Comment on Making Room for the Other: Hostility and Hospitality in a Christian Perspective. By Stephen W. Sykes, Principal, St. John’s College, Durham University

Let me first say that I am grateful for the opportunity to read and reflect upon the chapter written by Dr Sykes. I share the underlying conviction that there is no greater theological challenge to the Christian world today that the search for a non-exclusionary identity built upon firm theological reasoning and not just an adaptation to the needs of the present world (which still could be a valid reason!). But I am convinced, as Dr Sykes indicates, that there is a general possibility to interpret the Christian history, doctrine and ethics in both inclusive and exclusive ways, and that there are compelling arguments for the inclusive interpretation even where the historical evidence more points to exclusive ones.

It is very obvious, as Dr Sykes tells us, that the New Testament scriptures were written during a period when the new Christian community was threatened and therefore developed a lot of energy to forge the relationships within the new community. It was unavoidable not to create walls against those outside the church. This historical fact is most easily noticed in the Johannine scriptures especially in comparison with Lucan and Pauline texts. On the other hand we ought to be more surprised that there are so many inclusive signs and signals under these historical circumstances, and nothing prevents us from reading the wonderful Johannine passages about God’s love in inclusive ways even where we know from our historical interpretation that they originally were intended to be understood in a limited way. Does not, on the contrary, the subject itself compel us to such interpretation?

Dr Sykes uses the concepts universalistic and sectarian when referring to the two tendencies that I have called inclusive and exclusive. His concepts are stronger and more challenging. I find them justified as the world today is in desperate need of universalistic thinking and the sectarian ways of thinking are threats to the survival of humankind. The theological questions raised are related to God, Christ and the church within the horizon presented in Dr Sykes’ article. Is all there is to say about God the Mystery related to the biblical revelation, or can we expect that all there is in this world can reveal something about God? Is the cross and the resurrection of Christ related to all human beings or only to those who are related to these events through faith and belief? Will the fact that the church is a sign and an agent of something greater than the church, namely God’s reign and “kingdom”, also apply to the fullness of time and God’s being all in all?

“Make space” is the expression Dr Sykes has chosen for a Christian attitude towards all these questions and the fact that we are many in this world who believe in God in different ways and within different traditions. I am very fond of that expression or that image.  To “make space” is not to give in to syncretism. It is to recognize that my understanding is not the “fullness” but “on the way”. To “make space” is also to recognize the importance of ‘the other’ in his or her ‘otherness’ without immediately trying to make the other be like me. The presence of ‘the other’ will also be a source of creative challenge to my own thinking and expressions of belief, as a reflection of the fact that we are really ‘on the way’.

I think that the image of ‘space’ could also be used in connection with theological and dogmatic concepts. When we talk about God the Creator, God almighty, heaven, salvation, incarnation, the Son of God, atonement, reconciliation, resurrection, sanctification, eternal life and so on, there is always more to be said. There has from time to time been an obvious temptation to narrow down the wide range of interpretations in order to provide clear-cut definitions, sometimes in order to expel others. If we apply the image of ‘space’ to these concepts we could look upon them more as spacious rooms than as definitions of a Mystery that opposes all controlling definitions. Perhaps the need to live peacefully and creatively together in one world even though we believe in God in different ways and praise him with different languages and dialects can help us Christians within different traditions to discover our sameness and otherness as gifts and possibilities in new ways? If we learn to ‘make space’ in the first case, in the relations with adherents of other religions, why not also in the second, the inner-Christian ecumenism?

In the Christian tradition and history mission, evangelism and conversion have created problems and tensions. There are many ways of understanding these things, and here also the introduction of ‘make space’ can be helpful. History has offered many examples of crusading evangelism and forced conversions, but also numerous examples of witnessing to imitations and followings of the crucified One (Kosuke Koyama). We have to choose! If there is no fear that violence or superiority or wealth or power would be used between friends, why shouldn’t there be room for witnessing to ‘the first love’. Couldn’t it be the other way round, that friends persuade you to reveal what is really important to you? And as we all know from experience, only the Spirit can change the hearts of people. The only thing we can do is external conversions by force or techniques. So why not be relaxed and ‘make space’?

I want to conclude with a few remarks on the classical separation between dogmatic and ethics. Dr Sykes puts me on that track by avoiding this separation. He refers to Christological doctrine and ethical doctrine, the Christian teaching on Christology and on ethics. For Jesus Christ the emphasis is on following him, on love. “Everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another” (John 13: 35). Christology means reflections and teachings on the person of Christ and the relationship between his divine and human nature.  But is not the main Christological challenge not to find the right philosophical concepts for what is a Mystery, but to make visible what it means to follow him who was identified as God present in our world, what it means to lead the life of the grain of wheat, to walk through cross and death to Easter, life and a new dawn? I think that even a slight shift in what is primarily emphasised in the Christian church will create revolutionary changes in the world. And all we who believe in God in different ways would come closer to one another. If Christ is translated into a verb for what is happening in my life, there is a difference. I think that I have learnt that from the Jewish tradition.
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