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In our feature this issue we concentrate on several different aspects of the continuing 
dialogue between world religions. Winifred Lamb offers us a new theoretical model to 
further interfaith discussion and Doug Pratt draws on his recent experience at Selley 
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Intellectual Eros: 
a model for inter-faith dialogue 

Winifred Wing Han Lamb 
Philosophy, ANU 

In this paper, I hope to sketch out the 
process of understanding that may be 
most fruitful for the situation of inter
faith dialogue. This discussion also raises 
bigger epistemological issues, questions 
of the nature of truth, of objectivity, of re
lativism, of inter-perspective under
standing, of 'how we speak of the truth 
and yet speak from our particularity?' 1 

This last question is one addressed in a 
very interesting way by Janet Martin 
Soskice in relation to ecumenical conver
sation. Her discussion raises epistemologi
cal questions which I will not take up. My 

primary aim is to discuss the kind of atti
tude, or epistemological stance that would 
be most fruitful for inter-faith under
standing and I think that discussion is pos
sible without commitment to any 
particular epistemological or theological 
position on inter-faith dialogue.2 

In the situation of inter-faith conversa
tion, there is rightly appreciated, the need 
for certain attitudes of mind to prevail for 
genuine dialogue and understanding. We 
recognise the fact that existing within the 
situation are attitudes that may militate 
against genuine dialogue. For example, 
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the sense of conviction about one's own 
faith may militate against the genuineness 
of the attempt to understand another. 
There may, for example, be the fear of be
ing sold short on one's own position. On 
the other hand, there is the concern that 
one does justice to another's faith, that 
one hears and understands what the other 
says. 

Is it, in fact, possible to genuinely un
derstand another's point of view, an
other's faith perspective when one is 
convinced of ore's own different, even 
opposing view of reality? 

I pose this as a philosophical question 
as I am aware that there is a view within 
philosophy of religion that asserts the in
evitability of an intelligibility gap be
tween believers from different traditions. 
This is the position of the 'Wittgenste
inian fideists ', who see genuire under
standing of another's faith as being only 
possible when one has seen it as 'ade
quate' and has accepted it as 'true'. 3 

From this point of view, inter-faith dia
logue will involve a talldng at cross-pur
pose and will not really get anywhere. 
This view is not ore that I hold. I believe 
that it is possible to understand another's 
faith and that inter-faith conversation can 
be fruitful. 

The question that I am concerned to 
address is how understanding can occur 
and how the situation can be viewed not 
as threatening but rather as enriching. 

What attitudes of mind, then are neces
sary for understanding in such a context? 
What view of knowledge and under
standing makes possible such a conversa
tion? What view of enquiry? What kind 
of stance enables the participants to 'rec
ognise the other as other'? 

I think that there is a dominant view 
abroad about what is involved in the 
achievement of understanding in this kind 
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of context. It is a view that emphasises 
the need to achieve some kind of neutral
ity in order to achieve a position of objec
tivity, the assumption being that 
subjectivity is an irevitable hindrance in 
the process of trying to do justice to the 
point of view of others. 

I think that this is a common view and 
is ore that we have inherited from the 
kind of rationalist philosophy that has 
marked the way many of us have been 
educated. This view is eloquently advo
cated by the once influential philosopher 
of education, Richard Peters who repre
sents in many ways the intellectual ap
proach of the decent liberal. 

Now, it is not controversial to say that 
in the situation of dialogue between peo
ple of widely differing world-views, what 
is required is intellectual integrity. Pe
ters' account presents intellectual integ
rity. as objectivity achieved by the 
exercise of reason which is described as a 
kind of self-transcendence with reference 
to public procedures of objectivity. Peters 
writes from within the tradition that looks 
with suspicion on the emotions and his 
view of intellectual integrity is greatly af
fected by this bias. 

Peters defines reason as 'the transcen
dence of the particular, the here and 
now'4 involving the employment of pub
lic procedures of criticism, of testing, and 
the production of counter-examples. It is 
based on the rational principle of no dis
tinctions without relevant differences. It 
is integral to reason that a search must al
ways be made for the negative instance. 
Since reason is opposed to any kind of ar
bitrariness, assumptions are constantly 
tested against public procedures that guar
antee objectivity and the 'escape from ar
bitrariness.' 

The reasonable person thus cultivated 
is one 'who has taken a critic into his own 
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consciousness'. He is one 'who is pre
pared to discuss things, to look at a situ
ation from the point of view of others 
than himself, to discount his own particu
lar biases and predilections', and who is 
able 'to adopt the ~nt of view of the 
"generalised other"' .5 

1bis account captures, I think a fairly 
general view of the decent person who is 
open-minood and rational. The hallmark 
of the attitudes of mind within this ac
count is carefulness and rationality and a 
sense of fairness achieved through self
transcendence with reference to public cri
teria of enquiry. It is also assumed that 
this kind of stance is the ideal posture to 
take for the settling of differences and liv
ing with differences. So it is in this vein 
that Peters talks about the role of rational
ity in the settling of differences and con
flict. 

My contention is that as admirable as 
the rational person looks here, there 
seems to be something vital lacking in 
this largely intellectual personality. And 
Peters recognises this, as he then goes on 
to discuss the place of 'rational passions' 
that act in the seiVice of reason. These are 
inclinations against irrationality, monitorS 
to 'keep our eye on the ball', with their 
concern for standards of consistency, or
der and objectivity. 

Even with this minor addition of 'ra
tional passions', one still wonders if this 
view of intellectual enquiry is adequate 
for the purpose ofinter-faith unoor
standing. The point of view of the 'gener
alised other', by virtue of the fact that it 
~sat rational abstracted unoorstanding, 
ts surely inadequate for understanding an
other's point of view, particularly an
other's faith. 

For Peters writes6
: 
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··:···in the use of reason, particularities of 
tzrne, place and identity are irrelevant to the 
determination of what is true, correct or to be 
done. 

This position of abstraction, of the 
'generalised other', it seems to me, is par
ticularly inappropriate for approaching a 
religious position as it is likely to distort 
th~ very particularised nature of religious 
fru.th, embedded as it is in existential con
text. 

Philosophers of religion have referred 
to the fact that part of the distinctiveness 
of religious claims rests on the existential 
context out of which they arise. They can
not therefore be understood fully on an in
tellectual basis alone since it is in 'tunnoil 
of soul' that they are conceived.7 The in
tellectual approach to them, of abstracted 
reason, would surely distort their existen
tial and holistic nature. Indeed, the point 
of view of the 'generalised other' could 
not adequately access the particularity of 
a faith position. 

Soskice 's discussion on the truth and 
our particularity helps to show that the 
view of enquiry presented by Peters re-. 
fleets a rationalist Enlightenment search 
for the one truth, and the one reason. She 
shows how this was prefigured in theo
logical controversy that was engendered 
by the Refonnation, citing a very interest
ing example of the corresponoonce be
tween Calvin and Cardinal Sadolet in 
1539. In their very divided positions on 
doctrine, Soskice says that they shared the 
same assumptions about the nature of 
truth and this shared view of 'Truth is al- --.. 
ways one, while falsehood is varied and 1 .. 
multifonn. '8 was what diviood these men 
so fundamentally. For, if the truth is one 
and error is multifonn, then only one po~-

1
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tion could be true. The other must be in er
ror. 
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This view of truth has obvious im plica
ti.ons for inter-faith understanding. If the 
truth is ore, and if I possess it, albeit by 
the grace of God, then it follows also that 
I have nothing to learn from you. Soskice 
shows how this leads to the intransigence 
of separating 'God-given' and 'man
made' truths, the intransigence also of my 
point of view, an intransigence vis-a vis 
the other. 

This theological position accords with 
Peters' rationalist one with their shared as
sumption that enquiry is the search for the 
one truth and one reason. For the rational
ist, the assumption about the arbitrating 
role of reason, with reference to public ob
jectivity, in the face of conflicting posi
tions, suggests this kind of stance on truth. 

Soskice recommends a different 
epistemic position, that of 'theological 
perspectivalism ', the thesis that 'the truth 
may look different from here.' Far from 
being an expression of relativism, it is, ar
gues Soskice, a revival of the Christian in
sight of Thomas Aquinas9 who said that 

There is nothing to stop a thing that is objec
tively more certain by its nature from being 
subjectively less certain to us because of the 
disability of our minds. 

She continues, citing Aristotle that we 
are like bats who, in the sunshine, blink at 
the most obvious things. This is because, 
what may be objectively certain in itself 
may be subjectively uncertain to us. 

This view of theological perspectival
ism does not sit well with Peters' view of 
enquiry in tenns of adopting the point of 
view of the generalised other, in order to 
attain objectivity. We saw how in consid
eration of different points of views, he al
lowed the limited role of the emotions in 
the fonn of the 'rational passions' to 
achieve objectivity. We also noted that Pe-
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ters' idea of objectivity is the notion of 
truth claims fulfilling certain public truth 
criteria, the idea of objectivity that R.K. 
Elliott calls 'public objectivity' 

Now Elliott, another philosopher of 
education, makes the distinction between 
'public' and 'private' objectivity to make 
the further point that it is the latter that is 
largely forgotten in an account like Pe
ters'. This latter is a notion that Elliott 
wishes to revive from the Kierkegaardian
Socratic tradition, which stresses, not the 
consensus of the group, i.e. public criteria 
of verification. Instead, it stresses that the 
enquirer should be 'in a right relation to 
the realira' towards which he tran
scends'1 . 

The notion of 'private objectivity' is 
developed in Elliott's account of the love 
of truth which is understood as the desire 
to achieve understanding. It is indeed 
more appropriate to employ the concept 
of 'understanding' rather than 'knowl
edge' in relation to religious claims be
cause the fonner suggests something 
more profound, synoptic, and 'sensitive to 
hidden significances, delicate emphasis 
and nuances of expression.' 11 

To achieve understanding, the individ
ual has to exercise what Elliott calls 'psy
chical powers' which are a canposite of 
energy and desire called them into play 
for the sake of achieving understanding. 

Elliott says that the qualities that are 
called into play are not adequately de
scribed by Peters' 'rational passions', but 
are actually more like 'eros', involving 
characteristics of adventurousness, tenac
ity, endurance, hope and faith. In other 
words, the effort to understand is not sim
ply a matter of employing reason, with a 
smattering of calm rational passions, 
rather, it involves a process that is far 
more personally engaging in which the 
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elements of play and imagination fonn an 
integral part. 

Elliott says that there is a need to re
vive a kind of knowing that has largely 
been lost in much of contemporary aca
demic enquiry. This is a kind of knowing 
that has the character of resting in the ob
ject to which the mind was directed from 
the be ginning of the enquiry. He calls this 
'contemplation' .12 

Contemplation is not the restless hurry
ing on which Elliott says is typical of en
quiry, or the directing of the mind to 
explanations, opinion or any other object 
which comes between the mind and its 
original object. It is an experience that 
nurtures the contemplator and this is 
made possible by the fact that within the 
contemplative attitude, there is a state of 
'friendship' towards the object, the mind 
is directed towards it with the intention of 
coming to know it. 

Elliott13 describes the attitude of 
'friendship' as a willingness to 

let the object be itself as it is) the revelation to 
be received without any turning against the 
object; rather as a friend is willing for one to 
1be oneself inhis company ..... 

An opposite of intellectual friendship 
is that in which one is concerned with the 
object 

only in so far as it exhibits aspects which con
form to a certain pre-given system of concepts 
and other conventions, with the implicit inten
tion of acquiring knowledge of the same kind. 
Aspects which cannot be properly described 
by the accepted vocabulary are nevertheless 
assimilated to its standard patterns or, if in a 
particular case this is too obviously an act of 
violence, the thinker turns away from that as
pect, assigning it to some class which justifies 
his ignoring it. 

Elliott says that this manner of know
ing is 'like catching prey in a net, for the 
sake of what one can go on to do with it 
when it is caught, or for the sake of the 
hunting. '14 

6 

Elliott says that the contemplative ex
perience within enquiry of this kind has 
the character of an insight and is often 
psychologically nourishing. It is in fact 
this sense of satisfaction afforded by en
quiry that generates the desire to under
stand. Elliott then goes on to characterise 
the 'love of truth' which because it in
volves the psychical powers that he has 
been describing is more appropriately 
called 'intellectual eros', with its combina
tion of energy and desire. 

Intellectual eros is therefore very far 
from being the adoption of a neutral point 
of view, rather, says Elliott, it is· 'more 
like loving one's enemy' or, friendship 
with the other. 

Let us then apply this mQdel of under
standing and intellectual eros to inter
faith dialogue. 

To start with, the lover of truth, accord
ing to Elliott, is not like the person who 
takes the neutral stance, or who, in Peters' 
tenns, adopts 'the point of view of the 
generalised other'. The neutral thinker, 
says Elliott is detached and tries not to 
identify with either side. 

Besides not fitting the situation that 
we are considering in which believers 
from different faith traditions are trying to 
understand one another's beliefs with the 
sense of ambivalence that this may entail, 
the position of neutrality, according to El
liott is not even desirable. Neutrality does 
not accord with the love of truth. 

Elliott says that the lover of truth is 
more like a 'double-minded person' than 
the neutral person. In contrast to the self
transcendence and apparent objectivity of 
the neutral person, the double-minded per-



7 

son has a sense of urgency about the situ
ation. Intellectual eros is the will and de
sire to understand, not in the sense 
primarily of wanting to subject claims to 
the criteria of public objectivity, but 
rather, the desire to broaden under
standing. The lover of truth enters into the 
dialogue between positions and sees each 
as genuinely viable. This prevents her 
from trivialising any position as a partisan 
would do. 

Indeed, she may in fact be partisan in 
the sense of holding a faith position, but it 
is the desire to enlarge understanding 
within intellectual eros that causes her to 
go beyond the position of partisanship. 
The motivation within intellectual eros is 
not self-transcending, but in a sense, it is 
self-regardinfs even self-absorbing. 

As Elliott says: 

unlike the neutral thinker, the double-minded 
thinker lacks neither the sense of urgency nor 
the inventiveness of the partisan, and he is not 
tempted to trivialise the issue by underestimat
ing the difference between the two positions. 
He knows why such importance is attached to 
matters which seem minor to the neutral. 

It seems to me that this model of un
derstanding from Elliotf1s' well fitted for 
inter-faith dialogue and can take us much 
further than the self-transcending model 
offered by Peters. It accommodates the re
ality of the situation in which one em
braces faith, which characteristically 
occurs with some passion and possessive
ness. 

Within Elli9tt's mo~-~1, ~~e
minded thinkerf''is···one who is able to re
taill"a"serise.~of conviction at the same 
time as being imaginative about an oppo
site position. Generated as love of truth is 
by the desire for understanding and ever 
more comprehensive understanding, the 
other in the dialogue need not be regarded 
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as a threat but as the enabling of that en
larged understanding that I seek. 

For the religious believer who loves 
truth, inter-faith conversations is neces
sary for the fulfilment of the love of truth. 
The other in the conversation is a source 
of my own enlightenment but only as I 
see him or her as other, in the particular
ity ofherposition, only as I contemplate, 
have an attitude of 'friendship' towards 
her position, allowing the particularity 
and difference of that position to count 
for something.16 

This can be personally very challeng
ing, involving an experience that goes be
yond abstracted reason, of neutrality and 
the composure of public objectivity that 
we find in an account like Peters. It is the 
tenacity of the desire to understand within 
intellectual eros that can take one this far. 

When we consider Buddhist-Christian 
dialogue, for example, such dialogue for 
the Christian has potential to enlarge un
derstanding. This occurs, says DiNoia, in 
its potential to stimulate 'the desired re
covery of forgotten or neglected elements 
in one's own Christian tradition' 17 

But argues DiNoia, this occurs only as 
the distinctiveness of Buddhist traditions 
are taken seriously as 'live options'. With 
the approach of the 'double-minded 
thinker' and the lover of truth, the Chris
tian can allow the Buddhist to challenge 
her own notions, leading to more fertile 
and broad understanding. 

As DiNoia18 writes 

. .. interreligious dialogue promises a mutual 
enhancement of understanding for the dia
logue partners when they are prepared to rec
ognise the other as other. 

Fruitfulness in such dialogue is, I sug
gest, possible through the practice of intel
lectual eros. 
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Christian-Muslim Encounter: 
From Diatribe to Dialogue 

Douglas Pratt 
University ofWaikato 

The phenomenon of inter-faith dia
logue is ore of the more notable religious 
advances of the twentieth century. Indeed, 
it is only in and through this development 

that the negative consequences of relig
ious diversity - expressed in the many vio
lent interactions that have occurred in the 
name of religion - can be overcome. It 
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also offers a way whereby any underlying 
'~o/.', or, perhaps better, 'c~,!!!::!l.:!!!!Y' 
between and among various"religious 
c<mmunities may be realised, even as the 
reality of religious pluralism is a:ffinned 
and acknowledged. Theodore Ludwig has 
noted that 

the real question is not whether there will be 
religion in the future. It is whether the sacred 
paths can help shape the future of humankind 
in a creative, beneficial, hopeful way. (Lud
wig:510) 

It would seem to me that if there is to 
be any hope of a positive shaping to 
which religion might contribute then the 
sacred paths must cross in dialogue. In an 
age of manifest religious pluralism the 
call to take the road of dialogue is an im
perative. And, of course, both the issue of 
religious pluralism itself, as well as issues 
of appropriate interaction and relationship 
between religions, are addressed as the 
matter of religious dialogue is taken up. 
For many, however, it is still the case that 
dialogue is perceived as either a non-issue 
or as some sort of threat. But, as Ludwig 
avers, 

.. iris not necessary to give up critical think
ing in order to dialogue with people of differ
ent religions. Dialogue involves a 
give-and-take that includes questions and 
challenges as well as respect and acceptance. 
Comparing religious ideas and practices calls 
for accurate information and good critical 
thinking.(Ludwig:514) 

The maintenance of critical acumen 
and intellectual integrity for both parties 
is of primary concern when the subject of 
interreligious dialogue is approached. 
And this is no less the case when consid
ering dialogue between Muslim and Chris
tian. 
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Since its inception as an historical re
ligion in the seventh century CE Islam 
has been in interaction with Christianity. 
The history of this interaction has not · 
been altogether a happy one. Both Islam 
and Christianity are pre-eminently relig
ions of belief. Each has struggled to de
fine its own orthodoxy against variant 
heterodoxies from within, and each has a 
history of self-proclamation as universal 
truth over against any other claimant from 
without. So it is little wonder that these 
two religions have a history of mutual 
c<mpetition, to put it mildly. Despite ges
tures of relative goodwill, such as that of 
the Christian Nestorian patriarch Timothy 
( c8th-9thC) who assumed that "the Mus
lim and Christian are referring to the 
same God, although they unrerstand his 
nature and attributes differently" (Nazir
Ali: 18) it is clear that the depth of the dif
ferences in understanding goes beyond 
mere conceptual debate. 

Although cues to the dogmatic beliefs 
of each religion lie in their respective 
scriptures, the articulation of them into de
finitive doctrines has emerged, broadly 
speaking, out of their respective decrees 
on matters of faith and belief. Each, in 
their fonnative years, took both the wit
ness of scripture and the guire of faith-ex
perience - for Christians Tradition, for 
Muslims Sunnah - and moulded their re
spective orthodoxies. Doctrine and 
dogma cemented orthodox identity. Yet 
for both religions the task of conceptual 
re-intetpretation and fonnulaic articula
tion, if not development and change in 
particular beliefs or in the understanding 
of them, have continued through the proc
esses of their respective scholarly debate 
and discussion. And decrees of orthodoxy 
notwithstanding, these processes continue. 

Even though Islam and Christianity 
share a c<mmon religious heritage from 
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out of the monotheistic tradition derived 
from Abraham, Charles Kim ball notes 
that so far as interaction between them is 
concerned it "has been characterised by 
mistrust, misunderstanding and mutual an
tipathy." He asks: 

Why have these two communities clashed so 
vigorously through the centuries? What in
forms the sense of mistrust that pervades the 
history of Christian-Muslim relations and 
skews attempts to relate more constructively 
today?. (Kimball :37) 

If the history of Christian-Muslim rela
tions has been one largely of encounters 
and clashes - to use Gaudeul' s phrase -
then the need for meaningful dialogue in 
today's world is indeed pressing. In this 
paper I shall discuss, in broad outline, 
some of the features and interpretations of 
the history of Christian-Muslim encounter 
and also review some aspects of, and pos
sibilities for, dialogue. 

I 

Within a century or so of its inception 
as an historical religion Islam presented 
to Christianity not simply a rival world re
ligion, but a rival worldview and world 
power. Islam was first treated by Chris
tians as heresy, implying that it spoke the 
same religious language but that it de
rived alternate and incorrect religious con
clusions. Yet many Christians went over 
to this new faith. As Kimball remarks: 

With the notable exception of the Coptic Or
thodox Church in Egypt, the once thriving 
Christian communities across North Africa 
virtually disappeared after the seventh cen
tury. Since forced conversion was not the pri
mary reason for the phenomenon, the power 
of Islamic theology and ideology cannot be ig
nored.( Kimball :39) 
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The challenge of Islam to Christianity 
has, indeed, been impossible to ignore, 
even though, at times, it has been down
played. Equally, Christianity has posed an 
ongoing challenge to Islam: these people 
of the book simply will not submit to God 
(Allah) in keeping with the tenets of the 
Prophet. The issues and history that the 
mutual challenge involves are complex. 
Jean-Marie Gaudeul, in his Encounters 
and Clashes offers a useful review of the 
history of the relationship between Islam 
and Christianity in which the mutual chal
lenge and response that has engaged the 
attentions of each may be tracked through 
broad ages, or what I choose to call a se
ries of 'identifying epochs'. These 'ep
ochs' serve to mark or delineate the ebb 
and flow of the encounter between these 
two religions in relation to the dominant 
historical dynamic that could be said to be 
operative within Islam at any given time. 

The first epoch covers the era of con
quests and their aftennath, spanning the 
7th-1Oth centuries of the Common Era: 
this we may call the epoch of expansion. 
The second spans the 11th and 12th centu
ries, a turning point period which 
Gaudeul refers to as a time of stalemate 
and power balance. This can also be re
ferred to as the epoch of equilibrium. The 
next two centuries, broadly speaking, con
stitutes an epoch of exhortation matked 
by the two worlds - Christendom and Is
lam - being at war. Then follows a time of 
"hostile indifference" (15th-18thC) which 
we may deem an epoch of enmity. Fi
naily, the period since then - down to the 
present day - is one which has seen the re
surgence of old quarrels but also the emer
gence of new perspectives. We may call 
this the epoch of exploration. Thus a re
view - or rather overview - of the history 
of Christian-Muslim interaction yields to 
an analysis of five epochs, viz, expansion, 
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equilibrium, exhortation, enmity and ex
ploration. Furthennore, these tenns them
selves not only indicate trends in respect 
of the broad sweep of history, they also 
and in particular indicate modalities of re
lationship and interaction which have vari
ously dominated the historical eras to 
which they predominantly apply. And, ar
guably, it is also the case that they areal
ways part of the wider ongoing picture: 
they certainly all persist, to varying de
grees, into the present day. 

Alongside these historical modalities 
that are pertinent to the issue of Christian
Muslim dialogue, we need also to address 
a number of relationship issues pertinent 
to the question of dialogue. The Muslim 
perspective on Christianity begins with 
the Quranic call to the religiously other
the "people of the Book"- to join with 
Muslims in a united a:ffnmation of the 
One God (cf sura 3:64). But, in reality, 
Jews and Christians, as a whole, could not 
embrace Islam, even though some com
munities did during the epoch of expan
sion. The Christian doctrines concerning 
the Trinity and the divinity of Christ are 
traditionally viewed by Islam "as compro
mising the unity and transcendence of 
God" (Kimba11:46). Yet there is an ac
knowledged salvific efficacy in Christian
ity - "they shall have their reward" (sura 
2:62 & 5:69). Toleration is affinned with 
the injunction that "different religious 
c<mmunities should exist in complete 
freedom" (Kimball, ibid). Indeed, as the 
famous sura 2:256 affinns: "There shall 
be no c<mpulsion in religious matters". 
Yet it is nonetheless the case that 

With few exceptions, most Islamic literature 
on Christianity has been framed in the lan
guage of polemics. Recurring themes include 
charges of altering or forging parts of the di
vine revelation, seriously errant doctrine 
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(e.g., original sin, incarnation, atonement, the 
Trinity) and grievous mistakes in religious 
practice (e.g. celibacy, veneration of saints, 
"idol" worship). (Kimball:47) · 

Perspectives on both sides were based, 
for the most part, on limited infonnation 
and an inadequate understanding about 
the wirer tradition of the other. The inter
play of ignorance about each other, and 
the peiVasive impact of the worldview 
presumptions of each, were at work. 
Also, and in particular, Western scholars 
on the subject 

began with the assumption that Islam was, by 
definition, false. The finality of God's redemp
tive action in Jesus Christ was the definitive 
(event for human history. A new religion aris-

~~/ing after Christianity, the reasoning goes, 
, must be false or a heretical deviation from the 
faith.( ibid) 

It was but a short step to link Muham
mad to the Devil or the Antichrist. 

On the other hand, and by way of 
sharp contrast, Muslims "began with the 
assumption that Jesus was one of the 
greatest among the special messengers 
from God". Indeed, their presumption 
concerning Jesus was that 

the revelation he brought was true and accu
rate. The frustration and fear vis-a-vis Chris
tendom was never vented through fraudulent 
or derogatory assaults on Jesus. Rather, it is 
the distortions and even blasphemous teach
ings and practices of the Christian community 
that Muslims feel need to be addressed.( ibid) 

II 

For dialogue to proceed in the hope, if 
not expectation, of a productive outcome, 
the misapprehensions of the past, together 
with the prejudices of the present, must 
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be addressed in a climate of mutual and 
reciprocal correction. And this requires 
that the very paradigms and perspectives 
whereby dialogue is framed and consti
tuted must also be addressed. For the ide
ology of the dialogical encounter will set 
the context for the extent and nature of in
ter-religious relationship. In this regard 
David Lochhead has identified four ideo
logical perspectives - viz, isolation, hostil
ity, c<mpetition, and partnership- that 
apply to the dialogical relationship. 

The ideology of Isolation is the situ
ation of mutual stand-off, the context for 
a climate of reciprochl indifference. In
deed it fonns the context wherein the ''iso
lated community defines reality for 
itself'. Such a community is unable even 
to take account of other worldviews or al
low that there may even be alternate 
views of reality. The ideology of Hostil
ity, on the other hand, means that the com
munity is no longer isolated, but that it is 
actively antagonistic towards perceived al
ternate worldviews. Thus, 

... tlu;Jmpal}.tJJiqn.qlh~r construct!O,!Loir:e.al;
~~~-~!l!_~~~~'!:_ce~,~~J!l~"!!~I:tne Closeness of 
the other and the difference of the worldview 
of the other calls into question the commu
nity's own understanding. The challenge of 
the other community is experienced as a chal
lenge to God. (Lochhead:l2) 

This ideology of hostility embraces 
three features - the other perceived as 
tllreat; the 'error' of the other is viewed as 
being not naive but culpable ('The other 
is a liar or a deceiver'); and the other is 
engaging in a deliberate undennining 
stratagem. Such an ideology yields a 
"rhetoric of hostility", including powerful 
images, as, for example, that of the Anti
christ in respect of Christianity. 

The ideology of Competition is sec
ond only to Isolation in typifying the pre-
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dominant mode of Christian-Muslim inter
faith relationship and is marked by two 
features, namely that "competing commu
nities implicitly acknowledge that they 
have some similarities" and that "compet
ing c<mmunities place considerable stress 
on their differences." Competition may or 
may not be hostile: but it certainly asserts 
the superiority of mn: c<mmunity and re
ligion over~- On the other hand, the 
ideology of Partnership, with its inher
ent values of co-operation and mutual re
spect, arose initially within the orbit of 
Christianity, but, in practical tenns, may 
also apply between religions. As an ideol
ogy "it is based on the axiomatic affinna
tion that any real God must be a universal 
God". (Lochhead:26) 

Now Lochhead criticises all these ide
ologies as dependent on prior valuations 
of the 'other': eachdetennines the valid
ity or authenticity of any other religious 
tradition in abstraction from the actual en
counter of living dialogue. When 'dia
logue' is used as a preparation for 
conversion, for example, the governing 
~fSpective is competitive. The ideology 
of isolation supports the religious stance 
of exclusivism, as does the ideology of 
hostility: maintenance of the purity of 
faith in isolation results in a fonn of faith
fulress that requires the religiously 
'other' to be seen as "fundamentally igno
rant and superstitious". Indeed, for the ex
clusivist, "Openness to other traditions 
... would seem to be openness to idolatry. 
Faithfulness would seem to require a rela
tionship of hostility to communities of 
other religious traditions." (Lochhead:41) 
Competition allows a measure of validity 
in the other whilst maintaining the claim 
of ultimate superiority - the undergirding 
motif of religious inclusivism. For many 
Christians their very identity has been 
given fonn and substance by beliefs and 
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dogmas, expressed in creed and confes
sional statement, demanding loyalty and 
assent such that "to fail to defend these 
definitions, to fail to insist on their non
negotiable character, as required in a com
petitive relationship with other traditions, 
implies a failure to be faithful" 
(Lochhead:41). On the other hand, a part
nership ideology, somewhat akin to the 
pluralist perspective - that is, the view 
that affinns the mutual relativity of relig-
• ,,.,, •. O',~J•• > '""•"••••>~••"u•••~-·~·.;-•;,o_~.,~ •• -,. .. ~.··•"< _ _.,,..,.._,,~",...'F',• - • ,,.---·,•"'"_...,._,.,. .•• _..,, 

~QU~ w_orldviews - whilst itse1fTs seen to 
be vub~rabie" to the very charges the oth
ers seek to combat, raises some profound 
theological-challenges of its own. 

Lochhead argues that the relationship 
types - isolation, hostility, competition, 
and even partnership - are in fact~- .. 
monological because their substantive 
conterif1s predetennined. 

A relationship of~~!!__lqtign is monological be
cause it has been determined a priori that the 
other has nothing significant to say to us. A re
lationship of h£~J.il[ty_ discounts a priori any
thing that the other might say. (Lochhead:78) 

The relationship of c~~Jition ap
pears open to the other, but it is in fact 
also monological. 

In competition, the other is heardonly be
cause the good competitor needs to know the 
competition ... the other is heard primarily so 
that the position of the competitor can be "an
swered." (ibid.) 

And although partnership is open to 
dialogical encounter, the openness is 
qualified: the relationship is established 
on the basis of some "common ground" 
and usually within the horizon of a set of 
parameters, either explicit or implicit. 
Thus, 
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in a fJCI~!!':e.rship relationship, everything that 
the other has to say is interpreted in the con
text of the common ground as understood by 
the hearer . ... nothing that the other says ever 
calls into question the agenda that is set by 
the "common ground." (ibid.) 

As a mode of negotiation, dialogue 
aims at agreement which requires a meas
ure of compromise, the apparently danger
ous side of which is "syncretism". But the 
first or primary goal o~is under
standing, not agreement. Lochhead sug
gests that dialogue may instead be viewed 

;1 as integrative, for "dialogue with another 

1 
tradition leads us to a deeper under-

\ standing of and loyalty to our own faith 
· traditions." (Lochhead:66). This is so by 

virtue of the new light and perspectiye 
that knowing the other throws on the 
knowing of self. The dialogical process 
and attitude may itself be self-reflectively 
transfonnative without leading necessar
ily to either syncretism on the one hand or 
conversion on the other. Lochhead gives 
explication to this through an analogy 
with bilingualism: "-------~ .. ~ 

......... "".. .• ,., ..... ~.-.>~"_......,.......,.-'...,......,.-- .. -

When one becomes bilingual, one learns to op
erate within the categories that are appropri
ate to each particular language. Each 
language is considered to have its own integ-

l rity . .. one comes to understand one's own lan-
1 guage in a more profound way by 
'\ . . . .. experzenczng zt zn contrast to a second lan-

guage.(Lochhead:69) 

Thus dialogue has the prospect of "in
tegration", that is, of attaining a new level 
of self-reflexive understanding and aware
ness, as well as a concomitant under
standing and sympathetic awareness of 
the other. 
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At this juncture we shall briefly re
view some of the key issues and themes 
that have emerged throughout the history 
of Christian-Muslim encounter. The place 
of Holy Scripture, both Bible and Qur'an, 
is clearly a primary issue. From the Mus
lim perspective, " ... the Qur' an repeatedly 
claims continuity with Jewish-Christian 
tradition and is seen by Muslims as the 
last Scripture in a long line of Scriptures 
given to the Prophets .. " (cf Sura 2: 136) 
(Nazir-Ali:45) Other scriptures are men
tioned within the Qur'an, and "Jews and 
Christians are challenged to live by the re
vealed will of God, as found in their 
books". But it is clear that the principle of 
abrogation and the doctrine of tahrif, in 
tenns of both corruption of meaning, and 
corruption of the text itself, are critically 
detenninative decreed perspectives, even 
though "most Qur' anic scholars claim 
that the Qur' an does not assert general 
corruption of the Judaeo-Christian Scrip
tures, but rather that texts have been mis-

. used and certain passages concealed" 
(Nazir-Ali:46). A typical Christian re
sponse to Muslim polemics in respect of 
the Bible asks "if it is held that the revela
tion to the Jews and the Christians was 
time-, people- and place-specific, 'YhY .. 

.. ~-· "~ho~~t!Jl~ Qur' an not also be regarde<t!n 
1. . . -·- .... ····-·· ..•. ~··""""········-.. ,. .•. - .. ~.-,.-•. ,.-~-·-~"---- -....... 

\ .·---'-!1!~.,~~~-~~:y?" (Nazir-Ali:47). There is a 
~ fundamental difference in the way the 

two religions understand the meaning and 
phenomenon of scripture. 

As with Christian un~rstandings of Is
lam, Muslim views also tended to develop 
on the basis of infonnation that was "par
tial, inadequate, superficial, or erroneous" 
at least so far as the broader Christian tra
dition was concerned. But similar dynam
ics of ignorance and world view 
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presumptions were at work on both si~s. 
Also, and for the most part, 

Christian interpreters in the West began with 
the assumption that Islam was, by definition, 
false. The finality of God's redemptive action 
in Jesus Christ was the definitive event for hu
man history. A new religion arising after 
Christianity, the reasoning goes, must be false 
or a heretical deviation from the faith. (Kim-
ball:47) · 

There was, as we have previously 
noted, also a popular acceptance abroad 
that in some way Muhammad was linked 
to the Devil or Antichrist. 

With respect to the figure of Christ, 
the Muslim perspective ·sees'Jesus .. ai~-.. - --· 
finned and exalted in the Qur'an. Thus 
the Muslim view is that any point of con
flict between the Christian and Quranic 
perspectives must "arise in relation to the 
erroneous teachings propagated by Chris
tians" (Kim ball:45). ln~ed, Islam, from 
the beginning, simply assumed that Jesus 
was one of the greatest of the special mes
sengers from God. His revelation was as
sumed to be true and accurate. From the 
Muslim point of view it is the Christians 
who have both distorted the message and 
wrongly attributed divinity to the messen
ger. Likewise the doctrine of the Trinity 
has proved a persistently stubborn stum
bling block so far as dialogue is con
cerned. 

Other issues could be reviewed, but 
the themes of scripture (Bible and 
Qur'an); messenger or revealer (Jesus and 
Muhammad); and givinity (Trinity and 
taw hid, the Islamic doctrine of the unity 
of God) seem to be key ones. And then, 
of course, there is the matter of the mode 
of dialogue itself. Dialogue as relation
ship is a mode of being. Dialogue is both 
a matter of attitude as well as relation-

u' 

I 
i 
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ship: a mode of being that governs the 
ways of doing. 

IV 
Not all of the modes of encounter and 

interaction between Christianity and Is
lam would we see as 'dialogical' strictly 
speaking, either throughout the history of 
the relationship, or in tenns of present 
day encounters. Earlier I remarked that 
the epochs of expansion, equilibrium, ex
hortation, enmity, and exploration not 
only denote historical phases but also as
pects of contemporary relationship. Ex
pansion stands for the expansiveness of 
self -confidence, embracing self-righteous
ness on the one hand and magnanimity on 
the other. Religion in the expansion mode 
is detennined and assertive. This can be 
seen today in both Islam and Christianity. 
But also, too, there is more than a hint of 
equilibrium: hesitancy to be overly self
assertive; an inclination to humility that 
properly counterpoints self-righteousness; 
a measure of openness that marks a bal
anced approach to the religious 'other'. 
Again we could say this is a feature of 
both religions to some degree in the pre
sent age. But so, too, do we see contempo
rary evidence of mutual exhortation: the 
proclamation and witness which, in its 
more extreme fonns, seeks to declare an 
exclusive truth and engages with the 
'other' only in order to win. There is evi
dence aplenty of enmity; of dismissive, 
derogatory and deprecatory prejudice that 
makes of the religiously 'other' an enemy 
to be fought and vanquished. But, all 
these elements notwithstanding, perhaps 
the undergirding feature of the present 
age is the motif of exploration; the will
ingness for a sincere, tentative, open and 
honest quest to know the religious 'other' 
- for Christian to know Muslim, and for 
Muslim to know Christian - and to do so 
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in a climate of mutual recognition of in
tegrity and validity, even as there is recog
nition of difference and diversity. 

To conclude this foray into matters 
concerning Christian-Muslim dialogue 
we might agree with Charles Kimball that 

For many people in both communities the ba
sic theological issues constitute the primary 
agenda for Christian-Muslim dialogue. Un
derstanding different orientations is an impor
tant step, but it does not resolve the seemingly 
inherent conflicts. Thoughtful, creative, and 
persevering efforts are required in order to 
bridge some of the real and perceived differ
ences in foundational theological under
standings . ... Although we all carry the 
cumulative baggage provided by our deep
rooted heritage, developments in the past 150 
years have challenged traditional assump
tions and prompted the vexing questions con
fronting people of faith today. (Kimball:48) 

By pursuing the challenge of dialogue 
we may better c<mprehend the respective 
faiths in which we live and move and 
have our being. 

Bibliography 

Gaudeul, Jean-Marie. Encounters and 
Clashes. Islam and Christianity in History. 
Rome: Pontifico Istituto di Studi Arabi e Is
lamici, 1990 
Kimball, Charles. Striving Together: A Way 
Forward in Christian-Muslim Relations. New 
York: Orbis Books, 1991 
Lochhead, David. The Dialogical Imperative: 
A Christian Reflection on Interfaith Encoun
ter. London: SCM Press, 1988 
Ludwig, Theodore M. The Sacred Paths. New 
York: Macmillan,1989 
Nazir-Ali, Michael. Frontiers in Muslim
Christian Encounter. Oxford: Regnum Books, 
1991 



Australian Religion Studies Review 16 

Interfaith Initiatives and the Preparation of a World 
Report on Freedom of Thought, Conscience and 

Religion or Belief 

Dr Juliet Sheen 
Consultant, World Report Project, University of Essex Human Rights Centre 

I have to confess to coming to the sub
ject of interfaith dialogue rather late in 
life. Even though I had compiled a large 
volume of material on religious discrimi
nation for the NSW Anti-Discrimination 
Board, which was published in 1984, the 
importance of interfaith dialogue was not 
truly borne in on me until I attended a 
United Nations Seminar on encouraging 
understanding, tolerance and respect for 
religion or belief, in Geneva the same 
year. 

A vehemently anti-semitic address by 
the Saudi Arabian delegate shocked the 
Seminar delegates. He was quoting from 
materials about the mediaeval blood libel 
which he had learned in theology at uni
versity and had never questioned. Li~ten
ing to his deluge of century-old hate, I 
knew that no matter what could be done 
to improve national and international pol
icy and law, the changes we all wanted 
could not be achieved without changes to 
the relationships among believers and 
their institutions. Seminar participants 
spoke favourably of interfaith dialogue 
and urged religious leaders to educate be
lievers about human rights as a whole, not 
just in matters directly concerning their 
own belief groups. This is essential for 
promoting respect for others' beliefs. 

The UN Seminar said that tolerance 
and moral dignity are inherent in all ma
jor religions and belief systems: 

The religions of the world and the systems of 
humanistic belief are in their essence tolerant 
and have the same moral dignity. While safe
guarding their own principles they can guide 
their followers or adherents to increasing har
mony based on the dignity to be accorded to 
each human being and based on mutual toler
ance, respect and understanding for their re
spective interpretations of the truth.1 

We all know the difficulties which 
stand in the way of progress. Action is 
needed at all levels to eliminate intoler
ance and discrimination and to ensure re
spect for and freedom of religion or 
belief. The Seminar encouraged religious 
bodies to act: 

Religious bodies and groups at every level 
have a role to play in the promotion and pro
tection of religious freedoms or beliefs. They 
should foster the spirit of tolerance within 
their ranks and between religions or beliefs. 
Interfaith dialogue based on the Declaration 
on the Elimination of All Forms of Intoler
ance and of Discrimination Based on Religion 
or Belief should be pursued at all levels? 

Most institutional entities take it for 
granted that they know what are the free
dom of belief issues which concern them. 
Yet their assumptions desetve further ex
amination because the scope of freedom 
of belief is very large. It involves all 
kinds of beliefs, both religious and secu
lar, and also includes thought and con
science, matters which have traditionally 
been associated with the right to belief. 
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The right to freedom of belief is incorpo
rated in Article 18 of the Universal Decla
ration of Human Rights (1948), namely: 

Everyone has the right to freedom of thought. 
conscience and religion; this right includes 
freedom to change his religion or belief, and 
freedom. either alone or in community with 
others and in public or private. to manifest his 
religion or belief in teaching, practice. wor
ship and observance. 

This basic human right is also incorpo
rated in Article 18 of the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 
which has been ratified by Australia and 
is the basis for the federal Human Rights 
and Equal Opportunity Commission Act 
1986. Last year, the Australian Govern
ment confirmed recognition of the 1981 
UN Declaration on the Elimination of All 
Fonns of Intolerance and of Discrimina
tion Based on Religion or Belief, expand
ing our understanding of the area of 
freedom of belief under the federal Act. 

There are big gaps in our knowledge 
about freedom of belief. We need more in
fonnation to fonn a consistent picture of 
how the right to freedom of belief is ob
setVed around the world. International hu
man rights protection for this important 
human right is incomplete. The 1981 UN 
Declaration on the Elimination of All 
Fonns of Intolerance and of Discrimina
tion Based on Religion or Belief is not a 
legally binding international instrument. 
It has only moral suasion on governments 
which are signatories. It was passed by 
consensus in 1981, a triumph of negotia
tion. It had taken almost 20 years to reach 
that agreement. Everyone acknowledges 
that it will be very difficult to get interna
tional agreement on a binding Conven
tion. In 1989, Professor Theo van Boven 
said: 
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There is a need for solid preparatory work. on 
the basis of sound research and careful analy
sis .... The complexity of the subject-matter 
and the potentially divisive phenomena ofre
ligious prejudice and intolerance require such 
a diligent approach. 3 

Non-government organisations acted 
on the recommendations of the UN Semi
nar. A project for compiling a World Re
port on Freedom of Thought, Conscience 
and Religion or Belief came out of this, 
involving Project Tandem Inc and the Hu
man Rights Centre of the University of 
Essex. 

Here is some background on the work 
these organisations have been doing. Pro
ject Tandem of Minneapolis was fonned 
after the Geneva Seminar especially to 
promote the Declaration from a non
aligned, pluralist perspective. ~en 

----T98oand 1991~ MlCfiaefR()an of Tandem 
put together several international confer
ences promoting and implementing the 
1981 UN Declaration on freedom of be
lief. He has worked with Kevin Boyle, 
who had been the rapporteur of the UN 
Seminar and now is professor of interna
tionallaw and director of the University 
of Essex Human Rights Centre. Both the 
University of Essex and Project Tandem 
set up the World Report project with fund
ing from Pew Charitable Trusts of Phila
delphia. Kevin Boyle is the World 
Report's editor. 

The World Report will contain around 
eighty country reports written primarily 
by people who live or have been living in 
those countries. Their reports will fonn 
the basis of relatively short but highly 
concentrated entries in the first volume of 
the Report. Research associates will con
tribute further infonnation, and further re
search on the political, legal, social and 
economic context will be included. The 
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second volume will contain analysis of is
sues and themes which cross country or 
regional boundaries. The editorial board 
and project management are agreed on a 
pluralistic approach to freedom of con
science and belief. We are guided by an 
International Advisory Board drawn from 
around the world. Its members come from 
many belief groups and are people of 
standing and distinction in the field of re
ligion and belief as well as the field of in
ternational human rights. The Report 
should be released in 1995. 

The Report will draw on many 
sources: UN documents, expert analyses, 
media reporting, national and interna
tional human rights organisations both 
government and non-government (like 
Amnesty International), legal networks 
and expertise, academic researchers in 
many relevant fields. A major source of 
infonnation will be belief groups and 
their members, who will contribute infor
mation about what it is like to live as a be
liever in their own country: what are the 
prospects for freedom of belief, what re
strictions, what opportunities? 

The focus of the Report will be on 
country compliance with the principles of 
the 1981 UN Declaration on freedom of 
belief. It will contain infonnation about 
the political, legal and economic context 
in which believers live, how much respect 
for human rights is given, the relationship 
between majorities and minorities, issues 
of gender and ethnicity, the position of in
digenous people. Instances of discrimina
tion and intolerance will be accompanied 
by reports of efforts to increase tolerance 
and respect for belief. Interfaith initia
tives, that quiet diplomacy between relig
ious groups, will also be reported 
wherever possible to encourage even 
greater efforts in this direction. Religious 
and interreligious non-government organi- · 
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sation (NGO) committees based in New 
York and Geneva have been involved in 
the project since it began. The different 
contexts and particularities of the country 
reports reveal a variety of issues and 
themes. Let me give a number of exam
ples. 

My first example concerns theocratic 
and communist regimes, where the domi
nance of one belief system may be embed
ded in law, the political process, 
government policy-making and the educa
tion system. Orthodoxy in belief and na
tionalist ideology go hand in hand. 
Minority beliefs and practices are likely 
to be regarded as political subversion. 
Consider the case of the Ba 'hai 's in Iran 
and Christians like the Jehovah's Wit
nesses in southern Sudan. Consider Bud
dhist Tibetans in China. It seems to me 
that interfaith initiatives can only,proceed 
in these areas with extreme difficulty be
cause of the pressure to ideological con
fonnity with the majority group. 

In the following example, we can see 
that action in the area of law alone is not 
enough to bring resolution of conflict and 
a life free of intolerance. There are numer
ous constitutional guarantees of religion 
around the world's statute books, but any 
court of last resort however incorruptible 
cannot substitute for a culture which re
spects human rights at all levels. India 
shows this clearly. The fonner British col
ony has a secular basis and constitutional 
guarantees safe guarding the status of mi
norities including the so-called untouch
ables. Yet examples of both religious 
hannony and religious bigotry are in In
dia constantly before one. Communalism, 
populist political exploitation of Hindu 
community prejudice against Muslims, 
has resulted in loss of life and destruction 
of an ancient Muslim shrine at Ayodhya. 



19 

But c<mmunalism in a smaller scope 
can also be found closer to home. In sub
urban Sydney, local government officials 
have been known on occasion to lend 
their weight to local resirents objections 
to development applications for building 
a mosque, a shrine, a school for a minor
ity religious organisation which is not 
Christian. In late February this year, the 
Premier of Victoria condemned the fed
eral government wren he made a public 
statement to 60,000 Greek protesters 
about the federal decision to recognise the 
fonner Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia. 
The Premier's statement heightened c<m
munity dissension which had already re
sulted in the firebombing of two 
Macedonian Orthodox churches. 

In a third instance of one of the issues 
arising from the project, it is not surpris
ing that political instability may lead to 
new developments in the relationships be
tween c<mmunity and religious groups. 
The dissolution of the USSR has led to 
tremendous uncertainty about direction. It 
is still in the process of emerging from 
over half a century of religious persecu
tion and repression of free expression; 
there is no history of familiarity with 
democratic processes. The Russian Ortho
dox Church, as other Orthodox churcres 
have done elsewhere in the fonner com
munist bloc, has moved swiftly to attempt 
to regain its fonner eminence and benefits 
from the state. TOO Catholic Church did 
the same in Poland. Minority religions 
which had some access to communist gov
ernment ministries of religion in commu
nism's later years suddenly found they 
could not get the ear of government to ex
press their concerns. Under such condi
tions, previously close relations with 
dominant religious groups may become 
distant. 
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Fourthly, not all religious groups are 
on an equal footing in their relationships 
with government. For instance, in Hun
gary, methods of registering religious or
ganisations are said to have changed 
recently. Only religions whose member
ship is over 10,000 can be registered, and 
so eligible for government benefits like 
tax exemptions. There may well be a 
good public interest argument which un
derlies this move, such as that tax exemp
tions should benefit a sizeable polti.on of 
the public because they are funood from 
the public purse. However, such a ration
ale is rarely articulated by the bureauc
racy and thus draws the fire of groups 
who can say, with some legitimacy, that 
the early Christians would not have quali
fied to be registered as a religious body. 
Fonnerly colonial countries may also 
have negotiated church-state relations 
where mainstream groups have estab
lished connections and benefits such as 
tax-exempt status. In a country like Singa
pore, mainstream religious interests in re
taining benefits and the ear of 
government are used by the government 
to shore up its policy of authoritarian plu
ralism. This makes it difficult for relig
ious bodies to play an independent role, 
for instance, to be critical of govern
ment's social policy. The government re
quires that 80% of tax exempt donations 
must be spent openly and accountably in 
any one year; only 20% may go into accu
mulated funds. By this means the govern
ment ensures that religious groups do not 
accumulate wealth which they may use in 
ways which in the government's view 
threaten the security and stability of the 
state. Smaller religious groups do not 
have comparable tax-exempt status. 

Another matter on which the World 
Report will c<mment will be the status of 
women in religion and the impact that re-
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ligious laws have on the lives of wWlen. 
For instance, special tribunals may be set 
up under 1e gi.slation to administer codes 
of personal law governed by the rabbinate 
or shariah. These codes govern issues 
which in the West we associate with pri
vate areas of life: marriage, divorce, sex
ual relations, rertility, children and 
custody issues. Because women bear the 
children and mostly look after them 
around the world, these laws affect 
women's lives more than men's and 
women may not have equal rights with 
men. Israel's major women's organisa
tions have opposed Section 21 of Israel's 
first written constitution because it leaves 
marriage and divorce in the hands of relig
ious courts where a women cannot gain a 
divorce without the consent of the hus
band. 

Earlier in this article, I referred to the 
large scope of religious freedWl. Many re
ligious institutions would assume that this 
freedom concerned only the relationship 
between their institution and others or 
church-state relations. But there is a fur
ther dimension. How can interfaith initia
tives relate to tolerance for diversity of 
conscience within a religious group? 

Freedom of belief involves not only an 
individual freedom (to have and change 
belief) and a community freedom (a right 
of association and religious practice with 
others). It also implies a relationship of re
ciprocal respect towards the beliefs of oth
ers. This respect is as much due to 
individuals within a religious group as it 
is to individuals and communities outside 
the group. The practice of hum~ rights is 
as important inside as outside a group. It 
involves respect for the expression of indi
vidual thought and conscience. 

As we know, there are various barriers 
to respect for another difrerent or diver
gent belief. Evangelising on the basis of 

20 

disrespect and destruction of another's be
lief may at its worst invoke racial vilifica
tion and hatred, rather than a conversion 
based on espousing a different belief for 
its own sake. If we claim our own path to 
truth as the sole one and if we damn eve
rybody else to eternal perdition on the ba
sis of literal readings of sacred texts, are 
we too arrogant about what is in the mind 
of God and too little self-examining about 
human factors? A siege mentality, which 
creates a wall against change, can have 
much to do with the exercise of secular 
power inside a group, even though it may 
maintain religious group identity and in
tegrity against what seem like the incur
sions of a hostile world or betrayal from 
within. Flexibility, change and diversity 
are, on the contrary, signs of the life and 
renewal of faith. 

Scholars of the five world religions 
who met in Philadelphia in 1985 thought 
that there should be awareness of the 
wide range of human rights inside the be
lief community as well as in the wider 
community. Their final statement in
cluded these words: 

We are convinced that the way each religion 
and belief teaches its own members to treat 
fellow members who think differently than 
they do will tend to carry over in the treat- , 
ment of members of other religions or beliefs. 
Hence, it is imperative that all religions or be
liefs school their members to accord all oth
ers, both within and outside their ranks, the 
full human integrity, dignity, and religious lib
erty they claim for themselves. Moreover, the 
fundamental integrity of all religions and be
liefs demands consistency and reciprocity by 
extending the same level of religious liberty to 
adherents of other religions and beliefs that 
they expect for their own members. 4 
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Responses to Religious Pluralism in Australia 

John Baldock 
Secretary General World Conference on Religion and Peace/Australia 

No one is now unaware that immigra
tion has profoundly influenced Austra
lhl's religious profile. Rushdie, the Gulf 
War, and increasingly frequent applica
tions to build temples and mosques, have 
highlighted what many had already begun 
to notice about their suburbs - that relig
ious diversity is changing Australian soci
ety. 

In the way of things, the established re
ligious institutions have been slow to re
act. Facing significant enough challenges 
already, the issue of religious pluralism 
has in most cases been of marginal impor
tance. 

But this situation itself is changing. At 
a local level there is an increasing interest 
in the belief and practices of others. And 
among hierarchies there is now a greater 
preparedness to meet with religious lead
ers across faith boundaries - even in some 
cases, to join in common action and con
cern. 

The Sources of Increasing Interest 
in Religious Pluralism 

The sources of this change are many, 
althougil'some factors appear to be par
ticularly influential. No doubt contrary to 
expectation, the Churches renewed focus 
on ev_~g~Jj$VI has led to considerable re
flection on religious practice, especially 
conversion, in a pluralist society. Accom
panying this has been a desire to ~-tter:ul!
derstand differing belief systems, at least 
iflsoiile cases, though not exclusively, to 
improv~ strategies for ev~ge~§PJ.. 

- ... _,.--..,. , •.•.•. ! ···-· ·-~ ......................... ,., ... ,_ , ... ,.,.,_. ___ --··-~·~""' 

Religious Encounter in Local 
Communities 

For many, however, an interest in 
other religions arises out of a ca:npletely 
different context. Encountering the 
breadth of spirituality that immigration 
has brought to their communities, many 
are concerned to understand what the peo
ple next door actually believe. Not so 



Australian Religion Studies Review 

much an interest in doctrine or theologi
cal niceties, their concern is much more a 
matter of practical neighbourliness. How 
do I act? How will I offend? Will my be
liefs necessarily separate us? In this situ
ation, acknowledging and understanding 
differences occurs simply as another con
sequence of multiculturalism. Not unlike 
learning about and tolerating other social 
and cultural practices. 

Interreligious Conflict Overseas 

But this interest in other religions has 
also occurred in a context of increasing in
terreligious conflict overseas. Correspond
ingly, there has been a greater awareness 
of how religion has been used to divide 
and undennine communities, and a fear 
that ihls.rria)trerepeatectlii Australia. 
Many remain, therefore, apprehensive 
about the apparently rapid growth of 'for
eign' religions, although there is at least a 
common desire not to provoke interre
ligious rivalries and divisions. 

Whatever the source, however, the 
consequence has been increasing interre
ligious activity and reflection in recent 
years. What follows is a survey of how 
various people and groups have sought to 
respond to religious change in. Australia, 
both at an institutional and local level, fol
lowed by a reflection on some of the is
sues raised by this increasing diversity. 
But first some background. 

The Beginnings of Interreligious 
Contact 

Contact between religions in Australia 
is not new. Ignorance rather than under
standing, however, seems to have charac
terised much of the early history between 
religious groups in this country. Perhaps 
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the first significant attempt at dialogue be
gan in the late 1960s with Archbishop 
Woods of Melbourne. As much an act of 
courtesy, Frank Woods would occasion
ally invite faith leaders to Bishopscourt 
for a meal and discussion around a com
mon theme. Although never quite a fixed 
event in the liturgical calender, contact 
was at least sufficiently regular to allow a 
degree of friendship to be established. 
Many of those who reflect back on these 
meetings remember gracious hospitality 
and a genuine interest in discovery and 
understanding. The road from there, how
ever, has not always been so easy. 

The 1980s 

Among Anglicans in Melbourne at 
least, the situation was more difficult un
der Archbishop .~~~J!P.. Despite a very 
strong personal commitment to multicultu
ralism, David Pemnan's support for the 
Arabic and Palestinian communities, com
bined with frequent criticism of the State 
of Israel, meant ongoing conflict with lo
cal Jewish leaders. There was interaction 
but it was often uneasy and reserved. In 
contrast, relations with the Arab and Mus
lim communities were broad and sus
tained, and to a much lesser extent 
friendships were also established with 
Buddhists, Hindus and Sikhs. 

And the situation was little different 
with the Uniting Church, both within Mel
bourne and nationally. Again, criticism of 
the State of Israel by Synods and social 
justice agencies often provoked an angry t 
reaction from Jewish leaders and organisa- \ 
tions. A good measure of support existed 
for the Palestinian cause, although actual 
dialogue with Muslims was limited to the 
efforts of just a few. 
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And Australian Catholics were even 
more restrained. Again, a few were en
gaged in dialogue, but the Church hierar
chy avoided significant involvement in 
interreligious activities, save, that is, for 
participation in the Council of Christians 
and Jews. Established as a meeting point 
for senior leaders across the churches and 
Jewish community, the Council provided 
a relatively non-threatening forum for in
teraction. Naturally strongest in Mel
bourne and Sydney, there was a 
conscious, though not always successful 
avoidance of political controversies, 
which sustained a respectability for the or
ganisation. While perhaps compromising 
and limiting for some, the significance of 
maintaining these contacts, given the con
flict at other levels, underscored the value 
of the organisation. 

Multifaith Resource Centre 

But a recognition in the mid-1980s of 
the increasing prominence of other relig
ions in Australia, began to gather interest 
in establishing. a much broader organisa
tion to address issues of growing religious 
pluralism. With financial assistance from 
the Office of Multicultural Affairs and af
ter considerable consultation, a Multi
faith Resource Centre was established in 
Melbourne. Its function was two-fold, to 
act as a clearing-house on interreligious is
sues, and as a resource for education on 
the spectrum of religious beliefs and prac
tices now represented in the country. The 
Centre attracted considerable support and 
interest from the major Christian denomi
nations and other religious communities 
as well. Indeed, the breadth of participa
tion on its Executive allowed the Re
source Centre to function, albeit in a de 

Volume Seven, Number 1 

facto way, as a kind of interreligious coun
cil. 

Its r.~pjq.Q~J!li~. a few years later, 
therefore, came as a considerable shock 
to all those interested in such broad ecu
menism. After a controversial and divi
sive Annual General Meeting, the 
organisation lost all significant support 
and consequently dissolved. While the 
story is an interesting one, the important 
lesson from the experience reinforced the 
necessity of maintaining considerable 
trust and accountability in endeavours of 
this kind. 

WCRPV 

But while many people in Melbourne 
were hurt by this experience and have 
never returned to significant interreligious 
involvement, the interest generated by the 
project was quickly transfered to a some
what donnant World Conference on Re
ligion and Peace (WCRP). An Australian 
Chapter of WCRP had been established in 
1970 following the return of Max Cb~!!{~=-
worth and the Reverend Arthur Preston 

....... '"""'~-·-·,_ ·~.......,., 

from the First World Conference ori Re-
ligion and Peace held in Kyoto, Japan. 
Early participants in the organisation read 
something like a who's-who of religious 
peace and ecumenical workers at that 
time, but interest had gradually waned. A 
small Chapter continued in Melbourne 
with the Reverend Philip Huggins acting 
as Chairperson, and in Sydney, Stella Cor
nelius and the Reverend Berne Stevens at
tempted to maintain a profile for the 
organisation. Nancy Shelley and others in 
Canberra attempted an annual interfaith 
observance under WCRP auspices but 
only with limited success. 

Interest in WCRP, however, was 
sharply refocussed in early 1987 by the 
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decision of the WCRP International Gov
erning Board to hold its Fifth World As
sembly in Melbourne in January 1989. A 
Host Committee was fonned with Arch
bishop Penman as Chairperson, including 
many of those who had been involved in 
the Multi-faith Resource Centre. With as
sistance from the Victorian State Govern
ment a Conference Secretariat was 
established and Sheikh Abdullah Nu 'man 
was employed as the Executive Officer. 

Despite the enonnity of the task unrer
taken, by any measure WGRP .. Y.YY'.l§Jt. " 
~gniU.~~t succe~s. Indeed, it was to 
prove a nilnuig:point in interreligious re
lations in this country. Around 350 people 
attended from overseas, matched by a 
similar number participating in some way 
from Australia. While the gathering was 
not without some controversy - particu
larly over the issues of PLO repre
sentation and the involvement of a 
delegate from Tibet - the potential for 
good community relations signalled by 
the event was obvious. The Melbourne 
Assembly established WCRP as a cred
ible organisation to which the State Gov
emment was willing to offer further 
support. On this basis a national Office 
was established in Melbourne in Decem
ber 1989 and the Reverend John Baldock 
was employed as its Secretary-General. 

The 1990s 

And the momentum in interreligious 
activity of the late 1980s has only in
creased in the past three years. WCRP has 
continuedtoexpandnationally,while 
other groups have been established where 
no existing organisation has been present. 

At a national level the Uniting Church 
has established working groups on rela
tions with both the Muslim and Jewish 
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communities. And the Council of Chris
tians and Jews has continued to expand 
and develop a national structure. The 
Commission for Dialogue with Living 
Faith and Community Relations of the 
Australian Council of Churches has been 
far more focused under its Chairperson, 
the Reverend John Bodycomb, who has 
also been active within the Working 
Group on Religious Liberty. 

State Initiatives 

But there has also been increasing ac
tivity at a State level, as new groups have 
been established or reinforced by the · 
growing interest in interreligious dialogue. 

Adelaide 
Among these, the Interreligious Forum 

in Arelaide has been one of the more ac
tive groups. Chaired by Fr Jeffries Foale, 
Director of the Catholic Multicultural Of
flee in Adelaide, it has continued to run 
regular visits to various faith communities 
and organised an annual interreligious ob
servance. 

Perth 
And a similar group has also recently 

been established in Perth, undertaking 
much the same activities. Having at
tracted significant involvement from sen
ior faith leaders, the group also functions 
as an interreligious Council for Western 
Australia. 

Brisbane 
One of the most recent attempts to de

velop interreligious cooperation has oc
curred in Brisbane, through the impetus 
of Bureau of Ethnic Affairs in that State. 
Entitled the 'Interfaith Multicultural Fo
rum', the group was fonned in early 1993 
to promote and enhance multiculturalism. 
It has taken a public stand on anum her of 
social issues, consistent with its to com-
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mitment to 'religious freedom and the de
velopment of a society free from racial 
and religious pre judice, hatred and dis
crimination'. 

Sydney 
And in New South Wales, despite a 

history of uneasy ecumenical relations, 
contact between faith communities has 
been steadily increasing. WCRP main
tains a part-time secretariat in Sydney, 
staffed by Fr Bill Burt, a Divine Word 
Missionary. The Council for Christian 
and Jews continues to setve as a forum al
lowing senior Christian and Jewish lead
ers to meet, as well as organising regular 
activities for its members. And, as the 

...,¢· Uniting Church's working groups on Jew
ish and Muslim relations are based in Syd
ney, much of their focus has been on 
developing relationships in that city. Fur
thennore, another infonnal interreligious 
group has also arisen, organised with as
sistance from the Brahma Kumaris. Its fo
cus, however, is generally directed 
towards supporting Brahm a Kumaris in
itiatives. 

Melbourne 
But Melbourne continues to be the 

most ecumenical Australian city, and 
within Melbourne, WCRP has been most 
active in work among religious communi
ties. Involved in a broad program in re
cent years, it has conducted research into 
Muslim settlement for the Bureau of 1m
migration and Population Research, held 
seminars, study-groups, exhibitions, as 
well as various other activities aimed at 
encouraging contact and understanding 
between different faith communities. 

The Council for Christians and Jews 
(CCJ) also continues to prosper in Mel
bourne, greatly assisted by the Catholic 
order, the Sisters of Sion. Apart from 
their involvement with the CCJ, the Sion 
Sisters are also active in educating Catho-
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lies on Judaism and building bridges be
tween the two communities. 

Relations between Christian and Jew
ish groups continue to have the odd mo
ment' s tension, such as when recently a 
prominent Jewish leader raised the issue 
of religious instruction in Church schools, 
with respect to the treatment of seemingly 
anti-Jewish passages in the Christian 
scriptures. Having entered a classroom af
ter a lesson on the stoning of Saint 
Stephen, Mark Leibler was rightly con
cerned that such passages had been used 
in the past to vilify Jews, and should be 
understood in the context of the Holo
caust. Following a fairly heated debate in 
the Jewish journal 'Generation', including 
the publication of private correspondence 
from the Anglican Archbishop Keith 
Rayner, a consultative group was fonned, 
comprising prominent Jewish and Chris
tian academics, in order to set guidelines 
on the treatment of such texts in religious 
instruction. 

Local initiatives 
But beyond these more fonnal initia

tives, there have also been a range of ac
tivities in recent years in response to both 
the changing situation in local communi
ties and events like the Gulf War. Perhaps 
the most creative of these has occurred in 
Springvale through the work of its Access 
and Equity Officer, Joyce Robeiro. Ac
knowledging that the profile of the mu
nicipality had changed dramatically over 
recent years, the Council has wmked 
alongside the local Ministers Association 
to establish a forum for all faith leaders to 
meet. A covenant of good neighbourli
ness has been entered into, a commitment 
to which is repeated each year at an an
nual interfaith setvice. A monthly meet
ing of faith leaders continues, which 
among other things, organises regular vis
its to local religious communities, as well 
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as further opportunities to encounter the 
beliefs of others. 

Similarly in Broadmeadows, in re
sponse to a dramatic increase in the num
ber of Muslims in the area, the local 
Ministers Fraternal last year organised a 
study-series on understanding Islam. Ex
amining how Christians might respond to 
the local Muslim c<mmunity, around 45 
people attended the series each week, indi
cating the significant interest that can 
arise in those communities most affected 
by changes in Australia's religious com
position. 

Organisational Responses 

Indeed the question of mission in a 
multi-faith context has prompted anum
ber of Christian-based organisations to 
raise the issue of pluralism within their 
own constituencies. World Vision, for ex
ample, is planning a seminar for early 

\' February entitled 'Experiencing Christ in 
\ a multi-faith world'. And StAndrew's 

Hall, the education faculty of the Church 
Missionary Society, recently conducted a 
series of consultations around Australia 
on developing studies on mission in plu
ralist societies. Their program will supple
ment an increasing number of courses 
already available within other ministry 
faculties. 

In themselves, these may be taken to 
indicate the extent to which interest in 
studying religion is growing . .To give 
some perspective to this interest in the 
wirer community, Deakin University's 
correspondence and campus based 
courses on religious studies will this year 
enrol some 770 students, while the num
ber·studying-the.open Learning religious 
studies option will total somewhere 
around 800. 

,n.;,~,.,.,. . .,,, 

Cooperation between Religious 
Leaders 
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But this activity is only one conse
quence of an increasing awareness of Aus
tralia's religious pluralism. Whereas 
once, for example, religious commentary 
on contemporary social issues was the do
main of the Churches, the views of other 
faith communities are increasingly sought 
and reported by the media. Moreover, 
more· than in any previous year, 1993 wit
nessed a preparedness among religious 
leaders to join together on matters of mu
tual concern. Statements were issued, for 
example, onMabo and in response to de
creasing levels of social services in Victo
ria. With assistance from the World 
Conference on Religion and Peace and 
the Australian Council of Churches, the 
Council on Aboriginal Reconciliation 
brought together representatives of the 
various faith communities in support of 
the reconciliation process. Again with the 
assistance of WCRP and the Victorian 
Council of Churches, the Victorian Coun
cil of Social Services organised a much 
publicised Community Summit, which 
gave prominence to the inv9,lvement of 
faith leaders from various religious tradi
tions. 

Again, in August last year, WCRP or
ganised a day seminar entitled 'Towards ( 
a Theology of Pluralism', involving 26 
faith leaders from around the country. As 
such, the gathering was first extensive 
meeting of heads of churches and other 
faith communities in Australia. Discus-
sion on the issue of pluralism occurred 
riot only at a theological level but also in 
practical consideration of the likely af-
fects of growing religious diversity in this 
country. 



27 

And then again in September last year, 
with the support of Unicef, WCRP organ
ised a major consultation on the state of 
children in Asia, Australia and the Pa
cific. Apart from those attending from 
overseas, around 70 senior religious lead
ers and children's workers came from 
within Australia. 'I're Declaration and Ac
tion Plan agreed to by participants, com
mitted them to further cooperation in 
support of children throughout the region 
It was a significant demonstration of how 
religious communities can join together 
on matters of shared moral and social con
cern. 

Where is all this going? 

But while there has been a growing in
terest in contact across faith boundaries, 
relationships are still often hesitant and 
uncommittal. Many senior Church leaders 
avoid interreligious forwns, as do some 
from other faiths who are concerned to 
maintain factional loyalties. In time, how
ever, it may be hoped that both these reac
tions will diminish in frequency and 
importance. 

But there is also a tenrency in many 
denominations to leave interreligious dia
logue to those who are somewhat mar
ginal within their own structures. While 
obviously there are considerable time de
mands upon senior religious leaders, this 
often creates a disparity in interfaith meet
ings. Some participants may hold consid
erable representative status, while others 
will represent virtually no one at all. It 
can also create an impression that the 
Churches are not really committed to 
building strong relationships between 
faith communities, otherwise more senior 
representatives would be found. 
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The Issue of Representivity 

But this also raises an important issue 
for those seeking to organise interre
ligious activities. There is an immediate 
dilemma to be faced, do you accept in
volvement from people of goodwill with 
little or no representative status, or should 
effort be directed towards bringing to
gether those in established leadership po
sitions? Experience would suggest that it 
is difficult to combine both. Alternatively, 
should a range of forums be organised in
volving people at different levels of de
nominational status, enabling 
participation for all those willing to meet? 
While the answer is probably the latter, 
this tends to diminish the human and fi
nancial resources available to organise 
such events. WCRP is 1he only organisa
tion in Australia to maintain a full-time 
secretariat available to develop interre
ligious activities. For others, therefore, or
ganising such events must fit alongside 
competing demands. 

And there is another issue here as 
well. Most leadership positions within the 
various faith communities are held by 
men, also raising the question of whe1her 
it is important to involve senior religious 
women in gatherings among denomina
tional leaders. This requires, however, a 
decision about who are the most appropri
ate women to involve. Should it be the 
head of a religious women's organisation, 
or someone whose leadership is recog
nised according to different criteria? 

Other Factors affecting 
Interreligious Relationships 

But there are other factors as well 
likely to affect the development of inter
faith relations in Australia. The reaction 
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to the Muslim and Arab communities dur
ing .the Gulf War reminded many that the 
position of minority groups can be ex
tremely fragile during moments of such 
apparent crisis. Similarly, the rise of ultra
nationalism overseas has demonstrated 
how easily anti-Jewish sentiments can be 
heightened and then utilised for cheap po
litical purposes. While on the whole the 
Churches respond well to such occur
rences, their interest in supporting other 
faith communities is often reactive rather 
than preventative. There is a scurry to 
find a representative faith leader to con
tact or involve in a service of prayers, but 
often just as quickly as the criSis pro
voked a reaction, contact will fade away. 
While no doubt people will be grateful for 
the Churches support in moments of cri
sis, they could be forgiven for being 
somewhat cynical about the purpose of 
such interest. Much better for the 
Churches response to arise out of an ongo
ing relationship consistent with a truly 
deep level of concern. 

But obviously events overseas can af
fect relations between faith communities 
in other ways as well. The Israeli-Palestin
ian Accord, for example, has allowed a 
level of public interaction between those 
communities that a year ago would have 
been impossible. Conversely, the war 
within the former Yugoslavia has se
verely disturbed relationships between the 
immigrant faith.c<mmunities from that re
gion. In as much as such events are under
stood along confessional lines, broad 
acceptance across denominations will al
ways be c<m plex and often strained. 

Potential Disharmony in Australia? 

But there are also potential causes of 
disharmony within this country, not least 
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arising from the Churches desire to main
tain their privileged position in society. A 
number of Church leaders, for example, 
last year openly opposed the annexure of 
the 1981 Declaration Against Religious 
Discrimination to the Human Rights and 
Equal Opportunity Act (HEREOC), on 
the basis that it would undermine the 
Churches ability to employ staff of Chris
tian conviction. While their concern may 
have been justified if indeed this was a 
consequence of the Declaration's an
nexure, though in fact the HEREOC Act 
provides an exemption for religious c<m
munities in employing adherents, their op
position raised the issue of-balancing the 
protection of established interests against 
securing wider benefits for all religious 
communities. 

And while on this occasion only ami
nority reacted in this way, it is not the 
first time that Church leaders have chosen 
to defend their own interests over assist
ing the position of others. The strong op
position by many Church leaders at the 
time of the last referendum to the inclu
sion of a right to freedom of religion in 
the Constitution demonstrated a similar at
titude. While based primarily on a fear of 
loosing Government funding for Church 
schools, their reaction placed the protec
tion of established interests over and 
above securing the rights of others. 

While in one sense their reaction is un
derstandable, ultimately this is a divisive 
strategy, as it promotes privileges for 
some that are not available to others. This 
is hardly likely to promote the kind of 
generosity in relationships between faith 
communities that might be considered 
necessary for building a tolerant multire
ligious society. 

But this issue surfaces in other ways 
as well. The frequent difficulties encoun
tered by religious minorities in attempting 
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to build cWlmunity facilities, which so 
often causes friction and resentment, also 
reinforces an appearance that the estab
lished religious CWlmunities are accepted 
but others are not welcome. While per
haps most often planning difficulties arise 
through the encounter with unfamiliar and 
CWl plicated planning regulations, this is 
not always the case. Once in private con
versation, a fonner State Planning Minis
ter commented that some local Councils 
appeared to deliberately misapply plan
ning laws in order to exclude minorities 
and maintain favour among m.ore estab
lished ratepayers. While not responsible 
for this situation, the Churches and local 
congregations appear to benefit from it, 
and could, therefore, be far more active in 
urging equal treatment for minority relig
ious CWlmunities. 

Similarly, local Councils have also 
naturally been loathe to extend the rate ex
emptions enjoyed by the major Churches 
to other religious denWlinations as well. 
Again the disparity between faith commu
nities maintains an impression that certain 
religious groups are favoured while oth
ers are not. While probably the reality in 
contemporary Australia is that 'no relig
ion' is the favoured position, continuing 
inequality between religious groups sim
ply reinforces an attitude of us and them. 
The Churches position of accepting privi
leges but not defending similar rights for 
others is contradictory and unsustainable, 
and it is time this attitude changed. 

At a Governmental Level 

But there is also a mixed response to 
Australia's changing religious profile 
from other levels of Government as well. 
For the most part, this seems to derive 
from the well established tradition that 
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there must be a clear separation of 
Church and State in Australia, and the 
Constitutional instruction that no Govern
ment funds should be used to promote in
dividual religious traditions. As a 
consequence, at a Governmental level, 
there is no established mechanism for 
dealing with religious institutions outside 
the structure of those Departments, like 
Education, Health and Welfare, which are 
specifically involved in funding commu
nity programs organised under religious 
auspices. The result is that no one ann of 
Government has a clear responsibility for 
dealing with the issues raised by Austra
lia's changing religious profile. The Of
fice of Multicultural Affairs (OMA) will 
deal with the issue of religious p~uralism 
in as much as it relates to ethnic religious 
c001munities. Foreign Affairs may be
CWle involved if trade or diplWlatic rela
tions are affected. The Attorney General's 
Department will be concerned if ques
tions like religious divorce or polygamy 
are raised. And Health may become in
volved in an issue like female circumci
sion. But no one Department will have 
any coordinating brief or oversight, nor 
even a knowledge of what others are do
ing or with wh001 they are working. 

One consequence of this is that Gov
ernments are enonnously hesitant about 
becoming involved in say a general ap
proach to promote religious tolerance and 
understanding. There is a basic desire to 
stay aloof from such issues in case they 
be accused of favouring one group or dis
advantaging another. Where support is 
forthcoming, in response to particular situ
ations like the Gulf War, as is common 
with Governments and to a large degree 
as a result of their ad hoc dealings with re
ligious communities, it is often the most 
vocal groups which gain attention and 
some assistance, without regard to issues 
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of representivity or an appreciation of the 
religious tradition being espoused. 

Hence, apart from limited support re
ceived for a few imaginative programs 
from OMA, the Department of Foreign 
Affairs, and the previous Victorian State 
Government, the promotion of good com
munity relations among religious commu
nities would have very much been left to 
chance and the ad hoc efforts of a few 
committed individuals. And yet the fear 
that religious conflict may arise in Austra
lia is strong, both among Governments 
and the wider population. It seems appro
priate, therefore, that the policy of avoid
ing direct support to promote religious 
tolerance in Australia be reviewed. 

Investing in Religious Tolerance 

This also raises the question as to 
whether the major religious communities 
themselves will one day consider it appro
priate to fund activities aimed at develop
ing interreligious tolerance and 
understanding. Few would question, for 
example, the value of senior religious 
leaders meeting regularly to deal with the 
range of issues that may arise in a multi
faith society, but this needs coordination. 
Ultimately it implies the existence of a 
broadly ecumenical body, not 'owned' by 
one faith community or another, which is 
able to perfonn the task. 

And this is more than simply self-justi
fication, but rather a concern that the is
sues raised by increasing religious 
pluralism are dealt with consistently and 
impassionedly, and not only addressed 
when some crisis occurs. 
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Generosity Required 

Ultimately this will require a spirit of 
generosity from all parties, but particu
larly from the major Churches, who are 
best positioned to support such activities. 
There is evidence that that support is 
emerging, though it is still often tentative 
and noncommittal. In this context, it 
should be recognised that the rise in mi
nority religious communities in Australia 
ultimately poses no threat to the position 
or status of the established Churches. Aus
tralia will remain for the very foreseeable 
future a predominantly/Christian society. 

A Positive Role for Religious 
Communities 

But perhaps there is another dimen
sion to this as well. Religious communi
ties have considerable moral, 
motivational, and financial resources to 
contribute towards the development of a 
just and tolerant society. Is it not appropri
ate, therefore, that all people of faith seek 
ways of enriching the spiritual life of this 
country and strengthening the ethical 
foundations of our society? Surely we can 
learn to put aside differences to such a de
gree that we can work together to achieve 
a tolerant and fairer life for all? 

Finally 

Many have begun to learn that the 
qualities and hopes they aspire to are 
often shared in similar measure by their 
neighbours, even though they may be 
from a different religion or culture. We 
may not all be the same but we share 
enough in common to at least perceive the 
sincerity and integrity of those who also 
pray and mediate for a holy life and a 
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peaceful world. My hope is that the fear 
of others may soon so begin to subside 
that the benefits of struggling for good to-
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gether may prove to be a blessing to this 
society. For what alternative do we have? 

Dialogue and Identity in the Protestant Church of 
Northern Thailand 

Philip Hughes . 
Christian Research Association 

In the years since World War II there 
has been an increasing interest in inter
faith dialogue in many missionary com
munities. In some places, however, the 
missionaries find that the local people and 
national church leaders are either uninter
ested or actively opposed to dialogue. In
deed, it seems that the modem missionary 
often has more interest in dialogue and 
the more general questions of indigenisa
tion than do the local people. An under
standing of the historical experiences of 
the Asian churches rooted in the Western 
Protestant missionary movements goes a 
long way in explaining. the sources of in
difference and opposition. Northern Thai
land provides an instructive case. 

The missionaries who brought Christi
anity to northern Thailand saw Buddhism 
and Christianity as competing religious 
systems. Daniel McGilvary, the first mis
sionary to northern Thailand, arrived in 
the city of Chiang Mai to settle there in 
1867. He was an American Presbyterian 
of Scottish parentage arid deeply con- -
cemed to preserve Protestant orthodoxy 
against all fonns of un-Christian thought 
He was quite sure that Christianity was 
bringing light to replace false beliefs and 
superstitions. Buddhism, he said, had no 
remedy for the problem of sin. Christian
ity provided the only answer and was the 
only true system of faith. McGilvary and 

many early missionaries pointed to West
em civilisation and technology as evi
dence of the validity of Christianity. 

Nevertheless, McGilvary relished op
portunities to debate the relative strengths 
of Christianity and Buddhism. Among the 
regular visitors to his house was a Bud
dhist monk, who would spend many 
hours with him discussing the merits of 
their respective religions. While McGil
vary could never accept the truth of Bud
dhism, he did appear open to accepting 
the spirituality of certain Buddhists. For 
example, two years after McGilvary ar
rived, the king of Chiang Mai had two of 
the first converts killed. McGilvary and 
his family, and another missionary family 
were ostracised and isolated. The mission
aries were in fear of their lives. They send 
messages to Bangkok to seek support. 
During the months that followed, two peo
ple, a Buddhist monk and a princess in 
the royal household, continued to help the 
missionaries. Neither gave up their loy
alty to Buddhism despite a great interest 
in Christianity. McGilvary often won
dered if, in some way, these two people 
were not 'Christian' in some sense, de
spite their unwillingness to give up their 
Buddhist involvement. 

With one or two minor exceptions, the 
missionaries affirmed strongly that Chris
tianity was the only true religion. It pro-
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vided, they said, the only solution for the 
basic human problem of sin, and it would 
change the lives of those who adopted it. 
Not only would it change the lives of indi
viduals, but of the whole society. Rev. 
Henry White, later dean of the mission's 
theological school, argued that the gospel 
had made Great Britain into the greatest 
and mightiest Christian Empire on the 
face of the earth. 'What the Gospel has 
done for Europe it can do for her sister 
continent, Asia' through conviction of 
sin, moral accountability, and the accep
tance of Christ as Saviour1. 

The missionaries urged all converts to 
separate themselves totally from Bud
dhism. They prohibited the converts from 
taking part in any Buddhist ceremonies or 
visiting any temples. The mission estab
lished schools for the children of the con
verts so that they would not become 
contaminated with Buddhist teaching. In 
other words, the missionaries encouraged 
total separation from anything Buddhist. 

This separation created a Christian 
community which appeared alien to the 
larger culture. In general, Thai Buddhists 
saw Christianity as a foreign, Western re
ligion. To involve oneself in it meant to 
give up something of what it meant to be 
Thai. A sociologist, Carl Zimmennan, 
who did a study of the Christian commu
nity in Thailand in 1931 noted how for
eign it appeared. Its art, literature, music, 
art, and architecture, and even many so
cial customs practised in the church were 
foreign. The confrontational, aggressive 
crusading style of Christianity, he said, 
was incompatible with the culture. Thus a 
convert would be de-nationalised and de
culturised from his or her own social sys
tem2. 

Between the two world wars, some 
missionaries became concerned about the 
view of Christianity as foreign and com-

peting with Buddhism. Roderick Gillies, 
one of the leadin~ missionaries during 
this period, wrote , 

32 

Becoming a Christian has meant in some 
ways a radical break with the established or
der. Christianity has looked on one side of it 
like a destructive force. It has been difficult to 
bring home the fact that the Christian way is 
not to destroy but to fulfil, that it seeks to de
stroy nothing and oppose nothing save what . 
is untrue and bad, that its aim is rather the ful
filment of all righteousness and all good wher-
ever found. 

Few of Gillies' missionary colleagues 
shared his concern. In any event, the 
Christian community experienced a fresh 
infusion of 'separatism' in the fonn of 
evangelistic campaigns in 1938 and 1939 
led by John Sung, a Chinese evangelist. 
He stressed the idea of a totally pure life, 
consecrated to God. In his meetings, he 
named specific sins, and asked the congre
gation to put up their hands in confession 
if they had committed any of them. He 
was very critical of many missionaries 
who were not as pure and separate in his 
eyes as they should have been. Sung 
made a substantial impression on the 
northern Thai Protestant commwrlty, visit
ing nearly all the regional and sub-re
gional centres where Christians lived. He 
ignited fervour hitherto lacking, but, it 
must be said, the fervour he aroused was 
hardly conducive to dialogue between 
faiths. 

The years immediately following the 
second World War witnessed a rapid 
growth in the church. Since the United 
States and its allies won the war, many 
Thai people felt that Thailand had failed 
in allowing Japan to overrun the land. 
American science and technology were 
held in high regard. Many people wanted 
their children to learn the American ways 
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through the Christian schools. Some 
joined the church. However, this spurt of 
growth did not last. 

The missionaries maintained the supe
riority of Christianity arguing that it af
finned the world while, they said, 
Buddhism was essentially world-denying. 
They also claimed that Christianity was a 
more suitable religion for a country going 
through modernisation. It would also be 
able to withstand the pressures of Com
munism, as Buddhism had not been able 
to do in Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos. 

However, there was a greater apprecia
tion of some aspects of Buddhism. The 
head of the Christian boys' school in 
Chiang Mai, Kenneth Wells studied Bud
dhism and wrote what is still regarded as 
the authoritative English text on the ritu
als of Thai Buddhism. Yet, in lectures 
that he gave in 1963, he argued that in 
most respects Christianity and Buddhism 
were quite distinct. Regarding the nature 
of religion, he said Christianity saw it as 
revelation, while Buddhism saw it as 
teaching. Their views of history are also 
distinct: linear versus cyclical. Their 
views of life are different: inherently 
good versus inherently evil. There are, ac
cording to Wells, similarities in their 
moral systems and their acknowledgment 
of the human predicament, but their re
spective solutions were totally distinct. 
For Buddhism, the solution lay in faith in 
one's self, he said, while for Christianity 
it was faith in God4

• 

Kenneth Wells represented the main
stream Presbyterian missionary view of 
Buddhism that began to emerge in the 
1920s. Superficially it was more apprecia
tive and less antagonistic to Buddhism, 
tending to replace Buddhism with ani
mism as 'the enemy'. These changes 
were, in part, due to decades of experi
ence of Buddhism, in which the mission-
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aries found Buddhism to be not as evil as 
they had originally claimed. It was also 
due to government policy which pres
sured missionaries to cease attacking Bud
dhism. 

An interest in what might be tenned 
'proto-di~ogue' finally appeared among 
some missionaries in the 1950s. Sinclair 
Thompson, for example, was interested in 
the relationship between Buddhism and 
Christianity .. Following Thompson's 
death in a train accident in 1961, the 
McGilvary Theological Seminary estab
lished a lectureship series on the relation
ship between Buddhism and Christianity 
called the 'Sinclair Thompson Memolial 
Lectures'. These lectures have repre
sented perhaps the greatest contribution 
from Protestants in Thailand to interfaith 
dialogue. The series has exposed a variety 
of view points and allowed both Thais 
and Westerners invaluable opportunities 
to reflect on the relationship between 
these two faiths, particularly in the Thai 
context. 

Francis Seely was another missionary 
who became increasingly interested in 
Buddhism. He spent a great deal of time 
with the Buddhists and did all he could to 
promote mutual understanding and dia
logue. In 1970s he established the 
Dhatma Logos Project which had dia
logue between Christianity and Buddhism 
as its aim. The project gathered a library. 
He published a regular newsletter and it 
brought people together for discussion. 

A few missionaries came to reflect on 
the significance of Buddhism through a 
concern to fmd indigenous expressions of 
faith in the Thai context. They were 
deeply concerned that Christianity was 
seen as a 'foreign' religion and wanted it 
to be Thai. They encouraged the use of 
Thai music, and symbols and spoke about 
the necessity of 'indigenising' the Chris-



Australian Religion Studies Review 

tian faith. Theologically, Kosuke 
Koyama, a Japanese missionary who 
taught theology at the theological semi
nary in Chiang Mai, was a leader in this 

5 movement. 
The issues of 'indigenisation' were 

taken up again in different fonns. For ex
ample, Dr Maen Pongudom, dean of the 
theological seminary in Chiang Mai, 
wrote about the need to find how God has 
been at .work not just in Israel, but in the 
history of the Thai people. The assump
tion is that God must have been at work, 
somehow, within Buddhism 6. 

However, there has been very little 
positive response among the Thai Protes
tant Christians to these initiatives. Few 
have taken opportunity for fonnal dia
logue while the majority remain commit
ted to separatism. Thai Protestants do not 
often go into the Buddhist temples and 
they are ambivalent about participating in 
any ceremonies which have strong Bud
dhist or animist overtones. In general, 
they will avoid what they consider to be 
Bu~dhist language in the discussion of 
their own religion. They have little inter
est in using Thai music in worship, and 
avoid any hint of Buddhist styles of archi
tecture. 

To understand this reaction, it is impor
tant to understand why these people have 
become Christians, or why, as in many 
cases, their grandparents or great-grand
parents became Christians. From the 
emergence of Christian communities in 
the 1880s until well into the twentieth cen
tury, Protestant converts largely came 
from three identifiable groups. 

l.People who were impressed by the 
effectiveness of the medical work of the 
missionaries. The missionaries estab
lished hospitals in nearly every region in 
the north and developed an impressive 
medical system of clinics, dispensaries 
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and medical evangelism. The missionary 
doctors played an important role in the in
troduction of Western medicine and fre
quently effected cures that seemed 
miraculous to the people. They saw the 
purpose of Western medicine as: 

(1) showing humanitarian concern; 
(2) reaching people who in their need 
were more open to Christianity; 
(3) demonstrating the superiority of West
em science, which they believed was an 
outgrowth of 'Christian civilisation' and 
proved the superiority of Christianity. 

Many Thai people saw the results as 
showing that the missionaries had access 
to superior powers to those of the local 
spirits and many people who were cured 
through the missionaries' medical agen
cies were converted to Christianity. 

Although the missionaries were in
volved in medical work virtually from the 
beginning, it achieved an apex during the 
great malaria epidemic of 1911 to 1913, 
which accompanied famine conditions in 
several regions of northern Siam. The 
Thai people initially made offerings to the 
local spirits. When the epidemic contin
ued and the famine grew more severe, 
they tried the medicines and food distrib
uted by bands of Thai Christian evangel
ists. Some reports suggest that two 
thousand people converted to Christianity 
in the city of Chiang Mai alone at this 
time. 

In later years, the missionary medical 
work lost much of its evangelistic signifi
cance as the government and private 
'secular' agencies came to dominate medi
cine in Thailand. 

2. People accused of witchcraft. If 
someone became ill in a village, tradition
ally, a spirit doctor would be called in. He 
would go through a ceremony during 
which the sick person had to call out the 
name of the spirit causing the sickness. 
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The spirit doctor then identified the per
son responsible for feeding and humour
ing this spirit. Often those accused of 
causing the problems suffered severe per
secution. Ostracism was common and 
death not unheard of. 

Due to social pressures, accusations of 
witchcraft became very common for a 
few years during a time of rapid social 
change in the late nineteenth century. 
Many accused found that the only people 
who would accept them were the mission
aries, who had no fear of the spirits for 
whom they were responsible. Indeed, by 
identifying with Christianity and cutting 
off all contact with the spirits who were 
causing them trouble, they appeared to 
overcome their problems. 

The last instance in which a Christian 
community arose because of accusations 
occurred in the early 1930s. In north
eastern Thailand, however, accusations of 
witchcraft still occasionally bring con
verts into Christianity. 

3. People seeking missionary patron
age. During the last decades of the nine
teenth century and the first decades of the 
twentieth, there were considerable social 
changes in northern Thailand. These 
changes were caused partly by the grad
ual takeover of the feudal system in north
em Thailand by the central Thai 
government bureaucracy. As feudal lords 
were pensioned off and removed by the 
bureaucracy, they could no longer offer 
patronage to local peasants. The peasants 
were forced to find new patrons. Quite a 
number turned to the missionaries. Be
tween 1910 and 1915, for example, the 
mission in northern Thailand employed 
several hundred people. These people in
cluded evangelists, pastors, teachers, 
nurses, other hospital employees, employ
ees at the mission press, servants in mis
sionary homes, guards for mission 
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property, cleaners, gardeners and cooks. 
The larger circle of missionary depen
dants, direct or indirect, ran into thou
sands. In general, the mission employed 
only Christians. 

The mission in northern Thailand 
ceased to grow in size about 1915. 
Through the 1920s, the economic depres
sion in the United States meant less 
money for the employment of people in 
Thailand. Between 1920 and 1940, the 
number of Thai people employed by the 
mission stabilised at about 220. Employ
ment maintained the loyalty of many 
Christians, but no longer had any influ
ence in drawing people into the Christian 
circle. 

Since 1915, the Protestant Christian 
community in northern Thailand has 
grown more through biological growth 
than through conversions from the Bud
dhist community. Many people in the 
Christian community today trace their in
volvement back several generations. 
Among those who have been converted 
more recently, many have been leprosy 
patients. Society has frequently shunned 
people suffering from leprosy and forced 
many to leave their home villages. Prior 
to World Warn, about one thousand, five 
hundred leprosy sufferers came to live at 
the McKean Leprosarium outside Chiang 
Mai operated by the Presbyterian mission. 
They found there a new identity. They 
were not rejected as people cursed by the 
sins of past lives. Rather, many saw them
selves anew as children of God who had a 
special identity and role in Thailand. To
day, leprosy patients, past or present, and 
their families constitute a substantial pro
portion of the northern Thai church, per
haps as much as 20%. In many cases, 
families have maintained their links with 
the Christian faith over several genera
tions. 
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The development of the Christian com
munity in northern Thailand has not oc
curred because people have become 
logically convinced of the arguments for 
Christianity compared with Buddhism. 
Each group of converts mentioned above 
has come into the Christian community 
because it has been rejected by, or has 
found resources in its own community in
adequate. Many of them have faced ostra
cised from their Buddhist neighbours, 
either through accusations of witchcraft, 
or because of the problem of leprosy. Oth
ers have found resources within their own 
religion and own community inadequate 
to cope with their problems of health or 
their need for employment. The Christian 
community accepted people unacceptable 
in their own community. It has offered re
sources for health and employment to 
many others who could not find those re
sources elsewhere. 

The change from Buddhism to Christi
anity has been a change in the community 
with which they identified. It has meant a 
change in institutions, a change in cus
toms and ceremonies. With this has come 
the learning of new forms of expression 
in music and language, and a new set of 
symbols. Research conducted by Philip 
Hughes 7 confirmed that conversion in
volved a change of community and identi
fication rather than basic life values or 
even forms of religiosity. 

This change in the community with 
which the converts identified has in
volved an ethos of 'separatism' from the 
wider, Buddhist community for several 
reasons. The first is that the early mission
aries created the Christian community as 
a total separate identity and encouraged 
the converts to separate themselves as far 
as possible from the Buddhist commu- " 
nity. The missionaries formed the Chris
tian community as something totally 
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distinct and separate in terms of its institu
tions, customs, and religious language 
and symbols. They also created a distinct 
Christian community through providing 
alternative Christian institutions for 
schooling, health, and for employment op
portunities. Christians could live largely 
within these Christian institutions, and 
were physically able to separate them
selves largely from the wider community. 
Thus, a strong ethos of separatism was de
veloped in the Christian community from 
its foundation. 

This was com pounded by the fact that 
many converts were people who felt re
jected by or were disillusioned with the 
wider Buddhist community. Many of 
them turned to the Christian community 
because they had been ostracised, either 
because of problems with spirits, or be
cause of leprosy. Having been ostracised, 
they were not interested in seeking tore
turn to the Buddhist c<mmunity, and 
many of them did not have the opportu
nity to do so. 

The Christian community not only ac
cepted these people, but gave them a new 
identity in which they could find self-es
teem. This identity was predicated on the 
fact that they were now different. They 
had been saved out of the evil world. The 
Christians were encouraged to see them
selves both by the theology they were 
taught and by their situation as 'the 
saved' over against the 'unsaved' of the 
world. 

The result of the missionaries' efforts 
was inevitably the formation of what soci
ologists would term a 'sect'. The Chris
tian community was necessarily one to 
which individuals or groups of people 
made distinctive and free commitment. It 
was a community which sought total and 
exclusive allegiance. The community 
identified itself by its distinctiveness from 
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the Buddhist world. Thus, it was, in a 
sense, a 'world-denying' sect. 

The idea of dialogue with the Buddhist 
world brings into question some of the pri
mary characteristics of the Thai Protes
tant Christian community. For it suggests 
that the Buddhist world may contain 
some truth and some value, and that not 
all truth is contained within the Christian 
ccmmunity. Dialogue requires the Chris
tian community to be open to the Bud
dhist community while the Christian 
ccmmunity has found its identity in oppo
sition to the Buddhists and in an exclusive 
claim to the truth. 

It is a little ironic that the World Coun
cil of Churches held a theological consult
ation on dialogue in Chiang Mai. The 
consultation exhorted Christians to find 
their identity not only in their Christian 
faith, but also in the 'world of Christian 
ccmmunities'. It was argued that 'it is the 
Christian faith which sets us free to be 
open to the faiths of others, to risk, to 
trust, and to be vulnerable'. It invited 
Christians to consirer again the mission 
of God in the world (misseo Del) with the 
implication that God has been at work in 
Buddhism and in the Thai history and cul
ture outside the Christian community. 

For people whose very identity is 
founded upon their distinctiveress and 
their community upon separation, such ex-
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hortations could only be perceived as a 
threat. 
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The Lotus and the Cross 
A Personal Journey into Religious 

Interconnected ness 

Diana Law 

Engines roared, the plane soared and I 
heaved deeply, knowing that a chapter of 
life was drawing to a definitive close. Up 
till now all had unfolded within the finn 
confines of a Catholic environment. 
While saying good-bye to one of my 
brothers at Mascot, he slipped a small in
conspicuous book into my hands with a 
bland title indicating it was a simple intro
duction to Zen Buddhism. I buried it into 
my handbag and made a mental note of 
its irrelevance. With 'missionary' 
stamped onto my visa, he could have at 
least given me something with a Christian 
flavour to support me on this trip into 
'aloneness'. 

Arriving at Tokyo, I was met by the 
comforting smiles of two Good Samaritan 
Sisters. Had the sense of 'aloneness' been 
an illusion? The old familiar finn con
fines were transposed into another cul
tural setting. Like a rabbit to a burrow, I 
could run for refuge! 

Boarding the monorail in days when 
they were still a novelty, Pamela said: 
"This train only runs on one rail". Sitting 
in a carriage packed with Japanese peo
ple, sensing a deep peace which I had al
ways interpreted theologically as the 
presence of the Holy Spirit, I pondered 
the monorail's deeper symbolic signifi
cance. 

The door creaked softly. Inside the 
small chapel a Japanese Sister sat in the 
'sei-za' position. Outside, a troubled 
voice whispered to me: "I don't know 
why she sits like that! " 

"Why shouldn't she?" I mused. 
Days unfolded into weeks and more 

and more I sensed a Mystery of meaning 
and at-one-ment, which was beyond the 
confines of church parameters. My con
ceptual consciousness was jarred by the 
existential experience of a train which 
didn't need two rails. It was silenced into 
awesome receptivity by the Presence of 
Mystery, which did not depend on any of 
the rails with which I was familiar within 
the Christian tradition. 

Cornered by ignorance and language 
problems, I chose to wait, watch and to 
open up my ears as far as my feet! If I 
searched for the key to understanding, I 
sensed it would elude me but if waited 
long enough I presumed that my eyes 
would adjust to the light and I would be 
able to see it naturally. 

Somewhere in the midst of this wait
ing time, I remembered my brother's fare
well gift, an Introduction to Zen 
Buddhism. I rapidly gleaned through the 
book from cover to cover and felt a little 
closer to the key. Somehow, at a time I 
could never predict, the cataract of con
ceptual blindness would dissolve! 

Responding to an invitation to partici
pate in a retreat about the 'Jesus Prayer', I 
sensed that the unknown waters of Bud
dhism would gently mingle at unknow
able depths of consciousness and that the 
time for the (meeting of the currents was 
drawing close. The retreat leader spoke 
about the necessity of a breakthrough 
from the head to the heart. 
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The bridge was the breathing. Over 
and over again we said the name of Jesus. 
Over and over again, we breathed the 
name of Jesus. "Stay with your breathing, 
morning till night" ... "Stay with your 
breathing"·~· "Be conscious of your breath
ing" ... "If you want a breakthrough from 
your head to your heart, keep breathing 
the Name of Jesus" ... "'Ihe breakthrough 
will occur within six months if you keep 
breathing the name of Jesus" ... 

Back in the silence of my room, I 
knew that I needed inner discipline. Si
lencing the mind through the discipline of 
breathing with awareness was the chang
ing from a double to a single railway 
track. I would take the risk! Jumping over 
the cliff from mental securities was far 
more demanding than sitting in a jumbo 
jet and leaving behind native language, in
timate bonds and cultural heritages. 

With the screeching of an alann at 
4.00am each morning, my intellect was 
subjected to the hardest discipline it had 
to endure. It was silenced not by the 
soothing gentleness of divine, human or 
cosmic union but by the stem dictates of a 
will which denounced its activity for the 
first waking hour in order to breath the 
name: 'Je-s-us'. Bare boards, freezing 
temperatures and efforts to sit in the now 
familiar 'sei-za' position with back erect, 
all combined to make the enforced hour 
into a fiesta at its passing. 

Thus, days and weeks passed in what 
seemed like a 'tunnel-confined' marathon 
in physical and mental discipline. It did 
not provide the slightest glimmer of light 
in its distant horizon to suggest that a 
breakthrough from the head to the heart 
was occurring 

However, joy-oh!-bliss, the end of the 
hour when the effort ceased, bubbled with 
its own blessings. At communal times of 
meditation, the unction of God's all-per-
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vading presence seemed far more percep
tible; during the recitation of psalms and 
readings from other parts of Scripture, the 
inner meaning seemed to leap from the 
written word; Strolling down the busy, 
narrow streets of Hatsudai to the railway 
station, some small birds surviving the 
pollution seemed to sing the name, Jesus. 
Jammed, crammed in peak-hour from 
Shin juku, with no chance of moving an 
ann from its wedged position, a rhythmic 
movement of the train pulsed with the 
name and presence: Je-s-us. Mounting the 
steps to begin teaching at the University, 
the usual last-minute butterflies seemed to 
have fluttered away and the sixty pairs of 
deep eyes all seemed to communicate to 
me the name and presence of Jesus. Joy, 
inner peace and confidence lit up the day 
like the rising sun after the darkness, 
struggle and boredom of the hour of disci
pline in the cold of the parting hours of 
the night. Neither person nor event nor 
thing could be seen, heard or experienced 
except as a manifestation of the person 
and presence of Jesus. Theologically, I in
terpreted this awareness as a conscious
ness of the Cosmic Christ, the Kyrios, in 
whom we live, move and have our being 
and through whom the whole of the cos
mos groans towards completion [rf. Rom. 
8]. 

While visiting Buddhist temples or 
Shinto shrines, I revelled in the peace and 
hannony which, like ripples in a pond, 
seemed to resonate throughout the uni
verse. I waited patiently for the door to 
open so that I could taste more deeply the 
living waters, drawn from non-familiar 
wells, through shared interreligious praxis 
and existential living. 

Thus, it seemed as natural as the rising 
of the moon with the waning of the sun, 
to respond to an invitation of a university 
colleague to attend a Christian-Zen retreat 
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at Shinmeikutsu, a Jesuit Christian-Zen 
monastery to the North of Tokyo. For the 
first time I met Fr Enomiya Lasalle, a Jes
uit priest wJ:lo was endowed with the title 
"Zen Master", after completing all the 
koan training at San-Un Zen-do in 
Kamakurra under Yamada Roshi. 

Crouched in a mountainous region, 
Shinmeikutsu seemed like a motionless 
crocodile. Quietness, gentleness, stillness, 
beauty exuded from its walls and blended 
with its equally lavish natural surround
ings of pine-decked mountains, cloaked 
in the transparent veil of rising, coiling 
mists. It was not without intrepidity, I 
crossed the threshold. Could I hear the 
crocodile's teeth chattering? The inner 
journey can do more than dismember the 
body! 

Alone, :in my designated paper-walled 
room I eyed my rolled mat which was to 
be my bed for the next five days. There 
was nothing else. I sensed that I was ap
proaching a mighty chasm. It beckoned 
me to let go of securities (physical, men
tal, psychic and spiritual) so as to leap 
into unknown territories. Somehow, I was 
expecting to face such a chasm---when I en
tered the Convent ten years earlier. Sud
denly, I was arriving where I had 
expected the journey to start. The setting 
was culled in Buddhist culture and spiritu
ality and rooted in Christian connected
ness. 

Moment unfolded :into moment, day 
into day without any clashing of croco
dile's teeth or dramatic hurl:ing from 
cliffs. Every muscle ached from be:ing 
stretched into the lotus position, every 
breath searched for a new realisation of 
Jesus, beyond all conceptual parameters. 
"If you know the Buddha, kill it; if you 
have a concept of Jesus, kill it!" was the 
advice of Fr Enomiya Lasalle. Tough
ness, boredom, discipl:ine, fatigue and 
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pain were constant companions through
out the week. 

Therefore, while it was a relief to 
leave this Christian Zen monastery, I 
knew that life would never be the same 
again. Walking up the bush track, every
thing shone, sparkled, sped :in splendour. 
The Spirit pulsing within me was the 
Spirit pulsing within all creation and the 
demarcation l:ine between identities was 
grounded in a unity which embraced the 
whole cosmos. 

Already the chasm of 'no-mind' was 
revealing its secrets. The more purely the 
eye is opened the more one sees things in 
finest detail. The sound of the distant bell 
rings within one's be:ing and noth:ing is ex
ternal for in a real sense one's parameters 
expand without limit. I gleaned the depth 
of Jesus' prayer: "Father, I pray that they 
may be one, as you are in me and I am in 
you; may they be one in us." Ruminating 
intellectually, such unity evaded compre
hension. However, the more I opened my 
eyes to see with my heart and opened my 
ears to receive the tra:ins roaring through 
me or the birds singing within me, I knew 
that all was one. 

The challenge became not one of 
knowledge but rather of awareness. This 
in no way depreciates the value of ac
quired leam:ing and I still pursue post-doc
toral research in interreligious dialogue 
and connectedness knowing that it is an 
important key to holistic healing. Not 
only heal:ing of the pain, lonel:iness, rejec
tion and fears of the :individual which 
cause so many interrelated psychic and 
physical illnesses but also heal:ing of the 
fractures :in mutual care and respect be
tween nations which has caused wide
spread oppression, -exploitation, brutality 
and destruction. 

It is both a sociological and psycho
logical fact that once change occurs be-
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yond a certain point there is no return to 
the original premise. A paradigm shift oc
curs. Thus, as the days and weeks un
folded after the 'Sesshin' at 
Shinmeikutsu, I knew that there was no 
going back to old securities. At times, for 
very brief periods, I have attempted to do 
so but it only leads to inner disturbance 
and outer security has little value if it is di
vorced from inner stability. At the right 
time, I sensed that the door would open 
for me to practise Zen under a Zen Master 
within a Buddhist milieu. I didn't want to 
push the parameters of my psyche too far 
or too quickly. I waited for the door to 
open, extending the morning hour of disci
plined sitting and breathing with aware
ness. The more consciously I breathed, 
the more deeply aware I was of God's all
peiVading presence. It was not necessary 
to mentally articulate the name of Jesus 
any more for somehow to breathe was to 
breathe Jesus. On a deeper level the beat 
of my heart and pulse throughout my 
body, was the pulse, Jesus. When my 
mind was stilled through disciplined 
breathing, the interior dialogue surren
dered to the orchestral cosmos. 

The eternal, infinite, almighty Word of 
God became flesh. In Jesus, the same mat
ter, from which you and me and the 
whole cosmos is can posed, is transfig
ured in glory and through the process of 
death and resurrection is irrevocably glori
fied and divinised. As the first fruits of all 
creation, the whole cosmos started to un
fold so much wonder, power and beauty 
that I realised my mind could not cope 
with the greatness and that the road ahead 
was to be one of increasing surrender, 
openness, receptivity and gratitude. In the 
incomprehensible totality of cosmic radi
ance, meaning and fulfilment, "he must in
crease and I must decrease". In fact, as 
the 'grain of wheat', the road ahead had 
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to also be one of death to all that was not 
in tune with this awareness. 

Grading a pile of assignments in a 
shared office on the twelfth floor of Jochi 
University, Tokyo, books suddenly 
started to fall as the building rocked furl
ously in an earth tremor. I sat glued to the 
seat even though the building was 
equipped with steel desks to climb under 
for safety during such displays of natural 
vehemence. For the previous two weeks, I 
had taught a double quota of classes, help
ing a colleague who was attending a Con
ference in Rome. I was tired. Bewildered 
by the suicide of one of the pupils from 
my colleague's classes and trying to exon
erate myself from responsibility, all I 
could do was sit. Sit and let happen what 
was going to happen! 

The books stopped falling and the 
building ceased rocking. The debris was 
relatively easy to rectify. However, the as
signments were anchored securely under 
my arms beckoning me by their quantity 
to receive further attention. Scanning 
through them, my eyes fell upon the name 
of the student who was to be buried the 
following day. If only I had read her work 
before she killed herself, would I have 
picked up a cry for help? Suddenly, I re
alised the great distance which I had to 
travel before I could walk in other's 
shoes. Compassion (karuna) was fairly 
dull even though I professed to be a sister 
of the Good Samaritan. lightning was 
flashing, thunder roaring and rain pour
ing. I recalled both the Buddhist journey 
of enlightenment leadirig to the market
place of human suffering and the deep 
meaning of the Christian Eucharist, which 
transfonns lives so that people become as 
bread broken and shared for others. 

Thus, it was with a growing awareness 
of the importance of the 'great death' as 
the mystery at the heart of religious tradi-
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tions that I responded to an invitation to 
attend introductory talks which would 
then open the door to the way of Zen as 
practised and taught by Yam ada Roshi at 
San-Un Buddhist Zen-do in Kamakurra. 
This was a moment I had waited for with 
both eagerness and trepidation. Some of 
my colleagues were already avid practitio
ners. I was also assured by the knowledge 
that Fr Enomiya Lasalle had completed 
all his Zen training here and that Thomas 
Merton was en route to this Zen Master at 
the time of his death in Bangkok. 

Quietness, austerity, wannth, cold
ness, solitude, community, single-minded
ness and commitment enveloped and 
nurtured me a I became part of this Zen 
group. No questions were asked about my 
personal religious affiliations but I sensed 
an extraordinary sensitivity and respect 
by the Zen Master for the whole Christian 
way of life. I recalled the Latin derivation 
of the word 'religion' and its intrinsic 
meaning to bind people together. If all re
ligious traditions were as faithful to their 
name as this man epitomised, what ex
traordinary power for societal change 
would be released globally. 

Training was all-pervasive, centred in 
the Zen-do but extending into every facet 
of life. By this time, sitting in the semi-lo
tus position was not a source of great dis
comfort and in fact I was beginning to 
reap some of the advantages to mental 
and physical well-being from sitting in 
such a disciplined way. Awareness of 
breathing and of its potential for bridging 
conscious and unconscious forces within 
the psyche was becoming a way of life. 
Koan training began in full force with the 
usual gateless gate: "What is MU"; 
"Show MU". A literal translation of 'mu' 
is 'nothingness'. In Philippians 2:6, it is 
used by translators for the kenosis of Je
sus: "Who, being in very nature God, did 
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not consider equality with God something 
to be grasped, but made himself nothing." 

However, in all koan training one 
learns to surrender conceptual searching 
and to delve into deeper levels of con
sciousness for more holistic solutions 
which are accompanied by on-going 
awareness. How often I am stimulated, 
challenged, 'blown out of my mind' by in
tellectual insights but how difficult it is 
for the intellect to be wedded to on-going 
awareness. 

From the beginning of serious Zen 
practice, I did not experience any dichot
omy between immersion within a Chris
tian community and immersion within a 
Zen-Buddhist community. The depth ex
perience was poignant with interconnect
edness and its concomitant synergism of 
creative energies. 

In the periods of private interviews 
(dokusan) with the Zen Master, only solu
tions to the Zen koan are expressed either 
conceptually or non-verbally. If the Mas
ter is convinced of the level of awareness 
within the solution, he gives another con
ceptually insolvable puzzle. Again onere
turns to the meditation hall and sits, 
focusing the mind in intense stillness so 
as to surrender to the solution. 

Even though it seems like an intro
verted journey, the dichotomy between 
the inner and outer world dissolves into 
unity. There is solution, awareness, 
'is'ness pulsating within every human per
son and throughout the whole cosmos. To 
be able to let go of what separates and sur
render to what 'IS' is surely the 'pearl of 
great price'. 

How often unjust economic systems 
have thrived through engendered relig
ious prejudice. Oppression, exploitation, 
greed and war cannot exist amongst peo
ple who are interconnected with each 
other through a sharing of their fun dam en-
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tal transf01mative religious experience. 
Consequently, I came to the realisation 
that although no one religious tradition is 
currently able to engender world peace, if 
each religious person and tradition could 
make some efforts to interconnect accord
ing to their existential situation, the crea
tive power in the consequential 
synergistic situation is beyond conceptual
isation. 

After every twenty minutes sitting in 
total stillness within the Zen-do, a small 
bell rings. Everyone stands, bows in grati
tude and then for a few minutes walks 
(kinhin) one behind the other slowly and 
rllythmically, maintaining the same deep 
breathing pattern, searching constantly for 
the solution to the koan. This not only as
sists the meditative process but also sym
bolically prepares a person to maintain 
this process throughout the whole of life. 

So often religious groups of people are 
over-burdened by acquired cultural and 
economic baggage which is confused 
with the essence of a religious tradition. 
The danger is in not alerting to the insidi
ous introspection which binds people to
gether through bondages which separate. 
Japan had t~ught me to be at home in an
other religious tradition. Once the bond
ages are broken, the whole cosmos is our 
home and every person and every group 
of people is a microcosm of the macro
cosm. The journey ahead can only be to
wards love, com passion and 
consequential interconnectedness. 

Zen koan training enables the heart to 
ease out of domination by the small whirl
windmind and to connect with a 'cosmic' 
mind. To be free to step out of the picture 
of life so that all is because it IS without 
any reference to me, is one acquired bless
ing. To soar with the eagles, to flutter 
with leaves in the breeze, to shine with 
the sun and to lap gently onto the sand, 
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present various problems while our minds 
are tied to conceptual thinking. However, 
to learn how to walk in the shoes of our 
brothers and sisters who are oppressed 
and exploited, and to stand against the in
justices of war, greed and global exploita
tion it helps to be (:lble, consciously, to 
still the mind and step out of the picture. 
The power of control gives way to surren
der to a deeper power which acts crea
tively at the heart of the universe. Having 
all the answers gives way to receptivity 
and listening, for embedded within the 
deep pulse of human and cosmic life is 
the conviction that 'all is well and all man
ner of things is well' (Julian of Norwich). 

Passing a Zen koan is an explosion of 
exhilaration. The hours of disciplined sit
ting, aching muscles, detennination and 
fatigue are almost eliminated from con
sciousness. It is in the market place of hu
man suffering that this exuberance is 
channelled from the Source which has no 
beginning or end and which has no limits 
other than what we choose to enforce as 
our parameters in entering into the 'great 
death'. 

Whenever possible, I found myself on 
the Kamakurra train, bound for the Zen
do. I knew that 'my cup was overflowing' 
and that all I had received needed time for 
integration within the whole of life, espe
cially in the matketplace of human suffer
ing. Thus, while helping to establish a 
refugee camp, I explored the effects of 
Zen training on various aspects of physi
cal, mental, psychic and societal well-be
ing. 

Besides 'the art of motorbike riding', 
the martial arts, the tea ceremony and 
flower arrangement, the traditional praxis 
and spirituality of Zen flows into whole 
schools of psychiatry and medicine. Inner 
stillness and silence is seen as the key to 
holistic healing. At first the inner journey 
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seems distinct from the outward journey 
especially the journey into the market
place of human suffering. However, the 
inner journey and the outer journey be
come one. There is no difference, no dis
tinction. The 'I' becomes as a swinging 
door which opens either inward or out-
ward. 

flowever, within the healing process 
the stilling of the 'whirlwind mind' is 
]jnked to detachment. Freedan from 
greed and material possessiveness and 
freedom from clinging to past hurts, rejec
tion or failure is intrinsically linked with 
this 'stillness'. In some therapeutic situ
ations, people are encouraged to be totally 
alore within a confmed space until they 
are able to let go of the inner hurts and ex
perience an attitudinal change which fills 
them with a basic sense of gratitude for 
all aspects of life. During this period of si
lence and solitude, consciousness deepens 
and stabilises in the source of energy 
which gererates love and connectedness. 
This stability is maintained through the 
psycho-physical effects of deep breath
ing. Although depending on acquired dis
ciplire, such breathing is the bridge to 
transfonnation and integration on various 
levels of physical, psychic, spiritual and 
societal well-being. 

Because of the 'hidden power' in 
breathing, I visited a Zen Master who fo-
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cuses his attention specifically on teach
ing people how to breathe. Nothing else! 
Several sessions later, I realised why 
some medical practitioners found physi
cal cures depending far more on correct 
breathing than upon anything which is ar
tificially prescribed. I examined scientific 
data and saw the enonnous changes in 
brain patterns as people learn to breathe 
in hannony with the deep forces of love 
within themselves and the whole cosmos. 
It seemed as though I stood on the brink 
of a new reality, a paradigm shift in hu
man and global well-being througl;l relig
ious interconnectedness. 

With eagerness, I looked to where 
such interconnectedness was already oc
curring and began to examire what was 
happening where groups of people within 
different religious traditions were bond
ing with each other in various modes of 
spirituality and existential living. Seeing 
the immeasurable potential for holistic 
healing and societal transfonnation 
through such interconnectedness, I have 
documented this in a manuscript, which is 
in the last stages of preparation before 
submission for publication. I believe we 
have moved out of the era of interre
ligious dialogue into an era of religious 
connectedness and that 'dialogians' are 
catalysts with growing responsibility for 
human and global transformation. 
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Mystical Awakening Through Close Encounter 
with Death 

A Significant New Inter-Religious Spiritual 
Phenomenon 

John Wren-Lewis 

You willfeellike one come back from the dead. This is true realisation. 
Bassui Tokusho (Rinzai Zen Master, 1327-1387) 

In earlier centuries, tales of people be
ing miraculously rescued from the brink 
of death and returning with strange re
ports of other dimensions of life were the 
stuff of legend, superstition and religious 
propaganda. Today the miracles of sci
ence have made such occurrences almost 
c<mmonplace, and scientists themselves, 
professionally trained in scepticism to
wards legend and superstition, are being 
impelled to investigate what such experi
ences mean.1 Tre phenomenon has even 
acquired the dignity of an official medical 
name reducible to initials - 'near-Death 
Experience' (NDE) and the 1980s saw the 
establishment of a prestigious Interna
tional Association for Near Death Stud
ies, (lANDS) which publishes a first-class 
Journal of Near Death Studies? I am call
ing attention to it here because I believe it 
is in fact an 'inter-religious' phenomenon 
of the highest importance for the future. 

One of the first facts to emerge from 
systematic study of the subject was that 
very large numbers of these experiences 
have gone unrecorded because sceptically
biased medical authorities have simply 
dismissed them as hallucinations pro
duced by the brain under stress, or by the 
drugs used in surgery. Indeed, many peo
ple have admitted keeping quiet about 
their experiences for fear of being thought 

crazy. Detailed questioning by sym pa
thetic investigators has revealed, how
ever, that amongst the many thousands of 
people who are nowadays snatched back 
every year from the very last stages of 
heart attacks, electric shock, drowning 
and other traumas, about one-third insist 
they experienced something for which 
terms like 'hallucinations' are utterly inap
propriate. 

Individual descriptions vary enor
mously, and many are simply called 'inde
scribable', but there's an almost universal 
insistence on 'something rich and 
strange', like the opening -up of a whole 
new dimension in consciousness, which 
has given the person a hitherto un
dreamed-of level of confidence, equilib
rium and creative energy-all the 
symptoms, in fact, of sanity rather than 
craziness. Anxiety in general, and fear of 
death in particular, have been dramati
cally reduced or even abolished by the ex
perience, along with the everyday 
manifestations of anxiety like boredom, 
restlessness, competitiveness, acquisitive
ness and aggression. No fantasy due to 
brain aberration has ever been known to 
produce effects like these, nor any drug, 
and NDEs quite often occur when no 
drug is involved. Yet the effects can't be 
explained simply as joi de vivre after a 
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close shave, because such changes aren't 
reported on anything like the same scale 
by the larger group of survivors who re
call no special experience; on the con
trary, such people often have greater fear 
of death precisely because the narrow es
cape has made them value life more. 

And these are not just matters of per
sonal testimony. Professionals like Dr 
Kenneth Ring, professor of psychology at 
the University of Connecticut, and British 
psychologist Dr Margot Grey in her PhD 
research at the University of London, 
have carried out batteries of tests to con
finn these very ~sitive characteristics of 
post-NDE lives. Other investigators have 
shown that NDEs and their remarkable re
sults are not confined to any particular 
sex, race, personality-type, educational 
level, religious background, or socio-eco
nomic class; and they can happen to peo
ple with almost any prior philosophy of 
life, or no articulated philosophy at all. 
lANDS (USA) has even documented 
some remarkable NDE accounts from 
children, which have been summarised in 
a recent book by Seattle paediatrician Dr 
Melvyn Morse, along with fascinating 
firsthand accounts of cases he has encoun
tered in his own practice.4 

The publication of such findings has 
started a snowballing effect as more and 
more people who have had NDEs in the 
past are emboldened to come out of the 
closet, while even sceptical doctors- prob
ably still a substantial majority in the pro
fession as a whole - are beginning to take 
the phenomenon seriously enough to con
tribute to the factual record of evidence. 
And at this stage of the game, scepticism 
has an important positive role to play, for 
two reasons. 

A healthy discipline of scepticism is 
obviously essential in evaluating NDE re
ports, and it's equally important when 
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looking for patterns in the data that might 
provide clues to what these experiences 
are really all about. The human mind has 
a tendency, even in the most sincere in
quirers, to jump to conclusions and then 
ignore, play down or distort all evidence 
that doesn't fit. Five hundred years ago, 
Christopher Columbus saddled the native 
peoples of America with the name 'Indi
ans' because he'd set out to find a round
the-world route to the Orient and didn't 
realise he'd actually discovered a whole 
new continent. The same kind of mistake, 
which I've proposed calling 'the Colum
bus Confusion', has occurred even in the 
most hard-nosed scientific investigations, 
and it's very likely to happen in studying 
NDEs because this subject touches on 
such deep human concerns. 

The most obvious instance is the dis
proportionate amount of attention given 
to reports of people seeing their own near
dead bodies from above (usually from a 
point somewhere near the ceiling in the 
operating theatre, or a few feet above the 
car that's just crashed) and/or going 
through a dark tunnel to a heavenly light 
beyond: In the early days of NDE studies, 
in the 1970s, these two kinds of experi
ence attracted the attention of many re
searchers, even though they occur in only 
a minority of cases, because they strongly 
suggest that human consciousness may be 
independent of the physical brain and 
might make a transition to some non
physical realm when the body dies, as 
claimed in one way or another by relig
ious traditions from time immemorial. 

Today these images have been so es
tablished in popular mythology that the 
Monty Python team could satirise the tun
nel trip in their movie TheM eaning of 
Life - the heaven at the tunnels end being 
depicted as a luxury hotel with a Holly-
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wood-style Great Christmas Cabaret per
manently in progress. 

And this isn't just the outcome of sen
sational journalism, though NDEs have 
been subjected to quite a bit of that. Many 
serious researchers still lay special empha
sis on the minority of NDEs which seem 
to indicate the independence of conscious
ness from the brain and those special 'out
of-body' experiences (sometimes called 
OOBEs) where the person was apparently 
able to travel to a distant place, or to an
other room in the hospital, and bring back 
accurate information about things which 
couldn't have been known by any physi
calmeans.5 

Of course these claims are :important, 
and if in due course the evidence for 
cases like these stands up to proper criti
cal scrutiny, science will have to revise 
some of its current materialistic concepts 
about consciousness as merely a brain 
function. But this may be a complete red 
herring in tetm.s of understanding what 
NDEs in general are about, comparable to 
Columbus noticing an American native 
who happened to look very like drawings 
of East Indian peoples. For the plain fact 
is that just as most Native Americans 
don't look like East Indians, so the great 
majority of NDEs don't really look like 
glimpses of the soul leaving the body and 
entering a literal Other World; they can 
be fitted into that model only by ignoring 
of fudging the evidence. 

Many NDEs don't involve visions at 
all. Those who have experiences simply 
use expressions like 'indescribably bliss
ful place', 'a kind of dreamless depth that 
wasn't somehow unconscious', 'an incred
ible sense of sinking into pure timeless 
love'; yet their lives are still changed in 
extremely positive ways, and they still 
lose their fotm.er fear of death. And even 
amongst experiences that do sound like 
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other-world visions, the vast majority 
can't seriously be accepted as literal 
glimpses of an undiscovered country be
yond the grave, because they contradict 
one another in many significant details. 

It is obvious, when all the evidence is 
considered, that play of imagination must 
be involved to a considerable degree in 
most NDEs, hence probably in all - and 
this would still be true even if it could be 
proved that consciousness was function
ing without the brain. Similarly, for every 
'out-of-body' experience that looks like 
an accurate psychic perception of real 
physical events, there are dozens that 
quite plainly are plays of imagination, 
however vivid they seem, since they in
volve definite non-events. 

It is the imaginative element in NDEs 
that has led many dogmatic religious 
authorities, who believe they already 
know from divine revelation what really 
happens at death, to join hands with mate
rialists in dismissing the whole phenome
non as mere fantasy. 

Several cases are on record of hospital 
chaplains doing this, thereby driving pa
tients who have had NDE's finnly into 
the closet. In the matked contrast, how
ever, experiencers themselves, while in
sisting that there experiences were utterly 
real, are usually resistant to dogmatism of 
any kind, even if before their NDE they 
had held a rigid faith. This was discov
ered by Professor Ring in America, and 
has recently been confirmed in Australia 
by Dr Cherie Sutherland in the course of 
a PhD research project at the University 
ofNew South Wales.6 NDE's seem to 
have the effect of making people willing 
to acknowledge and affirm one another's 
experiences as valid even when they dif
fer markedly in details or form - yet they 
all make statements like, "This was the 
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most real thing that has ever happened to 
me." 

Qearly, the word 'real' is here being 
used to mean something other than 
merely 'literal-and-not-involving-imagina
tion', and over the past few years man; 
NDE researchers (of whom I am one) 
have been coming to the conclusion that 
this is the essential clue to the 'new conti
nent' discovered by travellers who return 
from the brink. Irrespective of whatever 
NDEs may prove, much further down the 
track, about the possibility of conscious
ness separating from the brain and surviv
ing the body's death in some other realm, 
they are already discoveries of a hitherto 
unsuspected depth-dimension in con
sciousness itself (unsuspected, that is, ex
cept by those strange individuals usually 
called mystics); and this is experienced as 
'real aliveness', an intensity of living that 
makes ordinary worldly existence seem 
like a mere play of shadows. 

Although the time at the brink during 
which the experience takes place may be 
only minutes or even seconds by the hos
pital clocks, the experience itself has a 
quality of timeless depth and intensity, 
bringing with it a feeling of utter well-be
ing that's often called indescribable, 
though 'peace beyond understanding', 
gives a faint hint of it. This is an aim ost 
universal feature of NDEs, it even comes 
at the end in most of those very rare ones 
that start off 'hellish'; and it is shared 
both by experiencers who describe enor
mous 'other-world journeys' and by the 
many others who report only the sense of 
an infinite aliveness, peace and wellbeing 
which seems altogether beyond time. 

My personal hypothesis would be that 
the other-world journeys (tunnel trips in
cluded) are the minds efforts to express 
this inexpressible 'extra dimension' in 
symbolic dream-style images, though I'd 
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add that experiencers are absolutely justi
fied in insisting that they're more real 
than any dream, because ordinary dreams 
express only the feelings· of ordinary life, 8 

whereas NDEs involve this whole other 
order of 'real aliveness' which mystics 
have usually called Eternity. I'd say, for 
instance, that the experiencers who claim 
they met lost loved ones in heaven are in 
no way deluded, for although my own ex
perience wasn't quite like that, its time
less depth seemed to include a unity of all 
beings every bit as real - indeed more real 
- than the relationships of everyday life 
I'd known beforehand. 

Now even if there were no more to 
NDEs than the discovery that dying can 
be something like the ultimate mystical 
trip, it would still carry more importance 
for humanity's future than anything Co
lumbus discovered; it would justify ur
gent research, for example, to find out 
why approach to death happens this way 
for some and not for others, and whether 
there's any way to make it universally 
available. But my own experience has 
convinced me there's an even more im
portant prospect. While many experi
encers report that medical resuscitation 
brought them back with enonnous reluc
tance from the heavenly 'place' to thenar
row ordinary world, I for some reason 
brought the timeless depth of conscious
ness back with me, and I've been 'simply 
living' with it in this world ever since. As 
a result, I've been, and still am, experienc
ing this world as anything but narrow, in 
a way I'd never have believed possible 
during my fifty-nine-odd years before the 
NDE. 

Professor Ring's researches found 
without any 'bias' from an experience of 
his own, that the experiencers he'd stud
ied were living more fully, not primarily 
because they'd become convinced of im-
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mortality beyond the grave as he'd at first 
assumed (Columbus Confusion again!) 
but mainly because they'd undergone 
what he calls a mystical opening or en
lightemnent-experience during the NDE.9 

The fact that this can happen to mil
lions of quite ordinary people all over the 
world has to be a major discovery indeed, 
with shattering implications for all our 
ideas about what the good life consists of, 
what 'mental health' really is, indeed 
about every aspect of human affairs, in
cluding art,' ethics, religion and even sci
ence itself. 

The mother of all questions as I see it, 
which I hope will become a main future 
thrust for research in this field, is: Can 
this astonishing intensity and depth of 
consciousness be opered up without dic
ing with death (and without getting 
bogged down in the mystique and mystifi
cation that has so often surrounded m ysti
cism in the past)? 
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Fourth International Buddhist-Christian 
Conference 

Boston, 30-July- 3 August 1992 
A Report 

Buddhism, Christianity and Global Healing 

The Society for Buddhist~Christian 
Studies demonstrated its maturity as an 
academic body with this superbly organ
ised conference. One of its most straight
forward benefits was simply to meet so 
many of the authors of the books and arti
cles I recommend to my students, and 
there were added bonuses such as a 
unique evening of music drawn from both 
traditions (the Buddhist pieces being per
fonned almost exclusively by Western 
Buddhists}, a slide lecture on comparative 
iconography, visits to some of the many 

. Buddhist meditation centres around Bos
ton, and the opportunity to meditate with 
a variety of teachers, East and West. 

By no means all the participants were 
academics, and perhaps for this reason 
spiritual experience was close to the heart 
of the conference. A paper read on behalf 
of Seiichi Yagi spoke of an 'absolute' ex
perience in a 'place' where there is no lan
guage, and Niklaus Brantschen SJ of 
Zurich, a disciple of Yamada Roshi of 
Kamakura, completed Hans Kiing's well
known fonnula "No peace among nations 
without peace among religions, no peace 
among religions without dialogue of relig
ions' by adding: ''No dialogue of religions 
without spiritual experience, no spiritual 
experience without the wisdom that 
comes of silent meditation". Sr Pia Gyger, 
who learned meditation with the same 
master at a time she was working closely 
with delinquent youth and assuming the 

leadership of a Roman Catholic lay insti
tute, pointed resolutely to the possibility 
of harnessing spiritual experience to over
come the social-structural deficiencies of 
which so many personal and political 
problems are the symptoms, going so far 
as to suggest that the Zen oneness which 
embraces the whole universe and the 
Christian oneness of John 17, which is ex
pressed in personal relationships and so
cial structures, must be actively realised 
in a process of unification which will 
eventually result in a world community 
with global structures for a planetising hu
manity. 

Zen Buddhists themselves, whether 
Asian or American, seemed much more 
pessimistic about the ethical possibilities 
of their tradition. Strictly speaking, Zen 
has no ethic, unless it be on the 'human' 
level of 'popular' religion which Zen 
aims to transcend. Western humanists 
such as Trevor Ling may have been 
anachronistic in attributing a beneficial so
cial impact to historical Buddhism. Japa
nese Buddhism has been singularly 
lacking in any convincing response to the 
problems posed by medical and ecologi
cal ethics, and it bears the stigma of hav
ing been co-opted by totalitarian regimes 
in the past. Japanese Zen philosophers ap
pear to be wrestling with the problem of 
how to locate the 'subject' of ethical ac
tion in and on the world beyond the Great 
Death of satori. It was suggested, how-
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ever, that the securing of food, clothing 
and shelter already involves the sage of 
ethics, and that there is a 'return' after the 
Great Death which may provide the key 
to grounding a Zen ethic. 

The other pole of this discussion was 
the search for an ecological ethic 'beyond 
anthropocentrism'. Masao Abe pin
pointed Western anthropocentrism as the 
ultimate cause of our ecological problems 
because it makes nature the object of con
quest and fails to dissolve the alliance be
tween egotism and power. He wondered 
how Christian theology could neglect the 
lead given by St Paul in Romans 8, and 
he was confident in the possibility of 
Christian trans-anthropocentrism, a 
'cosmo-personalism' which would not 
deny the significance of the human in the 
universe. Rosemary Redford Ruether ac
cused her fellow Christians of reading 
Genesis through the lens of Plato's Ti
maeus, thus entrenching a dualism which 
regards the body as a fonn of punishment, 
women as just above animals in the hierar
chy ofbeil;lg and nature as dead matter. In 
such a screme of things, God becomes 
the ultimate scientist, the transcendent 
male mind vainly trying to control nature 
by dominating it. The ethical issues fu
volved were sharpened in the impressive 
presentation by animal rights activist Tom 
Regan. Though aware that the task of 
tackling environmentally destructive 
forces such as the meat and fur industries 
has political implications and that the ho
listic view of the ecosystem provides a ra
tional basis for protests against disturbing 
it, Regan insists on the ethical conviction 
originally inspired in him by Gandhi that 
animals as living, feeling creatures al
ready enjoy something analogous to hu
man rights quite independently of their 
use or misuse for human benefit and that 
we have no right to "consume their pain". 
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It was noticeable how many of the 
Buddhists present were Americans, and 
that several of these were scientists. Dr 
Suwanda Suganasiri claimed that Bud
dhism is "the majority spirituality in Can
ada". There were numerous indications of 
incipient 'Buddhist ecumenism' as West
em Buddhists criticised their adopted tra
dition for having no place for feminism 
and nothing to say about social justice. 
Many speakers went out of their way to 
emphasise the contribution made by the 
more 'popular' Shin Buddhism, foremost 
among them the Zen master Ryomin 
Akizuki Roshi, who warned that Zen 
could become a sect by basing itself too 
narrowly onjiriki (self-effort) and ac
knowledging that Shin is just as finnly 
based in the Mahayana-sutras as Zen is. 

There were focal points in the course 
of the conference at which all that was be
ing offered seemed to fuse together in in
sights of far-reaching significance. One 
was when the Japanese Christian Seiichi 
Yagi and the Zen master Akizuki Roshi 
both seized upon St Paul's phrase "Christ 
in me" as an expression of tlie true, trans
individual Self symbolised by the appro
priation of the Buddha-nature. Another 
was the symposium on Donald Mitchell's 
groundbreaking book Spirituality and 
Emptiness, during which Masao Abe 
sought to penetrate beyond Jiirgen Molt
mann's 'crucified God' to the 'absolute 
interior' of God, the utterly self-negating 
love to which the 'God' of conventional 
theology and piety can never be reduced 
because it is the absolute Nichts, at once 
absolute interior and absolute exterior, of 
which every existing thing is an incarna
tion. Taitetsu Uno pressed the point that 
truth embraces untruth, the realm of the 
Buddha includes the realm of hell. The 
non-duality of Zen would therefore insist 
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on integrating evil into the Christian con
ception of the trinity. 

This is the stuff of which true dialogue 
is made, and it will have its 'ethical pay
off, as one participant put it, in due 
course. In the interim, the Society would 
be considerably enhanced by involving 
more Christians from Europe and more 
Buddhists from Southeast Asia in order to 
broaden the sources of its inspiration and 
the range of its influence. One first step in 
this direction, a direct result of contacts 
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made at the Boston conference, was a 
planning meeting in July 1993 for a Euro
pean Society of Buddhist-Christian Stud
ies under the auspices of a new Centre for 
the Dialogue of World Religions in Basel. 
The European Society's inaugural confer
ence will be held in Switzerland in July 
1994. 

JohnD'ArcyMay 
Irish School of Ecumenics, Dublin 

International Interfaith Colloquium 
Israel, July 1993 

In the land of Israel, Jews, Christians 
and Moslems, Druze and people of other 
faiths and convictions live side by side. 

Many have been hurt by recent and bit
. ter experiences in the past, which con-

. tinue to cause deep divisions. Despite a 
tragic history, the people of this area 
struggle to live together in dignity. At the 
same time they are often subjected to the 
critical gaze of the world's media. 

The International Council of Chris
tians and Jews (ICCJ), with member or
ganisations in 23 countries, was 
established to help overcome one of the 
oldest interreligious conflicts of the world 
- namely that between Christians and 
Jews. By holding its 1993 colloquium and 
annual gereral meeting in Israel, the ICCJ 
wished to express its solidarity and sup
port to all Jews, Christians, Muslims, 
Druze and others in the Holy Land who 
all strive to live with each other in a peace 
based on justice and reconciliation. It was 
also a way of getting better acquainted 
with the efforts being made towards this 
end. The basic vision inspiring the collo
quium was an examination of the concept 

of 'sharing the blessing of Abraham', in 
the double sense of 'being blessed' and 
'being a blessing' today in the Holy Land. 

Abraham, for the adherents of Juda
ism, Christianity and Islam, stands at the 
origin of their faiths. Having being 
blessed by God in many ways, he was 
also commanded to be a blessing to all hu
mankind. Yet in the past, this very same 
blessing of Abraham has been considered 
to be a matter of rivalry, strife and war. 

The July colloquium opened in the 
auditorium of the Yaarot Hacrumel. The 
health resort is set amid the picturesque 
mountainous area of the Cannel ranges, 
about 20 minutes from Haifa. 

Professor Martin Stohr, the ICCJ presi
dent, emphasised that Abraham is "not a 
comfortable father", for according to the 
Midrash he shattered idols and within a 
day tore off the mask of things that were 
not of God's, but of human creation. 
Stohr saw the idols of today as not being 
made of pottery, but consisting of the raw 
materials of pre judice, ignorance and 
fear. Many setVed the idols of national
ism, xenophobia and antisemitism. While 
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heartened by every act of solidarity and 
protest on behalf of minorities, he ex
pressed concern that there are only a few 
extremists, but far too many bystanders. 
In mentioning that we met at a time filled 
with hope for the Middle East peace proc
ess, he cautioned that the legacy of Abra
ham obliges each of us to deepen our 
understanding of our respective traditions. 
None of the religions assembled existed 
for its own sake only, but to the glory of 
the one God and to the benefit of the one 
humanity. 

In order to receive a more immediate 
learning experience of the present situ
ation in Israel, the participants spent one 
day out in the Galilee and Cannel area to 
have direct encounters with those actively 
involved in efforts towards peaceful rela
tions among people of different religions 
and co:nmunities. Five coaches carrying 
about 200 people set out in different direc
tions to meet Jews, Arabs, and Druzes 
working together in co-operative projects. 
Places visited included Ulpan Akiva, 
where Jews and Arabs respectively learn 
Arabic and Hebrew; a hospital staffed by 
Jewish and Palestinian doctors; a Druze 
village; the house of the mayor of west 
Baita, a town divided between Israel and 
Jordan in 1949; and Givat Haviva, an in
stitute that promotes Arab- Jewish dia
logue and where young people - Jews and 
Moslems - learn each others language and 
culture in a 50 acre campus staffed 
equally between the groups. Later, partici
pants were taken to visit sites which are 
held in reverence by Jews, Chrit!tians, 
Muslims, Druze and Bahai. One group fo-
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cused on the city ofTiberias and its sur
roundings; another on holy places con
nected with Elijah; a third visited the 
Haifa area, and another the tomb of Zi.p
porah, and a Druze village. On another 
day many local residents of Israel joined 
the meeting to follow a series of work
shops and to participate in a panel discus
sion with representatives of various 
religious communities in Israel on the 
theme 'Religious Visions for Future Co
existence in the Holy Land. 

Workshop speakers included repre
sentatives from Jewish, Moslem and 
Druze groups. The musical program, 'The 
White Bird', that closed the colloquium, 
consisted of a duet perfonned by a Jewish 
(Miguel Hirschstein) and an Arab (Taysir 
Elias) musician on instruments from the 
West and East, plated in the style of each 
culture. 

Every day participants shared kosher 
meals in the Yaarot Hacarmel. It was not 
uncommon for a rabbi to sit beside a Mos
lem, or a Christian Arab from Nazareth to 
speak with someone from East Gennany. 
The language of the event was English, 
and the bulk of the participants appear to 
have been from Europe, with a smaller 
amount from the U.S. and South Africa. 

Marianne Dacy 
NSW Council of Christians and Jews 

Reprinted with the pennission of the author 
and National Outlook, an Australian Christian 
ecumenical magazine. A sample copy of Na
tional Outlook is available from GPO Box 
2134, Sydney 2001. 


