, “there is a way of grasping a rule which is not an interpretation, but which is exhibited in what we call ‘obeying the rule’ and ‘going against it’ in actual cases.”35 Does he understand what I am saying? Yes, he is doing what I ordered him to do.

A better picture for what is going on is the one related above in the discussion of language-games. We learn to play language-games, and there is a certain creativity we can bring to following the rules of language-games and purposefully bending or breaking them at times. In this picture, “knowing” the meaning of a word is mastering the technique of using it in various situations.36 This picture lets us place the focus on how language actually functions.

World-Pictures

Wittgenstein was noted for making provocative assertions. Two quite famous ones from Philosophical Investigations are these: “Essence is expressed by grammar”37 and “Grammar tells what kind of object anything is. (Theology as grammar.)”38 To study something’s essence, we should study the grammar of the language-games surrounding it. For instance, one would find the essence of knowledge not through an analysis of the phenomenon of thinking but through an analysis of the use of words such as “thinking” and “knowing.”39 One would find out the essence of God through an analysis of the use of words such as “god” and “divine.” Even if this makes one queasy when taken as an ultimate truth, one can hardly doubt its usefulness in interreligious dialogue. If you want to know what Hindus think about God, see how they use the word.

An important corollary of this position is that our concepts come along with our learning of language: For example: “How do I know that this colour is red?—It would be an answer to say: ‘I have learnt English’.”40 There is no talk here of “red sensations,” not their necessity nor a denial of their use. They are simply not required to understand the essence of “red.” We learned the concept “red” when we learned our colors. If you want to know what “red” means, look at how it is used in the English language.

This simple insight turns the correlation picture of truth on its head. In On Certainty, Wittgenstein writes of a “world-picture” that provides the context for investigations rather than being the subject of investigation: “In general I take as true what is found in text-books, of geography for example. Why? I say: All these facts have been confirmed a hundred times over. But how do I know that? What is my evidence for it? I have a world-picture (Weltbild). Is it true or false? Above all it is the substratum of all my enquiring and asserting.”41 In the correlation picture, such as was found in the Tractatus and in Augustine’s Confessions, a picture is created by someone to represent reality. It can then be investigated if it matches reality or is adequate to it. In On Certainty, a picture provides the context in which other enquiries are carried out. These pictures can be specific and limited, such as in this case:

We form the picture of the earth as a ball floating free in space and not altering essentially in a hundred years. I said “We form the picture etc.” and this picture now helps us in the judgment of various situations.
      I may indeed calculate the dimensions of a bridge, sometimes calculate that here things are more in favour of a bridge than a ferry, etc. etc.,—but somewhere I must begin with an assumption or a decision.
      The picture of the earth as a ball is a good picture, it proves itself everywhere, it is also a simple picture—in short, we work with it without doubting it.42

But On Certainty is more concerned with the large, nebulous picture that provides the context for all other pictures and thinking. This is called a “world-picture” (Weltbild).43 As the picture of the earth provided a context for calculations about a bridge, a world-picture stands behind all of our calculations and investigations, not after them:

Think of chemical investigations. Lavoisier makes experiments with substances in his laboratory and now he concludes that this and that takes place when there is burning. He does not say that it might happen otherwise another time. He has got hold of a definite world-picture—not of course one that he invented: he learned it as a child. I say world-picture and not hypothesis, because it is the matter-of-course foundation for his research and as such also goes unmentioned.44

There are two parts to this statement that require expansion, where world-pictures come from and how they are used. Having already gotten some indication about where they come from (we learned them when we learned language), let us follow up first on how they are used.

World-pictures are different than hypotheses. We do not need to know them explicitly in order to follow them, and they are not limited to rational assertions. Wittgenstein writes that, “the propositions describing this world-picture might be art or a kind of mythology. And their role is like that of rules of a game; and the game can be learned purely practically, without learning any explicit rules.”45 World-pictures guide our thinking at every turn. We can come up with propositions that describe our world-picture and how it functions, but it can function just fine without doing this. When we examine these propositions, we see that they fit together with other convictions to form a system or a structure (Gebäude).46

The world-picture provides a systematic way of understanding the world. Sometimes On Certainty uses “picture” to refer to a particular, limited image, such as our picture of the earth as fairly static and round. Similarly, sometimes On Certainty applies the word “system” to limited, bounded systems, such as the system of physics.47 But usually On Certainly uses the word “system” to speak of something that governs the totality of our thought.48 Our convictions form a system and individual arguments can only make sense and be evaluated from within this system. We each have one and only one overall system. I can have many particular convictions, but together they form a single system of belief.

“World-picture” is used by Wittgenstein to signify a broad idea that spans all of systematic thinking, including the fact that our world-picture itself cannot be fully articulated. The world-picture provides principles that we follow in our reasoning, although our world-picture is more than the sum of these principles. The principles that govern our thinking do not usually enter into our thinking as something considered.49 Rather, they are the rules that guide our considerations. In this, On Certainty distinguishes between our thoughts and our knowledge. We do not think about a presupposition, but we show that we know it by consistently following it.50

Our entire system of knowledge is not something that we test to see if it is true or false; rather, it provides the context within which we can judge truth and falsity.51 Particular statements only make sense and have value from within a system. The system provides a context that this particular statement relies on.52 If we try to ascertain if the entire system is true or false, we run into a problem: “The reason why the use of the expression ‘true or false’ has something misleading about it is that it is like saying ‘it tallies with the facts or it doesn’t,’ and the very thing that is in question is what ‘tallying’ is here.”53 The system defines what “tallying” is, and thus the question of its own veracity is predetermined.54 Is our system of knowledge therefore necessarily true? We can certainly say that everything that we are willing to count as evidence speaks for it.55 In the Tractatus’ reckoning it would be true.56 But the veracity of the system is not really a question that we can address in this way.

The world-picture’s existence springs from its success, but what grounds it? Is the world-picture simply arbitrary, freely created out of whole cloth with the one stipulation that its presuppositions be self-justifying? If not, on what does its truth ultimately rest?

On one level, On Certainty argues against there being an answer to this question: “You must bear in mind that the language-game is so to say something unpredictable. I mean: it is not based on grounds. It is not reasonable (or unreasonable). It is there—like our life.”57 By speaking of “the language-game,” in the singular with the definite article, an overarching language-game is implied, one correlated with our overall world-picture. This language-game is not reasonable or unreasonable. It cannot be judged in those terms because it defines what constitutes “reasonable.” It is unpredictable because it does not rest on a priori principles from which it can be derived. Does it rest on anything? The end of the quote, “It is there—like our life,” gives a clue to Wittgenstein’s answer. Here we find Wittgenstein’s most controversial idea or his most brilliant insight, depending on how you see it: “The end is not an ungrounded presupposition: it is an ungrounded way of acting.”58

To understand this, let us reexamine how we acquire a world-picture. We have already seen in the comment on Lavoisier that our world-picture is not invented, but learned as a child. Against an Enlightenment view of the ultimate freedom and supremacy of reason, and against the view implicit in the Tractatus, On Certainty asserts that: “I did not get my picture of the world by satisfying myself of its correctness; nor do I have it because I am satisfied of its correctness. No: it is the inherited background against which I distinguish between true and false.”59 A child begins life without any world-picture, and is gradually taught how to act, to do this and not do that. We are taught practices, not rules, and we are taught judgments and their connections to other judgments. In this way, “a totality of judgments is made plausible to us. When we first begin to believe anything, what we believe is not a single proposition, it is a whole system of propositions. (Light dawns gradually over the whole.)”60

These ideas support each other and form a system that is appropriated as a whole, not as individual axioms.61 A child may learn that someone climbed a mountain many years ago. “It doesn’t learn at all that that mountain has existed for a long time: that is, the question whether it is so doesn’t arise at all. It swallows this consequence down, so to speak, together with what it learns.”62

Gradually, children learn to act according to these beliefs. They learn to make judgments of their own, what to do and what not to do, what is and what is not the case, etc., but they do this from within this emerging system that they have acquired: “Bit by bit there forms a system of what is believed, and in that system some things stand unshakably fast and some are more or less liable to shift. What stands fast does so, not because it is intrinsically obvious or convincing; it is rather held fast by what lies around it.”63 This system has a basic stability that allows it to be employed in a number of situations, but it is not completely rigid. It changes with time and experience. Stability and changeability are both present.

As a useful way of picturing the relationship between the stability and changeability, On Certainty briefly offers the image of a riverbed:

It might be imagined that some propositions, of the form of empirical propositions, were hardened and functioned as channels for such empirical propositions as were not hardened but fluid; and that this relation altered with time, in that fluid propositions hardened, and hard ones became fluid.
      The mythology may change back into a state of flux, the river-bed of thoughts may shift. But I distinguish between the movement of the waters on the river-bed and the shift of the bed itself though there is not a sharp division of the one from the other.
      But if someone were to say “So logic too is an empirical science” he would be wrong. Yet this is right: the same proposition may get treated at one time as something to test by experience, at another as a rule of testing.
      And the bank of that river consists partly of hard rock, subject to no alteration or only to an imperceptible one, partly of sand, which now in one place now in another gets washed away, or deposited.64

A riverbed guides the water of a river, but the water also shifts the riverbed. The riverbed is likened to our world-picture, which guides our thoughts, experiences and judgments (that are likened to the water). The way that the water flows in any part of the river is like the language-games involving particular words. There is not a hard and fast distinction between the water in the river and the riverbed itself. One gradually gives way to the other, just as any proposition can serve at one point as a guide for our considerations, and at another point something to be considered. Similarly, the propositions inherent in a world-picture guide our thinking about other propositions, but these same propositions can also at times be questioned themselves. Any individual proposition of the world-picture can be questioned, but not the world-picture in its entirety.

Stability and changeability. We will return to the shifting of propositions. First, let us deal with the world-picture’s basic stability. The world-picture is all encompassing and self-referential. All judgments spring from the world-picture, and so would any judgment one might make about it. One could claim that “All of my experience proves that this world-picture is absolutely true” but this judgment itself comes from within the system.65 There is no neutral ground from which one could make unbiased judgments. By learning how to make judgments as a child one already acquired a particular system of judgment.66 It is not studied explicitly.

Our world-picture is grounded from the beginning and in an ongoing way by our way of acting. Children are not taught that chairs “exist,” they are taught to sit in chairs.67 I do not have to recall that I have two feet in order to walk. “Why do I not satisfy myself that I have two feet when I want to get up from a chair? There is no why. I simply don’t. This is how I act.”68

“There is no why” signifies that the way we act is the beginning, the ground. We cannot go back any further with our explanations. D. Z. Phillips calls this “Wittgenstein’s full stop.”69 Epistemological difficulties come from failing to heed this full stop, trying to continue explaining where no explanation is possible.70 This is the same stop that we encountered in the language-game. There is no essence of “language” and there is no explanation of our ways of life. Philosophy must turn back, stop, and quit trying to explain that which has no further explanation. Trying would only distort the picture. In the end, truth is expressed in propositions that are embedded in language-games. These language-games are tied to world-pictures that help to determine their meaning. The world-pictures are grounded in ways of living. Ways of living are ungrounded. They just are.

Doubts and Mistakes

Primitive peoples sought to kill animals and cut them open to get what was inside. They “knew” they would find these things there even though they could not see them. A cat hunting a mouse does not doubt that it exists.71 Its actions show this, though the cat does not think “the mouse exists.” Knowing is not thinking. I don’t think “my feet exist” when I stand, but my actions show that I don’t doubt it. So what is “doubt” and how does it relate to “knowing?”

Some judgments are based on other judgments, but this regression cannot go back ad infinitum. At some point, we simply have to trust. “A doubt that doubted everything would not be a doubt.”72 If we tried to doubt everything, we would have to doubt the meanings of our words as well.73 We must have criteria forjudging in order to doubt. We hold fast to these criteria while we judge what is in doubt. Thus, “The game of doubting itself presupposes certainty.”74 When we do a calculation on a piece of paper, we might doubt if we got the answer right, but we don’t doubt if the numbers change on us after we write them down. When making scientific measurements, we don’t doubt the existence of our instruments. We might have plenty of doubts, but not that.75

It is not that we can’t investigate everything and so must be content to rest with assumptions. Rather, our questions and doubts themselves have to rely on some propositions exempt from doubt “as it were like hinges on which [doubts] turn. . . . If [we] want the door to turn, the hinges must stay put.”76 As Rush Rhees puts it, “What makes a language-game possible is not ‘certain facts’ but our never calling into question certain facts.”77

How do I judge my left hand from my right? Can I be sure that my judgment will agree with someone else’s? If I don’t trust my judgment in a thing like this, why should I trust someone else’s? There is no why; I simply have to begin trusting somewhere. “That is to say: somewhere I must begin with not-doubting; and that is not, so to speak, hasty but excusable, it is part of judging.”78 I do not trust any one particular presupposition.79 What I trust, what I cannot doubt is the entire system, the world-picture, which is itself grounded in an ungrounded way of acting.80

Some philosophers have tried to distinguish between the level of certainty we find in mathematics and that available in judgments about the world. On Certainty renders even these distinctions more problematic. How can we be sure that 12 × 12 = 144?81 Perhaps we could check the calculation twice to make sure, but should we check it twenty times or have twenty different people check it? Would that make it more sure? At some point, we simply have to say that this is what it means to calculate and we are certain about it. We learned it as children, and it stills holds fast.82

Things that are certain for us, then, are not so in some absolute, unconditional way that applies to everyone in the world. They are certain when they are an unmoving foundation of our language-game.83 Certainty is an attitude we take toward propositions, not something inherent in propositions themselves.84 It is just as applicable to empirical propositions as to mathematical propositions, since they are both derived by the same series of human actions and are equally grounded in them.85

Can I be both certain and wrong? What happens in the statement “I thought I knew”?

There is a range of situations in which we make judgments. Through scientific investigation we could come to the conclusion that there is a planet at a certain distance from the sun.86 We could also look and say, “This is my hand.” The first example could be called a “hypothesis,” but that hardly seems plausible in the second example, though as we have seen, there isn’t a sharp boundary line between them. Though I might be mistaken about the planet, I am not simply less likely to be wrong about my own hand. At some point, a mistake is inconceivable. Some mistakes would be as if everyone always multiplied wrong so that 12 × 12 did not equal 144. This is a different sort of mistake. It would mean the destruction of what we thought of as calculation.

If I make a mistake about a planet, I could easily explain it away, but if I make a mistake about some things, like the existence of my own hand, my sanity would be questioned. If I were mistaken about the existence of my own hand, then I could just as easily be mistaken about every judgment I have ever made about physical objects.87 To doubt this would be to doubt everything, to stand before the abyss, to give up judging altogether.

Is it possible to make such fundamental mistakes? Yes, but this is different than simply making a mistake. A man in a psychiatric hospital who thought he was Napoleon could be cured, but this would be different than correcting a mistake.88 It would involve giving him a new world-picture. On Certainty offers the example that it is conceivable that a king might be brought up to think that the world began with him, and everyone around him would encourage him in this.89 To convince him otherwise would be a different sort of conversation than pointing out a mistake. It would be a conversion to a new way of thinking, persuading him to accept a new world-picture. Such a conversion would be quite psychologically violent, having enormous effects in many areas of his beliefs.

As the riverbed image implies, our world-picture changes slowly over time. Eventually, however, the accrued change might become quite substantial. A riverbed has parts which are sand and shift easily and other parts which are bedrock and so are almost impossible to change or move. Each part is held in place by the other parts around it, but the riverbed itself is also constantly in flux. To understand if any particular part might move, we would have to look at how it was anchored to other parts.

As our world-picture changes over time, “the same proposition may get treated at one time as something to test by experience, at another as a rule of testing.”90 What seems solid today might one day shift, and there is no way at any given time to say absolutely that any particular proposition will not shift. Language-games change over time.91 What people consider reasonable or unreasonable changes over time.92 Some propositions are like the water rushing past in a constant state of flux, easily changeable but of little consequence, other propositions are like the shifting sand, guiding our considerations while still constantly being modified, and still other propositions are like bedrock, seemingly unchangeable and forever reliable. But over time even bedrock can wear away and crack. While it happens rarely, a river might even burst its banks and change course entirely.

Certainty

Circling back around, we are now in a position to see how “certainty” works. Certainty springs from being unable to doubt something because it is so rooted that it is unshakable. I can honestly say “I know there is a chair over there” as long as I am sure there is one, whether there is one or not.93 All testing, all judgments of doubt and certainty can only take place from within a system. “The system is not so much the point of departure, as the element in which arguments have their life.”94 Any particular argument is not surer in some absolute sense than the entire system.

Here, then, is Wittgenstein’s response to G.E. Moore’s “defense of common sense.” At this point in my life, I do not have to look at my hands to know that I have them.95 I have always had them and I am sure of it. Imagine the counter example: someone who was not sure that his hands really existed and had to keep checking them every few seconds and looking at them from different angles to make sure it wasn’t all done with mirrors.96 We might call that “doubting behavior,” but it wouldn’t really be what we call “doubting.” “Insanity” might be a better word. If I could not trust my memory about the existence of my hands, why would I trust my eyes? I could say that, for me, my having two hands is an irreversible belief. I am not ready to let anything count against it.97 “My having two hands is, in normal circumstances, as certain as anything that I could produce in evidence for it. That is why I am not in a position to take the sight of my hand as evidence for it.”98

Where is the final criterion for certainty? At this point, my memory serves to assure me that I have two hands, and I proceed from there to investigate other things. At other times, in other situations, I question my memory. My memory offers a judgment that is sometimes a principle of judgment, and sometimes a principle to be questioned. I make a judgment a principle of judgment, so certainty cannot be in judgments themselves.99 No particular judgment can be certain because I can always judge it. The criterion for certainty is not any particular statement that is intrinsically obvious or convincing. Things are “certain” if to question them would topple all our judgments.

“This fact is fused into the foundations of our language-game.”100 I could not doubt a particular statement if it were so connected to my world-picture that to doubt it would topple the whole system. I would have no basis on which to doubt it. That is, I could doubt any particular fact, but I do not doubt them all.101 “Our not doubting them all is simply our manner of judging, and therefore acting.”102 It is the way we actually play the doubting-game.

There are gradations in the way we know things. Some things we know through investigation and we can give reasons why we believe them. In this way, we are moving comfortably within our world-picture. Other things, more directly related to our world-picture, we are just as certain about—or even more so—but we cannot really give reasons for our belief:

If I say “I know that I have two hands,” and that is not supposed to express just my subjective certainty, I must be able to satisfy myself that I am right. But I can’t do that, for my having two hands is not less certain before I have looked at them than afterwards. But I could say: “That I have two hands is an irreversible belief.” That would express the fact that I am not ready to let anything count as a disproof of this proposition.103

We use the word “know” when we can establish criteria for our knowledge, when we are operating inside our world-picture. We know empirical facts. We stand in a different relationship to propositions that are more directly connected to our world-picture itself. These we do not doubt not because we have investigated them and have assured ourselves of their correctness; we do not doubt them because it would be nonsensical to do so. Of these sorts of propositions it is better to say that they are irreversible beliefs rather than things we know, though of course there is not a sharp distinction between these. One way of knowing eventually merges into another way of knowing. At one point in my life I was just learning my name and was not sure about it. At this point, to doubt my own name would be absurd. At this point, this particular fact is so rooted in all of my language-games that I cannot touch it.

Our certainty of either form lies in our acquired world-picture and is ultimately grounded in our ungrounded ways of living. An unshakable conviction is unshakable not because I have consciously arrived at it through reasoning, but because it is “anchored in all my questions and answers, so anchored that I cannot touch it.”104 We are certainty about something when we “should not understand where a doubt could get a foothold nor where a further test was possible.”105 It is not simply that we have investigated the situation fully and thus ended our doubts. At some point we have passed a mark so that there is no place where a doubt could even begin.

To doubt something that is certain would topple the entire language-game. Sticking to a particular fact despite anything else could be seen as a decision, but not a decision between two conflicting interpretations either of which could make sense. It is rather a decision between sense and nonsense. Only one view, the one that is consistent with our world-picture, makes sense at all. To oppose this view would be to oppose truth itself so that the conflicting interpretation could not be seen as true but as complete nonsense. The inability to doubt some propositions without giving up all judgments seems to be an intrinsic rule of language-games, one that is followed or there is no language-game.106 “One might simply say ‘O, rubbish!’ to someone who wanted to make objections to the propositions that are beyond doubt. That is, not reply to him but admonish him.”107 Such an admonition would be a refusal to play the game, or not playing it correctly.108

We could easily find support for dismissing the other’s opinion. While our own certainty springs from our own world-picture, we did not create this world-picture by ourself from whole cloth. It was originally learned when we were children through socialization, when we first began to make sense of the world, and it has been subsequently reinforced, challenged and amended through similar interactions. Fergus Kerr explains:

Wittgenstein wants us to acknowledge that the stability there is, such as it is, is already given in the customs and practices of everyday human intercourse. The given cannot be explored or explained any more deeply because it is the foundation of every kind of exploration and explanation. If you like: the given cannot be discovered except by showing how it makes possible all that we do and suffer. I discover myself, not in some pre-linguistic inner space of self-presence, but in the network of multifarious social and historical relationships in which I am willy-nilly involved.109

What we have learned has come through our interactions with the world, and these interactions, for all of us, are social. For any particular thing we might be certain about, there would be a large group of people who would support us, reinforcing our certainty. We would be certain.

Wittgenstein is aware of the embeddedness of his own argumentation in a particular world-picture as well. Implicit in his argumentation is the understanding that people are essentially animals with a more sophisticated ability to use language. We are born with an inherent ability to learn, without developed concepts but with some genetic pre-coding, and we learn through experience. From these features, Wittgenstein is able to argue as well about the limitations of what can be said from within this world-picture. In On Certainty, he writes:

I myself wrote in my book that children learn to understand a word in such and such a way. Do I know that, or do I believe it? Why in such a case do I write not “I believe etc.” but simply the indicative sentence?
      We know that the earth is round. We have definitively ascertained that it is round.
      We shall stick to this opinion, unless our whole way of seeing nature changes. “How do you know that?”—I believe it.110

Wittgenstein does not say that this must necessarily be a part of any human person’s world-picture, though he does say that he does not doubt that it is true. On Certainty bases its argument about world-pictures, their use, their grounding in actions, and our ability to overthrow them, on “the fact” that we are born without any particular world-picture and then acquire a world-picture as children when we begin to learn, based on socio-biological nature. When first learning language, we acquire a particular world-picture along with it. Our world-picture then guides all of our further enquiries. At some point later in life, we might overthrow this world-picture in favor of another, but this would be adopting a whole new way of seeing nature, a conversion experience. With the last line of the above quote, “I believe it,” Wittgenstein acknowledges that this itself is a feature of his own particular world-picture. He holds it as certain, but certainty has its own limits. Certainty has a particular function within these language-games. Wittgenstein’s certainty is grounded in his world-picture; it does not precede it.

There are pre-linguistic and non-linguistic analogues to certainty. A baby is certain that crying is the right response to pain. A bird is certain how to build its nest. We call the baby’s response “pre-” linguistic to signify that we expect it to be able to learn a linguistic substitute for crying, while we do not expect the bird to change. As a baby learns, its certainty is upset, and new more sophisticated certainty is eventually obtained. But we are always left to wonder at each particular moment whether some particular certainty will remain forever, or if the child, on becoming an adult, will learn something new and overturn this certainty. Rabbits find certainty simpler.

How Similar Must World-Pictures Be?

Wittgenstein, along with many others, believed that there were probably some elements shared across all language-games. Relying on these elements, one could eventually break through some unfamiliar language-game, eventually understand what was said and be understood by others. He based his conviction on the biological similarity of people around the world and on the broad agreement that already exists in common judgments about the world that our everyday languages are based on. There are many ways in which our language-games are similar throughout the world, indicating a similarity in our world-pictures. Words have somewhat fixed meanings, and translations between languages are possible, though not exact.

The basic usefulness of language across cultures and time indicates a consistency in human responses to experience. For instance, we can identify colors. As Wittgenstein explains: “ ‘If humans were not in general agreed about the colours of things, if undetermined cases were not exceptional, then our concept of colour could not exist.’ No:—our concept of colour would not exist.”111 And again:

If language is to be a means of communication there must be agreement not only in definitions but also (queer as this may sound) in judgments. This seems to abolish logic, but does not do so.—It is one thing to describe methods of measurement, and another to obtain and state results of measurement. But what we call “measuring” is partly determined by a certain constancy in results of measurement.112

Words like “red” function as they do because there is a general agreement in their use. When asked what the color of an English pillar-post is, there is a correct answer, and that is the one that most people will give. Rush Rhees adds that, “If this were not so, our language would be very different.”113 If the concept of color is based on our judgments, might it arbitrarily change if we all agreed to change it like fashion that comes and goes? Wittgenstein says, “We have a colour system as we have a number system. Do the systems reside in our nature or in the nature of things? How are we to put it?—Not in the nature of numbers or colours. Then is there something arbitrary about this system? Yes and no. It is akin both to what is arbitrary and to what is nonarbitrary.”114 The concept of color does not lie in the nature of things or in our own nature, but on the way these both interact in a regular way. As Fergus Kerr explains, “Far from residing in our minds, the colour system lies in a certain collaboration between our nature and the nature of things.”115 For this reason our understanding of colors is both arbitrary and non-arbitrary. We can change it, but not in a completely arbitrary way. Without such consistency, our concept of color would not exist; there could perhaps be some other concept of color, but it would be quite different from ours.

Scientific Evidence

Wittgenstein’s world-picture contains the idea of consistency in color definitions and probably in many more common elements of life. In Western world-pictures there is a common belief in the basic biological similarity among all people that accounts for this consistency. We believe that our linguistic abilities are built upon these biological abilities that are shared by all homo sapiens, and so all human languages should have some common features. While this view predates genetics, we might attribute it today to our genetic coding as determined by evolution.

Are there some specific ways in which all humans play the language-game the same across cultures and over time? They would be the basis for a universal similarity in our world-pictures. This is something that has been explored scientifically, not that this definitively settles the matter, but Wittgenstein and many of us give great credence to science. A recently published study in Nature supports Wittgenstein’s views. In an article entitled “Conceptual Precursors to Language,” Susan J. Hespos and Elizabeth S. Spelke concluded that infants have an innate sensitivity to some conceptual distinctions before they learn any language.116 Languages then build upon these pre-existing representational capacities, and subsequently enhance or diminish them.117 The specific conceptual abilities tested—whether something was “tight-fitting” or “loose-fitting”—are marked with a linguistic distinction in Korean but not in English.118 Pre-linguistic human infants as well as non-human primates were shown to have an ability to distinguish these categories. Adult Korean speakers maintained this ability, while adult English speakers had a diminished ability to mark the distinction, though they could re-learn it.

The experiment shows that there is a pre-linguistic way that human infants act predictably and consistently that can be correlated with their linguistic behavior once language arises. Language builds on this pre-linguistic regular behavior, subsequently differentiating adults according to their language groups. The fact that non-human primates were included in the experiment indicates that the scientists probably share the common opinion of the evolutionary link between humans and other primates, and the results of the test confirm the link. Non-human primates share the pre-linguistic conceptualization, but they seem unable to build sophisticated language-games upon this behavior the way humans can. We are like them, but with the added ability of being able to play sophisticated language-games. Our language-games are not completely isolated from one another, no matter how different our languages appear to be, because they build off of this common biological ability. Nevertheless, our adult behavior and conceptualization is conditioned by the language-games we play.

The article in Nature is accompanied by an article by psychologist Paul Bloom on the significance of Hespos and Spelke’s work for understanding a child’s “mental life.” Bloom’s article brings up for consideration the same quote from Augustine’s Confessions that began Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations. But while Wittgenstein argues that Augustine’s picture misleading, Bloom argues here and elsewhere in favor of it:

What is the nature of this learning [of languages]? One compromise view is that there is a universal core of meaningful distinctions that all humans share, but other distinctions of meaning that people make are shaped by the forces of language; this is consistent with the theory of linguistic relativity. But it is also possible that the strong Augustinian view is correct: language learning might really be the act of learning to express ideas that already exist, either because they are unlearned (as is likely to be true of the domain studied by Hespos and Spelke) or because they have been learned through experience with the physical and social world.119

“Linguistic relativity” is usually reserved for theories that deny any functional commonality between linguistic systems. Thus, people who speak different languages are trapped in conceptual worlds that are effectively cut off from each other. In such a view, truth becomes relative because one group would have one set of truths, expressed in their own language, and another group would have a different set of truths expressed in their different language. There would be no way for these truths to come together and no way to judge between them without a commonality in their linguistic systems. Bloom asserts that a theory is linguistically relative if it posits that language has any effect on the distinctions people make.

In a previous article, Bloom argued for a “strong Augustinian view,” that learning language merely allows us to express what we have learned elsewhere rather than serving to shape our thinking.120 He explained that there is a false, lingering impression in the scientific community that languages profoundly affect our thinking for two reasons. First, “languages do not really differ as much as people think they do.”121 Second, the “impression is magnified by cultural differences that so often correlate with linguistic differences.” But, he argues, “correlation is not causation.”

Bloom’s research, and the research of other cognitive scientists, is important in evaluating Wittgenstein’s arguments, particularly in On Certainty, since Wittgenstein based much of it on how we learn languages and how this learning affects us. Bloom’s research is difficult to match against Wittgenstein’s theory of the functioning of language-games because Wittgenstein is including culture and life experiences in his understanding of language-games, factors Bloom is attempting to filter out in his studies of language. As Bloom admits, these other factors magnify the differences.

While Bloom does not believe that languages differ as much as people commonly think they do, we are examining Wittgenstein’s theories of world-pictures, and world-pictures vary a great deal, especially in how they connect to religious understanding. A Tibetan Buddhist’s understanding of emptiness at the core of existence is quite different than the Catholic view of a creator God holding that position. While we may find some common language to express these differences, the world-pictures we would describe would be radically divergent. While we could indeed find fascinating and useful similarities between religions in the midst of such differences, we should not be so enthralled by the similarities that we forget the overarching differences. As Gordon Kaufman notes—whose theological vision we will explore in the next chapter—there are “profoundly different understandings of reality and truth,”122 “each of them intelligible and persuasive in its own terms but standing in some tension—even contradiction—with others on important issues.”123 What is needed, Kaufman argues, is not to deny religious diversity, but “to show its import for our understanding of human existence and religious truth.”124 This is the project of the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 3:

TALKING ACROSS CERTAINTIES

[image: image]

I am certain that God exists. I do not mean “god” in some generic sense. I believe in the God of Jesus Christ, the great I AM, the One who personally created the heavens and the earth and all that is in them, and continues to love and care for creation. I am certain that this is the ultimate truth of life, the universe and everything.

But my faith was not always so. Where did it come from?

The Context

I believe that Wittgenstein’s analysis of world-pictures in On Certainty describes my faith journey, and I suspect the same is true for many of you. I did not get my faith in God by satisfying myself of its correctness. I was taught it as a child and it has grown my whole life. I was not taught a series of propositions about God, or even originally that God exists. I was taught a series of practices: To pray on my knees beside my bed at night, thanking God for the good things that happened that day, asking God to watch over me during the night. I was taught to thank God for the food before meals, and to do what is right even when no one was looking because God saw all things.

Eventually I went to Sunday school and learned some things about God. I asked a lot of questions about God, and I thought a lot about God, and my understanding of God was filled out, grew and changed. I remember reading that there were people who did not even think that God existed (not that there were any living in my hometown of Wadsworth, Ohio), and I remember feeling sad that they thought the world was so cold and uncaring. I remember reading about people in India who thought cows were gods and thinking that was really funny.

I eventually learned a lot about God, and learned to distinguish between “God,” “god,” “gods” and “g-d.” I have since had many discussions with people who have quite different views about what is ultimately true about the world. Through these discussions, my own faith has become deeper and has changed in ways that I could not have explained to my eight-year-old self. At this point in my life, my belief in a personal God is as certain as anything I could produce as evidence for it. It is the substratum of all of my inquiring and asserting. Through my ongoing studies, dialogue, prayer and work, my views about God continue to change, but this much is bedrock and cannot change: ultimate reality is personal and loving.

Much of my work in interreligious dialogue has been with Tibetan Buddhism, because I feel a natural affinity to its teachings about wisdom and compassion. Like all forms of Buddhism, Tibetan Buddhism begins with the Four Noble Truths as taught by Siddhartha Gautama, the Buddha, in his first sermon after his enlightenment: 1) life is permeated with suffering, and so is called sa[image: image]sāra, 2) clinging-attachment is the cause of suffering, 3) cutting clinging-attachment emancipates us from suffering and, 4) there is a Noble Eightfold Path, a specific set of practices that leads to cessation of suffering.1 The emancipation from suffering is called “nirvana.”

For Theravadan Buddhists—the older form of Buddhism found in Sri Lanka—nirvana is thought of as a state of ultimate peace cut off from all connection to this world. The Buddha discovered this path and taught it to his followers before he entered his final nirvana. We can now follow his example and achieve nirvana ourselves. The ideal practitioners in Theravadan Buddhism are pictured as monks, meditating on their pillows, seeking the definitive insight that will lead them to nirvana.

The Buddhism predominant in Tibet is a form of Mahayana Buddhism, which understands nirvana differently. A fundamental belief of Mahayana Buddhism—and a fundamental disagreement with Theravada Buddhism—is that buddhas (note the plurality) are still active on behalf of unenlightened beings, assisting them in becoming enlightened in every age, as did Gautama Buddha after his enlightenment and before his death. Buddhas are “completely freed from the suffering nature of our world, yet limitlessly active within it to the end of time, helping others to the same freedom.”2 Rather than simply following the example of Gautama Buddha, by taking refuge in the Buddha one can be assisted by the Buddha directly. The ideal practitioners in Mahayana Buddhism are bodhisattvas, those who take a vow to become enlightened so that they can assist all others to become enlightened.

Tibetan Buddhists also believe that the world we experience does not have the permanence or given-ness that we mistakenly attribute to it. Buddhas are not deluded and are not bound by the apparent given-ness of appearances. They can change the appearances to suit the situation, even the “laws” of nature, and thus can act in a limitless way that appears to us as magical.3 They remain connected to the stream of our delusional world of sa[image: image]sāra because of their great compassion. Thus, because of their wisdom and compassion united, they can enter into the world of our own particular sa[image: image]sāric delusions and teach, cajole, and help us to make the right decisions to lead us to enlightenment.

I have a natural affinity to the Tibetan philosophy of bodhisattvas. I am a member of the Order of Preachers, a religious group vowing lifelong study and preaching in order to work for the salvation of others. I readily identify with Buddhist texts about bodhisattvas: their motivation and functioning, and even with the forms of monastic life, prayer and study that support this effort. There are surprisingly broad and deep parallels between Dominican and Tibetan perspectives and practices of religious life. The parallels are so intricately similar that on first reading bodhisattva texts, I found the arguments so familiar that I could often guess how one argument would lead to the next.

At the same time, I find their claims about fundamental reality incredible. I simply do not believe that the phenomenal world, the world I sense, is ultimately a delusion. I believe that the sun doesn’t need me to rise in the morning. It will do that tomorrow morning whether I am here or not, and no matter what anyone thinks about it. This fact is fused into my language-games, so fused that I am not willing to let anything count as evidence against it. For this reason, I find the claims about the abilities of buddhas to be untenable. Of course, Buddhists could respond that this just goes to show how caught up in my delusion I am, proving their point. Who’s to say who’s right?

Tibetan Buddhists and I agree on the necessity of uniting wisdom and compassion in the service of others. However, when we investigate the matter more fully to discover our bases for holding this, we don’t agree. The disagreements are as fundamental than the agreements, but they don’t erase the agreements. Perhaps one could envision a mid-position, a third view that would combine some elements from my view and some from the Buddhists’ view and create a coherent world-picture that would hold together significant elements of both of our positions. Even if this were possible, however, it would not be my world-picture—or theirs. It would simply be another world-picture which both of us would disagree with.

Such is my motivation for finding a method of dialogue that prescinds from seeking agreements. If there is any fundamental common ground between my religious system and a Buddhist religious system, it is so far away that I do not wish to make finding it the basis of our discussion. Even though I cannot ultimately square Buddhist teachings with my way of picturing the world, I can come to understand these teachings at least in some provisional way such that I might learn something from them and might thus live better.

More generally, what I am seeking is a method of dialogue that allows fruitful exchange even when the two sides don’t agree and each is certain about its position. Could the discussion be productive even if the two sides never came to agreement?

Letting the Difference Make a Difference

Wittgenstein’s world-pictures give us a way to think about radically different religious systems such that dialogues among them could be guided productively beyond impossible agreements into more productive exchanges. Wittgenstein explains:

Is it wrong for me to be guided in my actions by the propositions of physics? Am I to say I have no good ground for doing so? Isn’t precisely this what we call a “good ground”?
      Supposing we met people who did not regard that as a telling reason. Now, how do we imagine this? Instead of the physicist, they consult an oracle. (And for that we consider them primitive.) Is it wrong for them to consult an oracle and be guided by it?—If we call this “wrong” aren’t we using our language-game as a base from which to combat theirs?
      And are we right or wrong to combat it? Of course there are all sorts of slogans which will be used to support our proceedings.
      Where two principles really do meet which cannot be reconciled with one another, then each man declares the other a fool and heretic.
      I said I would “combat” the other man,—but wouldn’t I give him reasons? Certainly; but how far do they go? At the end of reasons comes persuasion. (Think what happens when missionaries convert natives.)4

Each man declares the other a fool and heretic. Isn’t this an easy place to get to in a discussion about who is right and who is wrong when a large conceptual divide separates the parties? This position is of limited usefulness, but it seems almost inevitable in deep and honest discussions between people of vastly different viewpoints. Of course Christians would never use the word “heretic” of Buddhists. We know that they are so different from us that of course we don’t agree. We hurl “heretic” at other Christians, those who agree with us on many things and so we feel should agree with us on everything.

This distinction shows the problem in even greater relief. Christians involved in interreligious dialogue probably believe that we should not combat the beliefs of others, “combat” and “dialogue” being two opposite characterizations of a discussion. However, these same people could easily dismiss the other’s position as foolish even though politeness would keep them from declaring it openly. That is, each side probably has built into its own theological system the belief in its own superiority, that it is ultimately the clearest view of reality, and that all other disagreeing systems are provisionally true only insofar as they agree with one’s own system. The other side’s view is thus obviously deficient.

When dialogue partners get into this sort of situation, we need to change the way we pursue the dialogue. If various parties share some basic beliefs about the world, they can subsequently argue about other particular beliefs. But if they do not share some basic understandings of the world and what makes for a reasonable argument, they cannot discuss the reasonableness of each other’s arguments. They could have discussions of some sort if they share any features of their language-games at all, but to discuss who is right or wrong about a particular assertion, they would have to share an understanding of what it means to be right and wrong. Put another way, to be able to fruitfully discuss the reasonableness of each other’s positions, they need to play the language-games surrounding “reason” similarly. As Wittgenstein put this: “In order to make a mistake, a man must already judge in conformity with mankind. Suppose a man could not remember whether he had always had five fingers or two hands? Should we understand him? Could we be sure of understanding him?”5 We cannot be sure we understood him because when people say things that seem completely out of line with reality, we assume that either we don’t understand what they are saying or that they are crazy. The latter is a way of dismissing what they say without having to understand it. Wittgenstein paints a picture of this situation, using the idea of going to the moon as an example of a crazy idea, which in 1950, was generally agreed to be one:

What we believe depends on what we learn. We all believe that it isn’t possible to get to the moon; but there might be people who believe that that is possible and that it sometimes happens. We say: these people do not know a lot that we know. And, let them be never so sure of their belief—they are wrong and we know it.
      If we compare our system of knowledge with theirs then theirs is evidently the poorer one by far.6

The short passage elegantly combines the non-objective nature of our certainty with the fact that we don’t hold it that way. We learned our beliefs, and of course believe that what we have learned is true. We are not “taken in” by their nonsense. They are wrong, and we know it. But if they can never be so sure of their belief, how can we?

If others play the language-games surrounding some word similarly to the way we do, we can have a fruitful discussion around that word. This seems obvious enough, but it is often overlooked. It is central to On Certainty and is central to interreligious dialogue as well. As our conceptual differences begin to diverge from those of the people with whom we are in dialogue, at some point we cross a line where we can no longer argue “the facts.” We could try to settle the issue with force (combating them) or by mere assertion (dismissing their view as rubbish), but we could no longer reason with them because there would no longer be a common basis of reason.

The discussion could go another way as well. Building from Wittgenstein’s reference to missionaries quoted earlier, dialogue partners are sometimes so conceptually distant from each other that, instead of explaining any particular item of their own beliefs, they need to convey their entire system of beliefs. This is what missionaries have to do. With other Christians, we might argue the meaning of a particular Bible passage. With those who have never heard of the monotheistic God of the Bible, missionaries would first have to explain their basic Christian vision of the world before they could get deeply into any particular biblical passage.

We have here two poles of dialogue. At one end we could discuss who is right or wrong about a particular issue, based on a shared understanding of what it means to be right and wrong as well as the facts in the case. On the other end, we could simply try to explain what it means to be right and wrong, our basic stance towards the question. There is no clear dividing line between these two, but it is important to note the shift in the conversation that would have to occur when moving from one pole to the other. While a chemist in a laboratory could employ a standard procedure to determine the results of an experiment, there would not be a similar standard to determine if Jesus or if Shiva were really Lord. At some point, we would have to shift from discussing the facts in the case to discussing our world-picture, and to the degree possible attempt to understand the other person’s world-picture.

Working with Multiple World-Pictures

In On Certainty Wittgenstein is not trying to establish that his world-picture is the right one.7 He is simply trying to show what it means to be a knowing subject, constituted in knowledge by our use of world-pictures. He admits that he has a world-picture and is guided by it; he admits that he cannot really define it, and he admits that it can undergo changes. When we dialogue with others who share a very similar world-picture, we might never notice these facts. The things that we never call into question, they never call into question. When we have a substantive dialogue with those who have radically different world-pictures, the situation changes. Perhaps the other person explicitly disavows what we never questioned, or perhaps what is obviously true to us simply couldn’t stand if what they say is true. As we begin to discuss things that touch on these differences, our differing world-pictures become revealed. What Wittgenstein is pointing out is that when this happens, we need to notice what is going on and stop simply re-asserting our world-picture as obvious and true.

Additionally, it is not helpful to pretend that we do not believe what we believe. In these kinds of fundamental disagreements, we believe that our view is true and that theirs is false—perhaps so false as to seem absurd to us. Their view might fly in the face of what we call reason. While we can usefully defer discussion about our fundamental disagreements for the sake of discussing other matters, we cannot defer being guided by our own world-picture. It is there, like our life, the context for all our thinking and the context for understanding in the present discussion as well.

This characterization of differences has something misleading about it as well. Our world-pictures are not completely fixed. They can change through dialogue with others. In dialogue with others we could learn something new, and come to believe it, and integrate it into our own world-picture. We could learn that the earth is round or that time is simply a fourth dimension of space and come to see the world differently. Through a deep discussion, our world-picture could begin to converge with that of our dialogue partner. Of course, as we begin exploring our own world-picture in response to new challenges, we could find ourselves moving conceptually further away from our dialogue partner as well. There is no way to know in advance which way this will go.

There is also another possibility: we could learn the other’s world-picture as other. This may seem obvious, but it will have some surprising consequences.

What would it mean to learn the other’s world-picture as other? It would be more than simply learning the rules or doctrines of the other’s religion. World-pictures go far beyond these. They cannot be learned completely explicitly. The rules and doctrines might give us a start, but we would also have to participate in the religious practices of the other religion. There are obvious religious and moral difficulties here: how could we participate in these practices as an outsider, one who is not committed to the other religion? For many people, learning the doctrines of another religion would not be problematic, but performing its religious rituals would be. The biblical refrain “Our God is a jealous God” comes to mind. Yet many have found ways to negotiate this narrow path.

In a larger sense, to know the other’s world-picture as other would entail being able to think through it and act out of it, while not actually affirming it as true. It would have to become familiar and easily accessible to us, but could do this while still remaining other. In this way, we would have to have within ourselves multiple world-pictures we could employ at any given time, invoking our normative one most of the time and the other(s) when we were engaged in learning more deeply other’s positions.

If we do not believe that this other way of picturing the world is true, we do not understand in the same way as someone who affirms it as true. As Raimundo Panikkar explains: “It is contradictory to imagine I understand another’s view when at the same time I call it false. I may indeed say I understand my partner in dialogue better than she understands herself. I may say she is mistaken because she contradicts herself, even say I understand her position because I understand her premises; but clearly I cannot uphold her view as she does unless I share it.”8 To hold this world-picture as other means that we would not relate to it and use it in the same way that we would relate to and use a world-picture that we thought was true. This requires a bit of nimble internal shuffling as we employ the different world-pictures in different ways, but this mental shuffling is a natural thing for people to do. Members of minorities learn to do this to get along in the majority culture. They have one way of being when they are at home in their own sub-culture and another way of being when they are trying to accommodate themselves to the larger society. To do this well, the shift must become second nature. Eventually those who do this successfully do not have to make a conscious decision about which world-picture to invoke at any given time. No one has to teach them explicitly what the rules are for each given social situation. Paraphrasing Wittgenstein, we could say that they are taught two sets of practices, gradually learning how to act in two different ways, and thus learning two world-pictures implicitly. There is no reason to assume that they become confused about their “home” world-picture in this process.

Though perhaps not as dramatic or obvious, we all learn how to operate out of multiple world-pictures throughout our lives. Initially this springs from our involvement in multiple social settings, home, with friends, at school, etc. Later we might learn more specialized games such as “day trader,” soldier, priest, or parent. Each of these social settings has its own set of rules, implicit and explicit. As we involve ourselves in these multiple settings in our lives, we naturally take on these different modes of behaving, judging and acting.

Are these different modes of behaving, judging and acting equivalent to Wittgenstein’s world-pictures? They do all of the things that world-pictures do, except that they are multiple within each individual. Wittgenstein spoke about the world-picture as a single, overarching way we understand reality, but this does not seem to me to be the way we humans operate. We don’t actually have one single, unified way of making sense out of our lives and grounding our actions in every situation. We act out of multiple world-pictures and switch from one to another without having to think about it. I would call them world-pictures, and claim that any adult is guided by a plurality of world-pictures.

We in the West have a penchant for comprehensive systems, so we often try to collapse multiple, seemingly disparate thought systems into a greater, unified whole. While there are few reasons to forbid attempts to do this with our own, multiple world-pictures, and there are many benefits to trying, I do not believe that it is possible to complete such a task. World-pictures are too far in the background, too hard to get hold of to be able to evaluate and change so as to bring complete unity among them. It is difficult enough to even become of aware of all of the significant motivating factors of any particular single action of our own, let alone think that we completely understand everything we do. We don’t and we can’t.

As for the reasons not to pursue creating a unified, all-encompassing world-picture of our own, chief among them is that it might be possible to complete this task if we simply ignore certain inconvenient facts. Since the facts about our world-pictures are quite difficult to obtain anyway, we are likely to develop an overarching world-picture that suppresses rather than embraces our other, older world-pictures.

Additionally, at this point of human history it is unrealistic to think that we could combine multiple religious world-pictures into a greater, unified whole. For instance, it is naive to think that at this time we could fuse the beliefs of Roman Catholicism and Tibetan Buddhism into a “higher” religious system such that Catholics and Buddhists alike would be able to see their own beliefs substantially represented. Our collective knowledge of the world-pictures of each other’s religion is not sufficiently developed at this time to do this with any integrity. We could imagine a day, perhaps not too far off, when Catholics and Protestants might be essentially united in faith, but that is because we are already so close and so well known to each other.

The reasons against trying to establish these “super-religions” parallel the reasons against creating our own personal, totalitarian thought systems. We are much more likely simply to create new religions that have only nominal connections to the traditions of their predecessors.9

The fact that we, as humans, can work simultaneously with multiple world-pictures is a great boon to interreligious dialogue, where at least as many world-pictures are operative at any given time as there are religions present in the discussion. To enter into fruitful theological dialogue with a new religion, we simply need to learn one more world-picture, as most of us have already done at some point in our life. Eventually we would want to learn enough to “get along” in the other religion, to be able to switch over to operating out of its world-picture as naturally as we can move between the public and private spheres. Perhaps we could learn enough to “pass” for a person of the other religion. Would we want to? “Passing” in this context seems to be fraught with the same flotilla of issues as it is in race relations.

If before beginning a dialogue with another religion we evaluated all religious truth claims through our own world-picture, perhaps finding it difficult to give credence to claims that were significantly different, during the dialogue we would learn how to evaluate their claims against their world-picture. Their world-picture we would hold provisionally, not as true, but as true-for-them. We would evaluate their religious claims against their own world-picture (which we have appropriated as other), while still evaluating our own religious claims (and any claims to being in accord with reality) through our own world-picture.

However, world-pictures are not hermetically sealed one from another in our own understanding. Remember the riverbed analogy, where the water flowing in the river (our thinking) was guided by the riverbed (our world-picture), but also reshaped the riverbed as it flowed by. If we would allow our thoughts to be guided by the contours of another riverbed, our thoughts would flow differently than they normally would. This different flow of thoughts would affect the riverbed of our own world-picture. We would be changed. Perhaps in only subtle ways and perhaps in surprising ways, our own religious world-picture would be affected by this kind of interreligious dialogue. Earlier we spoke of how we might explicitly choose to adopt parts of our dialogue partner’s world-picture, thus explicitly changing our own world-picture. In this case we would be changing our world-picture implicitly, through indirect means, with less control over the outcome but with no less effect.

Religions and World-Pictures

What is the relationship between religions and world-pictures? These terms cannot be equated. A world-picture is the substratum of an individual’s enquiring and asserting. A religion is a set of beliefs and practices held by a group of people and imbued with ultimate significance. Our world-pictures have communal roots, yet they are individual. A religious tradition is inherently a group phenomenon, though every individual appropriates it differently. Participation in a religious tradition affects one’s world-picture, however, so these terms are related.

Religions cannot have world-pictures. Only knowing subjects can have world-pictures.10 A world-picture is the background that allows for thought, and only individuals think. We could speak of the world-picture of a religious group if everyone in the group happened to have an identical world-picture, but that does not seem to happen. Different members of the same tradition appropriate the tradition differently. Of course, there are similarities in their world-pictures as well. In Wittgensteinian terms, the world-pictures of people within any particular religion all share a family-resemblance. There may not be any single particular trait that one could identify as belonging to them all, but the similarities are as undeniable as the differences.

World-pictures belong to individuals but are not cut off from the group. World-pictures are originally formed within a social context as we first begin to learn as children, but they are also fluid and changing our entire lives. World-pictures are strongly influenced by our religious affiliations and vice-versa, but world-pictures are also influenced by all of our interactions throughout our lives. Not all of these interactions are controlled by our religious tradition, and any particular interaction can be interpreted in so many ways that even the most carefully controlled religious event cannot completely determine the ways that we will interpret it. Thus, there is an element of unpredictability in the effect that actions will have on our world-picture. This unpredictability adds to the plurality of beliefs in any religion.

To say that there is no single world-picture at the core of particular religions is not to say that religions and religious texts do not offer explanatory pictures of the world. They do. However, these religious pictures are smaller in scope than a world-picture. Religious texts may give insights into ultimate reality, but they do not also explain gravity and how to bake a cake. World-pictures, on the other hand, govern every aspect of our thought, even what it means to think. The explanatory pictures in religious texts tend to be limited to items that their authors consider to be of ultimate import. One develops a world-picture initially through social means that are both secular and religious. The individual’s world-picture is subsequently augmented and built upon by religious insights among other things. These religious insights can transform the entire world-picture, but they do not necessarily supplant it.

A phrase such as “a Christian world-picture” refers to a part of the world-pictures of people who are Christian, the part that bears the family-resemblance because of the teachings and practices associated with Christianity. “A Christian world-picture” is a useful construction, as long as we do not reify it, thinking that it has rigid boundaries, a precise definition, or that it rests in someone’s mind.

The goal of this book is to foster interreligious learning. For this to happen, ideas and insights from one religion need to be transposed into another. As we have been picturing it here, ideas that were learned in another religious tradition, as other, need to be brought back into our own, home, religious world-picture. This transposition of ideas is a creative process of individual comparative theologians who have learned to work with multiple religious world-pictures and can therefore find a place for this new insight in their home world-picture.

Theologians have an ecclesiological role to explicate and improve the theology of their home tradition, sharing what they have learned through their encounter with another religion with others who have not had these same experiences. To do this, comparative theologians need to provide an explanation that is completely at home in their own tradition for any new insight they have learned. In this application of their knowledge, it is not enough to cite the texts of other religions. These texts have no normative standing in their home tradition. They must show how this new insight connects to the tradition in a way that makes sense from within the tradition itself and extends or improves it.

This application is the last step of a long process that begins with suspending such judgments and venturing out into a foreign tradition as a learner, trying to listen in an unbiased way as possible to see what is really there to see; but it is the reason for the whole exercise as well. Eventually, to make use of this information, one is not simply trying to “pass” in the other tradition, but to find some insights that one wants to bring home and share with others; insights that are not only deemed true-for-them but simply true. What is true is judged so by one’s own criteria, not by the criteria of others. Catherine Cornille speaks of this final step in her book aptly titled Criteria of Discernment in Interreligious Dialogue, writing:

Rather than in submission to some external or neutral criteria, it is in the very realization that every religion inevitably judges the other according to its own particular criteria that the equality between religions in dialogue is established. . . . The use of confessional criteria in the dialogue between religions may thus be regarded as both an epistemological necessity and an expression of fidelity to one’s own individual judgment to an engagement between religious traditions.11

While much of the work in comparative theology is in letting go of our own Christian criteria of judging to come to know new criteria, and thus come to know a new way of picturing the world, to bring the fruits of what is learned back into Christianity requires taking up our own Christian criteria of judging again and using them to evaluate any insights that are brought back. This is the only way we could convince our Christian brothers and sisters to accept our findings and thus improve or extend the theological understanding of the community.

How Different Can World-Pictures Be?

Concretely, what would a Christian world-picture look like? Presumably it would have a God who actively creates and a central place for Jesus Christ, but as we tried to pin this down, we would quickly come to the question of whose version of Christianity we were talking about. Who counts as a Christian, and who can speak for Christians? This is a difficult and important question.

The Roman Catholic Church demands assent from its members only in matters of faith and morals.12 In the strictest sense, therefore, only things pertaining directly to “faith and morals” would be part of a universal and perduring Roman Catholic world-picture, though there are most likely other things not directly attributable to faith and morals that Roman Catholics hold in common at any particular time. However, the assessment of what is “essentially part of faith and morals” for Roman Catholics shifts over time and among individuals. To see how great the variation can be, let us briefly look at one example: the shift in Catholic understanding of human origins in the twentieth century.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the Catholic Church reacted against Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution, proclaiming it irreconcilable with the Bible. At particular issue was the interpretation of the story of Adam and Eve in Genesis 2-3. Under the leadership of Pope Pius X, the Pontifical Biblical Commission issued an official decision in 1909 saying that it was wrong to call into question the “literal historical sense” of the creation narratives, “especially the creation of man and the formation of the first woman from man.”13 By the middle of the century, with the scientific evidence of evolution mounting, Pius XII allowed for a limited endorsement of evolution regarding “the origin of the human body as coming from pre-existent and living matter—for the Catholic faith obliges us to hold that souls are immediately created by God,” though it was still incumbent to believe that all people descended from Adam in a literal, biological sense.14 By the end of the century, John Paul II proclaimed that, “new knowledge has led to the recognition of the theory of evolution as more than a hypothesis”15 and Catholic bishops and scripture scholars generally agree that the creation stories in Genesis are not historical.16

This shift in belief is more than simply a change in the interpretation of scripture. The world-picture that understands God as literally taking clay from the ground and fashioning a human person from it (and from that person, fashioning another who is somewhat different) is significantly different than the world-picture that understands homo sapiens as the product of a slow process of evolution somehow guided by God. This difference would be evident in many different areas of a person’s thought-world, such as the credibility one might give to rational and scientific arguments in general, the expectation one would have as to how God might work in the world today, and the way one might draw the boundary between people whose opinions matter and people whose opinions cannot be trusted.

While most Catholic scholars and I share a world-picture that supports the modern theory of evolution, not all Catholics do, nor do all members of the wider Christian community. This discrepancy produces a certain amount of tension within the Christian community, manifested in the United States by legal battles over teaching evolution in schools as well as stilted theological discussions within the Catholic Church. Productive theological dialogue rarely occurs across this divide, with one side characterizing the other side as “hopelessly backwards,” while the other side replies with charges of “atheist extremism.”

Yet there are even wider disparities in contemporary Christian world-pictures. Like most Roman Catholics, I believe in “three persons, one God.” I have a picture of the first person of the Trinity that guides how I think about how God creates and remains involved in the world, attributing to God intentionality, activity, desire and even passion. At one point in my life I assumed that every Christian would agree with me in these things. This is not the case, however.

Gordon Kaufman is an important Christian theologian with a very different picture of God. In God, Mystery, Diversity: Christian Theology in a Pluralistic World, he presents his biohistorical understanding of the human and its implications for understanding God in today’s pluralistic world. Unlike many authors, Kaufman explicitly discusses the world-picture that stands behind his theological vision because he would like to offer it as an alternative to the “traditional” ideas of what it means to be human, one that is more appropriate for the “pluralistic/relativistic consciousness of modern/postmodern culture.”17 In this world-picture, which Kaufman believes is quite common among well-educated people in the West, our physical bodies are the result of biological evolution, but the evolutionary rise of culture has become an indispensable feature of what we are as well: “The only thing that is common to us all is our basic biological structure—a structure of great plasticity, open to a wide range of patterns of development, requiring external programming by a culture in order to function.”18 Because various cultures and subcultures have developed throughout time and around the world under different circumstances, there are now different ways of being human with different religious world-pictures.19 These differences evolved over time. World-pictures that gave adequate orientation and motivation for survival were passed on; those that did not were modified or replaced.20 For this reason we have the long, developing history of Hebraic, Hindu, and Zoroastrian traditions punctuated by the emergence of new and distinct religious visions such as Christianity, Buddhism, and Islam, respectively.

In Kaufman’s view, the anthropomorphic conception of God as creator/lord inherited by traditional Christianity “emerged in connection with the creation of a particular world-picture in the Ancient Near East, especially in Israel.”21 It no longer fits our modern world-picture. Therefore, he reinterprets the God-symbol in a way that fits this new world-picture in order to label the serendipitous creativity that lies behind our evolutionary-historical process: “God, I am proposing, should be understood as the underlying reality (whatever it may be)—the ultimate creativity, ultimate mystery—that manifests itself throughout the universe and thus also in this evolutionary-historical trajectory culminating (to date) in our human historicity.”22 While this image of God has not been drawn directly from traditional Christian sources,23 it has the same role within this new “evolutionary/ecological world-picture within which many of us today take ourselves to be living,”24 orienting human life towards fulfillment, providing guidance and hope.25

Kaufman also reinterprets the symbol of “Christ” in light of his world-picture, based on Jesus’ exhortation and personal example of “self-giving, love, reconciliation, [and] the building of community,”26 rather than on traditional theology’s “essentially individualistic, atomistic” portrayal of him as God’s only son.27 With this description, Kaufman shows that his world-picture is consonant with Christianity. His is not the only valid interpretation of the Christ-symbol, but it is intelligible, useful, and fits within the trajectory of Christianity.28

Now, what am I to make of Kaufman’s religious views? We don’t agree about foundational issues. I hold elements that Kaufman attributes to the anthropomorphist views of the Biblical authors. These elements are foundational to all of my thinking about God, so foundational that I cannot doubt them. What Kaufman expressly denies and seeks to replace, I expressly want to hold on to. I believe in a personal God, Kaufman does not.

Should we argue about the personhood of God: “God either is or is not a person—there is no middle ground—and let’s get to the bottom of it!” Should I call Kaufman “a fool and heretic,” as Wittgenstein has it? Neither of these options is likely to be very productive.

In all honesty, I do not believe that Kaufman’s view is true, but I also cannot deny that he has made a plausible case for how his interpretations fit with the Christian tradition. It seems to be beyond the pale of what I would consider to be validly Christian, but, of course, we disagree about that as well. If we tried to discuss some of the main beliefs of Christianity, we would run into a wall of misunderstanding. Surely “prayer” would have to mean something completely different. How could one communicate with serendipitous creativity? My understanding of salvation, another quite important Christian idea, is tied to being with God in heaven. Surely “salvation” also would have to mean something quite different for Kaufman. In many areas we would be using the same words, probably citing the same sources, but meaning quite different things by them. It would take me a long time to figure out, in each case, what he understood by them. I could more easily discuss any of these topics with a mainstream Muslim or Jew.

Engaging in Dialogue across Disparate
World-Pictures

Would a dialogue between Kaufman and me be “interreligious” rather than “ecumenical?” After all, his views do not seem to fit my picture of Christianity, so he must belong to some other religion. What religion would that be? While I could name countless Christians who would share my interpretation, he could apparently enlist many other “well-educated” people who would be on his side.

This hardly seems like a productive way of picturing the issue. We both draw from the same sources, but we understand them differently. “Christian” is a concept with rather blurry edges. Neither of us have exclusive rights to the word. The way most Catholics and I would draw the boundaries around the definition is not the way that Kaufman would. Yet there is a family-resemblance between Kaufman’s views and mine. Though we would use words like “Christ,” “prayer” and “salvation” differently, we would both feel the need to use them. The difficulties in understanding each other would come not from a difference of religion, but from a difference of world-pictures.

Sometimes people discuss an issue and disagree. They understand the other side, and they don’t believe that it is true. At other times, people try to have a discussion and realize that they do not even understand what the other person is saying. This misunderstanding occurs when the people involved in the discussion have very different world-pictures. A difference in religious affiliation will eventually lead to disagreements, but it would not necessarily involve such serious misunderstandings that dialogue would be impossible. Muslims and Christians could have a discussion about whether Jesus or Mohammed was a truer prophet. They would probably not agree, given the differences in their scriptural heritage, but they could discuss the matter and understand each other’s positions. Hindus and Christians would not be able to do the same in discussing whether it was Jesus or Shiva who was truly “Lord.” What it meant to be “Lord” would be at issue, and the language-games surrounding “Lord” are played very differently in these two traditions.

It is not surprising that Christian world-pictures share some important elements with those of Muslims with regard to the understanding of God. These religions have close historical connections. The disparity in the world-pictures can become much greater when we talk with people who come from cultures and religions with fewer historical connections to our own. Such is the case with my dialogue with the Buddhists noted earlier, where fundamental disparities in our world-pictures undermined any apparent large-scale similarity between our religious visions.

As noted in the previous chapter, when the distance between world-pictures of dialogue partners begins to grow, we can begin to have different criteria for assessing truth claims. This makes discussion of what is true problematic. We have an indication that we have reached this point when the other side seems to be making assertions that are simply absurd, and we are tempted to call them “a fool and a heretic.” At these times we need to shift the mode of the discussion. Instead of simply discussing what is true we need to discuss our criteria for finding truth.

Alasdair MacIntyre has noted this dynamic, and in his book Whose Justice? Which Rationality? proposed a model of dialogical questioning to move forward. His general vision of the problematic nature of dialogue across disparate world-pictures seems quite similar to my own, though his solution is quite different, perhaps because our goals are so different. Whose Justice? Which Rationality?, as the name implies, is looking to find ways to come to agreement on the best ethical standards and moral theories that support them. Beyond Agreement is looking to foster the trans-religious learning that can come when we bracket that goal and instead simply seek understanding.

MacIntyre sees that one of the critical problems with the way that modernity tried to evaluate truth claims was with its atomistic view of the human person in which “it is the individual qua individual who reasons.”29 Rather, he notes, truth claims in the many cultures he studied have always been worked out through a communal process of “debates, conflicts, and enquiry of socially embodied, historically contingent traditions.”30 Further:

There is no standing ground, no place for enquiry, no way to engage in the practices of advancing, evaluating, accepting, and rejecting reasoned argument apart from that which is provided by some particular tradition or other.
      It does not follow that what is said from within one tradition cannot be heard or overheard by those in another. Traditions which differ in the most radical way over certain subject matters may in respect of others share beliefs, images, and texts. Considerations urged from within one tradition may be ignored by those conducting enquiry or debate within another only at the cost, by their own standards, of excluding relevant good reasons for believing or disbelieving this or that or for acting in one way or another.31

Consonant with the analysis of Beyond Agreement, MacIntyre sees that the embeddedness of our arguments within one tradition does not completely wall us off from another tradition. Even though another tradition might have a different way of adjudicating truth claims, which we would have to come to understand in the process of coming to understand the truth claim itself, it might behoove us to learn these claims and this system to see if it is a better system in general, or at least better at answering these kinds of questions. If so, we might want to adopt these answers or perhaps the whole system. Through this process of dialectical engagement we could find the better system or the better elements to improve our own system.

Adopting an entire new system of thought is not something a tradition would do lightly. This is a conversion far beyond adopting the outlook of any particular argument, involving (as we have seen) an epistemological crisis. Yet MacIntyre notes that there are times when tradition-constituted enquiries reach a dead end, unable to solve issues that they have identified as crucial with their own resources.32 From his own research, MacIntyre offers three requirements that govern when a historically established tradition solves the epistemological crisis by adopting new concepts and new theories.33 First, the new scheme must resolve the crisis in a systematic and coherent way. Second, it must offer an explanation of why the old system could not solve the crisis as it was. Third, the new concepts or theories have to been seen as a coherent development of what came before.

What I am advocating in Beyond Agreement is not in disagreement with MacIntyre’s process of dialectical engagement, it is simply less; but it is precisely this scaled back expectation that gives it its usefulness. It does not take a complete epistemic crisis to get people to learn and adopt new ideas. As Clooney has said, we can move forward in small ways, or, as the saying goes, if you build a better mousetrap, people will buy it. MacIntyre’s project is to lead us to find the best ethical system that can deal with the complex ethical problems brought about by globalization and postmodernism. I am simply asking how we can improve the system we have through our encounters with other systems. I do not think that we can do this through MacIntyre’s method of dialectical engagement in the short or medium term, especially in the area of theology.

We do not need to wait for an epistemological crisis of faith in order to engage in interreligious dialogue, and we would not trust someone who was at such a point to engage in dialogue on behalf of the community. When we enter into interreligious dialogue, our own religious commitments are not put up for grabs. In interreligious dialogue, we maintain an imbalanced commitment to the traditions in the dialogue. As discussed earlier, we need to move beyond our own world-picture and outside of our own tradition’s evaluative stance in order to really come to know what a person from another religious tradition is saying, but in the end, we still judge what is true about the world by our own criteria, not theirs.

MacIntyre’s criteria for adopting new ideas and theories into our current thought system also does not seem to adequately account for the provisional and distributed ways historically constituted social thought systems develop. New ideas come and go, and what might at first be seen by some individuals in a group as a coherent development that solves the crisis at hand might later be seen by others as inherently irreconcilable in the current system, or at least causing more problems than it solves. It could then be adopted for a while, provisionally, but ultimately rejected; or it could be adopted by some and not by others.

It is possible that eventually, as enough small changes accrue in our own tradition or in other religious traditions, that a large-scale change will come about and traditions that were once far apart might merge; but it might not happen as well. It remains to be seen. But dialogues that have the merging of traditions as the goal will find few participants; such dialogues should not be the main way we communicate with other traditions. I believe that moving in small ways with dialogues that look beyond agreement to the learning that might come about by a rich engagement with others, even while we still disagree, will lead us to our best future. If different traditions can indeed come together, these small discussions will move us in that direction. If after a long period of engagement we find ourselves further apart in our thinking, we still would have each improved and we would not have done violence to either of our systems.

Beyond Agreement is thus advocating goals that we can accomplish today and benefits that we gain right now, without pitting our tradition against others. MacIntyre’s method of dialectical engagement seems to set different traditions against each other, adversaries in a contest for who has the best explanation of reality. In the area of theology, different traditions have such different views of reality and ask such different questions. We could occasion an epistemic crisis in Christianity if the goal of Christianity were simply to get the most Christians to heaven and if it were then shown that this was indeed not happening. But the goal of Christianity is far more complex than that, and the results are far more difficult to quantify.

Gavin D’Costa, while being generally favorable towards the comparative method of interreligious dialogue advocated in Beyond Agreement, has nonetheless criticized comparative theology for not entering into a more dialectical engagement of other religious traditions. Raising what he called a “tentative ancillary” objection, he writes: “If there are no challenges and questionings of these other texts, but simply a self-referential transformation, can this be called ‘comparative,’ ‘dialogue,’ or even Christian? Mission, intrinsic to Christian witness, seems to have no place in the theological project except a deferred role.”34

What I am proposing here is rightly called “comparative” because it compares texts and ideas of two different traditions, seeing both similarities and differences. It is “dialogue” because it moves back and forth, with each tradition having a chance speak, though “speaking” might be used in a metaphorical sense in a comparative exercise that deals only with texts.

While this dialogue is reciprocal, it is imbalanced. If the main goal is to learn from the other religion and improve our own theology, as I am proposing here, our own theological positions will come under a greater scrutiny than will the position of the religions with which we are in dialogue. The positions of the other religion will be questioned and probed enough to gain a thorough understanding of them, but not in order to judge them as true or false.

In this dialogue we are learning from others whom we believe to be in error. The other tradition does not have the same claim to our allegiance as our own tradition. Since the beliefs of any religion form a connected system, any particular position in the other religion is bound to be connected to something we judge to be in error in a few philosophical steps. We will explore this dynamic in more detail later, but pointing out the errors qua errors hardly seems productive. If, after a great amount of study and the establishment of good personal relationships, a theologian in the other tradition asks one to offer a critique, one might have an opportunity and even an obligation to respond; but this is a different situation.

D’Costa cites an example from the original edition of Raimundo Panikkar’s The Unknown Christ of Hinduism (1964) as “comparative theology of the type [he] would advocate” and that he all too rarely finds, where challenges are respectfully raised by Christians studying other religions.35 The rarity of this example is brought out more by the fact that in the second edition of the book (1981), Panikkar revised the example to remove or significantly tone down the challenge, a move that D’Costa finds particularly problematic.

In both versions of The Unknown Christ Panikkar discusses an unresolved debate within Hinduism about the relationship between the uncreated, unconditioned god, Brahman, and the personal, creator god, Īśvara. D’Costa relates the details of Panikkar’s argument in the original edition to show that Panikkar is “intervening within a Hindu debate,” “asking penetrating questions, putting challenges, engaging in mission at the very same time as really trying to understand the other in their own terms.” I do not agree that this was what Panikkar was doing in the original edition, and even if it were, D’Costa’s interpretation is eschewed by Panikkar in the revised edition. This particular example from Panikkar is interpreted better as a supporting example of the vision of dialogue argued for in Beyond Agreement—using dialogue to improve ones own theology and ones own tradition by bringing in cogent challenges from other religions.

In relating Panikkar’s position, D’Costa offers some provocative quotes from the original edition, such as this interesting interreligious claim about God: “That from which all things proceed” is “the true Īśvara, God the Son, the Logos, the Christ.” Christ is unknown but present in Hinduism, because in Hinduism: “Christ has not unveiled his whole face, has not completed his mission there. He still has to grow up and be recognised. Moreover, He still has to be crucified there, dying with Hinduism as he died with Judaism and with the Hellenistic religions in order to rise again, as the same Christ (who is already in Hinduism), but then as a risen Hinduism, as Christianity.”36

D’Costa had previously related a shift in Panikkar’s thinking in the two editions: “In the first edition Panikkar wrote that the Logos is revealed in Jesus Christ, thus Christianity is ‘the place where Christ is fully revealed, the end and plentitude of every religion’ (1964, 24). In 1981 he changed this: ‘When I call this link between the finite and the infinite by the name of Christ, I am not presupposing its identification with Jesus of Nazareth’ (1981, 27).”37 D’Costa’s presentation would lead one to believe that in 1964 Panikkar was challenging Hindus to see that Christianity held an important interpretive key for their own religion that Hinduism would do well to avail itself of. If they did, Hindus would discover a new, “risen Hinduism” that would be truly Christian. However, this is not what Panikkar was arguing.

In the original edition, Panikkar noted that he was trying to show that Christianity and Hinduism were “sister-religions.”38 While he believed that the “Christian elaboration” of this meeting-ground could be affirmed by Christians, his portrayal of Christ “[did] not seek to win the acquiescence of the Hindu, but only his understanding of it.”39 More strongly, Panikkar asserted that, “the statement we made about Christ makes sense at least for the Christian and can be made understandable—if not acceptable—to the Hindu too.”40 However: “The stumbling-block appears when Christianity further identifies, with the required qualifications, Christ with Jesus the Son of Mary. A full Christian faith is required to accept this identity. The Hindu can only respect this belief which to him seems absurd.”41 Any faith that cannot identify Jesus with Christ, “with the required qualifications,” is not Christian.

Panikkar was not trying to challenge Hindus to accept Christian faith by intervening in a Hindu debate. He was challenging Christians to see that Christ was already present in Hinduism, even though the Hindus themselves would not acknowledge this. In his revised (1981) edition, Panikkar stated that he was simply trying to make explicit what was implicit in the first edition rather than changing the text to reflect his current vision.42 In this light, Panikkar explained: “The thesis of this book was and is that the Christian, in recognizing, believing in and loving Christ as the central symbol of Life and Ultimate Truth, is being drawn towards that selfsame Mystery that attracts all other human beings who are seeking to overcome their own present condition.”43 In this way, Panikkar could challenge Christians, who were his primary audience,44 that they could completely accept the message of Christ “without patronizing or co-opting” Hindus.45

To make sure that he would not be misunderstood, Panikkar changed the sections of The Unknown Christ that were quoted by D’Costa. The assertion in the original edition that all things proceeded from “the true Īśvara, God the Son, the Logos, the Christ,” in the revised edition became that all things proceeded from, “in a very true sense Īśvara, God the Son, the Logos, the Christ.”46 The difference is indeed striking. Jesus Christ was no longer portrayed as the hidden, true Īśvara. Rather, Īśvara was portrayed as that from which all things proceeded, which Christians named as Christ. Panikkar also dropped the statement about Christ having to die and rise in Hinduism, giving us a “risen Hinduism.” In the revised edition, Panikkar ended the section this way:

We—Christians or Hindus—can consider ourselves no longer as possessors of truth, but as beings possessed by a truth that is greater than we are and which cannot be known because knowing is possessive, is of the self which must end in order to accept new life. The Christ who is already present in Hinduism and whom Christians can recognize and revere there has not yet completed his mission here on earth, either in Christianity or in Hinduism. “If the grain of wheat does not die . . .”47

In this vision, both religions stand equally in need of further insights, best gained by relinquishing their own grasp on the truth as they have come to define it and stepping together into the unknown.

While I would not completely endorse or eschew Panikkar’s theology of religion, I believe there is a lot to be said for the need of Christians to recognize that the mission of Christ is not complete in this world, even within Christianity. Christians, in our theological smugness, still sometimes make idols of our beliefs, worshiping them instead of the God to whom they point. To move beyond our current dogmatism would require a certain amount of dying to ourselves. Interreligious dialogue can wake us up to this need, pointing out our smugness, challenging our all-too-easy certainties.

I suspect that most Hindu theologians who read Panikkar’s work would have had the same opinion that Panikkar himself explicitly moved to in the revised edition of his book, which D’Costa criticized: that Hinduism already had these resources within itself without needing to identify them with Jesus of Nazareth.48 In these situations, even if we have what we feel to be a probative critique of another tradition, we are still outsiders. Try as we might, we do not understand the other tradition in the same way as those inside of it do,49 and this shows in our reasoning. This is why it is best to wait until we are asked to offer a critique.

To do comparative work well requires rich access to the fundamental elements of a religious tradition. While religious texts might be available, we also benefit in having religious professionals and practitioners help us in interpreting the texts. If we are seen as simply looking to critique, too quickly jumping to judgment, this kind of access will be limited. Worse still, if we are suspected of simply using the dialogue as a covert means to convert others to our own views, our access to the community and the living tradition will be severely limited if not terminated completely. This brings me to my response to D’Costa’s most biting criticism, that this work is not even Christian.

I belong to a religious order, the Order of Preachers. We have had a mission in Pakistan for decades that is not allowed to proselytize. Baptism of a Muslim is a capital offense for both parties and would entail the immediate expulsion of the Order from Pakistan. So in Pakistan we run schools and hospitals. The schools educate Christian and Muslim children together—one of the few places where they mingle in this very segregated society—because we believe that education can help these students improve society. Educating Christians and Muslims together will help them to work to improve the society together, tearing down walls of hatred and division. The hospitals care for the poor who cannot afford it, an embodiment of an obvious Gospel imperative. Is this mission not Christian?

While proclaiming the Good News of Jesus Christ is essential to the mission of the Church, it does not exhaust this mission. To fulfill the mandate left by Jesus for his followers, the Church must also feed the poor and care for “the widow and orphan,” types of all the vulnerable and marginalized in society. Many Biblical texts and ecclesial traditions could be cited in support of this position, my favorite being the parable of the sheep and the goats in Mt 25, where Jesus divides those bound for heaven and hell based on the criteria of what they did for the poor, not for what they thought of him, because “what you did to the least of my children, you did to me.”

D’Costa’s critique lacks this broader vision, and it lacks an ecclesial vision. The Church has a responsibility to evangelize as well as to work to help transform the world into the Kingdom of God. That does not mean that every member has the obligation to evangelize at every moment. There are many parts in this one body, the Church, and to everything there is a season. The Gospel requires many things, and each member of the body has a different role to play in accomplishing the overall work of the Church.

Theologians have a necessary role to play in the church in improving theology, which is first and foremost pursuing “an ever deeper understanding of the Word of God” for the sake of the whole church.50 I believe that the best way to do this at the beginning of the twenty-first century is through interreligious dialogue. There is a great deal of wisdom waiting to be explored in the religious traditions of the world, wisdom planted by God, wisdom it would be good for Christians to know. But in order to learn this wisdom, to see the hidden seeds that God has been planting in these foreign fields, Christians need to get beyond our need to always seek agreement. We will likely not come to any quick agreements with non-Christian religions on the fundamentals of faith. This should not prevent us from learning from them.

It would hamper the ability of comparative theologians to also work at the evangelization of communities with which they are engaged in dialogue. Their motives in the discussion would be rightly suspected. If in the course of their work individual believers asked questions and wanted to know more, of course they could and should respond, witnessing to their own faith. But such witnessing should not be the goal.

Given the ecclesial role of the theologian, any comparative project that failed to bring back insights to one’s home tradition has failed its primary task. Our work is not complete until we show how what we have discovered affects the life of the church and its current understanding of God’s work in the world. As we are changed in our rich encounters with other religious traditions, gaining new insights that allow us to see our own tradition in a new way, our goal should be to integrate those changes into our home tradition in a way that extends our understanding of revealed truth; to say better that which “to be sure, surpasses our telling.”51

Bringing back insights learned elsewhere to our home tradition requires a creative movement on our part, transposing ideas from one world-picture to another quite different one. We cannot simply make the claim that because the Vedas say this we should believe that. The Vedas and the Tripitaka and the sacred writings of other traditions hold no authority in Christianity. Yet the truth we have learned in our encounters with these sacred texts can have authority if we can show how it fits with our present understanding and extends it. This is our essential theological task. The ideas that we present probably come from afar, but the explanation that we give for them back in our own tradition has to be intelligible to our Christian colleagues who have not read the Vedas or the Tripitaka, have not been where we have been and seen what we have seen. The Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith’s Instruction on the Ecclesial Vocation of the Theologian states it this way: “It is important to emphasize that when theology employs the elements and conceptual tools of philosophy or other disciplines, discernment is needed. The ultimate normative principle for such discernment is revealed doctrine which itself must furnish the criteria for the evaluation of these elements and conceptual tools and not vice versa.”52 In order to improve our own tradition, in order to be convincing to our own brothers and sisters in the faith, we need to speak in a way that makes sense to them, using criteria that they and we acknowledge as valid. This is perhaps the most challenging aspect of our work, but it is the reason we pursue it.

Other Interpretations of Wittgenstein

Other authors have seen a connection between the philosophy of Ludwig Wittgenstein and theology. Though I makes use of different aspects of Wittgenstein’s thought for somewhat different purposes, my interpretation of Wittgenstein is right in line with that of Fergus Kerr in his book Theology After Wittgenstein. The same cannot be said for many other theological appropriations of Wittgenstein’s thought, and before we move on I feel need to address these differences.

Perhaps the most influential theological appropriation of Wittgenstein’s thought is George Lindbeck’s 1984 book The Nature of Doctrine: Religion and Theology in a Postliberal Age. However, Lindbeck’s appropriation of Wittgenstein’s thought has some serious flaws. In The Nature of Doctrine, Lindbeck follows Wittgenstein in asserting that statements had meaning only within a meaning system. He called this model of religion “cultural-linguistic,” explicitly tying it to Wittgenstein’s understanding of language-games.53 There is a common interpretation of Lindbeck’s cultural-linguistic view of religion as relativistic that is very influential in other contemporary theological appropriations of Wittgenstein’s thought. Lindbeck, however, has since renounced both this common interpretation of his work as well as his use of Wittgenstein, but the relativistic caricature of Lindbeck’s work is still more influential than his own interpretation. We will examine both the relativistic interpretation of Lindbeck and his own significantly different amended position because both positions represent possible and popular alternatives to my use of Wittgenstein’s thought.

In The Nature of Doctrine, religious doctrines of various denominations are portrayed as serving to reinforce group boundaries by defining the language-game of a particular group.54 “Genuine discussions over the relative adequacy of specifiably different positions” between different Christian churches are difficult, because each of these different churches has a different view of religion that is “so comprehensive that it shapes its own criteria of adequacy.”55 In this view, the task of systematic theology is “intratextual,” finding the meaning of terms such as “God” by “examining how the word operates within a religion and thereby shapes reality and experience” rather than locating the meaning outside the text “in the objective realities to which it refers.”56 This view cuts off one cultural-linguistic group from another, preventing the possibility of judging between truth systems or making claims that transcend any particular group.57

Kai Nielsen labels this interpretation of Wittgenstein’s thought “Wittgensteinian Fideism” and describes it as a way that proponents of religion try to wall themselves off from the views of science, claiming that religion and science are different modes of discourse and thus each one has criteria of intelligibility to itself.58 Nielsen objects that this is merely compartmentalization, asserting that a scientific perspective does not presume the existence of God; science investigated the God-hypothesis and found it lacking, while a religious perspective merely presumes the existence of God against all reason. Nielsen further asserted that these are not simply two perspectives, but that there really is only one perspective, since “ ‘religious discourse’ and ‘scientific discourse’ are part of the same overall conceptual structure,” culture.59 That is, Nielsen argues that there is one, unifying world-picture that both “religious” and “scientific” people share, and if we examine this world-picture carefully, we will see that the “religious” people have got it wrong but stubbornly persist in their beliefs anyway.

In 1989 Lindbeck wrote a response to criticism of The Nature of Doctrine that had been leveled by Bruce Marshall. In his response, Lindbeck wrote that he shared Thomas Aquinas’s correspondence theory of truth.60 He admitted that The Nature of Doctrine had neglected “the distinction between the ‘truth’ and ‘justification’ of beliefs or propositions.”61 His cultural-linguistic model dealt with the justification of belief, not with its truth, which is a correspondence of the mind to objective reality. The justification for holding particular beliefs is that they consistently cohere within the overall system. His coherentist view of the justification of beliefs could be combined with a correspondence theory of truth if one postulated an ideal knower who revealed the system to which one’s views cohered. Such was indeed the Thomistic system he held, but had not explained well in The Nature of Doctrine.

In 2003, this clarification of Lindbeck’s position was still sufficiently unknown that Avery Dulles, while reviewing Lindbeck’s latest book, The Church in a Postliberal Age, criticized him for many of the same reasons as Marshall.62 In response, Lindbeck reiterated his 1989 clarification and added two more important points. He asserted that the ontological truth claims of Christianity are “existentially foundational and are also chronologically prior” to their assertion as doctrine.63 Therefore, the faith of the church reflects ontological reality, the doctrines of the church do not create reality nor are they disconnected from reality. Lindbeck also admitted that his use of Wittgenstein in The Nature of Doctrine was “heuristic rather than probative and could be entirely omitted without materially affecting [his] argument.”64 He had co-opted Wittgenstein’s work because he thought it would appeal to the postmodern audience he was trying to reach.

“Linguistic relativity” is the position that people are locked into linguistic worlds of meaning, separated from others who are in different linguistic systems with no way to bridge the gap or judge between them. Still today, there is a common belief among theologians that The Nature of Doctrine promotes linguistic relativity, and that this position is justified in the philosophy of Wittgenstein. In fact, however, Wittgenstein’s On Certainty argues against linguistic relativity, proposing instead that language-games were based on the regularity of judgments about the mundane details of the world and were ultimately grounded in forms-of-life. Judgments and forms-of-life have a universality because they spring from our biological nature, which is shared by all human beings around the world. Wittgenstein noted, however, that this view was itself part of his own world-picture. Certainty is not objective; it depends on what we have learned, even though we don’t hold it that way. For us it stands fast. So while Wittgenstein was not a relativist, he was also not an absolutist, because he knew he could not offer any universally convincing proof to someone whose world-picture was radically different.

Lindbeck’s actual belief system is a form of fideism because the system itself is grounded in a trusted revelation from outside the system. Wittgenstein’s views are not properly fideistic because they do not posit an external revealer. But they do trust something outside the system and are grounded in it: forms-of-life. Thus, our biological nature as animals stands in the place of the omniscient revealer as the ground of Wittgenstein’s system.

For Lindbeck, the source of the revelation that grounds his system is posited to be omniscient. Thus, like Wittgenstein, his system contains its own justification for certainty. Wittgenstein was clear that this certainty was not of the kind that was necessarily convincing to others outside of the system, but that it was still un-doubtable from within the system. It seems to me that Lindbeck would have to admit the same, and this is a crucial distinction for interreligious dialogue. To ground one’s system of beliefs in an omniscient revealer means that the system itself rests on faith. The entire system and crucial propositions within it rightly can be judged as certain and in correspondence with reality by those within the system, but this would not convince those outside the system. Lindbeck’s assertion that the ontological truth claims of Christianity are existentially foundational and chronologically prior to their assertion as doctrine is a statement made from within a Christian world-picture. It is a faith statement that he holds to be certain. To believe that all people would necessarily have to agree with it, would make one an absolutist. Outsiders would not be convinced of the certainty of individual statements one at a time; if light would come, it would dawn gradually over the whole.

Commenting on the status of Lindbeck’s arguments, Gavin D’Costa notes that many people have taken him to be a relativist, but that he could not be, since he would cease talking to others were this to be the case.65 D’Costa then offers a succinct statement of what we can learn from Lindbeck’s position: “we cannot simply judge one world X, from the perspective of another world Y, in terms of that judgment being meaningful to those in X.” I believe that D’Costa is exactly on target with this assessment of the significance of Lindbeck’s The Nature of Doctrine.

Nielsen’s charge that people could use Wittgensteinian Fideism to wall themselves off unjustifiably from criticism might be true, but his assertion that there is just one overarching cultural world-picture that justifies his own beliefs against all others is absolutist. It is a mere assertion of his world-picture against others, and what is freely asserted can be freely denied. Nielsen seems to fail to realize that there are other world-pictures that have their own criteria for validity and are different from his own. While he can assert with integrity that he does not agree with them, he cannot assert with integrity that they simply do not exist.

The book Radical Orthodoxy, edited by John Milbank, Catherine Pickstock and Graham Ward, makes a similarly absolutist but opposite claim that only a neo-platonic Christian view of truth is ultimately tenable. In the introduction, the editors argue that understanding can only be ultimately grounded by admitting the world’s participation in a transcendent God “as developed by Plato and reworked by Christianity.”66 Any other view necessarily leads to nihilism, with knowledge grounded in nothing. This view is similar to that expressed by Lindbeck, with the addition of necessitating neo-platonic philosophy.

Radical Orthodoxy evidences a misunderstanding of Wittgenstein’s philosophy, as did Lindbeck’s The Nature of Doctrine before it. In a chapter of Radical Orthodoxy entitled “Language: Wittgenstein After Theology,” Conor Cunningham applies the book’s theme in a critique of Wittgenstein’s philosophy. Cunningham is forthcoming with his assumptions: “This essay defines philosophical metaphysics as the positing of a reality other than God. Furthermore any philosophy which treats itself as other than metaphysical is said to exemplify the establishment of a metaphysics by default.”67 By this logic, since Wittgenstein eschewed metaphysics, he established one by default. Cunningham’s purpose is to reveal Wittgenstein’s metaphysics and show how it is inadequate, and perhaps to suggest some ways that it could be reinterpreted to make it acceptable.

Cunningham’s view is that in refusing philosophy the right to posit an objective reality, Wittgenstein substitutes grammar as the existential a priori.68 He bases this on two false interpretations of Wittgenstein’s work: that Wittgenstein is offering a comprehensive philosophical explanation of reality69 and that Wittgenstein’s philosophy is finally grounded in forms of life which are linguistic.70

My analysis of Wittgenstein developed above refutes both of these points. If Wittgenstein posits any existential reality that is prior to understanding, it is the physical world, not a metaphysical one. This can be seen, among other ways, in his use of the phrase “it is there, like our life” to speak of things that are foundational and thus cannot be investigated further. The point of Wittgenstein’s full stop is that we do not need to posit anything more to describe how we understand.

More importantly, what these other authors fail to see is how different world-pictures can be. Lindbeck, Nielsen, Milbank et al., while justifying their own positions, seem to believe that they are making convincing arguments against other positions. In reality, they have not even engaged other positions. The Buddhist view that this phenomenal world is only provisionally true and ultimately an illusion undercuts all of their arguments. The world might cohere to our mind not because we have followed the revelation of an external, omniscient revealer, but because our mind created it. Tibetan Buddhists do not believe in a transcendent God nor in neo-platonic interpretations of reality, yet they are not nihilists. They are quite moral, quite religious, and find a great deal of meaning in their lives. Buddhists have a different way of conceptualizing reality, based on different world-pictures than that of Christian neo-Platonists such as Milbank or neo-Thomists such as Lindbeck. These Buddhist and Christian world-pictures are so different that any arguments meant to undercut the Buddhist position made by Christians from within their neo-Platonic or neo-Thomist world-pictures could not refute the belief systems of Buddhists. Such arguments simply do not apply.

Wittgenstein acknowledges that his entire system, though certain to him and to countless others, is not necessarily certain to those outside the system, and he would have no sure argument to give outsiders that would be necessarily convincing. This is no small point. An intellectual stance such as this is crucial to maintain in any respectful dialogue across disparate world-pictures.

Asserting that the absolute truth of one’s system is assured by the absolute trustworthiness of the revealer does not foster productive dialogue nor offer a universally acceptable explanation. Such assertions are just the sort of essentializing moves that Wittgenstein was keen to cut off. The one who revealed Lindbeck’s system, God, is only known through this revelation. Wittgenstein would say that asserting that this solves the problem of others believing differently is being taken in by a picture, reifying it, and thinking that it solves the problem of meaning/truth. It would be like tracing around and around a window frame, to prove that the world was rectangular.71 It would be like buying three more newspapers to check if the train schedule printed in it was correct.72

Assertions of the “absolute truth” of one’s revelation are a typical way that one group attempts to establish a religious hegemony without having to actually offer arguments. Such assertions masquerade as explanations, seeming to contain within themselves their own justification; but all sides can make such assertions equally. Christians can assert that they have true revelation from God who is Truth itself, and Buddhists can counter that they have the definitive insight of the enlightened mind, rather than the mere speculation of those trapped in their delusional thinking. Christians have the Bible and Buddhists have Sutras. They can each be held in their respective systems as the definitive truth that has broken into the world to solve the intellectual indeterminacy that comes with being human. However, there is still no way to decide between them—or rather, there are still two ways: the Christian way and the Buddhist way. A discussion over whose view corresponds better with reality would still end in counter assertions.

In an article about Hindu views of other religions, Francis X. Clooney, S.J. noted the reciprocal relationship in which Hindu and Christian theologies each account for the other by a plausible extension of their own tradition, each showing the other tradition to be an inferior version of their own, greater truth.73 Noting the dynamic, Clooney writes, “Both narratives with their supporting arguments are powerful, successfully explanatory, insulated against argument and, for such reasons, more convincing to insiders than outsiders.”74 Such exercises have inner-systemic importance, convincing believers that their own tradition is robust enough to explain the reality they encounter; but these efforts do not constitute interreligious dialogue, or help it. They erect yet another barrier to fruitful exchange.

The project of Radical Orthodoxy has a place within Christian theology. It offers a coherent picture of the world and explains why, within this picture, God is absolutely necessary. This is useful for Christians who share this world-picture. It lets them know that their world-picture is internally coherent. But assertions that it is the only possible world-picture are like tracing the edges of the window frame to show that the world is rectangular.

What is required for a productive exchange across disparate world pictures, and what projects such as Lindbeck’s and Milbank’s refuse to acknowledge, is a certain willingness to defer decisions about the truth claims the other side is making until the other side is more completely understood. Large differences in world-pictures lead to as much misunderstanding as understanding. It is untenable to believe that one has refuted the ideas of the other side before one has even understood them. On Certainty keeps these issues in the fore, though not in a religious context. It returns often to examples of dialogue when differences lead to seeming impasses in the conversation, as when “each man declares the other a fool and heretic,” and there, On Certainty advises a shift to describing world-pictures. We would do well to follow its advice.

Wittgenstein is aware of the embeddedness of his own argumentation in a particular world-picture. The world-picture that is operative in On Certainty contains limits to its own application. Using its own world-picture, On Certainty explains how no one has a world-picture entirely of his or her own making, since world-pictures are forged in the “multifarious social and historical relationships in which [we are all] willy-nilly involved.”75 Also, no one has an absolute world-picture, a God’s-eye view of reality,76 and it does not help dialogue to pretend that we do.

It remains for us to apply the insights gained from a study of Wittgenstein’s On Certainty to interreligious dialogue in a systematic and productive way, different from that of Lindbeck or the project of Radical Orthodoxy. We could do that by explicitly teasing out the implications of what it means to engage in dialogue across disparate world-pictures, developing guidelines for dialogue along the way, or we could simply begin a dialogue across such a boundary, being guided by these principles implicitly, and thus show them forth. I believe the most productive approach is to do both, so that we can see a concrete example of interreligious dialogue that is guided by these insights, and then use that model dialogue to illustrate and ground specific principles of dialogue and a method of approaching it.

Thus, in the last two chapters we will do each of these two things. The next chapter is an example of interreligious dialogue carried out across disparate world-pictures under the influence of the insights gained through a study of Wittgenstein’s and Francis Clooney’s comparative methodology. The final chapter contains an analysis of the example dialogue that makes explicit how the insights we have gained so far guided the dialogue, as well as an outline of principles to follow in other similar dialogues.
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CHAPTER 4:

A MODEL DIALOGUE ACROSS
DISPARATE WORLD-PICTURES
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This chapter is an example of interreligious dialogue proceeding under the guidance of insights gained from the preceding study of the philosophy of Ludwig Wittgenstein. It is a comparative reading of the passion narrative in the Gospel of John and the wu-wei passages in the Taoist classic, the Tao Te Ching. In the final chapter, we will analyze this example dialogue, drawing specific principles that can be used on a wide variety of other comparative projects.

The four Gospels in the New Testament each portray Jesus slightly differently. That difference is quite pronounced in the portrayals of the arrest, trial, death and resurrection of Jesus. In John’s Gospel, Jesus neither actively resists nor passively suffers his arrest, trial, and crucifixion. His actions are somewhere in between “valiant warrior” and “helpless victim.” He orchestrates without doing, directs without force. He is in control of everything that happens even though he is perceived as powerless.

This literary duality leads Western biblical scholars into an exegetical dilemma when interpreting the text. Some resolve the difficulty by designating parts of the narrative as primary interpretive keys and relegating contrary parts to paradox. Some focus on irony, whereby the narrative is acknowledged to be moving forward on two levels, with what is happening on the surface level being exactly the opposite of what is happening on a deeper level.

The analysis proposed here sees the irony, but asserts that this irony is more than a literary device; it is an assertion about the true nature of power. True power appears to be weakness, and what appears to be powerful is fleeting and ultimately powerless. This is a similar view to that evidenced in the classic Taoist text, the Tao Te Ching, attributed to Lao-tzu. Given the ineffable nature of power, the Tao Te Ching advocates wu-wei, a way of acting in which nothing is ever forced yet all things are accomplished. This way of acting looks almost like non-acting, and wu-wei is literally translated “nothing-doing.” We will therefore turn to the Tao Te Ching to understand wu-wei, and then return to the Gospel of John to see if this concept helps us to better understand this fundamental Christian text.

The Tao Te Ching

The Tao

To understand wu-wei requires a sense of the Tao. “Tao” is the first word of the first chapter of the Tao Te Ching:

l.
If Tao can be Taoed, it’s not Tao.
if its name can be named, it’s not its name.
Has no name: precedes heaven and earth;
Has a name: mother of ten thousand things.

For it is
Always dispassionate: see its inwardness;
Always passionate: see its outwardness.

The names are different but the source is the same.
Call the sameness mystery:
Mystery of mystery, the door to inwardness.1

The Tao is beyond all telling, containing many meanings. “Tao” is used three times in the first sentence of chapter 1, twice as a noun and once as a verb. As a noun, “tao” can be translated as “the way,” “the path,” “the force,” “god,” “Nature,” “the Absolute,” and as a verb “to walk,” “to lead,” “to speak,” “to express,” or simply to act as Tao acts.2 Other translations of the first line could be: “If the path can be followed, it’s not the true path,” or “If God gods it, he’s not God.”3 One thing that is clear from the first line is that there is an opposition set up between the manifested Tao and the true Tao.

“Tao” appears in the Tao Te Ching 76 times.4 In chapter 42 we read, “Tao bore one, one bore two, two bore three; three bore the ten thousand things.” In ancient Chinese cosmology, the “one” is ch’i, the primordial energy that flows through all things.5 The “two” is yin and yang, energy that is differentiated into female and male, passive and active, receiving and penetrating. The “three” are the heavens, the earth, and the waters under the earth. The “ten thousand things” are all of the things of our everyday world. All that is springs from the Tao in this cycle of progressive diversity. The Tao Te Ching assumes this cosmology and plays with it, contrasting what goes on among the ten thousand things with the way of the mysterious Tao. The Tao and the ten thousand things are related, but they manifest themselves very differently. The ten thousand things can be named; the Tao cannot.

The Tao is the fullest reality, the ultimate force in the universe, but it is also in some way the very ordinary, everyday things we are familiar with. The inward Tao also becomes limited, personal, manifest, present in our world and is then no longer simply Tao.6 Nor is it simply other. In chapter 40, it is said that the “action of Tao is returning.” The “Tao that is taoed” is ever in the process of returning to itself.7 Thus the later line, that inwardness and outwardness arise from the same source. There is no dichotomy between the phenomena of the world and the world’s deepest truth. They appear differently, but the phenomena have their source and confirmation in the deepest truth.

It is the inward Tao to which we seek to align ourselves and in which we find ultimate truth, but we must do this as the Tao does, through a process of returning. In this realm of diversity, of the ten thousand things, we name things, delineating them one from another. The inward Tao has no name, cannot be delineated. The middle of chapter 1 seeks to enlighten the sage as to the appropriate attitudes required to align oneself to the Tao. Before we try to understand this attitude, let us turn to the next chapter:

2.
When all beneath heaven know beauty as beauty,
There is not beauty.
When all know good as good,
There is not good.

For what is and what is not beget each other;
Difficult and easy complete each other;
Long and short show each other;
High and low place each other;

Noise and sound harmonize each other;
Before and behind follow each other.

Therefore the sage

Manages without doing,
Teaches without talking.
He does not shun the ten thousand things:
Rears them without owning them,
Works for them without claiming them,
Accomplishes but takes no credit.

Because he does not take credit,
It cannot be taken from him.

“ ‘Beneath heaven’ is typically translated as the world, a place of many meanings and a term of no location.”8 The author is under heaven as he writes, heaven being one of the “three” spoken of before. “Under heaven” is in the realm of diversity, where yin and yang have become solidified into the three and then gave birth to the ten thousand things. The Tao is beyond all this. What “all know” in this realm of diversity is not the Tao’s inwardness, it is something very different. As chapter 1 said, in this realm there is naming. The Tao is beyond all names. When in this realm beauty is named, not-beauty is created. In the realm under heaven, the very act of distinguishing creates opposites, since yin and yang are always operative. How different is the Tao! It is beyond all distinguishing. It is beyond all names. All in this realm is relativized, but the Tao that cannot be named is Tao.

The opening line of chapter 2 is followed with a series of parallel constructions, “long and short,” “high and low,” etc. Lao-tzu is playing with words, with a point. What is true of beauty is also true of the ten thousand things. It is in the nature of the not-Tao. So it is with good and evil, being and non-being, on and on. For everything that is created in this world, the opposite is also created. That is the way of beneath heaven.

How is it that anyone can live in such a world where if good is done, then evil is also done? This is the point of the second half of chapter 2. Somehow, we are to act as the Tao acts, in a way that is beyond all divisions. Again, let us wait to look at the end of the chapter.

Effective Leadership

Chapter 3 offers some practical guidelines on how to lead people on the right path:

3.
Don’t exalt the worthy:
People then will not compete.
Don’t prize rare goods:
People then will not steal.
Don’t show what is covetable:
The people’s hearts won’t be upset.

Thus when the sage rules,
He empties hearts
And fills bellies,
Weakens ambitions
And strengthens bones.

He leads the people
To not-know and not-want,
And the cunning ones to dare not do.
By doing nothing-doing [wei wu-wei], everything is set
in order.

Right acting must begin with right thinking. Once we label a thing as desirable, many people want it. This is easy to understand. Perhaps we would rather moralize and teach people not to steal even though they desire. The Tao Te Ching portrays this approach as wrong-headed. The sage is content to deal with the world as it is, not as we would like it to be. Whenever we create, we create both what we intend and what we do not intend. It is wise then to act as little as is possible, to do only what is necessary. The first thing we need not do is to make so many judgments. To delimit this from that is to chop the world into divisions. Such an action would take us away from the Tao.

“Empty hearted” here means “humble.”9 Here the Tao Te Ching offers us a very pragmatic view. The sage rules by getting people to be less concerned about themselves. One way this happens is by meeting their needs, filling their bellies. Then they will desire less.

To fight this system is futile, self-defeating. To work within it is effective and necessary. The sage does not fight, but works with the world as it is to transform it into order, the Tao.

The sage cannot command people to not-know and to not-want, but the sage must find a way to help them do this, to lead them in towards not-knowing and not-doing. For this reason, the sage must teach without saying anything (chapter 2). People resist if they are forced to do something. Even suggestions are met with the barrier of suspicion.10 So the sage must attract. The sage cannot manage through coercion, so the sage manages without doing (chapter 2). How to do this is a mystery; mystery of mystery (chapter 1). It cannot be spoken because it is beyond telling. It is acting as the Tao acts.

Within the sage this same principle applies. If the sage had desires, she would grab at that which is desired. The sage would then see only what she wanted to see; the surface, appearances. To see rightly is to see beyond appearances to what is the deeper truth. This can only happen when we let go of our desire. This is the source of the passionate/dispassionate dichotomy of chapter 1. The Tao is beyond all of these divisions that spring up with names. Any who see the Tao must do so without desire, without grabbing and without names.

This way of seeing is beyond images, so it seems as darkness, mystery (chapter 1). Yet it is the way of all things; it cannot be changed. Darkness is closer to truth, not further. The Tao is ultimate mystery. The sage does not shun the ten thousand things; the sage is unconcerned with them (chapter 2). The sage deals with them because she too lives under heaven, but she does not hold on to them. They come, they go, it is all the same to the sage. The sage does not possess them, because to possess them would be to lose them in an essential way.

Wu-wei

This Taoist way of right thinking leads to a way of right acting spoken of in chapter 3 as “wei wu-wei,”. doing nothing-doing. Here is an example: “In human relations force defeats itself. Every action produces a reaction, every challenge a response.”11 People naturally do not want to change; they have a sort of psychic inertia. When they are pushed, they react, and the harder they are pushed the more they react. They will respond with every ounce of strength they possess if they perceive their existence is threatened. “Evolution might be thought of as a march towards ever more highly articulated and effective capacity for resistance.”12 To work against this is folly. To work with this is effective. The sage therefore does not act, but attracts. The sage’s actions would only rebound, producing equivalent offsetting responses in people. The sage’s attraction will eventually overcome.

The Tao Te Ching offers this illustration of wu-wei:

78.
Nothing beneath heaven
Is softer and weaker than water.
Nothing is better
To attack the hard and the strong,
And nothing can take its place.

The weak overcome the strong;
The soft overcome the hard.
There is no one beneath heaven
who doesn’t know this,
And no one who practices it.

Therefore the sage says:
To bear the dirt of the country
Is to be the master of the grain-shrines.
To bear the sins of the country
Is to be the lord of beneath-heaven.
Indeed, straight words seem crooked!

The Tao Te Ching puts forth the icon of hardness and stability—a rock—and notes that it is worn away by something soft—water. Water does not force the rock to move. It gently passes, yielding completely to the rock, never forcing. Yet after water has passed, over time, the rock is worn away. Scientists might think of the process whereby the ionic attraction of the freed protons of the hydrogen atoms in water molecules weaken the crystalline structure of the rock which relies on similar ionic bonds to maintain coherence, thus allowing for the rock to dissolve as individual sub-particles change their major attraction from the other rock particles to the water. . . . Stop!

To understand, all we need do is stand on the edge of the Grand Canyon and feel the power. The power is beyond reason and understanding, yet it is a felt presence.

Perhaps we know that doing nothing-doing is the best way to act, but it does not reflect in our actions. It is hard to know how to act in this way. It is perhaps the most difficult way to live in the world, yet it is also the easiest.

Think of the water. It is moving, it is active, but it acts in a passive way. This is wu-wei. It is a way of acting that is nothing-doing, as compared to not doing anything at all. If we are to be effective, this is the way we must act with other people: always yielding, and through this accomplishing everything. This is what is pointed out at the end of chapter 3: “By doing nothing-doing, everything is set in order.” As Jnaneshwar, a thirteen-century Indian commenter, wrote:

Though he is seated in one place, [the sage] travels everywhere, for even while in this body he has become the universe. . . . The walking of his feet, the speaking of his mouth, and all his other actions are the Supreme moving through him. Furthermore, he sees the whole universe as not different from himself. Then how can action affect him? He is free in every way, and even though he acts, he is free from action.13

Thus the sage acts in harmony with the Tao, practicing wu-wei, allowing the Tao to work through her, or perhaps becoming the Tao.

The Gospel of John

When the end of the Tao Te Ching (chapter 78) mentions the lord of beneath-heaven who bears the sins of his country, a Christian could not but see Jesus echoed in these verses. The Tao Te Ching is not speaking of Jesus, being written long before his birth, but still, the similarity is striking. We will explore this similarity and other overlapping ideas between the two works in order to see if this comparative reading offers us any new insights into the Gospel of John’s understanding of Jesus and his message.14

At the beginning of the Gospel—the Prologue—we read that: “the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” This “Word became flesh and lived among us;” Jesus. One prominent scholar, Andrew Sung Park, advocates a strong correspondence between the thought worlds of the Tao Te Ching and the Bible, including a correspondence between the nameless Tao and the God of the Hebrew Scriptures.15 This comparative reading will also parallel the nameless Tao and God, as well as the Tao Te Ching’s sage and Jesus. However, we will see that while there are great similarities between the Tao and God, and the sage and Jesus, there are significant differences as well.

In the Tao Te Ching, the nameless Tao is the undivided source of all creation. In the Gospel’s Hebraic tradition, God is the source of all creation. Additionally, Jnaneshwar notes that for the Taoist sage, “The walking of his feet, the speaking of his mouth, and all his other actions are the Supreme moving through him.” Similarly the Gospel has Jesus say, “Whoever has seen me has seen the Father. . . . The words that I say to you I do not speak on my own; but the Father who dwells in me does his works” (14:9-10). There is a connection between the sage and Tao, and between Jesus and God, that allows the sage and Jesus to manifest the ultimate.

However, John’s Gospel adds that “the Word was God” and that “all things came into being through [the Word].” In some way there is an identity between Jesus and God. For the Tao Te Ching, the name that can be named is not the Name. There is a connection that is not an identity between the sage and the nameless Tao, and the same can be said of any manifestation of the Tao: the visible Tao is not the Tao. Thus, Jesus is the “visible Tao,”16 with an identity with the ultimate that is precluded by the Tao Te Ching. The Tao Te Ching and the Gospel have their similarities, but they have their differences as well; similarities amid differences, differences in the midst of similarities.

With these basic parallels in mind, we can begin to read other passages of John’s Gospel in light of what we have learned about the Tao.

The Arrest (18:1-12)

The difference between nothing-doing and something-doing can be seen in the Gospel’s scripting of the arrest scene in the garden. Peter practices something-doing, which proves to be ineffectual. Jesus practices wu-wei and everything is set in order:

After Jesus had spoken these words, he went out with his disciples across the Kidron valley to a place where there was a garden, which he and his disciples entered. Now Judas, who betrayed him, also knew the place, because Jesus often met there with his disciples. So Judas brought a detachment of soldiers together with police from the chief priests and the Pharisees, and they came there with lanterns and torches and weapons. Then Jesus, knowing all that was to happen to him, came forward and asked them, “Whom are you looking for?” They answered, “Jesus of Nazareth.” Jesus replied, “I am he.” Judas, who betrayed him, was standing with them. When Jesus said to them, “I am he,” they stepped back and fell to the ground. Again he asked them, “Whom are you looking for?” And they said, “Jesus of Nazareth.” Jesus answered, “I told you that I am he. So if you are looking for me, let these men go.” This was to fulfill the word that he had spoken, “I did not lose a single one of those whom you gave me.” Then Simon Peter, who had a sword, drew it, struck the high priest’s slave, and cut off his right ear. The slave’s name was Malchus. Jesus said to Peter, “Put your sword back into its sheath. Am I not to drink the cup that the Father has given me?” So the soldiers, their officer, and the Jewish police arrested Jesus and bound him.17

Judas arrives in the garden bringing literally a “cohort,” a group of 600 Roman soldiers, along with Jewish temple guards, lanterns, torches, and weapons.18 Quite an array of forces; one might even say the entire ten thousand things. Though a historically improbable force, it is one that represents Jesus confronting “the whole unbelieving cosmos.”19

This vast array of forces is no match for the power of Jesus’ words. Jesus asks them for whom they were looking. They reply, “Jesus of Nazareth,” and at his response, “I am,” they fall to the ground. A quite curious response. Jesus identified himself with “ego eimi,” “I AM,” the Divine Name from the Septuagint version of Deutero-Isaiah. Earlier in the Gospel, Jesus had used this phrase about himself, and the crowd, understanding that he was identifying himself with God, picked up stones to kill him for blasphemy. At that time, Jesus “hid himself” and avoided the confrontation.

The apparently powerful cohort came to the garden to confront a single, seemingly defenseless person, but with the uttering of two words, we see who is actually powerful and who is actually powerless. It is crucial, therefore, to see how real power acts, in contrast to powerlessness feigning power. The use of the Divine Name by Jesus in the arrest scene connotes true power.20 Jesus is so powerful that even the whole unbelieving cosmos is powerless before him, though it still pretends to be powerful. Perhaps the mob even believes itself to be powerful, since it does not understand true power as Jesus does. In any case, by carefully following the Gospel’s back and forth interactions between Jesus and others, we will begin to see how true power acts.

As Jesus’ enemies lie powerless on the ground, the opening dialogue is replayed with Jesus adding at the end, “So if you are looking for me, let these men go.” The two dialogues function differently. Though the dialogues use the same words, in the first instance the cohort seemed—or at least thought of themselves—in a position of power. They were implicitly threatening. In the second dialogue the tables have been turned, but Jesus does not take advantage of the situation to defeat their plans. Instead, Jesus reminds them of their plans, giving the crowd back the apparent power it just lost. The crowd threatens Jesus, but Jesus does not threaten them in return. Those who had come after Jesus had ceased to function, and Jesus revived them. In this light, Jesus’ further remark is not a demand, as if there were a hostile negotiation going on. It is part of his indicating to them the way forward, putting them back on track and helping them to do what they came to do. Here is a subtle but important distinction: Jesus said “If.” Jesus is not commanding them to do something; he is suggesting the best way they can get what they already want. He is “firm when necessary, firm but non-violent” (a passage from the Tao Te Ching we are just about to look at). They lead him away by their own choice, though their choice is in line with God’s plan (or is it Jesus’ plan?). In the first dialogue Jesus reveals that their weapons and numbers are powerless. In the second, he reveals that he will nonetheless let them use them as they please.

Other characters behave differently. The forces arrayed against Jesus carry weapons that prove to be of no use at all. Peter has a weapon as well, which he used to cut off the ear of Malchus, the high priest’s servant. Certainly, with all the soldiers present it is a brave action on Peter’s part. Yet Jesus makes it clear that Peter’s action is the wrong action. It is against the will of the Father. “[Peter’s] misunderstanding leads him to take the sword in needless, violent defense of Jesus.”21 The Tao Te Ching says, “A brave and passionate man will kill or be killed. A brave and calm man will always preserve life. Of these two which is good and which is harmful?”22 Jesus preserves life; the others act to harm life.

Continuing a back and forth reading of the Gospel of John and the Tao Te Ching, let us now read what the Tao Te Ching says about weapons and war:

30.
He who uses Tao to guide rulers
Does not force beneath-heaven with arms.
Such things recoil on their users.

Where armies are Briars and brambles grow.
Bad harvests follow big wars.
Be firm and that is all:
Dare not rely on force.
Be firm but not haughty,
Firm but not boastful,
Firm but not proud:
Firm when necessary,
Firm but non-violent.

Things that flourish
Fall into decay.
This is not-Tao,
And what is not-Tao soon ends.

The Tao Te Ching clearly recommends against the overt use of force. Many Christian commentaries on the Gospel of John are a bit more ambiguous. This example by Francis Maloney is typical: “Peter fails to understand the significance of what lies ahead and draws a sword in a violent attempt to change the course of events (18:10), but he is rebuked as the passion must now begin.”23 This is true as far as it goes, but it is not true that if this were not the right moment for the passion to begin, violence would have been a perfectly fine response. Arms recoil on their users. In the Tao Te Ching, eschewing violence is not an absolute moral principle, just a sensible one. In chapter 31 the Tao Te Ching adds that a great general attends victories as he would a funeral because of all of the dead. There is not a prohibition against using violence, but using force is not the best response and always has a price. It can never be an ultimate solution, since it sows the seeds of its own undoing. Jesus’ approach, as we will see, seems more absolute, and, of course, the Gospel claims for Jesus an ultimate victory.24

Previously in the Gospel of John, Jesus responded to threats against his life by withdrawing.25 This time, because his hour had come, Jesus simply remains. Still he does not attack or force. Wu-wei. This is the proper, effective response to aggression, never aggressive, more an “active passivity.” These actions promote life, and Jesus is life itself (14:6). If Jesus had approved of Peter’s attack, it would have thwarted God’s plan not because they would have failed against 600 Roman soldiers and various Jewish police. Jesus clearly has the greater power. God’s plan would have been thwarted in the very use of violence as a response to violence. Jesus’ way is different from Peter’s way, different from the soldier’s way.

Only wu-wei is effective; something-doing is not. After all of this time with Jesus, Peter still does not understand this simple, fundamental point. Peter is not portrayed as “admirably brave,” but as Lao-tzu understands, “brave and passionate.” Peter, still wrapped up in the ordinary ways of the ten thousand things, is thick as a board and far from the sage’s path.

Peter’s misunderstanding has been a theme of the Gospel. The disciples don’t understand what Jesus is about until “after he was raised from the dead” (2:22). As Jesus had said to Peter the night before he died, “What I am doing, you do not understand now, but you will understand later” (13:7). Peter not only does not understand that this is the time for Jesus to die, he does not understand Jesus’ way, his truth, or his life.

Following the way of the Tao, Jesus completely rejects the use of force, commanding Peter to put his sword back in its sheath and the soldiers to let his disciples go free. At the end of the scene Jesus is bound and led away in accord with his plans, though he has lifted not a finger. Peter’s action has no effect, the best result that could be hoped for from something-doing. It could and should have gone badly for him with all the soldiers around if it had not been for Jesus’ nothing-doing intervention. Jesus’ responses are in direct contrast to those of everyone else. They are armed with weapons, Jesus is aligned with the Truth. They threaten and enact violence, Jesus simply speaks his truth. They end up leading him away, but it is as Jesus would have it be.

Before the High Priest (18:13-28)

After the scene in the garden, Jesus is led to a questioning by Jewish authorities. In the Jewish questioning several threads are woven together, highlighting the contrasts of various characters’ responses to the situation. The scene is full of misdirection—misdirection in Peter’s denial, misdirection in the police’s violent rebuke of Jesus, and even the text itself misdirects us about the high priest—and in contrast, Jesus directly speaks the truth:

First they took him to Annas, who was the father-in-law of Caiaphas, the high priest that year. Caiaphas was the one who had advised the Jews that it was better to have one person die for the people.
      Simon Peter and another disciple followed Jesus. Since that disciple was known to the high priest, he went with Jesus into the courtyard of the high priest, but Peter was standing outside at the gate. So the other disciple, who was known to the high priest, went out, spoke to the woman who guarded the gate, and brought Peter in. The woman said to Peter, “You are not also one of this man’s disciples, are you?” He said, “I am not.” Now the slaves and the police had made a charcoal fire because it was cold, and they were standing around it and warming themselves. Peter also was standing with them and warming himself.
      Then the high priest questioned Jesus about his disciples and about his teaching. Jesus answered, “I have spoken openly to the world; I have always taught in synagogues and in the temple, where all the Jews come together. I have said nothing in secret. Why do you ask me? Ask those who heard what I said to them; they know what I said.” When he had said this, one of the police standing nearby struck Jesus on the face, saying, “Is that how you answer the high priest?” Jesus answered, “If I have spoken wrongly, testify to the wrong. But if I have spoken rightly, why do you strike me?” Then Annas sent him bound to Caiaphas the high priest.
      Now Simon Peter was standing and warming himself. They asked him, “You are not also one of his disciples, are you?” He denied it and said, “I am not.” One of the slaves of the high priest, a relative of the man whose ear Peter had cut off, asked, “Did I not see you in the garden with him?” Again Peter denied it, and at that moment the cock crowed.
      Then they took Jesus from Caiaphas to Pilate’s headquarters. It was early in the morning. They themselves did not enter the headquarters, so as to avoid ritual defilement and to be able to eat the Passover.

In this text, the Gospel combines two plot lines into one narrative, having them happen simultaneously: under pressure Peter lies and Jesus speaks the truth. The sub-narrative forms a chiastic pattern based on scene shifts as follows:

A. Jesus taken to Annas (18:12-14)

B. Peter questioned in courtyard (18:15-18)

C. Jesus questioned by the high priest/Annas (18:19-24)

B′. Peter questioned in courtyard (18:25-27)

A′. Jesus taken to Pilate (18:28)26

The structure of the narrative is important. In a chiastic text, the central element is the interpretive key to the passage and the steps into and out of the center mirror each other, highlighting the primacy of the central idea, implicitly being ideas that lead to and from it. In this case, the central idea is the questioning of Jesus by the high priest. This section has a chiastic structure itself:

a. High priest questions Jesus (18:19)

b. Jesus answers “Always taught in Public” (18:20-21)

c. Jesus struck by standing guard (18:22)

b′. Jesus answers “If I have spoken wrongly” (18:23)

a′. Annas sends Jesus to high priest (18:24)

With this structure, we see that the central point of the questioning of Jesus by the “high priest” is the violence done to Jesus by the guard. The guard seems powerful and Jesus, being bound, seems weak. Jesus speaking the truth, saying that he has always spoken the truth openly, provokes this violence. Jesus responds to the violence by speaking a further truth, challenging the guard to come over to the side of truth. The entire episode is wrapped in matching references to the “high priest” that point to the web of lies and misdirection operative in the passage. At the beginning, the text asserts that the “high priest” is questioning Jesus. At the end we learn that it is actually Annas doing the questioning, and at this point Jesus will be sent to Caiaphas, the real high priest. Additionally, Annas, though “questioning,” was never looking for the truth. The policeman standing by strikes Jesus, rebuking him for telling the truth. Striking him is an objective rejection of Jesus, but the rejection works on multiple levels. Annas rejects Jesus by sending him on to the real high priest. The policeman rejects Jesus with violence to his person, a more guttural response from a less sophisticated person. Violence and disregard for truth are both in themselves rejections of Jesus’ way. Thus their rejection is total, rejecting Jesus in a way that itself manifests their rejection of his way.

Taken as a whole, this central scene teaches that when the web of lies in the world is confronted by truth, it reacts with violence; and the proper response to the lies and violence is to expose the lies and challenge those who would resort to violence to embrace the truth instead. This message is then contrasted with the surrounding scenes in the courtyard, where Peter’s lies afford him a temporary protection from the implied violence that would come if he answered truthfully. Again we see that although Peter is a disciple and friend of Jesus, his ways are not the ways of Jesus. As was Judas before him, Peter is pictured “standing with” the enemies of Jesus rather than with Jesus. This is in accord with the previous scene where Peter’s use of violence placed him with the soldiers, those who would use violence, against Jesus who has eschewed violence and force altogether. Peter’s denial takes the form of “ouk eimi” (I am not), the exact negation of Jesus’ “ego eimi.”

Observe the verbs and who is active, who is passive. The only action of Jesus in this passage is “answering.” When he moves he is passive, the object “taken” by others. Other people “stand,” “hit,” “move,” “take” and “question,” but Jesus only answers truthfully. So much action by people with important things to do, but not Jesus. He is passive, his only role is to speak the truth. Jesus uses a curious combination of tenses in verse twenty when he says “I have spoken openly,” indicating the continuance of a completed action.27 Jesus has and still is speaking openly. Jesus’ truth-telling follows the form noted above, “firm when necessary, firm but non-violent.”28

In other ways, however, Jesus is the opposite of the Taoist sage. While the sage “manages without doing,” she also “teaches without talking.”29 Jesus, the Word come down from heaven, is constantly instructing others with provocative speeches, challenging his listeners to accept his words. In the midst of his Farewell Discourse, which spans five chapters, Jesus also claims his disciples as his own; the sage would “work for them without claiming them.”30

In accord with the Tao and Johannine irony, all of the lies will pass away while the truth spoken by Jesus will endure. Though temporarily effective, by the end of the Gospel the effects of everyone’s actions except for those of Jesus will be undone. Peter’s denial of Jesus separates him from Jesus, standing with his enemies, but in the end of the Gospel Peter will once again enjoy a meal with Jesus. The lies of Annas, Caiaphas and the police will lead to the death of Jesus, but he will rise again. Jesus’ truth will endure and be spread by all those who have heard him and “all those who have not seen and yet have come to believe” (20:29). Only those actions in accord with the Tao have lasting effect. What is not-Tao soon ends.

Pilate’s Trial (18:28b-19:16)

The trial before Pilate also portrays Jesus as calm, still, and in control, at the center, amidst a storm of other people’s useless activity. On the surface Jesus is a pawn in a power struggle between Pilate and the Jewish leaders.31 On a deeper level, Jesus is the catalyst forcing others to reveal their true selves:

Then Pilate entered the headquarters again, summoned Jesus, and asked him, “Are you the King of the Jews?” Jesus answered, “Do you ask this on your own, or did others tell you about me?” Pilate replied, “I am not a Jew, am I? Your own nation and the chief priests have handed you over to me. What have you done?” Jesus answered, “My kingdom is not from this world. If my kingdom were from this world, my followers would be fighting to keep me from being handed over to the Jews. But as it is, my kingdom is not from here.” Pilate asked him, “So you are a king?” Jesus answered, “You say that I am a king. For this I was born, and for this I came into the world, to testify to the truth. Everyone who belongs to the truth listens to my voice.” Pilate asked him, “What is truth?”
      After he had said this, he went out to the Jews again and told them, “I find no case against him. But you have a custom that I release someone for you at the Passover. Do you want me to release for you the King of the Jews?” They shouted in reply, “Not this man, but Barabbas!” Now Barabbas was a bandit.
      Then Pilate took Jesus and had him flogged. And the soldiers wove a crown of thorns and put it on his head, and they dressed him in a purple robe. They kept coming up to him, saying, “Hail, King of the Jews!” and striking him on the face. Pilate went out again and said to them, “Look, I am bringing him out to you to let you know that I find no case against him.” So Jesus came out, wearing the crown of thorns and the purple robe. Pilate said to them, “Here is the man!” When the chief priests and the police saw him, they shouted, “Crucify him! Crucify him!” Pilate said to them, “Take him yourselves and crucify him; I find no case against him.” The Jews answered him, “We have a law, and according to that law he ought to die because he has claimed to be the Son of God.”
      Now when Pilate heard this, he was more afraid than ever. He entered his headquarters again and asked Jesus, “Where are you from?” But Jesus gave him no answer. Pilate therefore said to him, “Do you refuse to speak to me? Do you not know that I have power to release you, and power to crucify you?” Jesus answered him, “You would have no power over me unless it had been given you from above; therefore the one who handed me over to you is guilty of a greater sin.” From then on Pilate tried to release him, but the Jews cried out, “If you release this man, you are no friend of the emperor. Everyone who claims to be a king sets himself against the emperor.”
      When Pilate heard these words, he brought Jesus outside and sat on the judge’s bench at a place called The Stone Pavement, or in Hebrew Gabbatha. Now it was the day of Preparation for the Passover; and it was about noon. He said to the Jews, “Here is your King!” They cried out, “Away with him! Away with him! Crucify him!” Pilate asked them, “Shall I crucify your King?” The chief priests answered, “We have no king but the emperor.” Then he handed him over to them to be crucified.

This pericope can be divided into seven scenes in a chiastic structure based on location of the action:

A. Outside, Jewish leaders demand death (l8:28b-32)

B. Inside, Pilate and Jesus on kingship “from above” (l8:33-38a)

C. Outside, Pilate finds no guilt, Barabbas (18:38b-40)

D. Inside, soldiers scourge Jesus (19:1-3)

C′. Outside, Pilate finds no guilt; “Behold the man” (19:4-8)

B′. Inside, Pilate and Jesus on power “from above” (19:9-12)

A′. Outside, “Here is your King,” Jewish leaders obtain death (9:13-16a)32

As in the trial before the Jewish leaders, the structure of this story reveals that the violence done to Jesus is at the center. Surrounding this central passage are matched scenes about truth-telling and power.

The first scene, A, begins with a faceless “they,” who have come from the Jewish interrogation at Caiaphas’ house, attempt to hand Jesus over to Pilate. Later, we will see that “they” are the faceless “everyone” as well as those who think they are in control (“your own nation and the chief priests” in 18:35, “chief priests and the guards” in 19:6). They stand in the place of the ten thousand things: always passionate, see its outwardness.33 They scream, make demands, and cause Pilate enough anxiety that he eventually rules against what he has glimpsed to be true. Jesus is unmoved by them. He does not respond to their outward show, not even to shun it. He does not even seem to notice it. He knows them for what they are. Jesus sees the core: always dispassionate, see its inwardness.

Of course, Jesus is dispassionate in a different way than is the sage of the Tao Te Ching. Jesus is unconcerned with the empty blustering of those who believe themselves powerful, but he is intent on getting his message across and offering Pilate a chance to take the better path. Jesus is unconcerned with defending himself only because he knows his hour has come. He already knows where this is heading, and he knows that, although it will appear that his enemies will triumph over him, in the end, he will ultimately triumph.34 While the Taoist sage challenges people to not-know and not-want, Jesus challenges them to know and to desire the truth.

Pilate is not originally interested in Jesus until he learns that this is a capital case and Jesus has been brought there because the Jews are not permitted to put anyone to death. At that point, Pilate takes Jesus inside and questions him, initiating scene B. The response of Jesus to Pilate’s question about being “king” is not an answer. Instead, Jesus exposes the power dynamics behind it. Jesus knows the truth behind the phrase, “Don’t exalt the worthy: People then will not compete.” He has consistently shunned the title “messiah” and here backs away from the title “king.” Jesus is king, but not as Pilate understands the word, and Jesus refuses to be exalted by it. Jesus came for a more important purpose—to witness to the truth. It is to the truth that Jesus will be faithful while all others fall to their desires in disarray.

Pilate responds to Jesus with contempt. He is not interested in the truth, he is looking for something to use in his game with the Jewish leaders, so he asks, “What have you done?” Jesus again does not respond directly to Pilate’s question, but to the real situation. He assures Pilate that he has nothing to fear from Jesus’ kingship. It is not from here but “from above,” established by different authority and therefore by other methods.35 His followers do not and will not fight to oppose Caesar. Then Jesus puts forth his real message: “For this I was born, and for this I came into the world, to testify to the truth. Everyone who belongs to the truth listens to my voice.” Pilate shows again that he has no use for Jesus’ truth when he responds, “What is truth?” and doesn’t even wait for an answer. Pilate does not hear nor care about Jesus, placing himself clearly with “the world” and against Jesus.36

Instead, Pilate goes back outside where he taunts the Jews by proclaiming Jesus’ innocence and asking, “Do you want me to release for you the King of the Jews?” He knows that this is exactly what they don’t want and that they will chafe at calling Jesus their king. Instead they choose to have Barabbas released. Barabbas is probably not simply a thief, but a revolutionary who has taken up arms against the Romans.37 Barabbas is another character contrasted with Jesus, as Jesus has just proclaimed that his followers will not resort to violence. By choosing Barabbas, the Jewish crowd shows again that it is aligned with the violence of the world, choosing not-Tao over Tao, wei over wu-wei. They are on the opposite side of Pilate, but they are playing the same game. Jesus offers them a different way, by dropping the game entirely. So far, no one is listening.

In scene D, the center of the chiastic structure of this section, Pilate has Jesus scourged though he has just proclaimed him innocent, showing that “this innocence is a matter of indifference to him.”38 In parallel with scene C, Pilate then brings Jesus out in scene C′ and proclaims his innocence, this time with intensifying mockery, dressing Jesus in a satire of kingly garb and proclaiming him no threat at all, as if the very idea of a Jewish king were ludicrous.39

In an ironic twist, the reader understands that Jesus is indeed King and it is both the Jewish people and Pilate who are being critiqued in this scene. By again proclaiming Jesus’ innocence Pilate implicitly threatens to release Jesus and tells the Jewish leaders to take Jesus themselves and crucify him, though we know that they could not do this. The Jews show they understand that Pilate is flaunting their subjugation when they reply that they do indeed have a law, and it requires Jesus to die (though they cannot enforce it) because he “claimed to be Son of God.”

Curiously, Pilate responds to this assertion with fear, leading him to take Jesus back inside away from the crowds for scene B′. In scene B, Pilate brought Jesus inside so that he could privately gain ammunition in his war with the Jews. Here in scene B′ Pilate takes Jesus inside out of fear. Some scholars have suggested that Pilate’s fear comes from the fact that he finally glimpses Jesus’ divinity.40 Though it seems rather pious for Pilate the pagan, in support of this opinion I would offer two arguments. First it fits well with his first question of Jesus that gets right to the heart of the Gospel: where is Jesus from? Even as a pagan, Pilate could understand the claim to be the son of a god, a common feature in mystery religions of the Roman Empire. Second, it chiastically matches the transition from scene B to scene C, that all who belong to the truth listen to Jesus’ voice. In that transition, Pilate walked away with a flippant response, dismissing the truth of Jesus. This time, the truth of Jesus has found a chink in his armor and so he becomes afraid.

As in scene B, scene B′ is an exploration of power and truth. Jesus refuses to answer Pilate’s question of his origins. Pilate could not understand where Jesus was from unless he acknowledged the reality of Jesus’ Father and all that comes “from above.” Where scene B revealed that the kingship of Jesus was “from above,” now Jesus unmasks Pilate’s empty assertion of power by revealing that Pilate’s power is also “from above.” Pilate wrongly thinks that power is given to him by Caesar, but it really comes from Jesus’ Father and without Jesus’ consent, Pilate could do nothing. Jesus shows Pilate for what he is. Though Pilate thought himself powerful and in control, he is really a puppet to the rabble outside. At the same time, Jesus reveals his own attachment to God, the true source of power. Jesus is God’s instrument. This revelation offers Pilate a chance to drop his old way of thinking about power and to embrace Jesus’ way. It is a lot to ask, a big shift from believing in something-doing to nothing-doing, from believing in power politics to the power of powerlessness. Pilate is tempted. There is a crack in Pilate’s armor as he glimpses the truth for a brief moment.

To embrace Jesus’ position would lead Pilate into a greater conflict. As we have been told in scene B, Jesus’ followers would not use violent force against Caesar’s authority, but they still could be in conflict with it. In this scene Jesus is asserting an authority in this realm that is superior to that of Caesar’s and every other power that is established by “worldly means.” These worldly authorities only have as much power as Jesus and his Father allow them. Pilate and “the Jews” have been flaunting this ultimate authority and now Jesus names this as sin. “Those who handed him over” (the Jewish crowd), bear the greater sin because they claim to understand the kingship of God and yet stand against it. Pilate’s sin is less, since he merely glimpses it. The King of the Jews will restore sovereignty to the Jewish people by “asserting the sovereignty of Israel’s God over against all sovereignties of this world. . . . On the other hand, it is exactly because the kingship of Jesus is not of this world that the confrontation between the two does not take place according to the standards of the world or according to its means.”41 Pilate and “the Jews” have been acting by means of the world’s standards and Jesus is calling them to oppose the world’s values but not by using the world’s means. To adopt these means would be to perpetuate the world’s oppression, not to end it.42 Those who follow Jesus are to remain in the world transforming it by bearing witness to the truth rather than by fighting.43 This is a fundamental truth of wu-wei as well, where the sage transforms the world not by opposing it, but by attracting it; though the Taoist sage would probably not name sin the way Jesus does.

Pilate glimpsed this truth for a brief moment. At the end of scene six, for the first time, he actually sought to release Jesus, but “the world” came crashing back in on him. Though he was still inside, Pilate heard the voice of the Jewish crowd outside who now reframe the issue again as one of political power, as if they were his inner other voice. They have realized their mistake in allowing the issue to devolve into one of truth about who Jesus is.44 Pilate “hears” these words instead of hearing Jesus’ words. He slams the door on this glimpse of truth, initiating scene seven by taking Jesus back outside and rejoining the fray. This time Pilate definitively confers the title “King of the Jews” on Jesus to finally force the issue with the Jewish leaders. “They respond as before, but Pilate repeats the taunt, with an irony that can hardly be missed: ‘Am I to crucify your king?’ ”45 To this the Jewish crowd finally admits what John has shown all along: “We have no king but Caesar.” With this admission, the Jewish crowd places itself firmly on the side of “the world,” abandoning the core of its own faith, which would acknowledge only the kingship of God. Pilate, though he finally glimpsed the truth of Jesus and wanted to release Jesus, has rejected that possibility. There is nothing left to say, nothing left to do. All the characters have chosen sides, and so Jesus is finally handed over to be crucified.

Throughout, Jesus has practiced wu-wei. Because he knows the inwardness, the source of all things, the empty rattle of swords cannot shake him. As is said of the Tao, “It seems at ease, and yet follows a plan.” The plan is God’s, which nothing can resist. Jesus, therefore, does not try. He aligns himself to the Truth. He has not spoken one word to defend himself; he has simply voiced the truth. He responds with purpose, manifesting the divine Way, challenging “the cunning ones to dare not do.” Though passive and calm throughout, Jesus has been in charge of the situation. “By doing nothing-doing, everything is set in order.”

Jesus’ role in Pilate’s trial is to witness to the truth. He does not judge, he does not argue, he witnesses. The Jews and Pilate attempt to proclaim themselves judges but Jesus takes the role of the sage who judges not, condemns not, demands not. In a spirit of wu-wei Jesus plays his part and then lets go. Jesus reveals “the way things are” and any that try to fight this truth are like those who step off a tall building and say, “I refuse to fall.” They are fools, thinking themselves powerful, thinking themselves in control. Jesus comes to shatter that illusion not by seizing control himself and perpetuating this folly, but by revealing it for the empty game it is.

This is the krisis that Jesus brings to the world, spoken of in 3:16-19. Jesus does not condemn the world, the world condemns Jesus, but in this the evil by which people choose darkness over light stands revealed. Thus, people have the opportunity restored to them to choose light rather than continuing in darkness, to love rather than hate. Love and hate are the only good and evil spoken of in the Gospel.46 Jesus reveals the choice, and to believe in Jesus entails believing that his new way is the way, adopting it as my way.

Rensberger claims that, “John gives no etiology of evil, such as is found in Gnosticism. He simply acknowledges as fact, as the actual experience of God’s revelation, that [revelation] is met with human rejection.”47 What I am suggesting here is that the Tao Te Ching offers us an etiology of evil that seems to fit the Fourth Gospel’s facts very well—startlingly well in the narrative of Jesus’ arrest and trial. When we accept the Tao Te Ching’s position that wu-wei is the only ultimately effective way of transforming the world, Jesus’ actions and other’s reactions make sense. The details of the narrative cohere.

Jesus’ Resurrection

There is still much that could be done to reap benefit from this comparative dialogue. But if these two views of the world correlate at all, if the Gospel of John and the Tao Te Ching both agree that non-violence promotes life while violence leads to death, their correlation should become more evident at the extreme case of the death of the sage/savior. In a final step, then, let us compare the sage of the Tao Te Ching and Jesus’ victory over death in the Fourth Gospel.

One of the most startling claims made by the Tao Te Ching that was picked up by later generations of Chinese people and transformed to become the religion of Taoism rather than simply the philosophy of the Tao Te Ching was its contention that the sage could become free from the power of death altogether:

He who knows how to live can walk abroad
Without fear of rhinoceros or tiger.
He will not be wounded in battle.
For in him rhinoceros can find no place to thrust their
horn,
Tigers no place to use their claws,
And weapons no place to pierce.
Why is this so?
Because he has no place for death to enter.48

This idea grew and merged with other attempts at longevity and immortality through alchemy and yoga between 350 and 250 BC to become the religious movement Taoism.49

To everyone’s surprise, after his death Jesus rose from the dead. In the three synoptic gospels heavenly messengers explain the empty tomb by saying “He has been raised!”50 The use of the passive voice here assumes that God raised up Jesus.51 The resurrection is an action performed by God on Jesus. In John’s Gospel we are told that his disciples, “did not yet understand the scripture that [Jesus] had to rise from the dead” (Jn 20:9). Then, the heavenly messengers do not get a chance to explain before Jesus himself appears on the scene. “The scripture” here seems to be a vague term for unspecified passages from the Old Testament. Raymond Brown explains the significance of the passage this way: “The necessity stems from the fact that the resurrection was willed by God, for the Scripture is a guide to God’s plan.”52 This is true, but it does not plumb the depths of the passage.

The Prologue of the Gospel paints a clear picture of Jesus as that through whom all life came to be. How, then, is it possible for this Jesus to remain dead? Jesus is God. Jesus is the source of all life. In chapter 10 Jesus had said that he would lay down his life for his sheep and that “I have power to lay it down, and power to take it up again” (Jn 10:18). Jesus has risen from death because death had no power over him.

In John’s Gospel, God’s victory over death comes through the incarnation, by life itself becoming incarnate. The presence of sin in the world necessarily led to Jesus’ death, but because of who Jesus was, the resurrection necessarily followed. Because of our something-doing, Jesus had to lay down his life, but by his nothing-doing he was able to take it up again.

In the synoptic gospels we have a human action, Jesus’ crucifixion, followed by a divine action, his resurrection. In John’s Gospel, we have a human action followed by a resurrection that shows the ultimate powerlessness of that human action. There is no additional action required, no need of divine intervention, because Jesus had to rise from the dead. The resurrection is wu-wei. What is against Tao ceases to be. What is in accord with Tao is eternal.

Most scholars agree that the Prologue hearkens back to the creation stories in Genesis with its use of “word” and “life.” In this Christian understanding of Genesis, Brown claims that, “if man had survived the test, he would have possessed eternal life and enlightenment.”53 Jesus survived the test. Brown also shows how the prologue casts Jesus as wisdom-incarnate,54 an interesting parallel to the Tao Te Ching’s sage as portrayed in chapter 50, just quoted.

Look back at Tao Te Ching, chapter 78. The actions of Jesus have been ultimately effective because they were ultimately soft/weak/yielding, like water. Any something-doing action is ineffective, it creates both what it intends and what it does not intend. Its effect on the world is only transitory, only illusion. Jesus does not work this way, the way of the ten thousand things. In Jesus, there is no self-defeating action. He perfectly manifests wu-wei and so his actions are perfectly effective. Only action like this could definitively achieve the ultimate victory of life over death.

Conclusions

Why does any of this matter? Living in the United States of America in 2010, it seems very important indeed. My country was violently attacked on September 11, 2001, and responded by escalating the violence in the world. Through a series of lies and misdirections, we were convinced not only to attack our attackers, but to launch a war against Iraq, a country that was not involved. Nine years later, as our troops continue to scale back their presence in Iraq, we leave a country that is devastated, a broken shell of its former self.

There have arguably been some gains, but bought at such a price that no one could call this a win. Education and culture in Iraq have collapsed, as have most health services. The relationship between different ethnic and religious communities, which had been generally positive or at least tolerant, is now so violent that minority populations have become refugees, running from the same neighbors whom they once lived together with in harmony. Christians, who have been an important minority for 1,500 years, are now in danger of becoming extinct in Iraq.

Worse still, these wars were justified with religious rhetoric, as if the God of Jesus Christ approved of our decision to go to war. Even though pope John Paul II and the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops spoke out against the war, their pleas were not heard and their reasoning went unheeded.

We have to learn to proclaim the message of Jesus Christ with more power and more clarity. To those who would obscure his message, we need show that Jesus was clearly against responding to violence with violence. Part of this is becoming convinced ourselves of the true nature of power as revealed in the Paschal Mystery of Jesus.

The connection between truth and deep, abiding power is revealed in this comparative reading of the Gospel of John and the Tao Te Ching. Only truth can unmask the powerlessness that hides behind senseless violence. Only truth can break the cycle of violence that mesmerizes us. Blinded by lies, we believe that violence is inevitable, and so we escalate wars, perhaps at least having the decency to do so with regret, crying over the dead bodies not only of our own soldiers, but theirs as well, and the even greater numbers of innocents slaughtered and the staggering number of lives shattered, the people streaming into refugee camps if they are lucky.

In the Gospel of John, Jesus reveals that violence is a choice, a grab at illusory power by the deluded. If we could learn that message and proclaim that message with real power by inviting rather than dominating, perhaps the future could be better than the past.
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CHAPTER 5:

PRINCIPLES AND PRACTICES OF
COMPARATIVE THEOLOGY
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As Anselm said, theology is faith seeking understanding. This side of heaven, the seeking never ends. None of us individually, nor all of us collectively, possess a complete understanding of our faith. That fullness of truth lies forever in the future.

So we continue searching for the truth, standing before the world and God as perpetual students. We search for understanding, for better answers to our questions, and for better questions to ask. We search in dialogue with scripture and tradition, continually finding new insights there, and letting our new understanding help us to see more deeply into that same scripture and tradition. We search in dialogue with our own life experiences, with the world around us, and with others who are on this quest with us. We search wherever we believe God’s Spirit has incarnated the Word that brings life to the world.

When we find new ideas, we place them alongside our old beliefs and ask, “Does this offer a better understanding?” If so, we try to integrate it. If not, we keep searching.

Sometimes the decision is simple. We can test the other’s hypothesis and see whose answer is better. You can build a better mousetrap, and if it catches mice better, people will buy it. We know what mice are, we know what it means to catch them. It is simple. Even some more challenging truths have ways of breaking forth and winning others over. After enough people had sailed around the world, even the staunchest flat-earthers had to give in. That might not have been easy for them. They may have had to change their thinking about a lot of things, but that’s what happens sometimes when you believe in truth.

At other times, new ideas are difficult to evaluate. We find no test we can make to help us choose. As Wittgenstein said, though he knew he had two hands, he could not think of what would count as a proof for or against them. Seeing them did not prove their existence because he was not more certain of it after he looked at them. To this list we could also add what makes for a good life or a true path to nirvana. It is difficult to say. The question itself is impossible to pin down, but we know it is important to try. Sometimes, new ideas seem so strange, so foreign to our way of thinking, that we find it difficult to align them with our present understanding. It is difficult to give them a fair hearing, even though millions of people over countless generations have been living good lives guided by these very principles, and we too see something true in them.

At these times, when there is no easy test to make to evaluate a new idea either because it is so strange or it is too large in scope, we need another method of dealing with the truths of others. At these times we turn to comparative methods, which allow for understanding and exchanging ideas across different truth systems without needing to align the entire systems. It can work with the similarities of ideas amidst all the differences and forge a bridge of understanding that can lead to mutual enrichment without needing to collapse the differences or posit a common ground.

What makes for these seemingly intractable differences, and how do we know when we have encountered them? The differences come from significant differences in the world-pictures behind the new ideas and that of the person evaluating them. One can readily, though perhaps with difficulty, evaluate ideas that fit into one’s own world-picture. But ideas that are based in a significantly different world-picture can seem beyond “simply wrong.” They are “obviously wrong” or even “incoherent.” We know we encounter them when we want to call the other a fool or a heretic.

We expect to find such differences in interreligious dialogue when the religions share no scriptural or historical connection. But these differences can crop up within a particular religion as well, because in any religion there is a plurality of possible, valid world-pictures.

In the example of dialogue in the previous chapter, there were at least three operative world-pictures: the one behind the Tao Te Ching, the one behind the Gospel of John, and my own. These world-pictures seemed to be aligned around the understanding of wu-wei. The comparative project came to be because I had been reading the Tao Te Ching during Lent one year, and the idea of wu-wei had struck me as deeply true, as an important insight into the world in which we live and struggle. On Good Friday, I was reading the passion narrative in the Gospel of John, and was overwhelmed by how similar Jesus’ actions were to those of a sage in the Tao Te Ching, and so I investigated further, reading these texts back and forth, along with commentaries for each. The similarities grew, and the Gospel helped me to understand the Tao, and the Tao helped me to understand the Gospel.

The similarities between the Tao and the Gospel exist in the midst of real differences. The Tao Te Ching bases its arguments on Chinese cosmology where the tao gives rise to ‘chi, which is then differentiated into yin and yang, which is then fractured into the ten thousand things. I do not share this cosmology and I doubt the Gospel writer does either. But I do not have to share it in order to use the insights of wu-wei to help interpret the Gospel. I simply have to understand it. I believe that wu-wei is true, and I think I have shown that it is a good interpretive tool to use in analyzing the Gospel of John. I don’t believe in its justification as explained in the Tao Te Ching and its commentaries, but this doesn’t preclude the comparative reading. Perhaps it would be possible to affirm Chinese cosmology within a Christian world-picture, but this would be a different project and one on which the comparative reading does not depend.

To understand what the Tao Te Ching teaches about wu-wei, I had to understand something of the world-picture behind the book. Its words and arguments are not free-floating; they exist in a particular context, which allows them to have a meaning. Applying what I had learned about wu-wei to the Gospel of John for the benefit of Christians involved connecting my insights to a Christian world-picture in a way that could be affirmed by Christian readers. This transposition out of one world-picture and into another was done by me, but I did not invent it out of whole cloth. I based it on real similarities between the two world-pictures, which are as undeniable as the differences, as well as on the work of others who have noticed these similarities before.

At no time did I need recourse to a world-picture that was “ultimate,” embracing both the Christian and Taoist world-pictures. Within each world-picture we spoke of things that were ultimate, the ultimate foundations of reality. But these things were only known from within each world-picture. The “ultimate” spoken of in the Tao Te Ching is not necessarily the same as the “ultimate” spoken of in the Gospel of John, and it is not necessarily different. The respective concepts of “ultimate” are difficult to align, being fairly universal and so touching many parts of the world-pictures. Thus it seemed profitable to simply remain skeptical about their relationship in the particular comparative reading I did. “God” and “the nameless Tao” were aligned, but not equated. There was no compelling reason settle the matter. The comparison worked without needing to resolve it, and interreligious learning happened.

Our world-picture is not “ultimate.” When we dialogue exclusively with people whose world-picture is very similar to our own, this is an easy thing to forget. Much can be taken for granted, left unsaid, because “everybody knows” these things. But others, who grew up in different societies with different ways of picturing the world, could themselves picture the world quite differently than we do. Wittgenstein explained how these differences could be persistent, because what we believe is based on what we learn. He believed that, even though we started life knowing nothing and might have grown apart by being socialized into different world-pictures, all of these differences could eventually be overcome, based on our common human nature and the regularity of our human responses. But he admitted that this, too, was a feature of his world-picture.

Each of us could believe that our own world-picture is the ultimate world-picture. A common feature of most religious world-pictures is a general understanding of religion in which our own religion is the clearest and best embodiment of a general form of religions that others exemplify with varying, lesser results. We need to respect the symmetrical asymmetries of this reciprocal relationship. The symmetry is that both sides can make this same statement. The asymmetry is, “If we compare our system of knowledge with theirs then theirs is evidently the poorer one by far.”1 Given this, Wittgenstein advocated that we recognize the situation and quit pretending we have solved the problem by simply reasserting our world-picture over and over again.

This Wittgensteinian approach is right at home in a Christian world-picture, where only God is believed to have an infinite understanding. As we saw with Lindbeck, Christian revelation seems to assure us that the Christian system is the best system. However, our understanding is limited, provisional. With the help of revelation we can have an adequate understanding, good enough to allow us to be saved, but no human being can have an infinite understanding.

For Tibetan Buddhists, this would work differently. Tibetan Buddhists believe that enlightenment brings us to perfect, ultimate understanding, though this understanding is non-conceptual. While they might agree with Wittgenstein that learning a language conditions one’s thought patterns, they would also assert that these thought patterns are far more conditioned by the countless lives that have come before. For Tibetan Buddhists, ultimate wisdom comes from cutting through all of the dichotomous thinking that leads to asserting, “This, not that;” stopping all thinking with words. The ultimate is beyond words. In this way too Buddhists could assert that there is no ultimate world-picture, since world-pictures are the foundations of language and assertions, but they believe in an ultimate view, beyond words. Their religious system is the only one that can help someone make this final leap, though other religious systems could help move people forward.

Comparative theology is a theological method that productively deals with different world religions with different world-pictures. It is a reasonable method to employ widely, given the persistence of multiple world religions and the fact that world religions are a privileged place in which to find the effects of God’s revelation. If we believe that God is at work in the world, then we have reason to seek out the wisdom God has revealed elsewhere.

Comparative theology does not rely on an inherent connection between religions or any particular theology of religions. It works by simply noting particular similarities in particular texts of the two traditions while noting the differences in their respective world-pictures. Eventually, after many such comparative readings have been made, we might be able to make broader judgments about the relationship between two religions, but this relationship will have been shaped by the comparative readings themselves.

If various religions are to come together in common understanding in the future, we can help to bring it about by simply coming to know about each other and learning from each other in small, particular ways. If there is a universal truth behind the apparent diversity of specific religious claims, comparative theology will allow us to find it without having to agree about it in advance. If such a universal truth does not exist or is simply never found in the finite future of humanity, comparative theology will still be of benefit. It is a strategically astute way of proceeding, one that is likely to produce results in the short term, is amenable to implementation, and is also able to lead to ultimate agreement in the long term if such agreement is possible.

Comparative theology relies on people’s inherent ability to recognize similarities in disparate settings. We all have the ability to transpose what we learn in one setting to apply it in another setting. We do this every day. We also work with multiple world-pictures on a daily basis, easily shifting the way we evaluate data and respond to others depending on whether we are at home, at work, or on a playing field.

Our beliefs about the world that we might lump into the field of “religious views” are also not completely unified. As well as being a committed Christian, I find something very true in Buddhist practices and in the Tao Te Ching; I believe that it is likely that there is life on other planets in the universe; I believe that animals, trees and mountains are our brothers and sisters; and I am willing to entertain the idea that ghosts are real. I have no way of reconciling these beliefs in a coherent manner, though I try and sometimes get closer. Perhaps your views are not quite as odd, but I suspect they are not all of one piece as well. To be human is to live with these differences, shifting frames of reference as required in a given setting or to evaluate a particular kind of question. While we in the West have traditionally given great credence to the idea of a single, universal thought system that explains everything in a coherent manner, none of us actually employs such systems in our daily lives. Our allegiances are multiple, as are our ways of making sense of reality.

Francis X. Clooney sees his own approach of comparative theology as an alternative to approaches to interreligious dialogue that either rely on universal truths belonging to all religions or on Christianity’s unique stance towards universalism. He laid out this position in his chapter of the book Many Mansions?: Multiple Religious Belonging and Christian Identity, a collection of essays on the topic edited by Catherine Cornille. In her introduction to the book, Cornille pictures people having multiple religious belonging—a relatively new phenomenon in the West—as problematic. She writes, “Within their own area of religious expertise, most religions remain exclusive and jealous of other religious traditions, demanding single-minded commitment from their members.”2 Clooney’s contribution is put forth through a comparative reading of a Vaishnava and a Christian text: the Mutal Tiruvantati, stanza 44, by Poykai Alvar about how God (the Lord Narayana) accommodates himself to people’s needs, and a similar insight in the Spiritual Exercises by Ignatius of Loyola. Explaining this comparative example, Clooney writes:

First, while one could focus on shared religious experience, the common features of human nature, or the imperative of the biblical tradition toward universalism, my choice has been to stress rather that multiple religious belonging is in important ways as accessible and ordinary as any process of attentive reading. Reading across boundaries is not entirely different from religious reading within particular religious traditions. With some focused effort a Christian reader can pick up and read a Hindu text such as Mutai Tiruvantati 44, trace the use of it within the Hindu tradition, reread it in light of some remembered Christian parallels, and then reread some Christian sources in that new light.3

The comparative example that I offer in the previous chapter is a parallel to Clooney’s comparative reading of Mutal Tiruvantati 44 and the Spiritual Exercises. Both of these comparative projects consist in what Clooney calls an “ordinary process of attentive reading,” reading classic texts along with their associated commentaries, which help to situate them within their tradition. In these cases, we simply have to extend this normal process to commentaries from two different traditions. Clooney makes two assertions in the above quote that bear further scrutiny in regards to our study here. First, that comparative theology is as ordinary as any process of attentive reading. Second, that reading these texts back and forth across a religious boundary already begins to break down that boundary.

First point: how ordinary this process is. In our wu-wei example, the Tao Te Ching was presented along with pertinent information from commentaries, a normal process that brings out the meaning of the text for Taoists. The same was done for the Gospel of John. By collecting and presenting this material together in one chapter, I have now established a connection between these two texts, at least in the understanding of those who read that chapter. I will never again read the passion narrative in John without thinking of wu-wei, and hope that my readers will be similarly affected. We read the Gospel differently now. The effects of this difference could spread out in the future, if more readers from either tradition read these texts together. While it would have been difficult for Christian readers unfamiliar with the Taoist tradition to find these verses and their commentarial interpretations, once I have collected them together and placed them next to the Gospel verses, the similarities are obvious. Any future readers of the Gospel of John could avail themselves of this material and benefit from it, as could future readers of the Tao Te Ching. As Clooney says, “these texts become intertexts—which can now be cited in both commentarial traditions.”4 The similarities in the texts dispose the readers of one to be sympathetic to the other, and reading across these boundaries in a sense intertexts the reader’s spiritual practices as well.

This brings up the second point: the blurring of these boundaries. What is written in the Tao Te Ching does not prove anything about the Gospel of John, but it suggests much. Placing this material together in and of itself creates a new, more complex religious reality for future readers. Rather than seeing this blurring of distinctions as a theological problem to be overcome with clear thinking that maintains the distinctions, Clooney presents it as a new reality that God can accommodate. This in itself is a theological assertion beyond either text, but it is right in line with the pragmatic approach of the Tao Te Ching and the vision of John Paul II, who taught that interreligious dialogue “is demanded by deep respect for everything that has been brought about in human beings by the Spirit who blows where he wills.”5

Cornille pictures the conflation of distinct religious traditions as problematic, but Clooney turns this around. Clooney writes, “it is hard to justify not reading the theologies of other traditions when they are pertinent and available.”6 Rather than focusing on the exclusivity of religions, Clooney has instead focused on each religion’s belief in the seemingly unlimited ability of God to transcend human limitations in bringing us salvation. As people begin to read across these religious boundaries and thus complicate their own sense of religious belonging, there is no reason to think that God cannot work in this new situation in a new way.

Reading these materials together, back and forth, does not require a reader to presuppose some formal connection between the two religions, either a universal truth beyond either of them, or a particular theory of how one is related to the other because of internal claims of universalism. A reader who is open to reading the texts of the other tradition and noticing the similarities that exist makes the connection. There is no need to resort to a theory that connects the texts in some way—not even Clooney’s understanding of intertexting.

The theology of religions has its place. It is perfectly valid and theologically important to explore the relationship between different religions, but it is not required for interreligious learning and we should not let it get in the way of fostering a rich exchange of ideas between religions. We stand to learn a lot from employing comparative methods in interreligious dialogue, especially if we let it proceed without the artificial constraints that particular theologies of religion might impose upon it. These are separable discourses, each of which benefit with a certain amount of separation.

In a 2009 essay entitled “Roman Catholic Reflections on Discerning God in Interreligious Dialogue: Challenges and Promising Avenues,” Gavin D’Costa briefly explores an interreligious project between Christianity and Hinduism that, while exhibiting many of the features of comparative theology recommended here, is driven more by concerns springing from the theology of religions rather than from interreligious learning. A brief look at D’Costa’s project may help to illumine my point regarding the usefulness of distinguishing the two carefully.

D’Costa’s stated purpose in the essay is to find criteria by which Catholics might go about discerning God’s presence in other religions.7 While this might at first seem to be equivalent to learning from other religions, it is not. Rather, D’Costa begins his process with a theological presupposition: that if the Christian God is working in other religions, “God cannot contradict what God has disclosed in Jesus Christ but can only deepen and enrich our appreciation of that revelation.”8 This leads D’Costa to search for elements of “Christ-likeness” within Hinduism, which he finds in the marginal though not unknown practice of sati, in which Hindu widows atone for the sins of their dead husbands by committing suicide, jumping on their funeral pyres and thus immolating themselves. Viewing sati in comparison to the Christian belief in the atonement for sin inherent in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, D’Costa suggests that “one finds a flash of the Christ-like in the horrific practice of sati, the self-immolation by a widow.”

In line with the analysis put forth in Beyond Agreement, D’Costa acknowledges that whatever similarities he finds in this comparison exist in the midst of greater differences.9 He does not try to collapse differences nor ignore similarities between the religions, but allows them to align naturally around themes that both traditions share—the breaking of the circuit of sin, “where a single person’s self-sacrifice can alleviate the karmic punishment due to another.”10 D’Costa notes that within this similarity there is also a difference: sati “is also deeply un-Christ-like in its requirement for repeated self-sacrifices from widows to their husbands,” while Christ’s single self-sacrifice sufficed for the sins of all people, past and to come.

Where D’Costa departs from the approach of this book and, I believe, blurs the line between interreligious learning and theology of religions, comes later in his essay when he address how Christians could improve their own theology and practice by becoming more attentive to the insights found within Hinduism. For clarity’s sake, it is worth quoting D’Costa at length on this point:

The analogy should not be pressed. If (and this is a very theoretical if—please note), if the Holy Spirit was acting in the heart of the free sati and through the practice of the institution of sati, we would witness an inchoate presence of Christ and his church, which would require the Catholic Church to carefully consider the institutional practice and see if it could be adapted into its own liturgical context.11

Here, I think D’Costa’s process of interreligious learning has conflated several steps of comparative theology that I would argue need to be separated out and considered carefully. Even if one would grant that the Holy Spirit was behind the practice of sati within Hinduism, which I would not,12 this transposition of this practice into a Christian world-picture makes no sense. In a Hindu world-picture, multiple actions of multiple wives are required because there are multiple strands of karmic sin that need to be purified. In Christianity, Jesus has already atoned for all sin. This one sacrifice puts an end to the need for sacrifice.

In the process of appropriating insights and practices from one religion into another, attention needs to be paid at how the differing world-pictures allow and disallow certain transpositions to be made. Instead of calling for a Christian sati ritual, the comparison would point more to developing a ritual that showed there was no need for sati; but of course the Catholic Church already has that in its Eucharist.

D’Costa’s initial concerns about finding christological elements within Hinduism are certainly valid, as they are an important element of a Christian theology of religion, but they biased his comparative project in an unhelpful way. While there are some obvious analogical connections between sati and the death and resurrection of Christ, I doubt that many Christians would really be challenged because they found this Hindu practice particularly insightful or religiously compelling. As D’Costa points out, even most modern Hindus deny that this is a valid interpretation of their tradition.13

If we want to be challenged by another tradition, we need to find an area of that tradition that challenges us, or an area of our own tradition that seems problematic and in which we could use some fresh ideas. After pondering D’Costa’s essay, I cannot say that I am convinced of the insightfulness of the Hindu theology justifying sati, nor am I challenged to use it to rethink Christian atonement theology.14

In a broader view, the odds of significant interreligious learning coming from this project were slim from the start, cut down by the project’s main concern of trying to judge whether or not Hindu practices were authentic manifestations of the Spirit. While this is a valid theological question and an important one for the theology of religions, it is very difficult to answer. Because the world-pictures behind these two traditions are so different, it is very difficult to make a definitive judgment across them. I would affirm D’Costa’s view that any authentic action of God working within another tradition could not ultimately contradict what God has accomplished through Jesus Christ in the establishment of Christianity. However, discerning the movements of God in such a strange terrain seems daunting at best, and a bit presumptuous; daunting because so much has to be taken into account to understand the action’s meaning in its context, presumptuous because only God can see the heart of my neighbor. If I am not to judge even my neighbor, whom I live with and share a culture with, how am I to judge an alien tradition?

Discerning the Spirit’s action in other religious traditions is a discipline of its own—part of the theology of religions—whose work is difficult and whose insights come slowly. There is no need to wait on the results of this work to be able to learn from other religions if we follow the methods outlined in this book. If we believe that God is somehow working with the people of other religions in some inchoate way, we are free to explore what they have to say without having to make definitive judgments about their truth-value within their own system. Any insights we attempt to bring back into Christianity need to be ultimately justified by Christian criteria anyway, a process that we can and should use to weed out errors.

How to Engage in Comparative Projects

Comparative theology is not a branch of theology; it is a theological method that can be employed within any branch of theology to mine information from other religions that have dealt with similar issues. For instance, it is increasingly irresponsible to claim to be an expert in Christology without any knowledge of how Vishnu has become incarnated in his avatars such as Rama and Krishna. These incarnations are not equivalent to the incarnation of God in Jesus, but the similarities are as undeniable as the differences. The purpose of this book is to enable and promote a wider application of a comparative method of theology across theological fields. To that end, we are finally at the point where we can discuss the very practical details of how to go about pursuing interreligious dialogue through a comparative reading of texts across disparate world-pictures.

A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step, and a comparative reading begins with texts—at least two of them. How do we find the right texts? “Right” here is obviously subjective. We are looking for texts from multiple traditions that will spark some new insights when read together. How do we know in advance? One way would be to find a text from another religion that sparked our interest all on its own.

This assumes that we read texts from other religious traditions. That might strike some as odd, but it should not be so odd if we take to heart the belief that God is working in the world outside the visible Church. To keep our faith nimble we need to keep our minds nimble. A good way to keep our minds nimble is to feed them with new ideas by reading in unfamiliar subject areas. To spark our theological imaginations, we could simply dabble in reading texts from other religious traditions, just seeing what was out there, how other traditions picture God (or no-God) and respond to reality. As Clooney pointed out, these sources are available and pertinent. Why not include them in our theologizing?

Eventually we could expect to stumble upon something that sparked our interest, an insight that seemed compelling or important or at least surprisingly different. At that point we could begin to dig in, asking: What makes this so interesting? Why am I so intrigued by this idea? Why would it matter if this were true? Questions such as these could help us identify a significant issue that could be profitably explored through a comparative reading. Chances are that if it were interesting to us, it would be interesting to others as well.

Once we had a text from another religion that sparked our interest and we understood why, we could find something in our own tradition that touched these same ideas by consulting theologians who contributed to our understanding in similar areas. We could also simply keep reading other texts, broadening our understanding, and let the application to our own faith come to us. This is what I did with the wu-wei example. I had read the Tao Te Ching with no application in mind, and was intrigued. I did not make the connection to my own faith until I glimpsed the same ideas in John’s Gospel.

This process is simple, relying on our natural ability to make connections between different truths and the Spirit’s lead in guiding us to better understanding, putting before us opportunities to learn for the sake of the bettering the church’s understanding of God’s plan. The role of a theologian is, after all, an ecclesiological vocation.

We could also reverse this process, starting with a conundrum in our own theology that seemed difficult to solve or with a question that seemed poorly framed in our asking. We could then cast about looking for how other people in other religions had addressed similar issues. This might best be done by asking people who have already read broadly in other religious traditions to recommend a good place to look to find someone who addressed our particular issues. This would work, but there is a danger of reading too much into the other religion when we work in this manner. If we come in looking for something specific, we could easily find just what we were looking for instead of what was actually there to see.

What particular religion should we choose? Whose views should we count as worthy of study? These are valid questions with only vague answers. We could simply trust to the vagaries of fate and turn for answers to the first tradition we run into or the tradition that seems to speak loudest on this issue. Yet there are other criteria we could employ.

These same issues affect the field of politics and practical ethics: whose voices, whose ethics should we take into account in making political policy decisions? Kenneth Winston of the John F. Kennedy School of Government at Harvard University has proposed criteria to guide such a decision. After a political/ethical reflection on many of the same concerns we have looked at from a religious/theological standpoint, Winston concluded:

We should not underestimate—although equally not overestimate—the difficulty of taking others seriously. The question is about the basic transparency of human beings to each other. We want to resist the impulse to transform partial and perhaps complementary perspectives into irreconcilable standpoints, yet we do not want to deny real differences. It is all too easy to go wrong in either direction, assuming that others are just like us or, alternatively, completely opaque to us.15

At this point, I hope Winston’s words seem obvious to the reader. Winston offered criteria for finding this middle ground, interestingly derived from an analysis of interreligious ethics by Chad Hansen that studied why some rival moral traditions so convince us that they destabilize our own moral confidence. In Winston’s words:

Chad Hansen suggests that sincere confrontation with a rival moral tradition destabilizes our moral confidence, when the rival has three features: [1] it is intellectually rich and a product of deep and sustained reflection; [2] it is significantly different in its conceptual structure or theoretical orientation; and [3] it satisfies a threshold condition of plausible rightness, either historically (as the foundation of a major civilization) and/or substantively (generating what one regards as correct moral judgments).16

These seem to be reasonable criteria for finding credible theological resources to study as well. Criterion (2) suggests that we stand to learn more from a tradition that is at a greater intellectual distance from us. This has been a basic premise of Beyond Agreement. It is exactly the intellectual distance between our system and the other tradition studied that heightens the odds of finding new questions put to us and of finding new approaches to old questions.

Criterion (3) speaks to the philosophical reason of why we would prefer dialoging with theologians who were firmly embedded in a world religion. We would look to study the thought of an individual that others coming from the same tradition see as sound and profound. We might choose an author whose writings have withstood the test of time or someone contemporary who is put forward by many as a credible voice for the tradition. I also prefer to study religions that have withstood the test of time rather than newer religious movements. Religious traditions become richer as they pass through the centuries and learn to weather new challenges in different ages.

The first criterion speaks of preferring to dialogue with theologians who have a comprehensive, systematic vision. This is particularly important in comparative theology since the world-picture a particular theologian is working with can be so foreign that one needs the whole picture painted rather than just a vignette. Someone who has given theology a deep and sustained reflection is much more likely to paint a richer world-picture for their reader.

These criteria also highlight the unequal weighting we give our own tradition versus the other tradition in authentic interreligious dialogues. In religious dialogues carried on within our own tradition these criteria do not always apply. We can learn much from people within our own tradition who have not worked through their theological vision with a deep and sustained reflection because they are coming at the issue with a fresh vision. We could also learn much by getting to the bottom of why someone who shares our own religious tradition comes to what we would consider an incorrect moral judgment. Thus, while we look to have a dialogue with those who are at the center of their own tradition when the tradition is not well known to us, we perhaps can gain the most new insight from those on the fringe of our own tradition.

This is not contradictory if we assume that the training in our own tradition is centered on the center of our tradition. Religions and philosophical systems are typically studied from the center out, beginning with the central insights and centrist understandings of those insights and then gradually moving to more peripheral ideas and contested opinions. I assume that those engaging in comparative theology already have a firm grasp of their own tradition, but when we begin studying another religion, we begin with centrist views of its central tenets. A comparative project that remained with the central tenets of a significantly different religious tradition will probably be rich enough to produce some interesting results. There is no a priori need to look into the esoterica of another tradition.

Our unbalanced stance towards our own and another religious tradition is also connected to the primitive theology of religions cited in the first chapter. Taking the teachings of other religions seriously, as is advocated here, entails believing that God is working in the other religion at some level, though not necessarily as directly as in our own. This imbalance of divine action is highlighted in the injunction of the Catholic Church’s Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith’s 2001 document Dominus Iesus that reserves the words “theological faith” to Christian belief and “inspired texts” to the books of the Bible.17 The central texts and tenets of our own religion enjoy a presumption of truth that we simply do not give to the texts and beliefs of others. When Christians disagree with something written in the Bible, their first thought should be that perhaps the fault is within their own understanding of the faith or the text rather than in the text itself.

In contrast, the texts of other religions do not challenge us in the same way. We expect to disagree with a certain number of assertions made in the texts of other traditions since we are not adherents of those faiths. To help balance this out, we can choose texts from the other tradition that are affirmed by many, many people, people whose opinions we can respect. The weight of so many attesters leads us to give their arguments more consideration.

For the same reason, but opposite in its effect, we might seek out the opinions of those who are on the margins of our own tradition to challenge our perhaps all-too-quickly-settled presumptions about our own faith. This is an important insight of liberation theology. Liberation theology began by noting God’s preferential option for the poor in the Bible. It then listened to the voices of the economically poor and disadvantaged. The dialogue with the poor revealed that the poor should enjoy not only an ethical priority—the poor should be the privileged locus of all Christian theology. The poor can see the problematic underside of our society and systems of thought in ways that are hidden from the rich and powerful, including the well-educated, whose education gives them power. In both intrareligious dialogue and interreligious dialogue, we recognize the need to hear from voices that we normally pass over.

As Roberto Goizueta explains:

Unless we place ourselves alongside the poor, unless we look at reality through their eyes, we are unable to see, recognize, or worship the God who walks with the poor. Conversely, if we lack such a practical solidarity with the poor, the “god” in whom we believe and whom we worship will necessarily be a false god, an idol of our own making.18

Goizueta offers several reasons why the poor should be the privileged locus of theology. Most poignantly he points to the conversion of Spanish Dominican priest Bartolomé de Las Casas, who, while he was already a priest, was a slave-owner. One day, as Las Casas was preparing to celebrate mass using bread and wine produced by his slaves, he reflected on the reading of the day from the Sirach 34:20: “Like the man who slays a son in his father’s presence is he who offers sacrifice from the possessions of the poor.” In this, Las Casas recognized that while he had thought he was worshipping the God of Jesus Christ, he was actually worshipping the god of exploitation, violence and destruction. From that moment on, Las Casas realized that he needed to think theologically by looking through the eyes of the poor.

In the application part of our example, we need to admit that there were people who greatly benefitted from war in Iraq. Oil companies outside of Iraq made a lot of money. The price of a barrel of crude oil went from $28 at the beginning of the war to $145 at its peak, and it is currently at $80. The United States was able to topple a regime that had eluded their efforts to bring down for more than a decade. These are but a few examples of the rich getting richer. But the poor suffered. The effects of the war in Iraq look very different to refugees that had to flee the violence it unleashed. The minorities who once lived in Iraq in peace before the war might never be able to return. Perhaps their grandchildren will.

Once we launch into the study of a text of another religion, we quickly realize the need to understand its context. This begins with an understanding of the language-games surrounding key words of the text. We ask, “Is this text using words in the same way I would?” Commentaries are invaluable in this exploration. A commentary will identify the other texts that the current one draws from and explains the meaning and usage of important terms. In the wu-wei example, the cosmology behind the ten thousand things is an example of what is learned from commentaries, connecting the one, the two and the ten thousand things together in a coherent world-picture that is not apparent from the text alone.

It is also important to explore any religious rituals that are connected to the text and how the text connects to the lives of believers. Again, a good commentary will offer some starting points, but further research on these issues will probably be required. In our example, these issues made appearances when wu-wei was seen as proposing certain kinds of actions as beneficial and it was later noted that later generations used wu-wei to prolong their lives, believing that acting in this way literally warded off death.

Learning the language-games and practices of the other religion provides us with at least an implicit understanding of the world-pictures of people who practice the religion, which enables us to learn more mature language-games. This is a gradual process back and forth. As we begin to learn how to play the language-games of a religion, we learn the intricate steps that are presumed as part of the text’s background, its world-picture. As we understand the text’s world-picture, we are able to further decipher the significance of key words and phrases. Gradually, we come to greater, more universal insights through combining particular insights about how particular words work.

Once some of the language-games of the other religion and their connections to the beliefs and practices of the religion are understood, we can begin to align them with readings from our own tradition. What we are looking for are ways in which the two traditions are similar and ways where they use similar ideas but disagree. Then we can explore from there. We identify particular similarities between particular ideas in particular texts in the two traditions, and build a comparative project around that, knowing that there remain many ways in which the texts and their respective contexts diverge as well.

The best way to find these areas of connection is to use our intuition. What occurs to us as we read a text? Have we seen similar ideas before? Understanding can flow easily between the two texts within these areas of similarity, allowing the insights of one author to be used to reexamine the insights of the other author. Outside of these areas of overlap in the world-pictures operative in the texts, misunderstandings would likely still occur.

In the wu-wei example, while I was reading the Gospel of John, I was struck by the soldiers all falling down with a word from Jesus. This seemed to be a very powerful non-action. When I checked Christian commentaries, they noted that Jesus used God’s name, thus identifying himself as God and unleashing the inherent power of The Name. While this was true, it didn’t seem to quite answer my questions. Digging more, it seemed as if Jesus’ criticism of Peter’s action made an interesting counterpoint to his own non-action. Having previously learned about the Taoist understanding of wu-wei, I reexamined the passage under that rubric, at which point, many more connections revealed themselves. At that point, I knew I had a good comparative project.

As I aligned the texts, I also remained attentive to the differences between them. Unlike the Tao’s sage, Jesus talks a great deal and is sometimes quite challenging. More centrally, I thought, death has no hold on the sage, and it is important to the Gospel that Jesus dies. This fact seemed to not sit well with the Tao Te Ching. Following this line of thought back and forth I noticed that death does and does not touch Jesus in interesting ways. In the end, the texts agree and disagree on this point in a very complex and provocative way.

The alignment of ideas needs to happen with particulars, as particular texts of one religion are read along with particular texts of the other. For instance, it would not have been feasible to analyze thoroughly the relationship between Christianity and Taoism, nor even the Tao Te Ching’s complete import for interpreting the Gospels. The problem is too large, with too many variables. It is feasible and profitable, I hope I have shown, to take a few chapters from the Tao and read them alongside a few of the Gospel of John. A limited undertaking such as this can build bridges of understanding between different traditions upon which one can build later.

We must work with the similarities existing in the midst of differences, and draw from them what conclusions we can. Unless it can be shown that there is a significant amount of overlap in the world-pictures behind them, the claims of one text do not prove anything in the other text; but they can suggest many things. Delving into the ideas of other religions can open up new questions for us and new ways of looking at our own cherished sources of revelation; yet it is still up to us to determine how and if these new ideas fit with our own tradition. Others might choose different texts, make different connections and learn different things. It is up to comparative theologians to align the texts as they see fit, to see the intersections and fractures between them, and to find a particular alignment that is productive.

The comparative reading focuses on these areas of overlap. One cannot make judgments between texts in areas where the world-pictures operative in them totally diverge. Judgments in these areas should be deferred until some basis of understanding can be found.

A comparative reading of texts alone could not establish the overall relationship between two religions. For instance, through comparative readings we could not prove that Christianity and Taoism could never come together. Nor could we prove that they are already essentially the same. We can only say that in these particular texts they are similar and different in these particular ways. Even if the texts are central to the religions, as the Tao Te Ching and the Gospel of John are, they are not the sole definers of the religion, and their interpretation is subject to drift.

Comparative theology can help us to understand our own ideas better, open up new possibilities for theology, and forge bridges of productive understanding between religions. These are all incremental processes that, by their very nature, can never be finished; but a comparative project that has not brought back a challenge or a new insight to one’s home tradition has yet to really begin the process.

Theology is an ecclesial enterprise, and the vocation of the theologian is to help the church improve its understanding of God’s ineffable mystery. In our example, I offered some new insights into our understanding of Jesus’ actions and non-actions in the passion narrative of the Gospel of John. I further asserted the importance of this new understanding for our understanding of true power, its connection to non-violence, and I applied this new understanding theologically to the Church’s failed attempt to head off the war in Iraq. If I have done my job, Christian readers should be able to follow my arguments and see them as valid (even if not convincing) from a Christian perspective. While I gained my insights through a study of the Tao Te Ching, Christian readers should be able to see my interpretation of the Gospel of John as validly Christian once I have explained it in Christian terms.

I hope that they will also be convinced enough of the usefulness of the comparative connection I have shown between the Gospel of John and the Tao Te Ching that they will want to explore both of these texts for themselves, but this is not essential to my project. Doing theology comparatively is a good way to allow particular insights from one tradition to have a positive impact on another, and it can begin to build mutual understanding that can serve as the basis for further work.

Beyond these Comparisons, What Might
We Gain? What Do We Risk?

Beyond what can be learned from any specific comparison, there is much that can be gained no matter what comparative project one chooses to explore. By attending to the details of how language-games are played in a text within another tradition, the world-picture guiding it becomes revealed. As these details run up against our own world-picture, which might refuse to countenance such ideas, our own world-picture would become revealed as well.

This is no small thing. Often, the hardest things for us to see are our basic assumptions that lie buried beneath layers of related ideas and theories. The particulars of our own world-picture never come up in dialogue with others whose own world-picture is substantially identical. What we assume to be true, they assume to be true. There is no reason to talk about it, because it is never called into question. One could easily discuss matters of fact with others who share one’s world-picture, but the features of our world-pictures remain at the edges. They are shrouded in mystery as the nexus of sense and nonsense. But these contours are revealed when one has a discussion of depth with someone whose world-picture greatly differs from one’s own. Any particular idea or feature of our world-picture can shift over time from being a rule for testing to something being tested, but there would have to be something to evoke such a shift. Engaging in dialogue across disparate world-pictures is just such an occasion.

In our example, we might have assumed that although regrettable and perhaps morally untenable, violence is nonetheless an effective way of getting what we want when we simply cannot countenance the alternative. But the Taoist understanding is that whatever we create with our actions, creates the opposite as well. If this is true, then to use force to get what we want would of necessity create the opposite effect as well, giving us what we don’t want. Even if we don’t believe this is true, refuting it challenges us to examine our own beliefs in ways that we are not usually challenged. This understanding of reality raises questions that we perhaps have not considered before, or at least not considered in the same way.

Comparative theology can present us with a whole new set of questions to consider and new ways of approaching our old questions. This can be especially useful on both ends of the spectrum: in areas within our own tradition that have been argued about over and over, and in areas that have been neglected. In the burn-over zones, where battles have raged time and again over particular issues and sides have solidified, us against them—and maybe all of them have been silenced—comparative theology can bring new thinking and a new perspective that might bring the sides together again. It can also point out areas of theology that have been neglected, areas that are more important to other traditions.

Many people still read Greek myths and benefit from them. They do not believe that the Greek gods exist and did all of the things recounted in the myths, yet they believe that these myths give insight into human nature and they provide a way to access and challenge our own views of human nature. We see the world differently after we read them. Greek myths are affirmed as useful and true pictures of the world when they are understood as pictures rather than as science or theology. They can be appropriated as other.

Comparative theology can also change us in unpredictable ways. Remember Wittgenstein’s riverbed analogy: our world-picture guides our thoughts like a riverbed guides the water in a river. In deeply studying another religious tradition, we allow our own thoughts to be guided by the rules of another tradition. This causes the water in our own riverbed to flow, at least temporarily, in different ways. Different currents would shift the sands differently in our own riverbed, potentially exposing previously hidden rocks and boulders.

More importantly, any rock in the riverbed is only held in place by what surrounds it. The shifting sand and pebbles could dislodge other, larger rocks, exposing fissures where none existed before. Given enough current and enough time, even boulders could be dislodged and bedrock worn away. Just so our own world-pictures could be greatly affected. In extreme instances, the banks of our river could burst, the damn could give way, and our river could change course. It is unlikely, but conversions do happen.

Notes

1. Wittgenstein, On Certainty, 286. See also the treatment of this beginning on p. 62.
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12. D’Costa makes no reference to what seems to me to be the most glaring dissimilarity in this comparison—Jesus does not commit suicide. On both sides of D’Costa’s alignment of these traditions someone loses a life, but the person who takes that life is very different. In the New Testament, Jesus is led like a sheep to the slaughter (Acts 8:32), and will say that he “is going as it has been determined, but woe to that one by whom he is betrayed!” (Lk 22:22). This difference is crucial and undercuts any use of the death of Jesus to justify the practice of sati.
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