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Introduction


 


Poverty, inequality, violent conflicts, climate change, migration, racism, burn-out are just a few of the symptoms showing how living life to the fullest is out of reach for so many people in our world today. Is, then, seeking ‘fullness of life and justice for all’ not too ambitious a project? For nothing less than the wellbeing of all of humanity—and by extension, the whole of creation—is at stake. On the other hand, we see people responding, acting and struggling for human liberation in a sustainable world; fuelled by indignation about the present circumstances and injustices, they envision a different and a better world, one grounded in an invincible hope in the future. How does one make sense of the ideas of fullness of life and justice for all, in light of the many crises of humanity which are so evident in our world but also when we see glimpses of positive and hopeful responses everywhere? Even more so, how does one make sense of this theologically?


If theology’s trademark is ‘reading the signs of the times in the light of the gospel’, as Marie-Dominique Chenu, OP (1895–1990) argued, theology cannot remain silent to this timely question.1 Whether it is referred to as the biblical notion of the Kingdom of God, the Christian or Catholic notion of the common good, or the Dominican notion of salus animarum (the salvation of the souls, that is, of people) the question of the fullness of life goes to the heart of a Christian, Catholic and Dominican spirituality and vocation. Whatever the scope of the current crisis humanity and the natural environment faces, this tradition holds a vision, which encompasses a better future for all of the created order.


Grounded in an incarnational theology and spirituality, this vision is not merely a prospect, but is already realising itself: God is present where people resist and fight current dehumanising situations, and where positive glimpses of a new future appear on the horizon. Societal, historical processes and developments are manifestations of this divine presence and incarnation. As liberating and saving presence, God paves the way in and through people to this future and supports human beings in their given task of transforming the world.2 So although the task at hand is a very large one, it is because of this dynamic that we feel called to take up the challenge—precisely because the fullness of life and justice for all is at stake.


Against this shared background, the Dominican Study Center for Theology and Society in The Netherlands (DSTS) and the Institut M-Dominique Chenu in Berlin (IMDC) developed a proposal for the volume at hand. The topic, the fullness of life and justice for all, relates to the current research programme run by DSTS: Theology of the Good Life for All: Contributions from Dominican and transreligious perspectives (2017–2021). With the aim of investigating the meaning and implications of the notion of the fullness of life for all from different perspectives, such a Dominican, Catholic, as well as ecumenical and transreligious point of view, the first research question was how the notion is thought of and is taking shape from within the Dominican theological and spiritual tradition. The two Dominican research Centers, both focusing on the relationship between theology and society, joined forces to investigate this question.


As a result, this book offers a distinctive approach to examining fullness of life for all.


First, it concerns the search for fullness of life and justice for all. In line with a belief that the integral interpretation of the salus animarum of human beings is both spiritual and material, the book discusses a variety of aspects of an abundant life for all when the world is surrounded in poverty, ecological threats, marginalisation, pluralism, migration but at the same time, art, (youth) spirituality and contemplation.


Second, theory and praxis always inform insights and reflections, the contributions cover the search for the fullness of life and justice for all from both theoretical and practical perspectives. When asking contributors to reflect on the topic at hand from within their context, background and expertise a wide range of themes emerged. While some spontaneously offered more abstract accounts, for instance from examining management, migration and poverty, others suggested to reflect on issues such as the environment, social justice, community building or gender issues starting from case studies rooted in the struggle for justice while others wished to examine art or film. The aim has been to tackle the idea of the fullness of life in a very broad conceptual framework so that it covered the broad scope of studying what human flourishing entails. This, therefore included the need for general introductions to the themes of pluralism, ecology, justice, embodiment, spirituality and society, which are then exemplified by papers which on or around the theme of the section often with case studies in each paper. The papers in each section are then completed by ‘Best Practices’ from specific local contexts, highlighting particular issues to the overall theme and the specific section. The ‘Best Practices’, were taken from both the Dutch Dominican family and their networks. These contextual approaches of concrete experiences help elaborate how people, inspired by the Dominican spirituality, contribute in a very practical way to the salus animarum in their daily life.


Last, and connected to this, a vast majority of the contributed reflections contextualise an aspect of the search for justice for all and fullness of life from a Dominican perspective. This book does not claim to give final answers or solutions. Instead, it uncovers a variety of Dominican perspectives as valuable contributions to a broader discussion on these issues. With the reflections in this book, we hope to open up the conversation with all those who are searching for the fullness of life and justice for all.


Structure of the book


‘I have come that they may have life, and that they may have it more abundantly’, Jesus says in the Gospel of John (10:10). As a general introduction to the theme of the fullness of life and justice for all, Francis J Maloney, SDB, outlines in his paper, the first in the book where he examines the biblical phrase and the notion of ‘life’ within John’s Gospel. Most references to ‘life’ in the New Testament are found in the ‘Johannine circle.’ While the Greek ‘psychē’ refers to the historical life and death of Jesus, ‘zōē’ refers to eternal life, outside the limitations of time and space, and coming from God. The passages in the Gospel of John where zōē is used, show how this eternal life is as a gift from God. However, he argues one should not strictly separate the two. For with Jesus life, death and resurrection, glimpses of the fullness of life are humanity’s share. In the Spirit, those who believe in Jesus live the gift of eternal life now and continue to enjoy that life in union with God, in an existence that transcends physical death.


Following this Biblical Introduction, the first article in the first section, Fullness of Life and Pluralism, Manuela Kalsky explores ‘Religious Pluralism and the Longing for the Fullness of Life in Dutch Society’. She focuses on the impact that globalisation and migration have had in Western Europe by using the example of the Netherlands. She shows that diversification of Dutch culture and religion during the past eighty years did not only come ‘from outside’. The Dutch themselves have undergone a revolutionary transformation through individualisation and secularisation. People left the churches and started a search for spirituality on their own, for example, by combining elements from different religious traditions and worldviews. Kalsky gives a glimpse of these ‘flexible believers’, as they are called in her research on ‘multiple religious belonging’. The consequences of these changes in society, like hybridisation and diversification of beliefs and worldviews, pose new challenges both to theology and to society at large. In various circles, compassion has come forward as a common ground for finding a ‘new we’. Can compassion indeed play a role in plural societies to build a common home beyond the fear of ‘the other’? What do we need to go beyond the binary split of ‘them’ and ‘us’? Kalsky searches for possible answers to these questions with the help of the British expert in religion Karen Armstrong and the Dominican theologian Timothy Radcliffe.


As a concrete example of how to build a community in a context of pluralisation there is a chapter by Dennis Halft, OP, ‘Seeking the Fullness of Life in an “Oasis of Peace”: Bruno Hussar’s Vision of a Shared Jewish-Palestinian Community’. The paper examines the topic at hand in the context of the Jewish-Arab conflict. In a multi-religious, multi-ethnic and secular society, promoting human flourishing for all is essential for peace, equality, and social justice. Based on an exemplary grassroots project—the shared Jewish-Palestinian ‘Oasis of Peace’ village, founded in 1970 by the Dominican friar and peace activist Bruno Hussar, OP—Halft shows that the fullness of life approach, grounded in Dominican spirituality, can bridge differences in national and cultural-religious identities. It thus contributes to peaceful coexistence between Jews and Palestinians in the Holy Land.


A second theme addresses the Fullness of Life and Ecology. In his chapter, ‘Hope to Embrace Radical Uncertainty in Climate Change’, Jan Jorrit Hasselaar, examines the importance and contribution of hope in times of climate change, by interacting this with the work of Rabbi Jonathan Sacks. Radical uncertainty in climate change is often expressed in terms of fear and apocalypse. However, there is more than one way of interpreting radical uncertainty. Hope, based on the Exodus narrative, appears to provide a cluster of concepts to embrace this radical uncertainty which we face as humanity in confronting climate change. Hope then is not the absence of fear, but a journey to overcome it, and create an inclusive society in the midst of radical uncertainty. Recent droughts, a local expression of climate change, in Cape Town, are used as a case study. The interaction with Cape Town’s water strategy shows that this strategy contains several ‘hopeful’ ingredients. Nevertheless, something like a public Sabbath, a feast for all involved, is missing in this situation.


What the ecological challenges and human responses to them imply for people today is shown in the paper, ‘Wellbeing of Indigenous People in Guatemala’, where Christoph Gempp, OP, presents a case study of the Maya-Q’echi people. The fate of indigenous peoples are symbolic of a global threat, where their communal life and relationship with the environment are under pressure due to global capitalism and excessive consumerism. As an example of this, Gemp studies large scale development projects, such as the building of the hydroelectric plant in Guatemala shows. As is the case too often, wealth is concentrated in the hands of a minority of the population, while increasing the inequality of the poor and indigenous people. Fundamental different worldviews are at play, as Gempp shows. Capitalism and consumerism tend to see everything as a commodity which can be used without limits. This worldview is in contrast to that of indigenous people. They show an alternative way of understanding the quality of life, because they are conscious of the connectedness between humanity and Mother Earth, between all that exists and between the transcendent and immanent. This idea of commonality sheds some light on the relationship between fullness of life and justice for all which is tackled in the following section.


Under the heading Fullness of Life and Justice for All, several contributions explore and develop what the notion of fullness of life means for integral development and issues such as poverty, migration and community-building. A fundamental question is why theology should be concerned with the issue of the fullness of life in the first place and, second, what theology’s contribution can be in the conceptualising and understanding of what this entails concerning the question of justice. Ellen Van Stichel addresses these questions in her ‘How to Link Fullness of Life and Justice for All?’. Looking for answers, she is inspired by two Dominicans thinkers; Edward Schillebeeckx and Louis-Joseph Lebret. For her Schillebeeckx’ works guide the answer to the first question, while Lebret’s notion of ‘integral development’ lay the foundation for how the notion of fullness of life can be perceived in connection to concepts as justice and the common good. She outlines how Lebret’s ‘integral development’ has influenced Catholic social teaching. Key is its relational approach: not just the wellbeing of individuals, nor of the community, but their mutual relationship is an essential aspect to achieve and taste life in its fullest. Hence: the fullness of life for all . . . with all . . . and among all.


In their discussion of some burning societal questions as migration, poverty, populism and leadership, the next chapters provide an analysis of the challenges, obstacles, opportunities and possibilities of fullness life for all, with and among all. Ulrich Engel, OP, presents in his article, ‘Forced to Flee in the Search for a Better Life’, a philosophical-theological reflection on a global policy of justice. Starting from the socio-political situation of 68.5 Million forcibly displaced people (UNHCR) he distinguishes between the phenomena of migration in general on the one hand and forced migration and its consequences on the other. Nevertheless, people who fall into both of these categories are in search of a better life. Following the US-American political philosopher, Martha C Nussbaum, Engel tries to analyse more precisely the situation of migration today. Regarding the Dominican tradition, he identifies four different aspects: a political-spiritual, an economic, an aspect of movement and one of grace. For him, the Dominican tradition knows about these elements of an abundant life for all, in the moment of participation within the culture of leadership within the Order of Preachers; in the distribution of resources (cf the legend of St Dominic and his brothers being fed by two angels); in the practice of itinerancy between dwelling and seeking, and last but not least, in the priority of grace.


In the same line, Sabine Schratz, OP, deepens an examination of poverty in her paper ‘Leaving no one Behind: The Urgent Challenge of Poverty and Injustice’. In trying to do justice to the multi-dimensionality of poverty she elaborates on the ‘Capabilities Approach’ in the work of the Indian philosopher, economist and Nobel Prize winner Amartya Sen, further developed by the American philosopher Martha Nussbaum. Their thinking led to a paradigm shift in the concept of development, putting people and their well-being at its core. Poverty is multidimensional and not reducible to material need. Its eradication needs a holistic and inclusive approach as well both as a goal and a method so that civil society, and especially the poor themselves, get involved. Inspired by the different types of knowledge in the Dominican spirituality, it belongs to the task and calling of the Order to be involved in this commitment to the good of all, Schratz argues. The global network of the Dominicans offers excellent opportunities to be involved in different, complementing ways.


Plurality and diversity challenge the common search within communities for the fullness of life and justice for all. How does one build a community and a sense of belonging between various groups with very diverse walks of life? How can Dominicans respond to the challenge of living and preaching fullness of life for all in situations of loss and change of identity, but also one of new opportunities? In the paper ‘Artists and the Poor: A Dialogue for Fullness of Life’ Dominic White, OP, presents a theological case study of the Dominican apostolate in one such area, in the English parish of St Dominic’s of Newcastle-upon-Tyne—one of the poorest regions of the United Kingdom. He shows how human openness to aesthetics, can be a starting point to build a sense of common good together. Here former residents, impoverished after local industrialization has collapsed, live alongside new residents, like students and artists. Surprisingly enough, it appears that art can be the connecting factor, allowing and encouraging all these groups to meet and interact in response to film, exhibitions as well as dance and choreography.


The following theme under consideration is the Fullness of Life and Embodiment. In his paper, ‘Gender and Fullness of Life for All: Contextuality as a Catalyst for Rereading Sources’, Peter-Ben Smit approaches the fullness of life in relation to gender from the vantage point of the World Council of Churches (WCC)’s ‘Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace’, which can be understood as a quest for the ‘good life’ by the churches involved in this fellowship. The pilgrimage he suggests provides the hermeneutical framework for a discussion of gender, in particular concerning Romans 1:26–27, a controversial text when it comes to gender and fullness of life. He argues that rereading Romans 1:26–27 with the intention to explore its potential for a liberating approach to gender and sexuality leads to both sound historical insight and correction of interpretative trajectories so far.


Ángel Francisco Méndez Montoya, OPL, takes the movie ‘The Shape of Water’ as a starting point in his article to reflect on ‘A Queer-Oriented Fullness of Life for All’. This movie pictures the love story of an animal-human-godly creature and a voiceless woman, two outcasts living at the margins of society who grow in their mutual, extravagant, strange, queer love. It thus evokes interesting questions about theological reflections on human and divine love. In his theological reflection, Méndez argues that because of the infinite shape of divine love, theology and Dominican preaching require a constant critical discerning of the myriad forms that the realm of God perpetually assumes. The goodness of life could be quite heterogeneous, pluralistic, and often unexpected for fundamentalists. Theology must constantly renew and revise its own discernment of the goodness of life. For God’s love often emerges from monstrous bodies, from the diaspora of society, from places of rejection, from the alien other. That seems to be quite humbling for theological insights.


Taking the question on the fullness of life from a different lens, the following section, Fullness of Life and Spirituality, begins with a paper by Erik Borgman, OPL, ‘Contemplating the Nearness of God’s Reign: Fullness of Life for All as an Engaging Gift’. He discusses what a contemplative gaze on the world could mean and does this in confrontation with what Hannah Arendt has called amor mundi. Her position is in line with the nominalist vision of thinking of the relationship between God and the world: God’s love can only be seen as a pure decision of the will. In contrast, Thomas Aquinas considers loving the world as a response to the traces of God presence sown in it. This intrinsic lovability of the world, however, is hidden and has to be discovered by contemplation. Borgman explores how the contemplation of God’s presence in the world and God’s participation in its history becomes visible as the power engaged in making everyone and everything share in comprehensive goodness. Fullness of life for human beings is being sustained by this goodness and, as a response, maintaining it.


As an example to the theme of the fullness of life and spirituality, Alessandro Cortesi, OP, brings in an Italian perspective ‘The Challenge of Youth Spirituality for Dominican Theology’. Analysing a survey of Italian youth, he detects that young people do not live out the religious dimension in a uniform or exclusive manner. They show great freedom and autonomy in their search, which questions traditional institutions and ways of believing inherited from the past. Their religiosity reflects the fragmentation, individualisation and pluralism in Italian society. The findings on youth spirituality evoke some challenges for theology in general and Dominican spirituality in particular: its plurality and diversity, the search for authenticity and experience and its criticism of institutions. Cortesi argues that the Dominican contribution must point not only to the importance of a spirituality that is listening to the search for authenticity but also to a recall of the essential dimension of the gospel in hearing the cries of the victims and in sharing solidarity.


The three last chapters discuss various aspects of Fullness of Life and Society. Addressing how to find common ground in a multicultural and pluralistic society, Madeleine Fredell, OP, explores this in ‘Virtues as a Foundation for Society’. Her personal conviction is that politics in general and individuals and different social groups in particular, thrive better if the theological and cardinal virtues could be developed as tools for fullness of life. Inspired by its founder, Dominic, the Dominican tradition should be permeated with a pastoral and practical approach. On the one hand, Dominic was a man of the Church as Christian doctrine was important and pointed to the truth. On the other hand, he never claimed beliefs were rigid and carved in stone: doctrine had to be at the service of a deep faith and therefore evolved over time. Theological reasoning, as well as preaching, had to be useful so that ordinary people could create meaning in their lives. A reconsidering of the virtues could, in her view, serve this goal.


But what if the nexus between politics and religion becomes a hindrance for the realisation of the life abundantly for all? In ‘Between Populism, Religion and the Search for Fullness of Life for All’, Marcin Lisak, OP, takes the Greek philosophy of Aristotle and Plato, which linked both the ‘good life’ and politics, as his starting point. Today, the current state of politics across the ‘global North’, including the European countries of the former Soviet bloc, is characterised by populism—again linking religion and politics. The question is, however, to what extent this is promoting the fullness of life and justice for all rather than hindering it? Within this context, Lisak discusses as a case study the relationship between populist political leaders and religion in Poland, noticing that populist parties use and abuse religious discourse for their purposes. Hence, increasing populism challenges both religious leaders and political activists. How to cooperate for the common good while avoiding mutual manipulation? By challenging not only personal virtues and individual consciences but also the social structures which are the soil for populism to arise, Lisak concludes.


Finally, in his article, ‘Prudent Governance Leadership’, Thomas Eggensperger, OP, discusses the theme of fullness of life in relation to business life. As a starting point, he correlates the virtue of Thomas Aquinas with modern political and business management. An update of the Thomistic doctrine of virtue takes place as an attempt to apply the concept of prudence less to the leadership of rulers (principes) and more to the leadership of managers in firms. Ethics of leadership can be developed on the fundamentals of a high-scholastic tradition. Eggensperger brings the thought of Aquinas to the field of management. It cannot be left out of consideration that Thomas was not only a theologian but also a Dominican and, as such, was influenced by the democratic orientation of the Order founded by Dominic. Hermeneutically, the assumptions of this article is informed initially by the fundamentals from which the Thomistic tradition emanates. Since, however, Thomas only indirectly makes recourse of management and leadership within the field of business and entrepreneurial administration, the second part of the article reflects its practical application and enquires in to the possibilities of successful leadership in the present age.
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Biblical Introduction





Life in its Fullness According to the Gospel of John


Francis J Moloney, SDB


 


The importance of the theme of ‘life’ (Greek: zōē) for the Fourth Evangelist is obvious from a simple count of the appearances of the expression in the Gospel of John.1 The word appears 135 times in the New Testament, and 36 of those occurrences are found in the Gospel of John. If we add the theologically linked later Letters of John (1, 2, and 3 John), and the more doubtfully Johannine Book of Revelation the number increases to sixty-six (the Letters use the expression thirteen times and Revelation seventeen times). Thus, almost half the number of the appearances of the word ‘life’ (zōē) in the New Testament come from what we might call ‘the Johannine Circle’.2 The brief reflection that follows will focus upon the theme of ‘life’ (zōē) in the Gospel, accepting that what appears in the Gospel has largely determined the meaning of the expression in the Johannine Letters.3


In the Gospel of John there are two different expressions (psychē and zōē) that call for the translation ‘life’. They must be distinguished. The word psychē is used to speak of a historical life, lived on earth, that comes to an end at death (see 10:11, 15, 17, 24; 12:27; 13:37–38; 15:13). Jesus’ own life (and death) in this temporal sense of a life in this world lies behind 10:15, 17; 12:27. He speaks of his preparedness to lay down his life for his sheep, and his ability to take it up again, with obvious reference to his death and resurrection (10:15, 17). The expression is also used by Jesus as he enters his passion: ‘Now my soul (hē psyche mou) is troubled’ (12:27). Like the earlier Synoptic tradition, where this sentiment is found in Jesus’ prayer in Gethsemane before his arrest (Mrk 14:33–34//Matt 2637-38 [hē psychē mou]), Jesus reveals a deeply human experience.


All other uses of psychē refer to the lives (and deaths) of others (15:24; 13:37–38), while 15:13 (‘No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends’) refers to the loving life and death of Jesus, and the challenge to all who would be his ‘friends’: they are to love as he has loved (see 13:15; 34–35). The distinction between the two meanings of ‘life’ is spelt out in 12:24–25 where they are used side by side. Jesus tells his disciples of the need for the grain of wheat to fall to the ground and die in order to produce fruit. Those who focus only upon their own life (tēn psychēn) ‘in this world’, will lose it, while those prepared to lose their life (tēn psychēn) will keep it for eternal life (eis zōēn aiōnion). As with 15:13, Jesus leads the way in his self-gift unto death. His disciples are asked to follow, if they wish to enjoy eternal life. The clearest indication that John’s use of zōē reaches outside the limitations of time and space is the seventeen times John adds the adjective ‘eternal’ (Greek: aiōnios) to the noun ‘life’: zōē aiōnios (see 3:15, 16, 36; 4:14; 36; 5:24, 39; 6:27; 40, 47, 54, 68; 10:28; 12:25, 50; 17:2–3 [twice]).4


Johannine ‘Life’ (zōē) Texts


Structurally and theologically the expression zōē is a key theme of the Gospel. Structurally, it is found as John introduces his story of Jesus with its prologue, making clear to an audience from the first page of the book who Jesus is and what he has done (1:1–18). Announcing that what took place in the incarnation of the Son of God John explains: ‘What took place in him was life (zōē) and the life was the light of humankind’ (vv 3c–4. AT).5 Before any action begins, the audience is informed that the revelation of God that ‘takes place’ in Jesus Christ is ‘life’, and that life is further clarified as ‘the light of humankind’. The biblical theme of the light that gives direction to all seeking God and his paths depends upon a gift from Jesus that is ‘life’. As the action of the Gospel comes to a close, in the final words of the original form of the Gospel, John returns to the audience he addressed in 1:3c–4, and explains why he has gathered many of the ‘signs’ that Jesus did to form his particular version of Jesus’ life, ministry, death and resurrection. ‘These are written . . . that believing you may have life in his name’ (20:31).6 In literary terms, the presence of the same theme at the beginning and the end of the narrative is called an ‘inclusion’. Structurally, between the ‘frame’ of Jesus’ gift of ‘life’ in 1:3c–4 and 20:31, John develops his message of the ‘life’ that comes from Jesus, regularly making it clear that he is not talking about any ‘life,’ but ‘eternal life’, life that comes from God.


A further structural element in John’s teaching on a ‘life’ that transcends human experience is the fact that with the exception of only two crucial, one could say climactic, passages (14:6 and 17:2–3), the expression is found on the lips of Jesus only during his public ministry (3:15, 16, 36; 4:14, 36; 5:24, 39; 6:27, 40, 47, 54; 10:28; 11:25; 12:25, 50). John locates Jesus’ major communications about ‘life’ during his public ministry, in words and actions that make God known (see 1:18).



Teaching on ‘Life’ During the Ministry of Jesus (John 1:19–12:50)


Jesus’ teaching on the gift of eternal life during his public ministry appears in what one might call ‘clumps’ of sayings, shaped by their contexts. In Jesus’ early encounter with Nicodemus and John the Baptist in 3:1–36 he teaches that the gift of life comes from a relationship of faith that a believer who believes in the ‘lifted up’ Son of Man (3:15. See 19:37). This event reveals God’s saving love for the world. It is so intense that he gave his only Son (vv 16–17). The cross is present from the start of the story. Those who refuse to believe that Jesus makes God known in this way do not see life but endure God’s wrath (v 36).


The theme of ‘gift’ dominates the encounter with the Samaritan woman. In her puzzlement over his request for water, Jesus tells her: ‘If you knew the gift of God, and who it is that is saying to you, “Give me a drink”, you would have asked him and he would have given you living water’ (4:10). Jesus initiates a mission to the non-Jewish world by offering the Samaritan woman a gift that ‘will become in them a spring of water gushing up to eternal life’ (4:14). As the Samaritan villagers move toward Jesus and the disciples (v 30), Jesus informs his disciples of the union between himself and the one who sent him: ‘The reaper (Jesus) is already receiving wages and is gathering fruit for eternal life, so that sower (God) and reaper may rejoice together’ (v 36). He then invites them to enter that life-giving missionary activity (vv 36–38).


Jesus is ‘on trial’ in 5:19–47, as ‘the Jews’ claim that he is calling God his Father and making himself equal to God (vv 17–18).7 The trial scene has two parts. Across v 19–30 Jesus defends himself by pointing to his total dependence upon the Father (see the statement and restatement of this truth in the inclusion of v 19 and v 30). He is not ‘equal to the Father’, but dispenses the eternal life that comes from him: ‘Anyone who hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life’ (v 24). The word of Jesus (that is, the manifestation of the divine that takes place in Jesus) provides access to the Father’s gift of eternal life. Across vv 31–47, Jesus calls upon witness to his innocence. He judges those who accuse him: ‘You search the scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal life’ (v 39a). They are mistaken because they do not accept that ‘it is they that testify on my behalf’ (v 39b). Because they do not accept that Moses wrote about Jesus, they stand accused by the figure to whom God gave the Scriptures. Moses received them, but they are from God, and give witness to Jesus (vv 45–47). The trial began as ‘the Jews’ used Torah to accuse Jesus (vv 18-19). It closes indicating that Moses accuses ‘the Jews’ (see v 45). The accusers have become the accused who mistakenly think they have eternal life. ‘Life’ is a gift from God, made available to those who accept Jesus’ revelation of his Father, understood as faith in Jesus.


This message is intensified in the Bread of Life discourse of 6:25–58. Some background is required, as all four appearances of ‘life’ in this discourse depend upon a widespread Jewish understanding of Torah as the bread from heaven. Once Israel entered its promised land, God’s daily gift of the manna, the bread from heaven, ceased (see Jos 5:10–12). Gradually, Israel began to interpret the presence of the Torah as the ‘continuation’ of God’s gift of the manna. In other words, as the manna was once God’s gift of ‘bread from heaven’, now Torah is God’s gift of ‘bread from heaven’.8 Against this background, Jesus’ discourse contrasts the bread that was given by the fathers of Israel in the desert. They are dead, and that bread perished.


The crowds are urged no longer to seek the food that perishes, but the food that endures to eternal life that the Son of Man will give them (6:27). There is only one true bread from heaven: ‘It was not Moses who gave you the bread from heaven, but it is my Father who gives you the true bread from heaven’ (v 32).9 Jesus is the bread of life (v 35). The will of the Father is belief in what the Son reveals will lead to eternal life (v 40). The Son is from God, has seen the Father, and thus communicates eternal life to those who believe in believe in him, the true bread from heaven (6:46–47), not like the bread of the Fathers of Israel, all of whom are dead. But where does one find the Son’s ongoing revelation of the Father? Jesus continues the image of bread, but associates it with the love of God manifested in consuming the flesh of the broken body and the spilt blood of the crucified Son of Man. In the ‘lifted up’ Son of Man God’s unconditional loving gift of eternal life is communicated to the believer (vv 53–54).10 This is the food that endures to eternal life that the Son of Man will give them at the cross (v 27). As disciples struggle with the challenge of Jesus’ words, and some leave him (vv 60–66), Jesus does not back down. He insists that ‘the words that I have spoken to you are spirit and life’ (v 63). Simon Peter rightly confesses that Jesus is the holy one of God and has the words of eternal life (v 69). Rhetorically, John writes his story that Peter’s confession might lead the audience to agree with him.


Instructed by Jesus’ teaching on eternal life, the audience accepts that Jesus, the light of the world, leads believers out of darkness into the light of life (8:12). The Good Shepherd has come to provide an abundance of life to those who listen to his voice (10:3, 10). To them he gives ‘eternal life, and they will never perish’ (v 28); those who believe in Jesus have life now and hereafter (11:25). As the passion approaches, the image of the need for the grain of wheat to fall and die looks forward to the life-given event of Jesus’ death and resurrection (12:24–25). As Jesus’ public ministry closes, he insists that he speaks the commandment of God, and that ‘his commandment is eternal life’ (v 50). What God has made known in and through Jesus Christ gives eternal life.


Teaching on ‘Life’ in the Last Discourse (John 13:1–17:26)


The two appearances of the expression ‘life’ in the Last Discourse clarify meaning of the Johannine understanding of zōē. Thomas voices the puzzlement of the disciples, who do not accept that that they now know the way to the place Jesus is going. Jesus points to himself as ‘the way’. The primary focus of the words of Jesus, ‘I am the way, and the truth and the life’ (14:6) is ‘the way’. Access to God and the eternal life that he dispenses can only be had through Jesus. He is ‘the way’, the conduit to God. What he offers is then added: ‘the truth, and the life’. Acceptance of all that Jesus has made known is the way to God, and its fruits are truth and life.11


In his final prayer, Jesus states what he means by ‘eternal life’. Looking back across his ministry, Jesus prays to the Father, asking that he now be glorified as he has perfected the task that the Father gave him (17:1, 4). In 17:3–4 he describes that task: ‘to give eternal life to all whom you have given him’, explaining what he means by ‘eternal life’: ‘And this is eternal life, that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent’ (vv 2–3).12 Eternal life flows from knowing the God and Father that Jesus has revealed throughout his ministry, supremely in his death and resurrection. God so loved the world that he sent his only Son, Jesus Christ, ‘given’ to humankind (3:16) so that the world not be judged but come to eternal life (v 17).


What Does it Mean?


I distinguished between the life of human beings determined by time (psychē) and the Johannine use of ‘life’ and ‘eternal life’. However, the distinction must not be driven too hard. Because of John’s passionate insistence that God’s sending of his own Son into the world already provides eternal life, while not ignoring the reality of a life after death (see 5:28–29), there is a way of living in this world that is already marked by the fullness of life that comes from the believer’s acceptance of Jesus’ revelation of God (see 3:36). Faith in Jesus Christ makes a difference now.


But that view of ‘life’ in the Fourth Gospel falls short of the full meaning of the structurally and theologically important expression zōē, regularly modified by the adjective: eternal (aiōnios). God’s gift of life cannot be destroyed by death. The believer is invited into the life by which God lives, and which the Son of God possesses. The believer, amazingly, is swept into the oneness of life and love that unites the Father and the Son (see 17:24–26).13 Out of God’s abundant goodness and love, his Son offers eternal life through his word, making God known in word and deed (1:18), supremely through the consummate ‘word of the cross’ (3:13–17; 13:1; 17:1, 4; 19:16b–37). John explains what God has done as he begins his Gospel: ‘From his abundance (ek tou plērōmatos autou) we have all received, a gift upon a gift’ (1:17. AT).14 God’s gift of Torah was amazing . . . but the gift of Jesus Christ and the life that flows from his abundance defies imagination. Belief in Jesus’ word, making God known, is the ‘way’ to God’s life (14:6), sustained by the Spirit (6:63). In the Spirit, those who believe in Jesus live the gift of an eternal life now and continue to enjoy that life in union with God, in an existence that transcends death.


I am the resurrection and the life.


Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live,


and everyone who lives and believes in me


will never die


Do you believe this? (11:25).


 


1. Only in the Fourth Gospel is the identity of the author revealed. He is ‘the Beloved Disciple’ (see 21:24). But the ‘name’ of this figure remains hidden, perhaps intentionally. Since late in the second century, the disciple has been associated with John, the son of Zebedee. But we cannot be sure of his exact identity. For simplicity and out of respect for the tradition, I will call the author ‘John’. But we do not know who he was. For a thorough investigation, see R Alan Culpepper, John, the Son of Zebedee. The Life of a Legend, Studies on Personalities of the New Testament (Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 1994).


2. See Francis J Moloney, Letters to the Johannine Circle: 1–3 John, Biblical Studies from the Catholic Biblical Association of America (New York: Paulist, 2020).


3. This dependence of the later Letters on the Gospel of John, affirmed above, has been argued at length by Raymond E Brown, The Epistles of John, The Anchor Bible 30 (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1982). Among others, it has been recently challenged by Urban C von Wahlde, The Gospel and Letters of John, 3 volumes, Eerdmans Critical Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010). For a summary, see 1:50–55.


4. The same use of ‘eternal life’ appears six times in 1 John (see 1:2; 2:25; 3:15; 5:11, 13, 20). It never occurs in Revelation.


5. For an explanation of the translation above, depending heavily of the use of the very versatile Greek verb ginomai as ‘to happen, to take place’, see Francis J Moloney, The Gospel of John, Sacra Pagina 4 (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 1998), 35–36, 45–43. In what follows, I will generally use the NRSV. On the few occasions where I have recourse to my own translation of the Greek, I will indicate this by the abbreviation AT (author’s translation).


6. On the relationship between John 1:1–20:31 and 21:1–25, see Francis J Moloney, ‘John 21 and the Johannine Story’, in Johannine Studies 1975–2017, Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament 372 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2017), 521–537.


7. I place ‘the Jews’ inside citation marks, as the expression does not mean the Jewish people. They reject Jesus’ claims, and those who believe in him (see 9:22; 12:42; 16:2). All the characters in the Gospel who accept Jesus’ claims (for example, his Mother, the Beloved Disciple, Simon Peter, etc) are Jews. The expression comes from Christianity’s earliest days, where Jews were divided over the acceptance of rejection of Jesus. One must ‘recognise in these hot-tempered exchanges the type of family row in which the participants face one another across the room of a house which all have shared and all call home’ (John Ashton, Understanding the Fourth Gospel [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991], 151).


8. For detail, see Peder Borgen, Bread from Heaven. An Exegetical Study of the Concept of Manna in the Gospel of John and the Writings of Philo, Supplements to Novum Testamentum 10 (Leiden: Brill, 1965), 147–158. In later Rabbinic literature, the theme of angels from heaven giving the Torah to Moses appears regularly.


9. We tend to associate the word ‘true’ with veracity. Its primary biblical meaning (based upon the Hebrew expression emeth) is ‘genuine’. There is only one true bread from heaven. Jesus provides it, not the Torah.


10. Although heavily debated, it is likely that the Christian community recognises the presence of God’s revelation in the self-gift of Jesus, inferred by 6:51–53, at its celebration of the Eucharist. See Moloney, ‘John 6 and the Celebration of the Eucharist’, in Johannine Studies, 1975–2017, 375–383.


11. The definitive and magisterial study of 14:6, concluding as suggested above, is Ignace de la Potterie, La Vérité dans Saint Jean, 2 volumes, Analecta Biblica 73–74 (Rome: Biblical Institute Press, 1977), 1:247–278.


12. On 17:3 as a significant redactional comment, see Moloney, John, 464.


13. On this, see Raymond E Brown, The Gospel According to John, 2 volumes Anchor Bible 29–29A (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1966–1970), 1:507. The definitive study of this question is Franz Mussner, ZOE. Die Anschauung vom ‘Leben’ im vierten Evangelium unter Berüchsicktigung der Johannesbriefe, Münchener Theologische Studien 5 (Franz: K Zink, 1952).


14. For the interpretation of John 1:17 behind this paraphrase, see Moloney, ‘The Use of charis in John 1:14, 16–17’, in Johannine Studies 1975–2017, 283–305. The rendering of plērōmatos as ‘abundance’ in v 17 looks back to the use of plērēs (fullness, abundance) of v 14: ‘fullness (abundance) of a gift which is truth’. See Frederick W Danker, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, 3rd edition (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2000), 826–827, s.v. plērēs.
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Religious Pluralism and the Longing for the Fullness of Life in Dutch Society


Manuela Kalsky


 


Seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well (Matt 6:33).


These words from Matthew’s Gospel would fit very well above the entrance of the Dominican Study Centre for Theology and Society (DSTS) in Amsterdam. They indicate its theological aim: Searching for signs of God in society in the footsteps of Jesus of Nazareth for the sake of the fullness of life for all, with particular attention to those who are excluded in society or made second-class citizens. In 1988 the Dutch Dominicans founded this theological research centre to undertake theological research within Western Europe, inspired by the methods of liberation theology. The DSTS has become a unique space where women and men, priests and laypeople, Protestants and Catholics, young and older people work together in examining contemporary theological topics and issues, independent of the magisterium of the Catholic Church and the Dutch government. In a Dominican way, faithful to the motto of contemplari et contemplata aliis tradere, undertaking theological research has had a central place, aimed at sharing its fruits with others. This study is closely linked to what Thomas Aquinas called circumspectio: studying people’s daily reality to know what is happening in society and to understand people’s concerns and needs. In short: standing in the market square just like the mediaeval Dominican friar would and reflecting on what has been seen and heard. The mission of the DSTS is, doing theology in a socially relevant way in continuity with the Dominican tradition, observing and analysing the signs of the times and making a contribution from a theological perspective to the development of a liberating theology in the context of Western Europe.1


In the thirty-two years of DSTS’ existence, the religious landscape in (Western) Europe has changed profoundly. While the concept of secularisation was rather a theoretical matter at the time the centre was founded, today the consequences in a diverse society are very much visible and tangible. Many Europeans are no longer practising Christians. Although the extent of secularisation differs in each European country and has cultural-specific variations, it is undeniable that modern individualism has left its traces in all spheres of life and has severely weakened the influence of all religious institutions.2 However, leaving the churches did not automatically mean that people were saying goodbye to Christian values and rejecting any form of religion. The individual has acquired independence and begun the search for meaning and ‘believing’, choosing what is fitting to one’s situation. The choices in this field are legion, both in one’s own country and worldwide through the internet. New hybrid forms of religiosity and spirituality have emerged.


In the following, I will elaborate on European religious pluralism, with the Netherlands as a particular case study. First, I will show the impact that globalisation and migration have had on Dutch society. Next, I will discuss the internal transformation and diversification processes that have come about in everyday life through secularism and individualism. In this respect, the phenomenon of multiple religious belonging (MRB) will be examined more closely. Finally, I ask what are the theological consequences that should be drawn from this.


Superdiversity


With its 180 different nationalities, Amsterdam is one of the most culturally diverse cities in Europe. Trading spiritual and business activities traditionally have belonged to the culture of the Netherlands, just like pragmatic action, aimed at utility and usability. The country owes a large part of its flourishing to people who have come ‘from abroad’ who have settled here due to commerce, culture and science. The widely appreciated Dutch tolerance originates here: the understanding of a trade-minded nation. However not only merchants came to Amsterdam in the sixteenth century, after Antwerp fell under the influence of the Spanish Inquisition. Religious refugees also sought safe shelter in the city. The son of a Sephardic Jewish family fled from Portugal to Amsterdam and became one of the greatest Dutch philosophers: Baruch de Spinoza. Amsterdam did well because of its openness and tolerance. Embracing diversity brought the seventeenth century so-called ‘Golden Age’.3 ‘After all, diversity is in Amsterdam’s DNA’, the former mayor of Amsterdam wrote in the preface of a book in which 180 citizens of Amsterdam with 180 different nationalities are portrayed.4


But ‘pillarisation’ also belongs to the Dutch cultural heritage—withdrawing to one’s cultural and ethnic group, with separate newspapers, shops and TV programs, results in a shock when those boundaries are trespassed. An example of this is when a Reformed family member nonetheless ‘got on the wrong track’ by wanting to marry a Catholic.5 Here, diversity was avoided, mingling different ‘blood groups’ was out of the question. God kept everyone in line within his or her separate pillar. It is no coincidence that ‘apartheid’ is a Dutch word. The merchant and the preacher, the openness of trade and the closed nature of faith are two sides of the same coin in Dutch history.


Since 2011, Amsterdam is one of the ‘superdiverse’ cities in the world. There is no longer one single ethnic group which forms a majority in the city. Of all residents, forty-nine per cent are so-called ‘natives’, and fifty-one per cent are immigrants, or ‘foreigners’. Inevitably, the question arises: into what is a foreigner supposed or expected to integrate? Rotterdam and Brussels are also majority-minority cities, with Antwerp also on the list to be nominated as one soon. According to today’s scientific forecasts this is the future of all major cities in Europe.6


No matter how drastic the changes resulting from migration may have been, Europe’s current diversity is not only caused from outside. Significant changes have taken place within Dutch culture, which has led to diversification in society. For example: in less than a lifetime the Netherlands changed from a very Christian nation—ninety-eight per cent of the Dutch were members of a church in the early twentieth century—into a ‘post-Christian’ society. Today, Christians are one of the religious minorities in the country. The survey God in Nederland (‘God in the Netherlands’) conducted in 2016 shows that eighty-two per cent of the Dutch rarely enters a church and only fourteen per cent believe in a personified God.7


Even though the exact numbers of those who leave the church each year differs and some orthodox Christian faith communities and Pentecostal churches can rejoice in the increase of new members, it does not change the fact that the Dutch have largely turned their backs on the institutional church in the past eighty years. Only 24.5 per cent of the population are still members of a church. A large number of Catholic and Protestant churches are empty and have been closed for some time. They are on the list for the demolition or are waiting to move to new destinations. There is hardly any hope of restoring the situation of the church in the Netherlands. The shocking stories of sexual abuse and the disturbing evidence of the cover-up of these abuses within the Roman Catholic Church has become a new impetus for people to abandon the church. Despite the popularity of Pope Francis among both young and old, it is not expected that the Catholic Church in the Netherlands will rise from its ashes. For the first time in Dutch history, the ‘infidels’—atheists (twenty-four per cent) and agnostics (thirty-four per cent)—constitute the majority in society.


Despite the exodus from the churches, secularisation theory, which assumed that with growing material prosperity and technological progress, religion worldwide would disappear, has not become a reality. Religion still exists but predominantly in new forms. As early as 1967, the German-American sociologist Thomas Luckmann called the secularisation theory, advocated by his fellow sociologist Peter Berger, a modern myth.8 He pointed out that the decline of institutionalised religion certainly did not mean the disappearance of religion and preferred to speak about ‘invisible religion’.9 Present-day research shows that despite increasing prosperity, the world is as religious as it used to be, or even more so. Scientists of the North American Pew Research Institute predict that by 2050 about eighty-five per cent of the world’s population will belong to one of the larger world religions.10 At the end of the twentieth century, Peter Berger was convinced he was wrong and acknowledged secularisation theory had failed.11


Even in secularised European countries, like The Netherlands, religion has not disappeared but transformed.12 The survey God in Nederland shows its various forms in society as well as inside the churches. In 2015, 24.5 per cent of the Dutch still feel connected with a church; 12.8 per cent of them belong to one of the Protestant churches and 11.7 per cent to the Catholic Church. Whoever thinks that the group belonging to one of these churches, is homogeneous, is wrong. Within the churches, as well, a multitude of different beliefs is present. Seventeen per cent of the members of the Roman Catholic Church state they no longer believe in a theist image of God, forty-six per cent consider themselves ‘ietsists’ (believing in ‘something’), thirty per cent call themselves agnostic and seven per cent atheistic. Likewise, there is a similar situation within members of the Protestant Churches. Out of the 12.8 per cent, 8.6 per cent of Dutch citizens belong to the Protestant Church in the Netherlands (PKN). Fifty-one per cent of these PKN members consider themselves theists, and thirty per cent ‘ietsists’, fourteen per cent state they are agnostic and one per cent atheistic. Even though the combination ‘both atheist and church member’ will be a mystery to most people, this research shows that nine per cent of the church members by no means consider this combination incompatible.13


Boundaries between different worldviews are becoming fluid. Churchgoers appear to be less orthodox than is often thought, and humanists and atheists seem, on second thought, to be spiritually interested. Almost half of the members of the Humanist Associations in the Netherlands feel the need of rituals on crucial moments in their lives, and the younger generation of humanists is less explicit about the non-existence of a higher power.14 Dutch philosopher of religion, Taede Smedes, shows in his book God, Iets of Niets (‘God, Something or Nothing’) the existence of religious atheists, religious naturalists and post-theists. They, against increasing nihilism, view the world as ‘sacred’.15



Multiple Religious Belonging


In the past decades, people in (Western) Europe started to look for a spirituality that goes beyond confessional boundaries and dogmatic forms of religion. By combining elements from different religions and worldviews, religious bricolages and trans-religious identities have emerged. In theology and religious studies, this phenomenon is called multiple religious belonging (MRB).16


In 2012 a four-year research project started at the DSTS and the Edward Schillebeeckx Chair for Theology and Society at Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam on this rather new phenomenon in Europe.17 In 2010, a survey on Buddhism in the Netherlands showed that different schools within Buddhism also inspired five per cent of Protestants and eight per cent of Catholics.18 The Religionsmonitor of German Bertelsmannstiftung showed in 2013 that twenty-six per cent of West Germans and thirteen per cent of East Germans combine elements from different religions.19 In 2015, as a part of the DSTS/VU research, a representative survey was held among the Dutch population. The outcome was that about 3.1 million Dutch combine elements from different worldviews and religions. It means that about twenty-four per cent of the Dutch are ‘religious hybrids’.20 Also the variety is significant. While so-called ‘dual belongers’ feel at home with two or more religious traditions and worldviews,21 other MRB adherents choose not to be part of any tradition.22 They individually base their ‘meaning of life’ by selecting elements from different religions and worldviews which they experience as valuable. In this way, philosophical and religious traditions have become an open source of wisdom from which people freely draw.


Next to the representative samples of the total Dutch population, we also explored the phenomenon of MRB among the visitors of Dominican spiritual centres in the Netherlands. The results of this research indicate that sixty-one to seventy-five per cent of the respondents—mainly elderly, highly educated women—combine elements from various religious traditions in their lives. These ‘combiners’ see religion as something that is continuously changing during their life. In comparison to the non-combiners, the networks of the combiners are religiously more diverse, they place more importance on nature, in-depth conversations, self-exploration, personal rituals and practices. Moreover, they use a variety of theological, philosophical, and spiritual texts as sources.23


Flexible Believers


An examination of the book Flexibel geloven (‘Flexible Believing’), which was published at the beginning of the DSTS research on MRB, provides a view into how those who belong to multiple religious groupings give meaning to their lives.24 Six of the eleven interviewees in this book combine elements from different worldviews, the five others have converted to a different religion in the course of their lives. Their ages vary, as do their cultural and religious backgrounds. They all talk openly about the course of their religious quests and their old and new convictions. An interesting phenomenon is that ‘native’ Dutch women are converting to Islam and the reason for this is not always a Muslim partner.25 Anne Dijk, born and bred in the Netherlands as a Protestant vicar’s daughter, is one of these people. She is convinced of having become a better Christian through her conversion to Islam. Her story and those of other ‘converts’ in the book make clear that they also take elements from their former religion with them to their new belief.


But let us examine those who belong to multiple religious groups in the book. They explain what they discovered in religion along the way and how they shape their way of believing in their daily lives by some forms of ritual. For example, there is the writer and comedian Nilgun Yerli, coming from a liberal Islamic family, who has been inspired by Sufi Mystic Rumi (1207–1273).26


For Yerli, love is the core of all world religions. They all focus on values such as honesty, goodness, understanding, trust and patience. That is why she draws from different religious traditions, without binding herself to any specific one. She calls herself multi-religious. Rituals, symbols and metaphors from different religious traditions provide a deeper dimension for her existence. She cherishes the ‘tray ritual’ with which she grew up. On Sunday morning, her mother carried a tray with rice (fertility), money (wealth), flowers (life), wheat (hope), gold (love) and honey (sweetness) throughout the house. The children then had to feel, smell and taste. As a child, this ceremony irritated her, but now she understands its more profound meaning and value. She raises her son with this ritual in the hope it will make him realise that ‘there is more in life than iPads and games’.27


Yerli also includes elements from the Jewish tradition in her daily life. She recently discovered that her mother, who died when she was fifteen, was Jewish. Her grandmother, married to an imam, kept her Jewish roots a secret. Now she realises that the weekly family dinner on Friday evening during her childhood was very much like a Shabbat celebration. She holds on to this ritual, without embedding it more deeply in the Jewish tradition. Every night she prays without, according to her, a particular faith involved. She always ends with an Arabic prayer she learnt from her grandfather: ‘In the name of God, the Almighty, I give thanks for body, spirit, health and love.’28 As her motto, she chooses an adage of Rumi: ‘Each day I reveal a different face. Sometimes a Christian’s, sometimes a Jew’s, sometimes a Muslim’s. So that I can fit into everyone’s heart.’29 Yerli calls her religion: a religion of love.


For flexible believers, religions are ‘travel guides’ in their lives. Rituals provide continuity, regularity, physical and spiritual wellbeing. They help to celebrate life and offer security and a sense of belonging in everyday life. Some of the interviewees have underlined that rituals enable them to live with compassion, for themselves and others. Religion here is a lively open space in which people give attention to daily activities such as cooking and eating together, praying, meditating, dancing and having sex. Individual life stories appear to have a decisive influence on their spiritual choices in life.


Another multi-religious practitioner is Tunesian-Dutch, Kaouthar Darmoni. She emphasises the physical and erotic aspects of her experience of religion. She practises Sufi rituals to let go of her ego and to communicate emotions in a non-verbal way. For instance, non-verbal communication with her son arises by whirling together in a Sufi dance. She has been led to this by the Greek-Armenian mystic George Gurdjieff, who combines Buddhism with Sufism and dance. This Sufi ritual fulfilled her with peace in body and heart, just like her Buddhist meditation exercises, visits to churches and celebration of Jewish feasts. They are an integral part of her daily existence. Like Yerli the texts of medieval poet Rumi are her ‘sacred books’, in which she reads every day. And Darmoni surrounds herself with religious symbols from different religious traditions:




In my previous house, I had a mezuzah at my doorpost, a Jewish text box containing a text from the Torah, and ‘the hand of Fatima’, the youngest daughter of the prophet Mohammed, to keep out bad energy. In my house I have a Buddha statue and next to my bed is a big statue of Mary, to protect me. She symbolizes for me the carrying of pain without resisting it, the preservation of faith in difficult times and compassion.30





Here rituals and symbols from various religious traditions connect present and past, and they also confirm and strengthen the bond with what the German-American theologian Paul Tillich has called ‘ultimate ground of being’. Nilgün Yerli and Kaouthar Darmoni simply calls it ‘love’. They believe in mystical connectedness beyond the boundaries of religious traditions, in which rituals function as road markers in order not to lose their way. And sacred texts are sources of wisdom from which all spiritual pilgrims may drink without asking for the religious do’s and don’ts, imposed by religious institutions.


Multivocal and Fluid


In her theological work the South Korean-American theologian Chung Hyun Kyung, who is a multiple religious practitioner herself, emphasises that religion traditions are not fixed entities, stuck with labels as Buddhism, Christianity, Shamanism or Confucianism. According to her, the different religious worlds are intertwined in an opaque, disorderly and fluid process beyond the idea of religious borders. They are entangled in a ‘synergetic dance’ for liberation, survival and healing. For Chung, God cannot be found in academic-theological systems or concepts, but rather amid messiness, the chaotic reality of life itself.31 That’s why she rejects any typology—exclusivism, inclusivism and pluralism—in the theology of religions.32 She writes:




Looking at these three positions, I do not feel that they represent the theological struggle of me and my Asian sisters. The exclusivist and inclusivist models are still imperialist and reflect the colonial attitude of the West towards the East, while the pluralist model is far too academic, Western and male. It is too academic because it sees the different religions as orderly organised entities in clearly defined categories. (. . .) This orderly divided pluralism may occur in some Western societies, where the presence of Buddhism, Islam and Hinduism or other religions besides Christianity is new. Each group lives separately in a sect, without changing the main religion in society—namely Christianity. I think that this orderly pluralism is only applicable to androcentric institutionalised religions because they fear that the purity of their dogmatic doctrines is at stake.33





While pluralist theologians try carefully to avoid the suspicion of mixing elements from different religions in their theology, Chung instead holds a plea for a ‘liberating and life-giving syncretism’.34 She describes her own multiple religious identity with the words: ‘My bowels are shamanist, my heart is Buddhist, the right half of my brain is Confucianist, and the left half is Christian.’35 With this statement, she breaks the taboo about syncretism in (Western) Christian theology.36 For Chung, body and spirit are as inseparable as the cultural and religious identity of her personal story. By drawing from various religious and philosophical sources, a narrative identity takes shape, not provided with an unambiguous label and best described by words as multivocal, fluid, flexible and geared towards connection.


Embracing the wisdom of various religious traditions and worldviews is a challenge to traditional Christian Theology. The objection of superficial ‘reli-shopping’ and ‘spiritual narcissism’ at the address of religiously unaffiliated people (the ‘nones’) and multiple religious practitioners are quickly made. After all, this way of ‘believing’, based on individual choices, is at odds with the idea of being part of a religious community and embracing a religious tradition as a whole. But is not the pluralist theologian Perry Schmidt-Leukel right when he states that the major world religions are in themselves far too diverse, to be able to contain them fully? According to Schmidt-Leukel, the belief of every human being is a patchwork religiosity, because there are only certain aspects and excerpts of a tradition that are important for one’s path of life and which the believer will develop further in a particular way. This also applies to the Pope, Schmidt-Leukel adds with a sense of humor.37


Individualism, secularism and globalisation have radically changed the religious landscape of (Western) Europe. Revolutionary technological developments have accompanied these changes. Internet and social media have given time and place a new dimension. What used to be far away is now within reach by the use of a mouse on the computer, just one click away. Migrants stay connected to their countries of origin via the internet, while at the same time they build up a new life in their country of arrival. As a result, multiple identities and loyalties develop over time.38 In professional and personal respects, new global networks have emerged across national, cultural and religious boundaries, thanks to the influence of various forms of social media such as Facebook, Twitter and Instagram.39 These technological developments are universal, having evolved at lightning speed, similar to scientific insights in Artificial Intelligence and Robotics.40



Compassionate Connectedness


Global connectedness is not only a reason for joy. It shows that there is a mutual dependency of the human race as a whole. Global warming can only be stopped if all countries worldwide make efforts to produce less CO2, and the best prevention of mass migration is solidarity and worldwide investment in social and economic justice. These factors leave many people in Europe with desperate feelings of a loss of control. Presumed certainties and confidence in a better future have disappeared. It is not surprising, therefore, that the current climate in Europe is characterised by confusion and fear. This is fuelled by ‘us vs them’ opposites and give rise to a revival of nationalism and xenophobia. How to deal with ethnic and religious differences and different views on gender and race issues? How to tackle prejudices and the rising fear of loss of (national) identity? How to mitigate the processes of segregation, polarisation and radicalisation in society? These questions reflect some urgent contested issues in the Netherlands and other European countries.
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