
INTRODUCTION

In this paper I want to develop an argument that has two stages with a method-

ological interval acting as a bridge. In the first stage I want to ask what are

the theological principles and parameters within the Roman Catholic tradi-

tion (which I will call Catholic from now) that exist from which we might

base an answer to two questions: first, are there elements of the good and

true within another religion?; and second, does God work within other reli-

gions? These are two distinct and also overlapping questions. To answer this
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I will attend to recent Catholic teachings. A Catholic theologian cannot be

involved in interreligious dialogue without reference to the teachings of the

Catholic Church, even if they do not like or agree with these teachings. The

Catholic theologian has to sail from charted waters into unchartered territo-

ries. Some rudder is required for the expedition as well as flexibility and imag-

ination to tack the sails to negotiate the unexpected. In the second stage I want

to ask, if Catholic teaching acknowledges a set of interesting answers to the

question of truth and God’s presence in other religions, how then does the

Catholic go about discerning these realities and how might such realities post

questions to the Catholic? I shall be arguing that this act of discernment is far

from a purely intellectual exercise, for discernment is a performative event

requiring the Church to: rethink its practices (traditionally called inculturation),

learn how to proclaim the truth of Jesus Christ (traditionally called mission),

and to be challenged (its being open to God). If either of these three foci are

lost, the integrity of Catholic theology looses it balance.

In what follows I shall not speak about the response of the religious oth-

er to this act of discernment, for that of course is not my provenance. I cer-

tainly disagree with those who posit rules for dialogue which must be obeyed

by both dialogue partners (found in some American and German theologians),

for this is usually the imposition of modernity upon all religions1. As Alastair

MacIntyre has argued, no one comes from nowhere; traditioned rules and pre-

suppositions underlie every approach in social and religious practice2.
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STEP ONE: THE TEACHINGS OF THE CATHOLIC CHURCH ON TRUTH AND GOODNESS

AND THE HOLY SPIRIT ’S PRESENCE WITHIN OTHER RELIGIONS

I cannot carry out a close exegesis of recent magisterial documents on this

topic and the following interpretation I offer is contested3. I will briefly out-

line my reading of the documents of the Second Vatican Council and the post-

Conciliar magisterium on this issue. These document set out six important

markers in answer to the question. I should also counter an objection to this

methodology that might be forthcoming: why start at a priori teachings on

the religions rather than inspect the actual situation of dialogue with the reli-

gions? I suggest that this is a false dichotomy for the teachings of the Council

present reflection on practices through the history of the Church. In two thou-

sand years from now, Mumbai II or Lima IV or Vatican X, ecumenical Coun-

cils of the future, might develop these teachings in the light of reflection on

the praxis of Church communities. There will be a continuity of teaching but

also renewal, development and surprise.

First, The Dogmatic Constitution on the Church (Lumen gentium, 1964,

13-16) reiterates the ancient teaching: extra ecclesiam nulla salus (there is no

salvation outside the church)4. This indicates the continuity of dogmatic teach-

ing contrary to those who argue for a change in Catholic doctrine. Second, it

is also taught that that no unevangelised person is without the means of sal-

vation for the “Saviour wills all men [and women] to be saved (cf. 1 Tim. 2:4)”

(LG, 16), and God is just and merciful. This is not universalism, which has been

formally condemned. Third, both Lumen gentium and the Declaration of the

Church to Non-Christian Religions (Nostra Aetate, 1965) set out a series of con-

centric circles expressing the closeness of relation to non-Catholics. Closest are

35C a t h o l i c E n g a g em e n t w i t h O t h e r R e l i g i o n s
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Theology of Religious Pluralism (Orbis, New York 1997) 158-79.

4 LG 14: Docet autem, sacra scriptura et traditione innixa, Ecclesiam hanc peregrinantem necessariam esse ad salute (“Bas-
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NERY (ed.) Vatican Council II. The Conciliar and Post Conciliar Documents (Dominican Publications, Dublin 1975) (all English

translations from Flannery). For the history of this ancient teaching see F. SULLIVAN, Salvation Outside the Church? Tracing

the History of the Catholic Response (Paulist Press, New York).



other Christians (differentiations are made within this class), followed by the

Jewish people, then Muslims, then Hindus and Buddhists, and non-religious

people who seek truth sincerely. Fourth, when we ask how it is that these

folk (the unevangelised among them) might be saved, the initial answer tends

to express the inner response to grace, not the external elements that form a

religion : “Those who, through no fault of their own, do not know the Gospel

of Christ or his Church, but who nevertheless seek God with a sincere heart,

and, moved by grace, try in their actions to do his will as they know it through

the dictates of their conscience – those too may achieve eternal salvation” (LG,

16, my emphasis) Thus the heart and conscience are primary in generating

good actions and it is the former that is central in relating a person salvifical-

ly to God. To emphasise good works alone would amount to Pelagianism

(the doctrine that good works alone can attain salvation).

Fifth, we can fill out this initial answer further, for the earlier part of

this paragraph describing Judaism and Islam indicate detailed external ele-

ments that are prized by the Church. NA fills this out further and gives more

attention to Hinduism and Buddhism. Reading these two documents togeth-

er, and focussing on Islam and Buddhism (to choose a theistic and non-the-

istic tradition), we find that the elements singled out in the documents are

aspects of beliefs and cultic practices that are in not in contradiction with

beliefs and practices found in the Church. For example, in Islam, belief in a

God who is creator, judge, and merciful is extolled, as are the practices of

“prayer, alms-deeds and fasting”.(3) In Buddhism, which provides a tough

test case for agreement of central beliefs, the documents praise the deep insight

of “essential inadequacy of this changing world”. Obviously, the specialists

within these traditions can fill out these details with complexity and nuance,

but what is important is that beliefs and practices, not just the inner heart and

conscience is given positive treatment.

Sixth, what is the theological significance of these elements? Here, we

step into a heated debate. The documents say five clear things about these ele-

ments. First, that none of these positive beliefs and practices are rejected: “the

Catholic Church rejects nothing of what is true and holy (vera et sancta) in
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the religions”.(NA, 2) This is important as the first term, vera, can indicate nat-

ural truths known through reason which relate to God (such as God’s exis-

tence, goodness and so on); and the second term sancta is a formal term which

can either relate to a holiness that comes from God or indicate the designa-

tion of something that becomes holy and sacred because of its relation to God.

Second, it is said that these elements “often reflect a ray of that truth which

enlightens all men”.(2) That is, they can reflect truths that relate to Christ, the

fullness of truth, “the way, the truth and the life” ( Jn 14.6) cited in (2). Third,

these reflections are conceptualised as preparatio evangelica in LG, 16 citing

Eusebius of Caesarea teachings, where all truth in cultures are seen as prepar-

ing peoples for the truth of Christ. This is classic fulfilment theory: grace does

not destroy nature but fulfils it; and at the cultural level, all that is good and

true and holy is transformed into the fullness of truth and goodness. Fourth,

since these elements exist within a larger whole they cannot without further

transformation and purification be affirmed as truth per se. Indeed, LG is blunt

in saying these elements can be mixed with untruths and even be under the

influence of the “Evil One” (and this is echoed in the document on Mission-

ary Activity) although NA, focussing on the positive relation alone, does not

mention it. Fifth, in both documents NA and LG, immediately after these pos-

itive statements, mission is emphasised: NA (2) and LG (16).

After Vatican II, there was and still is animated debate about whether

these positive elements might be considered as salvific means. I want to stay

a little about this issue as this helps to focus our question further. We can see

from above that the documents are happy to affirm elements of truth and good-

ness in other religions and to affirm the holiness to be found there and to affirm

elements of beliefs and practices that are positive. And the obvious question

follows: do these all amount to affirming possible means of salvation given the

clear affirmation that God does not leave anyone without the means to sal-

vation. Two very astute commentators, Karl Rahner and Jacques Dupuis, both

argue that the Council was silent on this question5. Others, such as Mikka
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Ruokanen and Paul Hacker argue that the Council would not countenance

such a teaching and both read the achievements in other religions as basical-

ly anthropological achievements: the best the human spirit can achieve in mov-

ing towards the living God6. Others like Paul Knitter, at the opposite end of

the spectrum, have argued that the Council documents clearly imply that oth-

er religions are salvific means to their adherents7. Elsewhere, I have argued

that the Council is silent on this particular point. But since the Council, sig-

nificant comments by Pope John Paul II and during his pontificate count as a

clear development of doctrine on this question. Two particular points need

comment.

First, John Paul II formally taught that the Holy Spirit might not only

be present in the hearts and consciences of the unevangelised but also in

their traditions. The most explicit of a number of texts (see also Redemptor

Hominis, 1979: 6, 11, 12; Dominum et Vivificantem, 1986: 53) is Redemptor

Hominis 28: “The Spirit manifests himself in a special way in the Church and

her members. Nevertheless, his presence and activity are universal, limited nei-

ther by space nor time. ... The Spirit’s presence and activity affect not only indi-

viduals but also society and history, peoples, cultures and religions”.This state-

ment certainly questions those who argued that the Council only affirmed

that which was naturally possible within other religions. It acutely raised again

the question of whether other religions could be called salvific structures espe-

cially in the light of the acknowledgement that the Holy Spirit worked through

those structures. Second, during John Paul II’s reign, a document from the Pon-

tifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue and the Congregation for the Evan-

gelization of Peoples entitled Dialogue and Proclamation (1991) was issued

which seemed to consolidate the salvific means reading, for it said: “The mys-

tery of salvation reaches out to them [the non-evangelised], in a way know
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to God through the invisible action of the Spirit of Christ. Concretely, it will

be in the sincere practice of what is good in their own religious tradition and

by following the dictates of their conscience that the members of other reli-

gions respond positively to God’s invitation and receive salvation in Jesus

Christ, even while they do not recognize or acknowledge him as their Sav-

iour”.(29) Both these documents seemed to push in a particular direction, but

both require to be read in the context of all previous documents as well.

The late Jacques Dupuis built his case on these passages, especially

the latter, to argue that other religions might be counted as “participated medi-

ations” in the mystery of God’s salvation, in effect, means of salvation certainly

not independent of Christ, but independent of his Church. I cannot enter into

this complex debate here, but the teaching magisterium issued two documents

that both questioned this development in Dupuis’ position, refusing that sal-

vation could be independent of the Churh or that other religions could be

regarded as salvific means in an ex opere operato manner8. That is, they could

not have any objective salvific efficacy such as is attributed to the sacraments

of the Church, which Trent conceptualised formally in terms of ex opere oper-

ato to stress the objective and unambiguous action of God’s saving act.

We are now in a position to answer the first question set. Yes, Catholics

can look for signs of truth and goodness as well as signs of the Holy Spirit

within the cultures and religions of others. They can also look for the work-

ings of the Holy Spirit in the hearts and conscience of persons within those

religions. Second, all this does not mean that other religions can be salvific

means in the way that the Church is, nor does it mean that these positive ele-

ments are the only reality to be found: untruth must also be engaged and chal-

lenged. Third, all these positive Spirit-moved elements form a preparation for
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the gospel, without which these elements have not reached their fullness and

completion. Fourth, all this can be said while also saying there is no salva-

tion apart from the Church and Christ and that God never leaves the unevan-

gelised without the means of salvation. Only by holding together these four

statements in tension, rather than resolving them in a liberal or conservative

direction, can we be faithful to the Church’s teachings. I hope this gives enough

rudder to see the possible direction that we might move in and also enough

leeway to negotiate each particular tradition as we engage it.

METHODOLOGICAL INTERLUDE

Before moving to the second stage, there are a some objections that must be

met regarding the intended second stage move: asking how we discern good-

ness and truth and the action of the Holy Spirit in other religions.

First, there is an intra-Catholic question regarding those who follow

the Hacker line outlined above (that no supernatural grace can be attributed

as acting within the religions). While I shall give grounds for my disagreeing

with Hacker et al’s reading, Hacker’s approach still allows for mutual cooper-

ation and activity by religions on a whole range of ethical matters, from the

environment, human sexuality, family life, economic wealth and poverty, and

so on. It does not require wholesale agreement about any doctrinal issue or

mutual affirmation viz. viewing each other as differing means to salvation or

anything of the sort. It allows for ad hoc points of common concern to bring

religions together. It also allows for a critique of other religions for failing to

observe the natural law so the engagement isn’t an anodyne process, but one

that draws folks into tough discussion. In so much as the natural law in this

model is entirely dependent on reason, it even allows the possibility of ration-

al argument between religions in the attempt to convince folk on matters of

truth. Here then is one possible answer from within the Christian tradition to

the question being asked at this conference. I need to indicate briefly why I

do not want to answer the question in this way before moving on.
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First, reason seems to operate within the context of revelation in the

majority of religious traditions and the almost rationalist model outlined above

is rare to find prior to the seventeenth century. I do not know enough about

other religions to see how this applies to them. This is not to say that reason

should not be used to expose poor arguments, contradictions and falsehoods,

or that reason is dispensable in any way as explicating revelation and its impli-

cations, at least to my sort of Catholic Christian. It is simply to say that pure

reason alone as the means to getting to God is a dream more dreamt in the

European enlightenment than in the Catholic psyche. Second, the locations

of the transcendentals of truth, goodness and oneness have more recently been

recovered within their life in the divine life, rather than being viewed as

autonomous elements within creation. This is in part due to the recovery of

a fourth transcendental, beauty, in Romantic philosophy and then within

Catholicism through Jacques Maritain’s groundbreaking work which sought

to re-read Aquinas and re-establish this transcendental. Hans urs Von Balthasar

sought to show how this fourth transcendental, beauty, actually defines and

further unites the three traditional ones. I am aware that this excessively tel-

egraphic account of a rather important development in recent Catholic thought

requires much unpacking9. The significance of this development is a warn-

ing against naturalising the presence of the supernatural: because all real truth,

beauty and goodness are anchored in the living God, not in human reason –

just as finally, reason too is anchored in the divine logos. Equally, this devel-

opment especially in the hands of Balthasar means that the particular revela-

tion of the divine trinity in the narrative of Israel and of Jesus and his Church

mean that every instance of beauty, truth and goodness are related to this

generative narrative. There is both a centrifugal and centripetal force which

must be held in tension. Third, the poverty of reason-alone natural theology

is in its exclusion of supernatural grace to the hearts and cultures of non-Chris-

tians when post-Vatican II magisterium has said otherwise. This perhaps is
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the most compelling reason to adopt a different hermeneutical approach to

the question at hand.

Another methodological problem relates to what might be termed an

existential individual and structural problem. What follows in stage two is an

inexact science for two precise reasons. First, when we are trying to discern

the causes involved in the shaping of the hearts and souls of men and women,

we are dealing with the depths of the mystery of the human person. Their

inner subjectivity is not available to us in a forensic fashion and even if we

are that person’s confessor or very close associate, it is still difficult to be sure

of a person’s deepest motivations and inner life. This cannot stop us asking

the question of how we might discern the possible activity of the Holy Spirit

in a person’s life, but we should be warned of the genuine limitations in

answering this fully in the complexity of human life. Further, if the human heart

is finally impenetrable to an outsider, the semiotics of a culture analogically

has a certain inexhaustible depth (if it is not totally “closed” and not totally

evil). Both persons and cultures cannot be interpreted exhaustively, although

for differing reasons. By semiotics, I mean the prayers, rites, customs, and social

and political practices and so on that form a person within let us say a Hin-

du or Muslim culture. Here we face two difficulties. First, when we engage with

the complex semiotics of a religious culture we are faced with the question

of what I call insider interpretation, that is, interpreting the signs “as if” from

the inside of that semiotic system. This means “going native”, learning the

languages and practices that are part of that world and learning to see the

world from that person’s view. There are challenging theoretical debates here

regarding the incommensurability and/or translatability of sign systems, as well

as their alleged homogeneity10. I think commensurability and translatability are

defensible, both on a philosophical and anthropological level, and most impor-

tantly, from a theological level as well. So a premise, to be defended some oth-

er time, is that every human is made in the image of God (outside interpre-

tation is here unavoidable), a metaphysical belief which allows the possibility
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of translatability, without denying various difficulties. Homogeneity is a red-

herring here as each tradition might defend its internal coherence in differ-

ing ways and with different rules and stipulations. In principle, it might not

be concerned with this question (although in my limited knowledge, I do not

know of any such religion). Hence, the first difficulty is establishing genuine

and rigorous insider interpretation – but it is possible.

A further methodological difficulty is now mapping outsider interpre-

tative criteria upon this material. I am asking a Christian theological question

(is the Holy Spirit at work here?) to materials that are not Christian and do

not contain the narrative actor of the Holy Spirit, although there may be ana-

logues within that tradition. I face three obvious objections. First, this is an

imperialist exercise as it involves the imposition of alien categories upon mate-

rials not part of those categories. Second, this fails to be open to the other-

ness and novelty of another tradition for it tries to translate everything into

familiar terms. Third, this judges another by what I already know, so it is like

looking at another and asking “how much do you look like me”? Narcissism

is the usual word for this process.

I need to give brief answers before proceeding. First, all interpretation

is an imperialist exercise if we take this stricture maximally, even the inter-

pretation that all interpretations are imperialist. Minimally taken, and far more

interestingly, it is possible to argue that when outside interpretation coincides

with inside interpretation, we have the basis for some engaging conversation

(say when two traditions agree that they should together resist a social prac-

tice, be it abortion, usury, or capital punishment). When outsider and insider

interpretation do not coincide, it requires the interpreter to find a way of engag-

ing with the interpreted so that this interpretation might challenge the inter-

preted tradition (in arguing that voluntarism leads to a type of ethics that is not

subject to reasonable defence – as was the case with Pope Benedict’s not

entirely successful venture into this area at Regensburg). Alternatively, it might

simply act for the interpreter’s community as a sign of affirmation or criticism

(such as the Vatican II documents) and do not require per se any interpreta-

tive agreement from the interpreted community. The second objection: that
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interpreting from an alien community fails to engage with novelty cannot, I

would argue, be made into a hermeneutical principle. It must be checked in

each instance as some interpretative frameworks are more open and some less

to engaging with difference. For example ideological historical Marxism inter-

preted religion in a way in which novelty or questioning back is not often pos-

sible; and is quite different from psychoanalytic Marxism, in the hands of Lacan,

where rich possibilities are uncovered even if one does not accept the entire

reading strategy. Likewise, there are closed Christian interpretative grids, and

more open ones – and I would argue that Vatican II provides us with the

most open grid possible, which allows the possibility of the human spirit,

Satanic forces, angelic powers, and divine action to have extensive operation.

Is all this narcissism? No, because the exercise is only conducted for one rea-

son: to trace the workings of the living God, not to extol the human commu-

nity of the Church or any individual Catholic. And is there a structural ego-

tism in so much as God is already known in Christ? Here the answer must be

both yes and no, if one accepts the terms of the question which I would not,

as God cannot contradict what God has disclosed in Jesus Christ, but only

deepen and enrich our appreciation of that revelation.

Another question, the last, regards recent teachings and their harmon-

ising with earlier traditions. If we ask: how is the presence of the Holy Spirit

traditionally discerned?; as a way of addressing our own question about dis-

cerning the Holy Spirit within other religions we come to a very curious ten-

sion. In the New Testament witness, there are of course many rich trajecto-

ries regarding the nature and purpose of the Holy Spirit, but a dominant

over-arching one is that the Holy Spirit, this self-gift from God, this enabling

grace, is given for the sole purpose of glorifying Jesus, for forming those who

so respond to the Spirit into Christ-like bodies, the “body of Christ”, which in

the New Testament is the Church. The Holy Spirit is discerned as making

present the Church. Further, the traditional seven gifts of the Spirit: wisdom,

understanding, counsel, fortitude, knowledge, piety and fear of the Lord are

seen as completing and perfecting the human and theological virtues and

cultivating a community of character who are ready to obey the divine
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demands. These are preparatory for becoming Christ, who is the fullness of

these gifts. On the other side, there are the fruits of the Spirit, extolled by

Paul (Galatians 5:22f) and the Church traditionally lists twelve: charity, joy,

peace, patience, kindness, goodness, generosity, gentleness, faithfulness, mod-

esty, self-control, and chastity. The point about both these gifts and fruits is

that they take their definition from the Christic narrative, not as abstractions

or values that can be removed from this Christ-centred story of redemption.

Therefore, at one level, to apply tests for the presence of the Holy Spirit giv-

en the context within which these tests are traditionally understood seems like

a classic category mistake. The Holy Spirit’s primary role is Christological and

ecclesiological which seems to be precisely not what we are looking for when

engaging other religions. Or is it precisely what we should be looking for? That

is the question.

I’d like to suggest that it is this motif that must be kept central to the

act of discernment, for the engagement with other religions as intimated ear-

lier cannot be kept independent from inculturation (coming to know the full-

ness of Christ), mission (proclaiming that which we cannot own, the risen

Christ), and thus is a profound learning and transformative process. It is also

of course a hope that there may be mutual benefits and challenges, but none

of this should be stipulated for the other. How might the Christological motif

be explicated? What is Christ-likeness? It starts and finishes with the particu-

lar historical man Jesus made universal in the resurrection and ascension, a

theme central to the Johnannine tradition11. This means that whenever we

discern the Holy Spirit in persons or religions, we are saying that there is implic-

itly or incohately, the face of Christ breaking through. The terms “implicitly”

or “incohately” are not terms of meanness or restriction, but terms that respect

that another religion is not explicitly or cohately concerned with following

Christ as a Person. This is important; Christ is a Person first and foremost and

cannot be reduced to an idea, a programme, a blue print for social action or

ritual action. He is quite simply the second person of the divine trinity, con-
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substantially united with human nature in the Person of Jesus Christ, through

whose life we come into communion with the divine life. So in a moment when

I do start abstracting, please remember that Christ-like characteristics are slight-

ly analogous to describing Violetta-like characteristics (if I can be permitted

to draw from Verdi’s La Traviata for a moment). We just cannot speak of Vio-

letta-like characteristics without the music and words and action of the opera,

be it in an instantiation of the opera in reading the score, listening to a CD,

or in a live performance, either in English, Dutch or Italian, either in modern

dress and based in New York or in traditional costume based in Paris and the

surrounding countryside. The analogy breaks down as Violetta, unlike Jesus,

is not the metaphysical ground for God-talk. Nevertheless, from a Christolog-

ical perspective, one might start speaking of Violetta as Christ-like, looking at

the theme (there’s the abstraction) of selfless love, self-sacrifice for another,

and forgiveness of wrong-doing against innocence. Verdi did not like the

Church but was bought up in a Christian culture, so some of this reading might

not be fanciful eisegesis. Indeed, his female heroines do have a penchant for

taking on the suffering of the world and in this action being destroyed. There

are all sorts of complexities here: Catherine Clement has criticised Verdi for his

misogyny in destroying woman after woman in his operas, apparently all for

the sake of love12; although Clements reading can be questioned because in

Traviata Violetta’s death is both an unmasking of Germont’s patriarchal con-

trol over his son (in the name of his daughter’s future!) and of Alfredo in his

violent jealousy and quick condemnation of Violetta. She unmasks the dark

forces of this world, but pays for it with her life, although the analogy begins

to break down as her Violetta’s consumption that destroys her is present before

the tragedy is generated.
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STAGE TWO: DISCERNING GOD’S SPIRIT IN THE WORLD RELIGIONS

This part of my essay is divided into two parts. In the first part I want to at-

tend to an increasingly influential grouping that goes under the name of “com-

parative theology”, which also has a strong Dutch contribution in the person

of Pim Valkenberg who is now in the US. I want to look at this group as they

come very close to what I see as most important (deep insider understand-

ing) and also, alas, stop short at what is most important after this stage of un-

derstanding (evaluation, or what one might call outsider interpretation or in

Thomas Aquinas and Lonergan’s terms: judgement). After looking at compar-

ative theology and how it should develop using an illustrative example from

the early Panikkar’s work, I will finish this paper by drawing upon my own

undeveloped reflections on sati in my book, Theology in the Public Square,

where I perhaps remained entranced by “understanding” and needed to go a

step forward – which this paper tries to do very scantily.

COMPARATIVE THEOLOGY

This is a loose and evolving group, some tightly clustered around Boston, USA:

Francis Clooney, Jim Fredericks – both Catholic priests – and Protestant col-

leagues John Berthrong and Robert Cummings Neville; and others elsewhere

such as David Burrell, Leo Lefubre, Pim Valkenberg, Michael Barnes and John

Keenan with western backgrounds; and Sebastian Painadath, Joseph Pathra-

pankal and Francis Veneeth from Asia. Their internal diversities are significant,

but they tend to be united on seven points. First, as Fredericks put it, “all

three options [pluralism, inclusivism and exclusivism] inoculate Christians

against the power and novelty of other religious traditions”13. Why? Freder-

icks argues that theologies of religions have been fixated on the question of

the salvation of the non-Christian and had very little interest in the religions

47C a t h o l i c E n g a g em e n t w i t h O t h e r R e l i g i o n s

13 J. L. FREDERICKS, Faith among Faiths. Christian Theology and Non-Christian Religions (Paulist Press, New York 1999) 167.



as such. It is time for this to change. The dialogue between religions must

become the centre of the stage as it reflects the real situation of religions in

modern society. Second, dialogue must precede theology of religions, for di-

alogue is “a process or practice, not a theory” and thus we “must first learn

about non-Christians” “from” them, before theorising “about” them14. Third,

in this approach, the specific religion in a particular context becomes the focus

so that comparativists tend to be specialists in a religion: Clooney, Veneeth and

Painadath in Hinduism; Fredericks, Lefubre, and Keenan in Buddhism; Valken-

berg and Burrell in Islam (and Burrell triangulates with Judaism as well).

Fourth, and relatedly, the grand-theories of theologies of religion gen-

erated by the threefold paradigm must now make way for a theology in

engagement with religions, thus comparative theology, not theology of reli-

gions. Comparativist close readings of specific texts and practices are ground-

ed on the assumption that one cannot speak in generalised ways about reli-

gions (“Hinduism is theistic”, “Buddhism excludes worship as there is no God”,

and so on), but that the religions become known only through close engage-

ments with their texts and practices and historical contexts. This in part is a

cultural-linguistic point that meanings are generated through the practice of

texts and cannot be divorced from the cultural-linguistic world within which

they are given. For example saying Hinduism is theistic immediately assumes

that “theism” in Hinduism is cognate with “theism” when used in Islam or Chris-

tianity. “Theism” is shaped by texts and practices as Clooney shows of Hin-

duism and Christianity, which might cause us to draw back from abstract com-

parisons and start moving back and forth between these texts exploring how

our Christian reading and practice of “theism” might be transformed in the

process15.

Fifth, this process differs from comparative religions in so much as it is

a theological engagement with the other as well as a theological self-trans-

formation in light of this engagement with the other. Comparative religion
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traditionally sought understanding of similarities and differences without

assuming involvement and transformation of the comparativist’s own religion.

Finally, for a minority, such an engagement even leads to “multiple identities”

where for example, Panikkar says he left Europe as a Christian, found him-

self as a Hindu and returned as a Buddhist, while always remaining a Chris-

tian. This multiple belonging is not only the preserve of remarkable individ-

uals but is also found amongst cultures, as in Japan and to a limited extent in

Sri Lanka16. However, multiple belonging is not representative of or the goal

of comparative theology, the latter of which is to be transformed by the nov-

elty and power of another tradition while being deeply faithful to one’s own

religion which leads to the sixth point. Fredericks is very critical of pluralists

who mythologise Christ as a pre-requisite to dialogue for it is precisely diffi-

cult differences and loyalty to tradition that make dialogue engaging. All the

comparativists want to uphold strong doctrinal claims and represent Christi-

anity in its orthodox form. Seventh, comparative theology is a call for multi-

ple theologies in engagement, not a singular theology of religions.

Allied to the comparative theology movement, there has been a prom-

ising Jewish-Christian-Muslim dialogue through the inspiration of the Virginia

based Peter Ochs’ scriptural reasoning project. David Ford at Cambridge has

been the championed the project in the UK. Either two or three of the tradi-

tions come together to read each others sacred scripture to discover how, for

example, friendship or usury is understood by each tradition. In this process,

there is also attention to the forms of reasoning generated in the reading of

scripture which develops a dialogue between the traditions that had begun

in medieval Spain and late medieval France and Italy. This is an open ended

process and is keen to build communities of friends and cooperative readers.

The London Central Mosque Trust and Islamic Cultural Centre published a

fatwa (legal decision) in 2002 requiring equal leadership and partnership in

“every practicable way” as a condition of engagement in this movement

because of the history of improper power balances in such dialogues and
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because of the sacred status of the Quran17. While scriptural reasoning as it

exists is dependent on Ochs’ indebtedness to Charles Pierce’s philosophical

pragmatism, which may cause some concern to some religious persons in its

dependence on democracy18 the way this movement develops is difficult to

predict. Interestingly Ochs contrasts his own reading strategy in the context

of Semitic interfaith engagement with two others, one of which we have

already met in pluralism and the other that we have already met in exclusivism

and will meet again in the work of John Milbank (see below). It is worth cit-

ing in full: “Liberal theologians may argue that Christians, Jews, and Muslims

must reinterpret their scriptures in the interest of universal principles of human

rights, justice, and peace. Radical Orthodox theologians may argue that uni-

versal peace can be guaranteed only through the truths disclosed in Christ,

who is peace. Postliberal theologians [Ochs own position] may argue that the

inter-Abrahamic study of scripture should both strengthen each of the three

Abrahamic traditions of faith and disclose scripture’s rules for cooperative

reasoning among the three traditions”19.

SOME CRITICISMS OF COMPARATIVE THEOLOGY

I am in basic agreement with some important claims made by comparative the-

ologians. First, they are right to emphasise the importance of particular and

contextual engagement between religions. This avoids generalisations about

religions and one is able to be more sensitive to historical intra-religious diver-

sity. This is important, for both Christianity and other religions have been con-

strued as monolithic entities which they are not, and each engagement gen-

erates very different concerns which may not be the concern of a future
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generation. Hence, a meeting between modern Jews and Christians in the Unit-

ed States may have an agenda that has little or no resemblance to a meeting

between medieval or fourth century Jews and Christians in Spain or in Egypt

respectively. Second, it is right to highlight the significance of allowing close

textual and practical engagement with another religion to transform our Chris-

tian self-understanding as can be seen in the recent Jewish-Christian dialogues

that have been shaped by the holocaust and the subsequent Christian retrieval

of its Jewish roots. In this process, Christians are called to engage with this

aspect of their sometimes repressed tradition. The scriptural reasoning move-

ment generated by Peter Ochs also provides a good example of this taking

place amongst Christians, Jews, and sometimes Muslims. Third, comparative

theology rightly draws attention to other questions than the salvation of the

non-Christian and looks at varying conceptions and practices of God (in

Clooney’s work), mediation (in Fredericks work), and rationality and tradi-

tion specific ways of argument (in Burrell’s work). Fourth, comparative the-

ologians are right to emphasise the theological nature of their enterprise in

contrast to the comparative religions’ tradition which is committed to com-

paring and contrasting, not making judgements about truth and not concerned

to grow traditions through the process of dialogue. However, might compar-

ativists have perhaps failed to achieve their own goals? I shall be criticising

comparative theologians for not being concerned enough about the process

of judgement and the issue of truth, but focussing on inculturation out of rela-

tion with mission and dogmatics.

First, Fredericks’ perhaps overstates the case in arguing that dialogue

must precede theology. As in my argument with Knitter above, I think that

practice and theory cannot be rent asunder. Indeed, if one is going to argue

with a particular type of pluralist, inclusivist or exclusivist that they should

be open to the “power and novelty” of other religions, one has to do so the-

ologically. If an exclusivist held that other religions are of no interest except

in terms of mission, one would have to challenge the theological axioms that

generate this attitude, not simply rule out this starting point as invalid. On

this Clooney and Fredericks differ, as Clooney thinks inclusivism is best flushed
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out in comparative theology: “Inclusivism’s insistence that salvation is in Christ

alone and yet universally available is a perplexing double claim which, if mere-

ly stated, may suggest incoherence. Yet now, in the context of [comparative

theology] this complexity appears as part of its vitality”20. It is noteworthy,

that technically Clooney’s description of inclusivism conforms to both my

description of universal access exclusivism (in my forthcoming book) and

inclusivism – which serves to indicate that both Clooney’s inclusivism (and

he has not written enough on this to differentiate his form of inclusivism fur-

ther) and forms of exclusivism would be consonant with comparative theol-

ogy, contrary to Fredericks claim. This also explains my own enthusiasm for

the project, despite my reservations about inclusivism. Indeed, there may be

a conflation of categories in Fredericks’ criticism of the threefold model for

there are particular dogmatic tasks that must be addressed, as well as further

questions regarding mission, inculturation, and so on. Fredericks conflates dif-

ferent questions that require attention independently of dialogue and also in

relation to dialogue. Stephen Duffy has characterised this difference as one

between a priori theologies (theology of religions) and a posteriori theology

(comparative theology), which takes the sting out of Fredericks critique and

also illuminates the manner in which Clooney rightly dovetails the two proj-

ects. I’ll return to the slight problem with Duffy’s definition below21.

My second question will use Clooney’s position as an example, but is

addressed to comparative theologians as a whole. While it is very good to stress

the self-transformation involved in the exercise of engaging with the other

(their texts and practices), what of questions of truth in the engagement with

another religion’s text? Clooney’s response is subtle. He does not want to

occlude the question of truth, but wishes to stress that with his respect for con-

text, the tension between intra-textuality and inter-textuality, one cannot jump

out of one context (Christianity) to criticise a textured practice and belief in

another context (Hinduism) by alien criteria (from Christianity). As it stands,
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this could be simple cultural relativism, but Clooney is not eschewing the ques-

tion of truth, but instead insisting it requires a long patient engagement with

the embodied, textured nature of the claims. What is perplexing is the inter-

esting phenomenon that none of the comparativists seem willing to make these

types of judgements concerning questions of truth. These are too early days

to judge the comparativists, but one might raise two tentative ancillary ques-

tions. If there are no challenges and questioning of these other texts, but sim-

ply a self-referential transformation, can this be called “comparative”, “dia-

logue”, or even Christian? Mission, intrinsic to Christian witness, seems to have

no place in the theological project except a deferred role. To put it different-

ly, inculturation (which is another term for the transformation that Fredericks

and Clooney speak of) is divorced from mission and this may reflect that it is

contextually defined by academic practice not ecclesiological witness. Further,

if comparative theology is allied to real engagement with living religious peo-

ple, although obviously it need not be in terms of some of its explicit goals,

then are these texts not susceptible to critical questioning in respectful and

reverential study, both intra-textually and inter-textually? Compare Panikkar’s

classic study, The Unknown Christ of Hinduism (1964 1st ed; not the second,

1981). In the first edition Panikkar undertook what I take to be comparative

theology of the type I would advocate. The detail of his first edition is help-

ful to understand my contention.

Panikkar tries to grasp Hinduism in its own terms and then asks whether

Hinduism in any way anticipates the God-Man, Jesus Christ. This question is

only answered by a thorough grounding in the Hindu texts he will consider,

in their own context (intra-textually). Panikkar then tries to answer “yes”, intra-

textually, through an exegesis of the celebrated passage in the Brahma Sutra

1.i.ii which reads “janmadi asya yatah”, which is traditionally rendered “Brah-

man is that whence the origin, sustaining and transformation of this world

comes”; in effect, “Brahman is the total ultimate cause of the world”.Through

the centuries this important text has been interpreted differently by the many

philosophical commentators in their bhasyas (commentaries). For Sankara’s

Advaita Vedanta, a major Hindu monist school, the problem in interpreting this
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text was to retain the absoluteness of Brahman, the unconditioned reality.

Bridging the gap between Brahman and the world was, and is, a major prob-

lem in Hindu philosophy. The followers of Sankara felt that Brahman’s uncon-

ditioned and absolute nature would be compromised if Brahman was admit-

ted as the cause of the world and consequently held that this cause was not

properly Brahman, but Isvara, the Lord. However, the text maintained its

integrity if it was understood that Isvara, the personal God, was in fact the

unqualified Brahman in his personal, qualified aspect. Therefore, Isvara

becomes the link between the undifferentiated Brahman and the created world.

It is at this point in the exegesis that Panikkar suggests that the solution to

the antinomy of the One and Many, Brahman and the world, is solved if we

realise that Isvara is none other than Christ, the Logos, the Mediator between

God and Man. Panikkar is claiming that this is a genuine intra-textual ques-

tion, conducted on proper intra-textual grounds, but becomes charged in a

dynamic inter-textual context, when Hinduism and Christianity meet. His Chris-

tological bhasya concludes: “That from which all things proceed and to which

all things return and by which all things are (sustained in their own being) that

‘that’ is God ... not God the Father and source of the whole Divinity, but the

true Isvara, God the Son, the Logos, the Christ”.(126). Panikkar is intervening

within a Hindu debate regarding the question of the supremacy of Brahman

and Isvara. To further support his argument he draws upon the Bhagavad

Gita and bhakti (devotional) schools where the notion of a personal God is

privileged. He is aware that in popular worship, followers adore Krishna, Hari,

Siva, Rama and other gods, but he notes that in reflective stages the devo-

tionalists often recognise that it is the same Lord that they worship, even if in

different forms. Drawing on this bhakti tradition then, Isvara is seen to be the

bringer of grace, revealer of Brahman, the destroyer of maya, allowing souls

to recognise their true relationship with Brahman, and although distinct from

Brahman, Isvara is also identical to Brahman. Panikkar ends this stunning and

careful exegetical exercise drawing out its very clear theological rationale. In

Hinduism “Christ has not unveiled his whole face, has not yet completed his

mission there. He still has to grow up and be recognised. Moreover, He still
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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” (17).

This too is comparative theology, but in a mode that is not at all pres-

ent in the comparative theologians I have examined. It exhibits all the posi-

tive characteristics of the present movement, but in contrast is also able to real-

ly engage with the other, asking penetrating questions, putting challenges,

engaging in mission at the very same time as really trying to understand the

other in their own terms. No one has criticised Panikkar of reading into texts

or inadequate indological training, but in the process Christians have learnt

deeply about Hinduism as it is and about certain aporias that beg a response.

I see no theological or cultural-linguistic reason why comparative theology

cannot move in this direction. The reticence, besides a healthy humility, might

be a psychological reaction to the charge that such readings of Hindu texts are

imperialist. Fredericks says of Rahner’s position “that it puts Christians in a posi-

tion of claiming to know more about non-Christians that they know about

themselves”22. I do not find this criticism convincing. Panikkar’s exegesis, which

comes from a Rahnerian approach, claims no such thing. It asks the ques-

tion, it probes and pushes and suggests. It reads the Hindu texts with Hin-

dus, never forgetting that this reading is both intra-textual (in the plural, as

Sankara and Ramanuja are at loggerheads about the reading of the Brahma

Sutra I.i.ii) and inter-textual (Panikkar the Christian is now reading these texts).

It poses questions to the Hindu self-understanding in terms of the Hindu tra-

dition itself and it daringly suggests that internal problems within Hinduism

are better resolved within the Christian tradition, or a Christianised form of

Hinduism. It is thoroughly sensitive to contexts and texts within the Hindu

tradition and the context of the reading operation from the Christian tradi-

tion. If imperialist charges are levelled at this process by Fredericks, they can

equally be turned back on published comparative readings in two ways. First,

such comparative exercises are often done in the absence of a Hindu dia-
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logue partner (except in the form of texts). This is not true of scriptural rea-

soning which is always done in company. Second, because there is no inter-

action with or challenge to the Hindu community or readers, the Hindu texts

simply serve to feed Christian self-development and in this process are taken

out of the control of the community that historically “own” the Gita or other

Hindu scriptures.

I do not want to discuss Panikkar’s second edition of the book. I men-

tion this change in Panikkar only to indicate why I’m slightly uneasy about

Duffy’s distinction between theology of religions (a priori) and comparative

theology (a posteriori). Panikkar’s book indicates that there are porous bound-

aries between these two terms for in doing comparative theology one’s the-

ology of religion might change and vice versa. Indeed, through the process

of dialogue and reflection I have moved from being a structural inclusivist to

a universal access exclusivist (see my forthcoming book). I would prefer to see

theology of religions and comparative theology as complementary, as aspects

of dogma on the one hand, and missiology and inculturation on the other. In

the latter, the reality of other religions must be confronted and its exact con-

tours responded to in terms of apologetics, proclamation, dialogue, and learn-

ing from, and one must be attentive to the ways in which some of the new

findings might generate fresh dogmatic questions. One other interesting les-

son to draw from Panikkar’s change is to show that comparative theology can

dovetail with any of the old three paradigms, or in effect, any of the seven

criteria for a new theology of religions. Each would bring out different dimen-

sions, and in consistency with my earlier argument I would suggest that the

emphasis on trinitarian ecclesiocentricism is both the most traditional and the

most innovative manner of moving forward.

DISCERNMENT AND SATI

I had chosen an opera to start this strategy of looking for Christ-likeness, as

it makes immediately present the plethora of difficulties involved in actually
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dealing with a semiotic western product generated from within the Christian

culture which is not ecclesial or Christological in its explicit structure. I’ve

shown a little the question of its Christological motifs, but what about its eccle-

siological motifs? This is not actually any more difficult because the opera is

a story of a community of persons learning the costly meaning of forgive-

ness; and how self-deception (Alfredo) and status and power (Germont) fail

to acknowledge the value of self-sacrificial love found in the sector of socie-

ty where it is least expected - Violetta is a courtesan. To put this rather blunt-

ly and over-personally, every time I watch this opera I am called into question,

called to plumb the depths of what being a Christian is, looking at the costly

shape of forgiveness and the tragic shape of love. Verdi’s opera bears within

it the resurrection every time it is performed because the beauty and truth of

what takes place does not overwrite the tragedy in a facile way, but nor does

it leave tragedy as the only enduring sensibility; rather it sings the triumph of

love over death itself.

When we turn from Italian nineteenth century opera to non-western reli-

gious cultures we have some new and deeply interesting challenges. I want

to take the most uncomfortable and difficult example I can muster, precisely

as it will bring out the complexity of the discerning hermeneutical task. Vati-

can II is understandably cosy in drawing on obvious points in common, but

what about less obvious points? For instance, does the Holy Spirit act in the

heart of a free and dutiful sati, and through its institutional role, within the Hin-

du tradition? I think most Christians and Hindus would say “no”, not only

because the Holy Spirit as third person of the trinity is an alien term to the Hin-

du tradition. In Hinduism, quite terrifyingly, I want to suggest that one finds

a flash of the Christ-like in the horrific practice of sati, the self-immolation by

a widow. I realise that choosing this example raises all sorts of problems, not

least because most educated Hindus, especially in the west, do not defend this

practice as part of authentic Hindu tradition and actively campaign against

its periodic reappearances. In all its horror, it still holds an important Christ-

likeness which I want to explore without in any way endorsing or valorising

the practice. (For a fuller exposition of sati, but with a failure of fuller dis-
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cernment such as I have here argued for, see chapter 5 of my Theology in the

Public Square).

In terms of the eighteenth-century text, Strīdharmapaddhati (Guide to

the Religious Status and Duties of Women), written by the Hindu orthodox

pandit, Tryambakayajvan, we get one explanation of a righteous freely under-

taken act of sati. We have a very important instance of how the good wife,

through her own meritorious action, might freely undertake to destroy and pay

off the bad karmic merit due to her husband and to others. Here the cosmology

of Hinduism, based as it is on the truth and righteous of dharma, and the kar-

ma generated by each action is central to the framing of this sacrificial act;

and while there is literally a world of difference between this cosmology and

the Abrahamic teleological non-cyclical concept of time, there are still enough

analogical relations to make some point of contact within a greater differ-

ence.

The merit due to the sati is three-fold. First, her ritualized act of right-

eous devotion releases her from all bad merit that she has accrued during her

life. Secondly, a bad wife has every reason to perform sati, for this will be a

definitive chance to purify herself. Tryambakayajvan puts it clearly, indicat-

ing that intentionality and consequence are not unilaterally identified: “Women

who, due to their wicked minds, have always despised their husbands (while

they were alive) and behaved disagreeably towards them, and who none the

less perform the ritual act of dying with their husbands when the time comes

- whether they do this of their own free will, or out of anger, or even out of

fear - all of them are purified of sin”23. The latter two causes (anger and fear)

can certainly conspire towards forced sati, but it is clear that Tryambakayaj-
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van is not intending to support these forms of sati, for his argument is precisely

to extol the free choice of sati because it is dharmically coherent and attrac-

tive in securing righteousness in the world. For Tryambakayajvan, sati has the

quality of “sufficient atonement” (prayascitta) for the deeds of the bad wife.

The third and most significant meritorious aspect is the transferential merit

gained for the husband and his family as well as the sati’s own ancestral fam-

ily. Merit is usually accrued by the one who undertakes a ritual act, although

there is a long tradition going back to the Vedas, whereby merit can be attained

for another. The sati atones for the sins of her husband and has the power,

in her action, to release him from the fires of hell (a provisional, not eternal

hell). In some texts, it is clear that this atoning power also applies to the wider

families in the marriage and to those who visit the shrines of the satimata (lit.

truth/virtuous mother). Tryambakayajvan cites many texts. Here is one show-

ing the extent of the sati’s atoning power. Her self sacrificial love of duty breaks

the bounds of hell, as through her free act she liberates her husband, even if

he committed the most heinous crime, such as murder of a Brahmin. Tryam-

bakayajvan put it like this: “Even in the case of a husband who has entered

into hell itself and who, seized by the servants of Death and bound with ter-

rible bonds, has arrived at the very place of torment; even if he is already stand-

ing there, helpless and wretched, quivering with fear because of his evil deeds;

even if he is a brahmin-killer or the murderer of a friend, or if he is ungrate-

ful for some service done for him - even then a woman who refuses to become

a widow can purify him: in dying, she takes him with her”24. Or with more dra-

matic and succinct force, Tryambakayajvan cites another verse: “Just as the

snake-catcher drags the snake from its hole by force, even so the virtuous

wife (sati) snatches her husband from the demons of hell and takes him up

to heaven”25.

What do I want to say about this ritual action in terms of its Christ-like-

ness and churchly shape? Two things are important. First, in the middle of a
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finely balanced system of karmic reward and punishment, which does bear

interesting analogy with the medieval picture of merit and demerit and the sat-

isfaction owing to the deity due to sin, we find an instance of a breaking of

the circuit, where a single person’s self-sacrifice can alleviate the karmic pun-

ishment due to another. The pursuit of karmic goodness engenders greater

goodness that saves others. Analogically, this is Christ-like, although it is also

deeply un-Christ-like in its requirement for repeated self-sacrifices from wid-

ows for their husbands. In Christ, a single sacrifice has taken place for the

bad actions of all people past and to come, a single sati like sacrifice in which

all people are grabbed from the jaws of hell and released from sin. The dra-

ma of existence is the refusal or acceptance of this remarkable self-sacrifice.

Second, what of this practice’s ecclesiological dimensions? These too are

evident in the following that some sati’s gain. Such is the case with the recent

young widow, Roop Kanwar, who died a sati in Rajput in 1987. (Between 1943

and 1987 there have been at least thirty satis in the Rajput/Shekavati region26).

Thousands of devotees of Kanwar have flocked to her shrine to gain good mer-

it through her salvific action. Rather than simply assimilate Kanwar to a saint

and pilgrimage to her shrine in that manner, it is perhaps more analogically

precise to see her as Christ-like here as she IS seen as a devi, a manifestation

of Kali, a goddess. In drawing upon the sacramental efficacy of her action,

her devotees refuse to limit the extent of her blessings: they fall upon every-

one, man, woman, or child, who comes to her shrine. (I should say that this

is currently an illegal practice outlawed by the government of India, although

from eye witness reports the shrine still flourishes but only spasmodically.

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
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to carefully consider the institutional practice and see if it could be adapted

into its own liturgical context. This is inculturation. It would also require the

Catholic Church to mount an argument that the deepest longings behind this

practice find a deeper satisfaction in Christ’s breaking of the dharmic cycle,

so that while the fruits of our actions still remain with us, just as the disrup-

tion of sin remains with the Christian, we are freed from the bad karma that

we inherit and build up if we are truly sorry, just as we are forgiven for our

sins by Christ with true repentance. This is mission.

I have offered this example because it allows me to show how an intra-

textual reading can be transparently seen and re-configured through an extra-

textual reading. Some of you might find it objectionable in the way that some

have found the Letter to the Hebrews objectionably portraying the sacrificial

system of the Second Temple as being superseded by Christ’s sacrifice. I have

also chosen this difficult example precisely because it shocks and deeply unset-

tles. It demands attention: is there a Christ-like pattern being generated here?

I think a very ambiguous answer is generated: both yes, and more over-

whelmingly, no.

I could have chosen an example which is far more attractive to all of

us at an instinctive level. Throughout the religions this remarkable pattern of

self-sacrifice for another is to be found. For example, we find it in the Bud-

dha’s self-sacrifice in feeding a hungry mother tiger with his own body so

that she can nourish her five cubs, which are then re-incarnated as five dhar-

ma disciples. The Buddha is moved by compassion in seeing this suffering and

acts to alleviate it, even though it is part of the cycle that one must break free

from. I do not want to multiply examples as each one requires substantial con-

textualising and explanation, and then a searching out for its Christ-likeness

and church-likeness, and then asking what we might learn from it and how

we might question it in the light of the gospel. While there is much to be learnt

from this lovely story which deeply calls into question the long history of Chris-

tian use of the animal world in a way that has so often lacked compassion, it

faces difficult questions as well. Can compassion be assimilated to love? Aloy-

sius Pieris the Sri Lankan Jesuit answer with a resounding yes, and the ex-Bud-
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dhist and highly respected Buddhist scholar, Paul Williams, answers with a

definite no27. Williams answer does raise a raft of metaphysical questions that

refuses easy transposition of terms from one cosmological and soteriological

framework into another. So, even the nicer example does not make things

any easier.

CONCLUSION

The Holy Spirit is at work in the world religions. This Catholics can be sure

of. Discerning and interpreting this reality is far more complex. At one level

it is evident whenever truth, goodness, beauty and self-sacrificial love are ev-

ident. At another level, these realities are only finally discovered and fully lu-

minous in God, whose intra-trinitarian truth, goodness, beauty and love are

revealed in the cross and the resurrection. Until the final resurrection, the ques-

tion of discernment is both necessary and fraught and I suspect that we may

find Christ and his Church in places we Christians never expected or dreamt

of.
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