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INTRODUCTION

Peniel Jesudason Rufus Rajkumar 
and Joseph Prabhakar Dayam 

Multiple religious belonging—a phenomenon “in which people of faith 
engage in the communities and practices of more than one religious tradi-
tion”1—is an important way in which many people today navigate the turbu-
lent waters of religious affiliation and identification, by embracing hyphenated 
identities which bespeak multiplicity, fluidity, and hybridity. But how is such 
a widely varied and elusive reality to be understood, and what does it mean 
for Christian identity, Christian theology, and pastoral practice? This volume 
attempts to shed light on the meaning and implications of multiple religious 
belonging. 

In a context which increasingly recognizes that religions are shaped rhi-
zomatically and acknowledges that religions “abut, blend, supplement, and 
challenge one another within individuals and their lived communities,”2 this 
book engages with the theological and pastoral questions which emerge at the 
interstices of “blurred” religious affiliations and borderless (spi)ritual practices 
that are concomitant to multiple religious belonging. Needless to say, an amoe-
bic and amorphous phenomenon like multiple religious belonging, which is 
replete with its variegated diversity and attendant complexity, holds in it more 
questions that we have even yet learned to ask. In the course of learning to 
discover these questions the book offers a first step, throwing open to its read-
ers one question worth pondering: Can modes of multiple religious belonging 
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be embraced “not as problems to be solved, but as proliferating sites of divine 
encounter”?3

At the very outset we want to eschew any claims that this volume is a “one-
size-fits-all” venture. What is presented here constitutes the initial fruits of the 
World Council of Churches’ ongoing work on multiple religious belonging. 
This work had its beginnings in a pilot consultation on “Exploring Hybridity, 
Embracing Hospitality: Towards a Theology of Multiple Religious Belonging,” 
organized by the WCC’s programme on Interreligious Dialogue and Coop-
eration in collaboration with the Gurukul Lutheran Theological College and 
Research Institute, Chennai, India, in October 2014. This was followed by a 
subsequent consultation organized in collaboration with the United Church 
of Christ in Cleveland, Ohio, in April 2015, focusing on the North American 
context. This probably helps explain why the articles in this volume have an 
Asian and American focus! 

The context that foregrounds this volume is one in which several churches 
might find themselves—that is, one in which, despite the tacit acknowledg-
ment that hybridity is intrinsic to most of our received and practiced Christian 
faith, there is an overwhelming insistence on rigidity and singularity in the 
expectations made of our religious identifications and affiliations. Such a con-
text poses problems to those who, out of necessity, upbringing, or choice, find 
(spi)ritual sustenance in other religious traditions alongside Christianity and 
openly acknowledge that they have been “faithed” by drinking deeply from the 
wells of different religious and spiritual traditions. In a context where a major-
ity of churches have so far been quiet on the changing pew culture they inhabit, 
the challenge is to move beyond tacit obliviousness and engage robustly with 
the phenomenon of multiple religious belonging in a theologically sound, 
experientially grounded, and pastorally sensitive manner. The book aims to be 
a step in this direction. 

In introducing this book a few features are worth mentioning. The book 
does not fall into the trap of what Indian Dalit theologian A. P. Nirmal terms 
as “putting the horse before the cart”—that is, developing the theological/theo-
retical in isolation from the experiential.4 Theological construction and imagi-
nation in the volume are thoroughly foregrounded in the experiential, giving 
rise to fresh perspectives. Recognizing that the prevailing culture of multiple 
religious belonging in many ways changes the shape and scope of being church, 
the theological musings in this volume that germinate from the fertile ground 
of religious practice engage creatively and critically with the question whether 
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churches in their attempt to connect with culture are “orchestrating warm feel-
ings that soft-pedal the costly demands of the gospel.”5 Perceptive to fears that 
the adaption of the churches to emerging contexts might involve the danger of 
the gospel being reduced to “flotsam, lacking substantive form,”6 this volume 
revisits religious experiences with theological questions which interrogate the 
integrity of multiple religious belonging. Can multiple religious belonging be 
considered an authentic expression of faith in creative fidelity (to use Stephen 
Barton’s felicitous term) to the gospel of Christ—“where fidelity involves rec-
ognisable continuity with our scriptural faith tradition, and creativity involves 
an openness to the Spirit for the inspiration to interpret and ‘perform’ that 
tradition in ways that are life-giving”?7

 Another unique feature of this book is its examination of the theme of 
multiple religious belonging vis-à-vis the experiences of the margins. This is 
important in contexts where, in popular perceptions, the increasing appetite 
for multiple religious belonging can be attributed to a “bricolage spiritual-
ity” or “pick-and-mix spirituality” symptomatic of postmodernity.8 There is 
little doubt that certain forms of multiple religious belonging are “a light-
hearted flirting with different religions”9 and “a self-indulgent, free-floating, 
cafeteria-style potpourri of mutually incompatible religiosities.”10 In such con-
texts, multiple religious belonging becomes self-seeking and divested from any 
commitment beyond self-gratification. Catherine Cornille’s critique that mul-
tiple religious belonging bypasses the “very purpose and dynamics of religious 
belonging,” which inherently involves “complete surrender of one’s will and 
judgment to a truth and power that lies beyond or beneath one’s own ratio-
nal and personal judgment,” is salutary in such contexts.11 At specific points 
this volume critiques the self-seeking inclination that may beset certain forms 
of multiple religious belonging and, drawing upon instances of marginalized 
communities appropriating the venue of multiple religious belonging for lib-
erative purposes and to forge peaceable and just communities, questions the 
moral foundations of forms of multiple religious belonging that are not hospi-
tably disposed to the “other.” A question that emerges is, Whether and how can 
multiple religious belonging as a passionate way of “being religious interreli-
giously”12 be at the same time ethical “com-passionately,” exercizing comradely 
passion for the “other”? 

Another feature worth mentioning is that this book does not shirk from 
stepping into the murky waters created by the confluence of Asian Christian-
ity and Western colonialism. The influx of Western Christianity in Asia forged 
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a new dichotomy between native religions and Christianity and theologically 
“muddied” the prevailing fluidity of religious belonging by introducing a para-
digm of religions as rigid and calcified entities. A question which opens itself 
for consideration concerns whether the present discourse of multiple religious 
belonging is a tautology in Asian contexts, since multiple religious belonging 
in Asian contexts is ontological and not necessarily epistemic in nature.13 Is 
the discourse of multiple religious belonging redundant in contexts like Asia, 
where participation in religious life is characterized by regular border cross-
ings and people “live abundantly from their own religious heritage, while also 
living partially, but intently, from the richness of another or other religious 
tradition(s)”?14

Having been a persistent and pertinent fact of religious belonging and par-
ticipation, religious hybridity has both a polyvalent dimension, which defies 
water-tight categorizations, as well as a problematic dimension often character-
ized by theological suspicion toward those who claim to be religiously hybrid. 
By exploring these polyvalent and problematic dimensions of multiple religious 
belonging, this book offers us glimpses of an important way in which human 
beings attempt to be “faith-ful” by fathoming the inexhaustible richness of our 
faith traditions. This may be provocative for some and profound for others. In 
unique ways, however, multiple religious belonging testifies to the “truth” that 
may be close to several hearts: that religions are not fortresses to be defended 
but wellsprings for the flourishing of life!15
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CHAPTER 1

John J. Thatamanil

Eucharist Upstairs, Yoga Downstairs:  
On Multiple Religious Participation

Dealing with difference has arguably been a core human project since 
human beings stopped living in small hunter-gatherer cohorts and began to 
live in larger social groupings. Suspicion and fear of the other and of the dif-
ference the other embodies have posed problems for human communities, cer-
tainly for the span of the historical record, and likely for the whole of human 
experience. Hence, confrontation with difference and multiplicity is hardly a 
novel challenge. Still, the challenge of confronting difference and multiplicity 
has been enormously complicated in our historical moment. Global flows of 
information, images, and people place us all in ever-increasing intimacy. 

New challenges are posed by our situation, and one in particular claims 
my attention. As we live in ever-greater proximity with each other, many more 
of us are becoming multiple. We have never been one, or merely one, but 
now otherness dwells not only in the stranger nearby but also within. This is 
especially true with respect to religious diversity. Increasingly, many of us are 
recognizing and naming ourselves as religiously multiple. Terms like “multiple 
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religious participation” and “multiple religious identity” are becoming more 
common in Christian theological literature (more on these terms below). 

This essay seeks to clarify reflection around the theme of religious mul-
tiplicity but with an eye toward transnational contexts. Although I write as a 
North American comparative theologian, I am mindful that the question of 
religious multiplicity takes on a very different cast in the global South. While 
sustained attention to the question of religious multiplicity is new in North 
American and European theological circles, the phenomenon is far from novel 
in many parts of the world. The juxtaposition and integration of African Tra-
ditional Religion with Christianity in South Africa, the routine interfusion 
of Hindu and Christian and even Hindu and Muslim elements in India, and 
the well-known hybridity of religious life in China and Japan all testify to 
the complexity of religious identities. Perhaps theology always follows life and 
arrives late to the scene of religious multiplicity. Still, theological reflection is 
finally beginning to take seriously the question of religious multiplicity within 
persons and communities. The following question captures the task I take up 
in this essay: How might North American thinking about religious diversity be 
reconfigured by contributions from a global theological community of conver-
sation that has long had to deal with religious multiplicity?

Christians have had to live with religious difference since the very incep-
tion of the Jesus movement, but it has done so uneasily. At first, and prior to 
imperial recognition, Christians did not speak univocally in their proclama-
tions about religious diversity. Justin Martyr spoke about the logos spermatikos 
to suggest that the Word that became flesh in the Christ has been present and 
active in other wisdom traditions. Francis Sullivan maintains that despite the 
handful of biblical texts with which we are all familiar, the early church did 
not dismiss other religious traditions out of hand. Matters changed, he argues, 
when the church came under imperial sponsorship. Gradually over the centu-
ries, a robust doctrine of extra ecclesiam nulla salus (“outside the church there 
is no salvation”) came to prevail. Only recently—that is to say, post-Vatican 
II—has the church come to clarify forcefully what extra ecclesiam means. We 
now have a host of Christian theologies of religious diversity that affirm the 
truth, validity, and even the salvific efficaciousness of other religious traditions. 

Recognizing and affirming that a variety of religious traditions contain 
truth, goodness, beauty, and even saving power, however, does not mean 
that theologians are open to the possibility of multiple religious participa-
tion. Although Christians and others in many portions of the globe routinely 
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participate in, or can be said even to belong to, more than one religious tra-
dition, Christian theological production—especially in North America and 
Europe—has been largely blind to the reality of religious multiplicity. When 
religious multiplicity has been recognized, it has been called “syncretistic” and 
so has been delegitimated. Hence, there has been a vast and, until recently, 
unbridgeable chasm between official theological production and what we 
might call a “lived theology of religious diversity,” which has been, as a matter 
of practice, accepting of complicated modes of religious affiliation. 

I am not a student of Christianity in Africa, but I am aware that multiple 
religious participation and belonging are quite common throughout the conti-
nent, and in South Africa in particular, with strong and ongoing participation 
by Christians in the practices of African Traditional Religions. If my intuition 
is right for South Africa and surely also for Christianity in much of the global 
South, one wonders about the implications of the split between official theo-
logical positions and actual popular practice. What are the implications for 
political life in pluralist societies when custodians of religious traditions insist 
on the artificial purity of singular religious belonging? Might not this emphasis 
on singularity threaten to exacerbate divisions between religious groups that 
might otherwise be ameliorated by affirming complex and porous modes of 
multiple belonging? Moreover, has Christianity anywhere been as singular as 
church hierarchies and elite theologians have liked to believe? Questions such 
as these suggest that the distance between elite theology and lived experience 
must somehow be bridged. 

To begin, we must note that the manner in which questions about multi-
ple religious participation (hereafter MRP) are posed discloses the geographical 
situatedness and the conceptual presuppositions of the scholars in question. In 
the West, scholars and nonacademics alike imagine religion in ways that make 
all forms of MRP vexatious. Built into our tacit and pretheoretical understand-
ing of religion is the idea that religiousness requires exclusiveness in the same 
way that marriage does in monogamous societies. Singularity is the norm; mul-
tiplicity is the aberration. Questions about MRP are posed under the assump-
tion that MRP is exceptional and singular religious belonging is the default 
norm. But the global study of religions discloses two factors that complicate 
standard discussions of MRP. First, religious traditions are fluid, malleable, and 
intrinsically impure; traditions are like rivers—as Wilfred Cantwell Smith long 
ago noted—that have flown into and out of each other and not discrete, rei-
fied, and homogenous entities.1 Second, as already noted, for much of human 
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history, and still today in many parts of the world, societies are simultaneously 
informed by many traditions. To be at once Confucian, Shinto, and Buddhist 
is no rare occurrence but, rather, the norm in Japanese life. Singular religious 
identity is the aberration. 

Growing attention to MRP in the West suggests that Western societies are 
also no longer able to take singular religious belonging for granted. Christians, 
and even Muslims, do yoga, Jews engage in forms of Buddhist meditation 
and become “BuJews,” and still more contested cases of inter-Abrahamic mul-
tiple religious participation are coming into public view.2 What seems distinc-
tive about American and European modes of MRP is that persons select the 
practices to which they are drawn. Individuals are often the primary agents of 
choice in a model that has often been characterized (negatively) as consumer-
ist, whereas in East and South Asia multiplicity is less a matter of election and 
more a matter of variegated patterns of communal belonging. Several tradi-
tions shape any given community, and particular rituals from these traditions 
are dispersed in various ways across the lifecycle. Even when new religious 
identities are taken up by way of conversion, older elements of religious life are 
not abandoned wholesale. Hence, becoming Christian need not mean ceasing 
to be Hindu. 

Because persons and communities in the West are now routinely informed 
by ideas and practices drawn from the repertoires of a variety of religious tradi-
tions, growing numbers of persons lay claim to some form of multireligious 
identity.3 Unfortunately, we do not have accurate numbers about how many 
have come to think of themselves as, in some sense, multiply religious. In the 
absence of substantive empirical data, consideration of MRP must largely take 
the form of intellectual housekeeping. Several major families of questions must 
be broached: 

1. �What are we to make of the wide variety of terms used in the growing 
academic literature? These include multiple religious identity, multire-
ligious identity, multiple religious participation, multiple/double reli-
gious belonging, dual citizenship, hyphenated religious identity (e.g., 
Buddhist-Christian), hybridity, and syncretism, just to name a few. 

2. �The best emerging literature displays a growing awareness that terms like 
“identity” and “belonging” are ambiguous and in need of clarification. 
Is identity ever integral and unified?4 And what do we mean by “belong-
ing” given that the notion is inapplicable to a variety of nonmembership 
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traditions? Most importantly, what does it mean to be religious? What 
about those traditions that do not draw the distinction between the eco-
nomic, the political, and the religious as persons in the West have been 
tutored to make? For example, if economic justice is understood as inte-
gral to religious life, then persons might be said to engage in illicit forms 
of MRP merely by participating in daily life in capitalist societies while 
also seeking to be Christian—or, more saliently, Muslim, as Islamic cul-
tures have not been shaped to the same degree by secularization, which 
has given rise to the very idea of privatized religion as a sphere that can 
be separated from the economic and the political. The possibility of 
such conflict is, however, largely unnoticed in the extant literature. 

3. �Normative questions also arise: Is MRP a coherent and salutary human 
possibility, or is it a mark of confusion? By appeal to what criteria might 
we decide such questions? Can one genuinely be committed to more 
than one religious tradition? 

4. �There is also a growing recognition in the relevant literature that the 
meaningfulness of MRP hinges on some account of religious diversity 
which holds that transformative truth can be found outside the bound-
aries of one’s own religious tradition.5 If, outside one’s home tradition, 
all is darkness, then MRP is, of course, undesirable. Hence, any norma-
tive consideration of MRP requires some working theology of religious 
diversity. The distinctive question that MRP raises for any theology of 
religious diversity is this: What theology of religious diversity makes 
sense of the sheer fact of MRP? If all religious traditions are paths up the 
same mountain or are diverse means to the self-same end, why bother? 
Why circumnavigate a mountain when the religious seeker should be 
dedicated to her path of ascent alone? In order to think comprehensively 
about MRP, this nexus of issues—terminological, conceptual, norma-
tive, and theological—must be addressed together. 

On Terminology: Belonging, Identity,  
and Participation

In this conversation, the terms belonging and identity present greater challenges 
than the term participation. Belonging is problematic because membership, 
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especially if understood as a matter of exclusivity, is inapplicable to a number 
of traditions. With some noteworthy exceptions, one does not typically take 
up membership in Hindu, Confucian, or Shinto traditions. Hence belonging, 
at least in the sense of communally recognized membership, does not apply. 
Terms like “double belonging” are best reserved for cases in which persons 
can make claims of belonging, which might be validated by the communities 
in question. The matter becomes contested when persons assert that they are 
double belongers, but one or both communities in question deny such claims. 
Consider the case of Anne Holmes Redding, who asserts that she is both Chris-
tian and Muslim, a claim that has drawn her sanction from one tradition: she 
was defrocked by the Episcopal Church.6 This case prompts the following as-
yet-unresolved question: Must claims of double belonging receive communal 
authorization before they can be recognized as valid? 

The term identity involves a nexus of elements that are intrapersonal, inter-
personal, cultural, and even metaphysical. To begin with, should we speak of 
multiple religious identities (plural) or multiple religious identity (singular)? 
The plural suggests that persons can have more than one identity; the singular 
suggests that even if one is shaped by a variety of religious traditions, identity 
nonetheless remains singular. For this latter reason, Perry Schmidt-Leukel com-
mends the felicitous term multireligious identity. He writes, “It would be more 
accurate to speak of people having a ‘multireligious identity,’ that is, having a 
unique identity, but one that is formed and developed under the influence of 
several religious traditions.”7 While I am convinced that perhaps no one has 
but a single identity, I am drawn to the simplicity of Schmidt-Leukel’s term. 

The term multiple religious participation is the best generic term for modes 
of religious life in which persons take up ideas and practices drawn from the 
repertoires of discrete traditions. In some cases, such participation may so 
deeply shape personhood that one might wish to speak of multireligious iden-
tity, but not all who engage in MRP may wish to claim a multireligious identity 
or double belonging. John Berthrong, himself a Confucian-Christian, offers a 
strong definition of the term: “Multiple religious participation is the conscious 
(and sometimes even unconscious) use of religious ideas, practices, symbols, 
meditations, prayers, chants, and sensibilities derived from one tradition by a 
member of another community of faith for their own purposes.”8

The concluding clause, “for their own purposes,” sounds a problematic 
note, however. Are persons who engage in MRP guilty of illegitimately expro-
priating the resources of other traditions, which are subsequently deployed 
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under alien intentionalities, that is, “for their own purposes?” Surely Berthrong 
did not mean to suggest that. Also limiting is the assumption that the persons 
engaging in such practices must belong to a particular “community of faith.” 
Increasingly, persons who engage in MRP belong securely to no primary home 
tradition. Thus, Berthrong’s definition must be revised: multiple religious par-
ticipation is the conscious (and sometimes even unconscious) use of religious 
ideas, practices, symbols, meditations, prayers, chants, and sensibilities drawn 
from the repertoires of more than one religious tradition. Persons who engage 
in MRP may adopt a variety of modes of belonging. Such persons may belong 
to one primary home tradition, belong to more than one, or belong to none. 
The question of belonging should be disaggregated from the question of partic-
ipation. Multiple religious participation (MRP) may lead to multiple religious 
belonging (MRB), but it need not. 

Berthrong also draws an unwarrantable distinction between MRP and 
syncretism, although his definition of syncretism is far from compelling. He 
writes, “What syncretism means in the history of religion is actually quite 
simple.”9 It is a theory that maintains that some religious leaders consciously 
borrow ideas, practices, prayers, vestments, rituals, and so on, from two or 
more different religions and concoct a completely new religion out of various 
older parts.”10 But why should the term be reserved for attempts to found new 
religions? The term syncretism is best used to refer to the products of religious 
synthesis, whereas MRP is best used to designate the activity of persons and 
communities. Thus, persons and communities engage in MRP, an activity that 
can, but need not, lead to syncretism, understood as the fusion of materials 
drawn from the repertoire of more than one tradition. Hence, a person who 
cultivates yoga practice in addition to eucharist engages in MRP, but should 
the yoga practice become installed within a eucharistic service, the result is an 
example of syncretism. No normative judgment is implied herein. Both terms, 
MRP and syncretism, must first serve descriptively before they are subjected to 
normative evaluation.11

On Genealogies and Definitions

Any working understanding of MRP hinges upon definitions of the religious, 
and hence of the genus religion. But definitions of the religious/religion are 
themselves not without histories. Over the last several decades, a growing body 
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of literature has demonstrated that our ideas about religion have emerged over 
the course of a complex historical process that has taught persons in the West 
to think of certain aspects of culture as religious and others as not. The term 
religious becomes meaningful only when some contrast term also becomes 
meaningful. In the modern West, that contrast term is “secular.” Hence, as 
Talal Asad and others have shown, our ideas about the religious and the secular 
co-arise. They are, as he puts it, “conceptual Siamese twins.” It follows from 
there that in cultures where this divide is absent—whether across historical 
time or geographical space—the act of designating some aspect of a culture’s 
life as religious, which logically requires designating others as not, is a problem-
atic and anachronistic practice. The same can be said when certain traditions 
are identified as “religions.” Most of our traditions have been, and still are, far 
more than religions. 

This awareness of the contingent and provincial origin of our very ideas 
about religion generates challenging questions. A genealogical imagination 
compels us to ask, “Under what set of historical processes does it become mean-
ingful to talk about a discrete something called religion?” Why define religion 
and what function do these definitions serve? What organization of cultural 
space is presupposed by and follows from a given definition of religion? 

Persons in the West and, through the processes of colonialism, others out-
side of the West have learned to reconfigure cultural space into religious and 
secular spheres. Similar processes have also been traced for the evolution of the 
notion that the world can be divided into a discrete set of “religions,” some of 
which rise to the status of “world religions.” Treatments of MRP presuppose 
a global horizon in which these processes have already taken place. These pro-
cesses have generated certain definitions of religion that are marked by tran-
scendentalizing and privatizing impulses. Religions are now often understood 
as systems that offer to their adherents “salvific knowledge” of some extra-
mundane “ultimate/transcendent reality.”12 Presumably, then, MRP occurs 
only when persons participate in more than one such system of belief and 
practice oriented toward some extramundane ultimate reality. Per definitionem, 
then, although there may be tensions between those who seek to reconcile the 
demands of Christian life with capitalism, persons who seek simultaneously to 
be Christian and capitalist are supposedly not engaged in MRP because capi-
talism is not a religion. Again, definitions matter. 

So then, how should “religion” be defined? My own approach is to focus 
on the adjective religious rather than the noun religion. While I am prepared to 
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offer a stipulative definition of the religious, the genealogists are right to assert 
that not all human communities have cordoned off a discrete religious domain. 
Religious work is widely dispersed throughout culture; indeed, such dispersal 
continues to take place in political, economic, and cultural spheres, even in 
those societies that seek to segregate the religious from the secular. 

To be religious is to seek comprehensive qualitative orientation. Human 
beings are creatures that live in an open world rather than inhabit an ecological 
niche.13 Human beings ask about what lies beyond every horizon and seek to 
take their bearings in the widest possible cosmological context. Beyond every 
regional project of orientation—for instance, what is my new city and neigh-
bourhood like?—there lies another question: What is it like to be here where 
“here” is all that can be imagined, namely, the world as such? Not all cultures 
ask the question explicitly, but all do ask it when they take up the cultural 
project of seeking orientation. 

The quest for comprehensive orientation shares features with the mundane 
work of taking one’s bearings in assessing a new neighbourhood. The questions 
are the same but the scale is dramatically different: Is it safe in this new neigh-
bourhood? What does it feel like to be here? What kind of life can I make here 
for my family and me? Can I be at home here? Should I even try to be? Should 
I invest myself in caring for and perhaps even learn to love this new place? 

Now, imagine these questions asked about the world as such. That is the 
work of comprehensive qualitative orientation. Religious orientation is com-
prehensive because it asks about the world as such, including what, if anything, 
can be said to ground or create that world. It is qualitative because human 
beings seek orientation in an affective as well as a cognitive key. The project of 
comprehensive orientation is an erotics—a quest to rightly and properly order 
our desiring to accord with the world as rightly interpreted. 

In my forthcoming book, The Hospitality of Receiving: The Promise of Reli-
gious Diversity, I argue: 

Any qualitative interpretation of the felt character of the universe—that the 
universe is homelike or hostile, elegant and orderly or absurd and random—I 
take to be religious when such an interpretation is accompanied by a com-
mitment to practices that shape communal and personal comportment in the 
universe as so interpreted. Conversely, commitment to practices that so shape 
communal and personal comportment such that they imply/presuppose and 
generate a qualitative interpretation of the felt character of the universe—as, 
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for example, worthy of human trust or as inimical to human habitation—is 
also religious. If I believe that the universe is characterized by constant flux 
such that attempts to cling to anything whatsoever is sure to eventuate in 
disappointment and so have committed myself to practices meant to gener-
ate an attitude of detachment that will lead to serenity, then I am engaged in 
the work of comprehensive qualitative orientation. Alternatively, if I spend 
my waking life in competitive acquisition of wealth, driven by feelings of 
pervasive vulnerability to forces beyond my control, and so come to believe 
that the human being stands alone in a unpredictable world that is driven by 
self-seeking, such a life too must be accounted as religious.14

The work of arriving at comprehensive qualitative orientation is accom-
plished by means of interpretive schemes and therapeutic regimens. Interpretive 
schemes are the means by which persons in traditions formulate an orienting 
reading of the real as such. Philosophers and theologians generate such schemes 
by employing the symbols, narratives, myths, and metaphysical systems. No 
religion is, as such, an interpretive scheme. Rather, interpretive schemes are 
generated out of the ingredients of the particular repertoire of a religious tra-
dition. A religious tradition is itself a long-running argument within a com-
munity about what ought to be in that tradition’s repertoire and how that 
repertoire must be responsibly used in order to arrive at right orientation. 

Religious traditions insist that right orientation is not accomplished by 
conceptual labour alone. No Buddhist believes that the ability merely to state 
and explain the Four Noble Truths can generate enlightenment. One must 
undertake the Eightfold Noble Path in order to advance on the way to enlight-
enment. Right orientation requires proper comportment, and comportment 
is accomplished by means of following a therapeutic regimen that harmonizes 
persons and communities to the real as rightly interpreted. In Buddhist tradi-
tions, the Eightfold Noble Path is that regimen. 

The aforementioned definition of the religious is a highly compressed 
theory of the religious. Although any such theory stands in need of elabora-
tion, testing, and, if necessary, revision, the core categories of the theory seem 
compelling because they offer a vocabulary that permits thinkers to formulate 
productive questions for thinking well about MRP. For example, one might 
well ask about the relationship between interpretive schemes and therapeutic 
regimens not only within traditions but across them. It seems important to 
ask if there might be contraindications when elements from a given tradition’s 
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therapeutic regimen are combined with elements drawn from another. Ques-
tions can also be asked about whether and, if so, how elements from a variety 
of interpretive schemes might be combined. 

Before turning to those issues, one further point must be advanced: put 
simply, no religious tradition’s repertoire is fixed or pure. What is in a tra-
dition’s repertoire is always subject to historical processes of borrowing and 
interreligious learning. Hence, it is routinely the case that the components of a 
given repertoire are derived from another. What a given thinker or community 
does with an ingredient borrowed from another tradition’s repertoire is likely 
to be different, but ingredients move across traditions across historical time. 
This elementary truth necessarily challenges any discussion about syncretism 
and MRP which suggest that these phenomena are somehow novel. 

Normative Evaluation: The Peril and Promise  
of Multiple Religious Participation

Given the omnipresence of cultural flow, the primary normative question can-
not be about whether or not persons should engage in MRP. Our traditions, 
and we ourselves, are always already multiple. But does that mean anything 
goes? Are those who broach critical questions about whether and how elements 
from various traditions might be combined being “religiously incorrect” and 
puritanical? 

Consider, for example, the concerns expressed by Cardinal Joseph Ratz-
inger in the Congregation of the Doctrine of the Faith’s “Letter to Bishops 
of the Catholic Church on Some Aspects of Christian Meditation,” which is 
explicitly formulated with worries about MRP in mind.15 The letter begins by 
acknowledging that many Christians are looking to Eastern traditions for forms 
of prayer. While Ratzinger’s characterizations of other traditions verge on the 
simplistic and his characterization of Christianity is homogenizing, the ques-
tions he encourages bishops to consider are important and productive. He asks 
substantive questions about whether ingredients from the therapeutic regimens 
of Eastern religious traditions can simply be grafted onto Christian theological 
convictions. Central to his probing reflection is his conviction that Christian 
spiritual life is essentially dialogical. The logic of prayer requires some sense in 
which God is one who can be addressed. For Ratzinger, it is not at all clear that 
this presupposition holds for a variety of Eastern meditative disciplines. 



 

Many yet One?

16

Ratzinger raises exigent questions of the sort that I pose below. The trouble 
rests not in those questions but in his presumption of homogeneity within 
and without Christian traditions. Not all forms of Christian spiritual life rest 
finally on the presumption that God remains a being among beings who can be 
addressed in the same sense that one addresses finite others, and not all Eastern 
traditions erase divine otherness and fall into an undiscriminating monism. 
Careful judgments about MRP must refuse false simplifications grounded in 
an unwillingness to recognize the internal multiplicity of traditions and the 
long history of cross-pollination between them. 

Given the ubiquity of cultural flow, we have established that normative 
evaluation of MRP must ask not whether MRP ought to happen but, rather, 
how to assess specific instances of MRP. We must ask, What kinds of MRP 
might be problematic and why? What kinds of MRP are promising, and by 
what criteria might such decisions be made? Moreover, distinctions must be 
drawn between those cultural spaces in which the lives of persons and com-
munities are routinely marked by religious multiplicity and those cultural 
spaces in which multiplicity is customarily a matter of election rather than of 
inheritance. Given the early state of inquiry into MRP, I do not seek herein 
to offer final answers to these questions but, rather, to better clarify them. In 
this section, I raise two general ethical problems that I believe should con-
cern theologians and others who seek to normatively assess particular instances 
of multiple religious participation. I then shift my attention to an existential 
problem rather than ethical one. 

The first problem to be considered is that of misappropriation. When I 
speak of misappropriation, I mean to suggest that some forms of borrowing 
may well be illegitimate. Under what circumstances is MRP an exercise in 
misappropriating the practices and wisdoms of other traditions? Answering 
this question is not simple, as it appears to presuppose that traditions “own” 
religious ideas and practices. Here, I do not use the word own in a merely meta-
phorical sense. Consider, for example, how the Indian government and private 
yoga teachers attempted some years ago to patent yoga postures or asanas. Can 
anyone own yoga? Just who needs permission to practice asanas, and to whom 
would we go to gain such permission? 

What about the use of medicinal therapies derived from aboriginal peo-
ples or the appropriation of Native American sweat-lodge practice by those 
who have little to do with those traditions? Because the relationship between 
persons from diverse religious traditions is often marked by asymmetries of 
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power, prudent questions must be raised about who borrows from whom and 
under what circumstances. Consider, for example, the ways in which Native 
American religious identities, under the impact of colonization and mission-
izing, become multiple through some complicated alchemy of coercion and 
election, and the contrasting ways in which non-Native Americans misappro-
priate Native American objects and rituals for various purposes. In the former 
case, a sometimes uneasy hybridity has emerged over time in colonized peoples 
whereas, in the latter situation, persons with historical ties to colonizers misap-
propriate without honouring the religious motifs and artifacts of subjugated 
peoples. 

Questions about ownership are not easily answered, but it seems wise 
to stipulate that although MRP can be spiritually edifying, not all cases of 
borrowing are legitimate. Accessing the disciplines and wisdoms of other tra-
ditions without attention to questions of power and permission is a fraught 
proposition. Criteria must be formulated to discern which forms of borrow-
ing might be accorded legitimacy and which might prove to be illegitimate. 
Perhaps the most questionable forms of MRP are those that fall into the cat-
egory of consumerist appropriation. If spiritual disciplines, religious objects, 
and ritual practices become objects of acquisition, goods to be bought and 
sold on the market, and if those goods are severed from their communities of 
origin, then it is likely that misappropriated goods will serve an alien inten-
tionality. Positively put, the following ethical norm may be commended: MRP 
is done best when persons engaging in such activities remain in conversation 
with communities from whom they are borrowing. Borrowing from is done best 
when learning with. 

A second problem is contraindication. If religious practices are, broadly 
speaking, therapeutic, if they seek to remedy some ailment that generates a 
human predicament that prevents persons from right orientation to the world 
as rightly interpreted, then it seems prudent to ask if the therapeutic regimens 
of the various religious traditions are compatible or whether there might be 
contraindications. Put colloquially, just because my neighbour’s medications 
work for her does not mean that I would do well to raid her medicine cabinet. 
This analogy can be stretched further: no great harm would come to me if I 
got into her vitamins. Her chemotherapy drugs are sure to be another matter. 

As already noted, religious therapies are tailored to particular ends and are 
often prescribed in carefully ordered sequences. Certain kinds of meditation 
are not prescribed to beginners but only after one is no longer a novice. In a 
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great many traditions, advanced practices must never be undertaken in isola-
tion but only with a guru. Many of these constraints are absent in contempo-
rary MRP, which suggests that the risks posed by contraindication are likely to 
present themselves. 

There may also be contraindications of kind rather than of sequence, inas-
much as a given discipline is meant for a different end—treatment of a differ-
ent ailment, perhaps—than the disciplines to which the practitioner is already 
committed. When disciplines are removed from the therapeutic regimen of 
which they are a part and mixed with other disciplines, such contraindications 
might present themselves. The cognitive terrain opened up by such consider-
ations suggests that a broad array of questions must guide normative delibera-
tion: (1) Do the therapeutic regimens of the various religious traditions suggest 
that these traditions agree upon the nature of the human predicament? Do 
they share a diagnosis of what ails us, or do they differ about root diagnoses 
and therefore prescribe different courses of treatments? (2) If they share a com-
mon diagnosis, do they share a common understanding of the etiology? (3) Are 
they in concord on the matters of prognosis? (4) Are recommended therapies 
offered by the various traditions compatible or contraindicated in light of how 
they answer the questions posed above? 

Contraindications can be present even when persons borrow from tradi-
tions that are customarily not recognized as religions. Economic systems, too, 
commend powerful therapeutic regimens that seek to order desire in much the 
same way that the “religions” do. Whether or not we seek to name capitalism 
as itself a religion, worldviews and practices commended by market capitalism 
are projects in qualitative orientation offering interpretive schemes and thera-
peutic regimens.16 It is possible to recognize that human beings can be caught 
between the competing demands of incompatible therapeutic regimens, as is 
the case should one simultaneously seek to multiply consumerist desires and 
undertake the Buddhist labour of eliminating craving (tanha) as one seeks 
liberation from the cycle of rebirth. To operate as though conflicts between 
therapeutic regimens can occur only when practitioners seek to appropriate 
motifs and practices from the so-called religions is misguided, especially in the 
case of those traditions such as Islam that do not accept the secular notion that 
economics is intrinsically a nonreligious enterprise. 

A third problem posed by MRP is the possibility of profound existential 
uncertainty. One finds such uncertainty in the lives of some of the most seri-
ous practitioners of MRP, practitioners who have gone all the way to double 
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belonging. Swami Abhishiktananda, for example, famously speaks about the 
uneasy co-presence in his heart of theistic devotional impulses derived from his 
Christian life and the nondualist intuitions and experiences that are the fruit 
of his encounter with Advaita Vedanta. Is ultimate reality to be understood 
as a personal loving reality worthy of devotion, or is devotion itself merely a 
preliminary mode of engaging ultimate reality that must be transcended by 
knowledge of nonduality? What really is most important, devotion or knowl-
edge? What mode of existential orientation is proper in light of my uncertainty 
regarding the relative priority of love and knowledge, given the competing 
loyalties I face, since I have good reasons to see ultimate reality as both personal 
and as transpersonal?

This matter of competing claims to orientation, rooted in divergences not 
only between therapeutic regimens but grounded finally in apparently different 
interpretive schemes, raises deep questions for those who are engaged in MRP 
and those who would seek to offer them pastoral and spiritual care. How can 
practitioners give themselves over to traditions or strands thereof that seem to 
entail very different and apparently contradictory metaphysical and thus exis-
tential commitments?17

Two kinds of compatibility must be considered. We can speak of objective 
compatibility: Are the doctrines and metaphysical claims of various religions 
compatible? We must also speak about subjective compatibility: Can one per-
son be committed meaningfully to more than one religious tradition? Can 
both sides in a hyphenated identity be equally affirmed in subjective terms? 
Does not the very idea of religiousness imply total commitment? What sense 
does it make to imagine loving God with some of your heart, mind, soul, and 
strength and devoting the rest of your energies to attaining liberation from the 
cycle of transmigration? We might ask, to use Paul Tillich’s language, Is it pos-
sible to have more than one ultimate concern? These are the philosophical and 
theological questions that must be engaged if scholars are to assess the spiritual 
promise of MRP. 

A further question: If even theologically trained experts who engage 
in MRP to the extent of becoming double belongers face acute intellectual 
and existential tensions between the claims of the traditions that they have 
embraced, what then of laypersons who are neither scholastics nor monastics? 
Perhaps the least-discussed matter in the current MRP literature has to do 
with interreligious or spiritual care of persons and communities engaged in 
various forms of MRP. Even if there are ways to demonstrate the theological 
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intelligibility of integrating ideas and practices drawn from more than one 
tradition, it is not at all evident, in light of the practical, existential, and intel-
lectual questions raised above, just who would serve to guide persons who give 
themselves over to MRP. At present, there are few persons who have engaged 
in the religious equivalent of cross-training—that is, advanced training in the 
disciplines of more than one tradition under the care of the relevant teach-
ers—and so now are qualified to guide others who seek to do likewise. Given 
this reality, it seems that every person who engages in MRP takes on the role 
of the solo explorer who forges forth into uncharted lands, into spiritual terra 
incognita. 

We need a new kind of discernment grounded in interreligious wisdom 
in order to resolve these challenges. In previous eras, holy figures and saints 
were recognized as persons of discernment because they embodied the virtues 
of their home traditions and were equipped to guide others along formational 
pathways that they had already traveled. But no such settled wisdom exists for 
persons who are engaged in MRP. I have argued elsewhere that our era requires 
a “new kind of wisdom: the capacity to see the world through more than one 
set of religious lenses and to integrate into one life, insofar as possible, what is 
disclosed through those lenses. . . . For lack of a better phrase, I call this bin-
ocular wisdom, an extension from binocular vision, vision generated by both 
eyes, the only kind that yields depth perspective.”18

Without minimizing the cognitive and affective tensions generated when 
practitioners give themselves over to traditions offering very different interpre-
tive schemes, it is worth noting that a number of the most advanced religious 
cross-trainers testify that the tensions generated by MRP are not merely nega-
tive; rather, many embrace such tensions as necessary for the production of 
new insight and transformation. For that reason, practitioners who do not 
elide the tension between traditions take difference more seriously than some 
theologians of religious diversity who focus only on the resonances between 
traditions in order to affirm their compatibility. Thus, although questions 
about contraindication and compatibility of traditions must not be dismissed, 
such challenges do not mean that MRP is a misbegotten enterprise. 

Put positively, there are good reasons to suppose religious knowledge can 
be deepened by multiplicity. MRP can be understood as that process whereby 
persons and, in some cases, communities understand the nature of ultimate 
reality more capaciously precisely because practitioners encounter ultimate 
reality from multiple angles of vision. Although perhaps overemployed in the 
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religious-pluralism literature, the classical Indic image of the blind men and 
the elephant still holds promise. While the image has been criticized by those 
who insist that no one can see the whole elephant, that there is no neutral, 
sighted person who stands above and beyond the several blind persons, MRP 
may be understood well as the practice by which blind persons move around 
the elephant and so come, at least in part, to see what the other blind persons 
see. MRP is not a refusal of particularity; rather, it is grounded in the pos-
sibility that we need not be sequestered within one particular angle of vision 
alone. MRP must be undertaken if one is to arrive at a grounded and practical 
binocular wisdom. 

Moreover, double belongers like Paul Knitter testify that the resources of 
another tradition have resolved problems posed by accounts of Christianity 
that no longer seem intellectually defensible. Hence, the striking title of his 
book, Without Buddha I Could Not Be a Christian. Knitter’s claim also dis-
closes a key feature of MRP: the traditions brought together in the intellectual 
and personal life of the practitioner do not stay the same. Creative processes 
are at work which may transform both traditions that the practitioner seeks 
to hold together. Thus, apparent contradictions need not remain immutably 
fixed, as practitioners call for modifications that diminish distance between 
traditions but do not thereby violate the conceptual and practical integrity of 
those traditions. 

In sum, the challenges named above need not lead to the dismissal of 
MRP. Problems such as contraindication should drive persons toward reflec-
tive, intentional, and disciplined forms of MRP rather than forms that seem 
like haphazard mixing and matching, driven solely by an undiscriminating and 
untutored consumer palate. MRP can be done uncritically, but there is every 
reason to suppose that it can also be taken up with judicious discernment. 

But by what criteria? What are the criteria by which one might discern 
whether a given instance of MRP is salutary? We may not be far enough along 
in the actual living of MRP to establish definitive criteria, but the following 
kinds of questions might be brought to bear on particular experiments in MRP: 

1. �Does MRP generate in practitioners capacities for deeper calm and 
equipoise? Does it make practitioners more joyful? Put more generally, 
does MRP generate healthier modes of affectivity? Of course, the ques-
tion of what counts as “healthier” must also be asked and answered. 
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2. �Does it generate in practitioners a greater sensitivity to the needs and 
sufferings of the world? Does it prepare them to work for the flourishing 
of women, the poor, and the marginalized? These questions suggest an 
ethical or liberationist criteria by which to assess MRP. 

3. �Does MRP generate new knowledge of ultimate reality/ies that supple-
ment what the practitioner has already come to know by inhabiting one 
tradition alone?

Of course, important questions must be asked about the source of such 
criteria for assessing MRP. From what traditions would such criteria emerge? 
Can there be neutral criteria? My sense is that the criteria for assessing particu-
lar modes of MRP must emerge from a cross-pollination of insights derived 
from the very traditions that are being integrated in MRP. We must engage 
in comparative theology if we are to derive and test criteria that might enjoy 
intertraditional validity. Comparative theology must provide intellectual sup-
port and infrastructure for MRP. 

Multiple Religious Participation and Theologies  
of Religious Diversity

Rigorous inquiry about MRP also presupposes a change in normative evalu-
ation of religions by philosophers and theologians of religious diversity. Perry 
Schmidt-Leukel has made this point best by arguing that there is nothing new 
about the phenomena of MRP. The novelty is that philosophers and theologians 
have assessed other religious traditions positively.19 Without that positive assess-
ment, MRP would be a nonstarter. Why combine truth with error, genuine 
piety with idolatry? Only an affirmation that transformative truth can be found 
in more than one tradition offers positive conceptual grounding for MRP. 

But a further question should be posed: Does MRP itself compel reflection 
to move in the direction of any particular theology of religious diversity? Here, 
we invert the customary question: we ask not about what kind of theology 
of religious diversity can lend credibility to MRP. Rather, we ask: If MRP is 
a meaningful spiritual possibility, then what does this mean for theologies of 
religious diversity? 

First, just as exclusivist theologies bar the door to MRP, meaningful MRP 
undermines the plausibility of exclusivist positions. If persons can testify with 
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the fruit of their experience that participating in more than one tradition deep-
ens religious life, then the plausibility of exclusivist theological positions, often 
formulated a priori, is diminished. Experience and insight call into question 
exclusivist theological claims. 

The practice of MRP also calls into question most forms of inclusivism, 
just as inclusivist positions seem to make MRP less than desirable. If the full-
est disclosure of truth is found in my tradition, then why take seriously the 
interpretive schemes and therapeutic regimens of other traditions? One might 
find that the therapeutic regimen of another tradition is good at helping one to 
implement the aims of one’s own tradition. Thus, it may be possible to assert 
that a given tradition contains all saving truth but is underdeveloped in the 
means by which such saving truth might be incorporated into practical life. On 
this account, one may engage in MRP and still hold to an inclusivist theology 
with respect to the truth of one’s own tradition. But in such cases, MRP would 
amount to an instrumental use of another tradition’s practices for the sake of 
enfleshing the insights of one’s own. But even such an instrumental use—say, 
of Buddhist mindfulness in order to practice Jesus’ injunction to “Take no 
thought for the morrow”—suggests that other traditions have important goods 
that are not readily available in one’s own.20 Even though an ingredient from a 
Buddhist regimen is put to use for a Christian end, nonetheless, recognition of 
the practical promise of other traditions threatens the conventional part-whole 
logic of inclusivism, wherein others have only a part of what we have in full. 
Thus, MRP subverts the most restrictive forms of inclusivism. 

What then of pluralism? Forms of pluralism which assert that all tradi-
tions are different paths up the same mountain cannot adequately account for 
the appeal of MRP. On such accounts, MRP is tantamount to circumnavi-
gation rather than ascent. MRP would be redundant and superfluous lateral 
motion, as there is nothing new to be known by visiting other paths. If, as some 
pluralists seem to assert, none of the claims made by other traditions about 
ultimate reality are knowledge-bearing, if ultimate reality remains an inacces-
sible noumenal real, then why engage in MRP? Why engage in two activities 
that serve the same purpose—ultimate transformation, for example—when 
one will do? MRP makes sense only if other ascents offer other vistas, other 
ways of knowing. If eucharist serves the same formal function as Zen—and 
this function can only be understood as transformative rather than noetic on a 
Kantian account—then why do both? What is there to be gained by engaging 
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in the often intensive and time consuming work of learning other wisdoms 
and practices?

MRP suggests that practitioners find that some feature or features of 
another tradition’s interpretative scheme or therapeutic regimen somehow 
complements without repetition the transformation that the practitioner of 
MRP seeks. Some may wish to affirm that MRP can teach us nothing new 
about ultimate reality, but engaging in the practices of another tradition can 
grant access to new practical truth. But it is hard to see how practical truth 
can be severed from ontological truth. Practice transforms because it comports 
persons to reality rightly understood; it trues us. But if the practices of another 
tradition can transform us in distinctive ways that are neither possible in nor 
even sought for in one’s own tradition—and this is presumably why persons 
engage in MRP—then it is difficult to justify the claim that all traditions afford 
access to the selfsame truth. 

Hence, the promise of MRP inclines reflection toward theologies of reli-
gious diversity that can affirm both difference and complementarity. MRP 
can be appealing and practicable only if both conditions obtain: traditions or 
strands of traditions must be different enough to make MRP attractive rather 
than merely reduplicative, and those traditions must be felt to be compatible 
despite difference. Persistence in MRP must be grounded in an intuition of 
the truth of both traditions engaged, an intuition that drives practitioners to 
persist despite felt tensions. 

What forms of theology of religious diversity affirm both difference and 
complementarity? Possibilities for such a vision may exist within nonhierarchi-
cal forms of open inclusivism—those that do not posit that all possible truth is 
already found within a given tradition. Thus, an open inclusivist may hold that 
her tradition is capable of receiving wisdom that it does not already possess.21 
But a more hospitable home will be found in versions of non-Kantian plural-
ism or “mutuality models,” in which difference is not evacuated of theologi-
cal significance. Several varieties of such pluralism exist: I have in mind most 
especially the “deep pluralism” of David Ray Griffin as well as the “relational 
pluralism” of Roland Faber and Catherine Keller.22 Raimundo Panikkar also 
articulates a compelling version of such a vision, as disclosed by his metaphoric 
transformation of the mountain-climbing metaphor: he insists that the moun-
tain is not separate from the paths. The way(s) and the goal are not separate.23 

Hence, visiting other paths deepens religious knowledge, as the mountain itself 
is the reality that must be known, not merely its pinnacle. Thus, traversing the 
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mountain can be seen as integral to the religious quest. Not all may be called 
to the work of MRP, but those who are can learn and teach what others who 
ascend but one path cannot. 

These final observations about the contributions of MRP for a theology 
of religious diversity suggest that MRP is not merely something good to think 
about but something good to think with. Still more, MRP may offer transfor-
mative religious possibilities unavailable to those who inhabit only a single 
tradition. The dangers of superficiality, misappropriation, and contraindica-
tion are real and must not be dismissed. MRP is far from innocuous or unde-
manding. The challenges posed for religious living and theological reflection 
make MRP a vital area of practical and theoretical reflection in this era of deep 
religious diversity. 

Multiple Religious Participation Outside the West

Virtually the whole of these reflections have taken place within a framework 
in which persons choose to take up some form of MRP. What about those 
many global contexts in which religious diversity is not a matter of individual 
choice? Can MRP in such contexts be assessed by the methods and criteria pro-
posed above? I believe not. Historically deep and complex modes of communal 
hybridization are rarely matters of individual choice; or, rather, past individual 
choices have become sedimented and are no longer available for critical scru-
tiny. Persons in community over the course of history have evolved complex 
patterns of religious multiplicity that have an integrity and wisdom that are 
community-sustaining. In such contexts, theologians must follow and seek to 
learn from people’s theology rather than seek to dictate from above normative 
obligations. A theological method appropriate to learning from such hybrid 
communities must also be developed. My intuition is that such a method must 
be ethnographic—a methodology of listening to the wisdom of personal and 
communal lives that are multiply inflected. 

My reflections, however, point to a few insights that may prove to be rel-
evant both for the West and beyond: first, I have suggested that we are all 
multiple. Even in the West, one can only arrive at the notion that singular 
belonging is the de facto norm by defining out many aspects of personal and 
community identity as nonreligious. Singular religious belonging seems the 
norm in the West and multiple belonging the exception only because we first 
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stipulate by definition that our deepest desire-shaping political and economic 
commitments are not religious. But if that definition is neither true nor con-
vincing, if religious work is broadly dispersed throughout culture, then many 
in the West are multiply religious even when they do not draw from or take up 
ideas and practices of more than one “religion.” Second, I have tentatively sug-
gested that MRP can be assessed by several kinds of criteria: Does a particular 
exercise in MRP lead practitioners to human flourishing? Does a particular 
instance of MRP lead to liberation? Does a particular case of MRP generate 
knowledge of ultimate reality that might otherwise be inaccessible? Naming 
such criteria—and perhaps others—prevents two unsatisfactory alternatives: 
an uncritical anything-goes posture and the simple blanket dismissal of all 
forms of MRP. It is to be hoped that a global conversation on multiple religious 
participation will deepen a discourse that has thus far been too much shaped by 
Western assumptions that have privileged singular modes of religious belong-
ing as both the de facto and de jure norm for all.24
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S. Mark Heim

On Doing as Others Do: Theological 
Perspectives on Multiple Religious 
Practice

Many with multiple religious identities feel no urgent need for  
“integration” or for an intellectual construct to make sense of their situation. 
Some take their religious hybridity as a given, or find it a natural, intuitive 
development. I am sure this is true. But theological reflection has a signifi-
cant role to play in this landscape of religious diversity. From my location in a 
seminary, I encounter increasing numbers of religious leaders and leaders-in-
training who embody forms of multiple religious identity or practice. More 
and more students already bring either a history or a contemporary exercise 
of multiple religious practice. This runs a gamut from reiki touch, yoga, or 
mindfulness meditation to membership in Sufi, Zen, or Vipassana communi-
ties, adherence to a particular teacher, or primary reference to sacred texts from 
other religious traditions. Such students are often very concerned to articulate 
what this means personally. And they see that as leaders they will need to inter-
pret these issues for their communities. 

CHAPTER 2
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In our contemporary setting, theologies of religious pluralism have several 
roles. First, such theologies may in fact function for some as their primary 
spiritual constructs. There are people, in other words, who would have a hard 
time saying what if any religion they belong to, but who would readily give an 
account either of the way they have been formed as religious hybrids or of the 
way they purposely sift and gather elements from various traditions in their 
own lives. They may feel no need to justify their internal diversity according 
to some tradition’s norms, but they do seek an intellectual reflection that cor-
responds to the reality of their life and experience. 

Second, if being interreligious is an authentic way of being Christian then 
it is natural to ground that life in Christian sources. This serves both as a vali-
dation for some of people’s existing experience and as an invitation for those 
who might be hesitant to explore the area at all. Sustained interreligious learn-
ing—especially as a community activity more than just an individual one—is 
unlikely to happen without a rationale for why it is important for and even 
integral to the practice of one’s own tradition. Theology articulates why inter-
religious engagement is part of the normal Christian life. 

Third, such theology is the necessary “docking mechanism” that allows 
what is learned from multiple religious participation to find a place within the 
ongoing life and wisdom of a community. However powerful the experience or 
insight gained from engagement with religious pluralism, if there is no intel-
lectual and imaginative framework within which this can be recognized and 
even serve to modify and reconstruct our previous understandings, the impact 
will be limited. There will be a tendency, on the one hand, for those insights to 
evaporate, or, on the other hand, for their acknowledgment to lead to a sense 
of estrangement or conflict. 

Fourth, in a society marked by religious pluralism, theology has an impor-
tant public role. Phil Madeira’s song “Give God the Blues” puts it this way:

God don’t hate the Muslims
God don’t hate the Jews
God don’t hate the Christians
But we all give God the blues1

There is a remedial task for theology, to prevent us from giving God the 
blues. In the wake of instances of religion-linked violence, we commonly hear 
leaders from the traditions involved speak out to say that the rationales used 
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by their coreligionists to justify violence are illegitimate. But the materials for 
such justification lay ready at hand in all our traditions. Rarely does religious 
formation directly confront and forestall these interpretations. Often what is 
markedly lacking is an affirmative alternative teaching that articulates the value 
of the religious other, precisely as religious. One of the most helpful things 
religious communities or religious individuals can add to the public discourse 
about diversity is a positive statement about the value of religious others from 
the viewpoint of particular traditions. 

In North America there is a development that brings the issue of multiple 
religious engagement even more dramatically to the fore. Diana Butler Bass, in 
Christianity After Religion, notes that a shift is taking place in North American 
Christianity.2  The social paradigm for church affiliation had long been “believe-
belong-behave.” One selected or entered a Christian church based upon agree-
ment with and affirmation of its beliefs. The community formally accepted 
you as a member on this basis. And one then proceeded to participate in the 
practices of the Christian life: communion, prayer, study, service. In theory, 
one would steadily expand the place of these practices in one’s life, and so ful-
fill one’s spiritual aim. Bass suggests that this paradigm is increasingly reversed 
in our current culture, where religious people are more likely to sequence the 
three this way: belong, behave, believe. They want to try on practices to see if 
they work. They desire community but are wary of “organized religion” and 
the trappings of institutions. They are drawn to communities whose practices 
they have come to share. They may finally profess doctrines or teachings they 
come to understand as backed up or validated by practice and community. In 
the older model, religious identity is univocal in nature and arises early in the 
chronological process. In Bass’s view, it may be more blurred in character and 
later in emergence. 

Parallel to this is the increased fluidity in the way that people relate to 
religious traditions themselves.3 A rising number of the religiously unaffiliated 
(the “nones”) are not in the main hostile to all religious or spiritual practices, 
but select and combine them independently. It is also common for those with 
explicit religious affiliation to participate in activities associated with other tra-
ditions: the church with a yoga group, the observant Jew who also goes on 
Buddhist retreats. 

There is a longstanding hybridity in North America that exists, for 
instance, among Native American peoples whose original traditions have been 
forcibly mixed with Christian ones, among African Americans whose Christian 
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expressions grew out of the soil of their preexisting religious heritages, among 
Latin American and Caribbean peoples who bring their own mix of indigenous 
and Christian roots, or in the extended families arising from the intermarriage 
of people from many cultures and faiths. This has been augmented by a kind 
of voluntary hybridity in which people consciously and purposely combine 
elements from different religious sources. 

Recognition of these realities has shifted our understanding of religious dia-
logue. We know that changes in belief and practice within individual Christian 
communions have affected the discussions on Christian unity. These changes at 
times cast doubt on existing agreements in which the communions represented 
themselves to each other as homogenous in their internal belief and practice. 
A similar thing has happened in regard to religious dialogue, where the reality 
of hybridity belies the assumption that participants can or must identify with 
a single “side” in a conversation.4

Multiple Religious Participation

I prefer to approach these questions under the heading of multiple religious 
participation. Multiple religious belonging could be understood as a passive, 
mainly sociological term: one is born into or has cultural affinities with more 
than one religious tradition. Some commentators point out that Christians 
constantly manifest forms of multiple religious belonging, if we include ideolo-
gies under the heading of religions. Many Christians unabashedly affirm their 
simultaneous commitment to Christian faith and nationalism, or to Christian 
faith and capitalist or socialist ideologies. One observer suggests that the only 
explicit condemnation of multiple religious belonging expressed by Jesus was 
his decree that no one can serve both God and mammon. Multiple religious 
participation cannot avoid issues of power and misappropriation, as when the 
sacred traditions of a Native American community are transmitted as con-
sumer products for those from other backgrounds. There is a shadow side to 
multiple religious belonging or participation, one that we cannot ignore. 

Multiple religious belonging typically requires a certain kind of mutual rec-
ognition. It has a strong community dimension and is often more controversial 
than delimited practice. It may involve steps (initiation, profession) associated 
with adherence and community membership. Multiple religious practice itself, 
however, does not require that participants “belong” in some definitive way to 
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particular traditions. Multiple religious participation focuses less on the loca-
tion of the practitioner than the rootedness of their practices. It is not that one 
necessarily defines oneself as a Hindu, so much as that in a certain behaviour 
one follows models of what (some particular) Hindus do. Multiple religious 
participation is a more fluid term and covers a spectrum. 

 Multiple religious participation as I understand it involves some continu-
ing exercise of elements of behaviour and belief which themselves are grounded 
in distinguishably different communities or traditions. This definition pre-
sumes that the practice in question is not a one-time event in the life of the 
participant or group. It presumes that one continues to look to particular reli-
gious sources beyond one’s own experience or intuition for guidance on the 
path of the practices in question. In that sense, one has connections to distin-
guishable communities of practice, whether these are found in literal religious 
communities to which one attaches oneself in some (perhaps tangential) way, 
in the instruction of individual teachers, or in textual sources. It is the qual-
ity of apprenticeship to different sources that makes such practice “multiple” 
in my view, as opposed to simply idiosyncratic. The ongoing nature of the 
apprenticeship is key; serial adherence to different faiths is not what I mean by 
multiple religious participation. In multiple religious participation we do one 
type of religiously located activity while being the same person who continues 
to do another type. I prefer to use multiple religious participation or practice as 
the more basic idea, and to regard multiple religious belonging as representing 
one possible form or outcome of multiple religious participation. 

The increasing prevalence of multiple religious practice poses two key 
questions that are both practical and theological. The first is, Under what 
understandings can Christians intentionally and faithfully engage in multiple 
religious practice (even to the point of multiple religious belonging)? Second, 
we can ask the same question from the other end: To what extent are Christians 
willing to actively invite others to incorporate elements of Christian faith in a 
hybrid religious identity or practice, and under what understandings? A theol-
ogy of multiple religious participation will directly address these questions. 

Because the category of multiple religious participation presumes neither 
belief nor formal affiliation, it covers a wide range of possibilities and inten-
tions. For instance, in a context where Jews are being persecuted, a Muslim 
might participate in certain kinds of religious observance—she might wear 
distinctive dress, observe dietary regulations, attend temple services—as a 
simple act of solidarity. In such a circumstance, it is unlikely that the “host” 
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community would regard the behaviour as transgressive or presumptuous, even 
if it lacked religious sincerity in the sense of intending by these actions what 
Jews normally mean by them. The behaviour could be lacking in specifically 
religious intention at all, or the religious motivation might flow entirely from 
the actor’s adherence to her own tradition. 

Brian McLaren, a prominent Christian pastor and author in the United 
States, recounts his decision to observe the Muslim fast of Ramadan, and his 
recruiting of a somewhat reluctant Muslim friend as a guide. McLaren is clear 
that he saw this as a kind of witness, or, rather, a “with-ness,” in which he pri-
marily wished as a Christian to express his respect for Muslims and their prac-
tice, within a society where many Christians did not express these things. It was 
a social act, expressing in a tangible way a neighbourliness he understands to be 
an essential aspect of his Christian faith. He performed Muslim practices but 
did so with an explicit Christian intent to express love of his neighbour. His 
practice overlapped with Muslim religious intention—his prayers were sincere 
and he desired to express his submission to God’s will—but personal Muslim 
piety was not the primary motive. 

Intentions can be secondary in another sense. Multiple religious participa-
tion is sometimes in the eye of the beholder, rather than internally defined. 
In Malaysia, a protracted court case, punctuated with public rallies and occa-
sional violence, has addressed the legality of non-Muslims using the word Allah 
to refer to God. The most recent court ruling as of this writing holds that 
Christians are forbidden to use this word, as it belongs to Muslim practice 
alone. Christians in this case are accused of multiple religious practice, with 
undertaking an essentially Muslim activity without being Muslim. Their sub-
jective intentions might not have been at all to “do what Muslims do,” but the 
behaviour itself is taken as confusing, as blurring the line between the two tra-
ditions. “Behaving like a Muslim” was something McLaren did to express soli-
darity with Muslims, and many Muslims perceived it positively in that light. 
In Malaysia, “behaving like a Muslim” by using the Arabic word for God was 
something many Muslims condemned in Christians. It was seen as a deceptive 
strategy to lure converts with an implication that they would be worshipping 
the same God in the church as in the mosque. 

From such examples, we can progress to others where the multiple reli-
gious participant shares the religious intentions of persons within the traditions 
in question. Here people may attach themselves to a teacher or community, 
apprenticing themselves to be taught and formed as those belonging to this 
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tradition are, to practice in conformity with the expectations of the sources 
or teacher. Such would be the case of Ruben Habito, for instance, a Christian 
who has received Dharma transmission as a teacher in the Sanbo Kyodan lin-
eage of Zen Buddhism. 

In my view, a practical recognition of the differences between religious 
paths underlies all multiple religious participation. If religions and their prac-
tices are essentially equivalent, there would be no substantive benefit in main-
taining or seeking such diversity. Whether we are speaking simply of the social 
reality of different religious identities, the personal “fit” between individuals 
and the facets of various traditions, or the inner subjective realizations of reli-
gious experience, it seems that multiple religious participation testifies that the 
particularities of the traditions are not interchangeable. 

In many ways, multiple religious practice is a plain testimony to the fact 
that religions are not the same. The motivation for such practice, when it is 
chosen and not inherited in some way, turns on the perception that there is 
something available in one that is not available—at least not in such a devel-
oped and powerful form—in another. For instance, many would say that they 
find no instruction or example in Christianity for how to train and involve the 
body in spiritual practice comparable to yoga. At the same time, some Chris-
tian practitioners report that practices from other traditions enable them to 
more profoundly achieve a distinctly Christian end. One of our consultation 
leaders indicated that yoga greatly deepened her sense of the incarnation, and 
that assuming the “corpse” posture on Good Friday led to a unique level of 
identification with Christ. 

Theology and Multiple Religious Participation

If we are searching for a theology of multiple religious participation, we can 
profit from the example of the recent shifts in the Christian theology of reli-
gious pluralism more generally. I will briefly summarize those shifts.5 Christian 
theology’s treatment of religious pluralism (what has been called theology of 
religions) was at one time a discipline primarily connected with a practical task, 
the work of Christian mission. Theology of religions, insofar as it constituted 
a distinct discipline, was largely devoted to explicating the conditions under 
which other religions were or could be bridges to Christian faith. In more 
recent times, theology of religions has become oriented to a thematic challenge. 
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Theologies of religious pluralism, including “pluralist” theologies, have been 
driven by concern for religious diversity as an intellectual and perhaps apo-
logetic problem. How can Christians account for the existence, the power, 
and the virtues of other religious traditions? Why do these traditions not call 
into question distinctive Christian claims and assumptions? In both of these 
cases—as a field for mission or a challenge to Christian universality—religious 
diversity figures primarily as a difficulty to be negotiated. In the first case it is 
negotiated with a strategy to overcome that diversity with Christian evange-
lization. In the second case it is negotiated with an interpretive analysis that 
explains the ways in which various faiths can function as contributory branches 
of the Christian way of salvation or with a revisionist analysis that argues they 
independently constitute their own paths to human fulfillment in relation to 
ultimate reality. These three modalities of theology roughly correspond to the 
well-known typology of exclusivist (replacement), inclusivist (fulfillment), and 
pluralist (equality) perspectives.6

This shift has also affected the location of theologies of religious pluralism 
(hereafter TRP). As an adjunct of Christian mission, such theology had a spe-
cialized, practical task that compared religious traditions and Christian revela-
tion to assess the best way to seed the gospel into the religions. As a response to 
the spiritual and intellectual challenge of religious diversity, TRP has become 
the interest of a much wider constituency. In addition to its application in 
mission or in formal interreligious dialogue, it is of increasing relevance for 
those living in pluralistic social environments. In Christian history, theologies 
of religion were in large measure a priori. In the contemporary situation these 
theologies—whether developed out of close contact with religious others or 
not—are subject to much more ready testing against peoples’ actual experience 
of interreligious encounter and greater knowledge of the textual and spiritual 
depth of other traditions. 

The types of TRP I have just described are very much with us. But a fur-
ther shift has been taking place, characterized by a turn toward the positive 
meaning of religious difference. In this view, diversity is not a problem to be 
negotiated, but a richness to be explored. In this sense TRP becomes not a 
specialized theory for a particular task, nor the systematic answer to a particular 
theological question, but programmatic for the entire syllabus of theology. The 
key shift is toward taking the content of other religions as sources for Chris-
tian theological reflection, as well as objects of theological interpretation. The 
implications of this move are enormous, though they are also as yet unclear and 
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undeveloped. As I have described it, TRP for the most part frames the need for 
learning from other religious traditions or accommodates the results of such 
learning. It does not exemplify that learning concretely. The rise of comparative 
theology as a discipline fits precisely into this gap.7

Comparative theology per se takes no consistent position on TRP. It simply 
applies itself to deep interreligious learning and the attentiveness this requires. 
As its title suggests, its substance crosses the genres of comparative religion 
and systematic theology. Unlike religious studies, comparative theology is a 
religiously committed project. Unlike systematic theology, it already accepts 
the authoritative sources of another religion as reference points in confessional 
theology. It works across texts, rituals, or experiences within one religious set-
ting and those of another religious setting. It is extremely sophisticated in the 
scholarly demands placed on its practitioners regarding language and history. 
But it is open-ended and ad hoc in its expectations and claims. It seeks reso-
nances that arise when two faiths converse and each uses its own language, an 
attempt to translate in two directions. 

The line between TRP and comparative theology is not and need not be 
clear. Indeed, any serious effort at one will involve some of the other. Compar-
ative theology comes in several primary forms.8 Its religiously engaged inquiry 
can be explicitly grounded in a particular confessional identity or it can take 
the form of a more eclectic intellectual quest for religious truth. It can take an 
open-ended form, where the questions and conclusions are left to emerge from 
a thematic exploration, or it can be focused around an acknowledged problem 
in one’s own tradition for which light is sought in another.9 The classic forms of 
comparative theology involve an adherent of one faith tradition “passing over” 
into the study of another and returning to the home tradition with insight. As 
Frank Clooney, one of its most notable exemplars, puts it, “We need a home 
from which to go forth, yet must actually go forth, learning from another reli-
gious tradition, hearing questions to which we do not already have answers.”10 
This challenging balance of openness and commitment has to be struck in a 
deeply personal way, and it may not be done in the same way from one com-
parative theologian to another. This leaves such scholars somewhat “marginal 
persons,” in Clooney’s phrase, whose relation to the religions they connect 
in their study remains a question for the communities on either side. Such 
comparative theologians are of necessity multiple religious practitioners in that 
they undertake to study and understand the sources of a neighbour faith as 
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its adherents do. They may come to be regarded by some as multiple religious 
belongers, whether they intend this or not. 

The work of comparative theology is essential to the shift I believe is cur-
rently underway. That is, it is comparative theology that holds the promise of 
moving theology of religious pluralism from an esoteric subdiscipline to an 
integral feature of theology proper. Just as the distinct disciplines of biblical 
studies and historical studies have become necessary features of the systematic 
treatment of virtually any theological topic, so, too, will a comparative religious 
treatment become foundational. No systematic theologian need be a disciplin-
ary expert in those areas. But no theologian can be competent without some 
formation in these fields, and she or he must regularly depend on the work of 
others who focus in those areas.11 Just so, it will come to be with comparative 
theology. But we are at a relatively early stage in that process. 

In the realm of academic theology, comparative theology is bringing the 
substance of the religions into the internal dynamic of Christian thought. I 
believe that a parallel process of practical theological reflection is appropriate 
to correspond to the ways in which Christians are bringing and will bring the 
practice of other religious traditions into the orbit of their individual or eccle-
sial lives. 

Trinitarian Theologies of Religious Pluralism

There is another stream of thought that may contribute to our theologies of 
multiple religious participation: the rise of trinitarian theologies of religious 
pluralism. These theologies are particularly significant in addressing religious 
participation that involves intention on the part of the practitioner. If the aim 
of some Buddhist practice is simply to calm the mind, then a Christian may 
assimilate this practice to a completely Christian rationale for it. But much 
religious practice involves a distinct intention or attitude.12 The question is to 
what extent and in what way Christians identify with this aim. 

Multiple religious participations, as I am discussing them, involve a sin-
cere involvement in a religious behaviour or community on its own terms. 
That activity frequently presumes a subjective orientation on the part of the 
devotee. Religious texts are often explicit in expecting a certain kind of reader 
and reading, which may not be what academic study presumes.13 So the ques-
tion is unavoidable to what extent, for instance, in behaving in a Hindu way 
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I (as a Christian) am acting in one among the ways a Hindu (subjectively) 
might. What makes multiple religious participation religious depends largely 
on intention. Rote imitation of a Hindu religious ritual (as, for instance, for 
the purposes of a theatre performance) does not amount to participation. My 
activity becomes participation when I not only act as a Hindu would but also 
share some of the same intention. 

I believe that various trinitarian theologies of religious pluralism, which 
have arisen in recent years, offer the resource needed in this connection.14 The 
value of a trinitarian theology for this task becomes apparent only under cer-
tain understandings of pluralism. As theologies of religion begin to approach 
the traditions as bearing intrinsic value rather than serving strictly provisional 
functions, Trinity comes more to the fore. It is only when the distinctive con-
tent of other traditions is viewed in a sufficiently positive light that theologians 
think to ground that content in the trinitarian nature. So long as particularities 
in the religions are seen only as conflictual difference or as degrees of repetition, 
the connection to Trinity is largely superfluous. 

So long as religious diversity was seen as a “problem” of the types we 
described, and above all as an issue defined around access to salvation among 
those of various faiths, there was little need to make this connection. Most 
Christian writers did not do so, though their approaches to religious diversity 
tended to mirror different aspects of trinitarian thought (a natural theology of 
creation, a logos Christology, or a focus on the Spirit blowing where it wills).15

The promise of trinitarian theology is its focus on the dialectic between the 
universal and the particular. Any Christian idea of Trinity will be constituted 
by the particularity of Christ at the same time that it in some sense relativizes 
that particularity. Christians do not arrive at a trinitarian idea of God except 
through a maximalist understanding of Jesus’ unity with God. And yet once 
arrived at, this same understanding of God necessarily implies that Jesus Christ 
cannot be an exhaustive or exclusive source for the knowledge of God nor 
the exhaustive and isolated act of God to save us. This is what Gavin D’Costa 
means in stating that “A Trinitarian theology guards against exclusivism and 
pluralism by dialectically relating the universal and the particular.”16 Of course, 
actually doing that relating is difficult, and trinitarian theologies are far from 
identical in their approach.17

If the diversity of religions is rooted in the diversity of the divine life itself, 
then the heart of the religions, their insights and realizations, become perma-
nent parts of the content of Christian theology even though the privileged 
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access to this content lies outside the traditional sources of Christian theology. 
The Trinity is Christian theology’s understanding of the internal ground for 
the diversity in God’s economy of salvation, the modes of God’s relation with 
creation. Connecting this inner ground of diversity with the reality of external 
religious pluralism is a marriage made in heaven.18

There are many trinitarian theologies of religion. But for the purposes of 
this paper I will use my own theology as an example.19 Christians believe in a 
complex God, three co-eternal persons living a single enduring communion. 
The divine life has varied dimensions and allows human interaction with the 
triune God to take different forms. God’s channels to us are open on many fre-
quencies. After all, Christian belief in Trinity originates in the conviction that 
only such a complex view of God can account for the relation with God that 
takes place in Christ, the incarnate Word—a relation that does not replace that 
of creature to Creator, for instance, but adds to it. Only a complex God could 
take up this radical form of relation with us (becoming one of the creatures 
within God’s own creation) and offer this peculiar form for our relation with 
God (communion with God and others through Christ). Because the divine 
life is a communion of persons, it has varied dimensions. The dimensions exist 
because God is triune, but the dimensions belong to all of the persons together, 
not to any one alone. Human interaction with the Trinity can “tune” itself to 
one or more of these dimensions. 

There cannot, then, be only one simple way of relating to God. The Trinity 
is a map that finds room for, indeed requires, concrete truth in other religions, 
because it allows for a variety of ways of relating to God. It is impossible to 
believe in the Trinity instead of the distinctive religious claims of all other reli-
gions. If the Trinity is real, then at least some of these specific religious claims 
and ends must be real also. If they were all false, then Christianity could not 
be true. 

The simplest way to express this is to consider three dimensions of human 
relations and three trinitarian analogies. First, humans can have impersonal 
relations with each other. For instance, one person receives blood from another 
she may have never met. The life processes of the two mix in a fundamental 
physiological way. This is not a “personal” relation in our normal terms, but 
it sustains and saves the lives of persons. Second, humans can have personal 
encounter with each other, exchanging intentions and feelings, speaking and 
acting in response to communication from another. These may be face-to-face 
exchanges, or they may use a medium-like writing or art so that it is possible 
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to have a “personal” relation with someone you never met. Third, there is the 
human relation of communion. Here you not only encounter and relate to 
another as a person, but in some measure you share in that person’s life. Empa-
thy and familiarity with someone gives rise to a vicarious capacity to experience 
his responses, a kind of second nature. These arise in us not instead of our own 
reactions, but alongside them. Relations of deep love or intimate friendship 
often reflect this communion. 

The three divine persons interrelate in all of these dimensions. There is a 
“nonpersonal” dimension to their relations with each other. Below the level 
of any active agency, life is shared and exchanged among the persons. The life 
within a single organism or community cannot be isolated in any one place: it 
exists in the process of the whole. In the Trinity, this is the constant exchange 
of immanence and emptiness by which each divine person indwells the others 
and makes way for the indwelling of the others. Persons who are very close each 
register what is happening in the other, a reciprocal awareness that need not 
be conscious. Just as human personhood is not discernible at the level of the 
molecular interactions in our bodies, so God is impersonal when encountered 
solely in this dimension. In scripture, this is reflected in manifestations of God 
as wind, fire, or a kind of raw, dangerous power, like high-voltage electricity. 

God’s relation with creation displays two sides of this impersonal dimen-
sion. The first is the “withdrawal” in which God makes space for creation’s own 
being and freedom. This reflects the continual process in which each triune 
person continually empties itself or “makes space” within the divine life for 
the identities of the others to be expressed. The second is the immanence with 
which God sustains creation, reflecting the way that each triune person is fully 
identified with the others. 

If one views the “emptiness” so profoundly uncovered in Buddhist insight 
as in fact the reality of this apophatic dimension of God’s relation with the 
world, then one can in large measure share not only a practice oriented to that 
insight but the aim that it reflects. If one views the radical unity of the divine 
identity with all that is, so profoundly expressed in the Advaitan Hindu tradi-
tion, as the reality of this nonpersonal indwelling of God in all creation, then 
one can in large measure share not only outward but inward aspects of that tra-
dition’s practice. The hallmark of each of these examples is the identification of 
one with another that is characteristic of the divine persons and of this dimen-
sion of God’s relation with the world. It yields the conclusion “Thou art that,” 
whether in the conviction that samsara is nirvana, or that Atman is Brahman. 
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Within the Trinity, each of the three encounters the others in freedom, 
with a unique character, as distinctive “persons.” The triune God as a whole 
also encounters humanity in this dimension. In fact, it is the first, nonpersonal 
dimension that makes this one possible. God withdraws and blends in, setting 
the stage for a free and historical encounter of humans with God as a single 
“Thou” in the drama of history. This is a dimension of personal encounter, 
marking off relationship with the divine from other possibilities. It is the char-
acteristic, shared feature of biblical and Qur’anic traditions: encounter with a 
personal God who speaks and acts with humanity.20 This personal dimension 
of God’s relation with the world is profoundly realized in Jewish and Islamic 
traditions, though in distinctly different ways. Christians can recognize and 
seek to share these relations with God, through participation in aspects of these 
traditions. 

The triune persons do not only share one divine life process. They do not 
only meet as distinctive others, honouring and enacting their identities. They 
also enter into communion with each other, indwelling each other as different 
persons. The incarnation is a window into this trinitarian communion, and the 
path to participate in it. This is the dimension of the divine life that constitutes 
salvation, the dimension that conditions Christians’ participation in the other 
frequencies of relation.21

Salvation is a complex state, for in it a person is open to each of the dimen-
sions of the divine life that we have described. That is why it requires sharing 
with others: it is crucially dependent on intersecting communions. No indi-
vidual can or could realize the complete fullness of possible relation with God 
in all of these dimensions in a self-contained way. But she or he does approach 
that fullness through communion with other persons and creatures, each of 
whom in their relations with God and with others fill out aspects that would be 
lacking for any one individual. Salvation is actually much more than the sum 
of any individual perfection. 

The polyphony of the three trinitarian persons is a single divine life that 
manifests three frequencies analogous to those we have just described. Any one 
of these dimensions can be the avenue for a genuine relation with God. The 
distinctive religious ends of various traditions correspond to relations with God 
in which one dimension conditions or limits the rest. From this perspective, 
an understanding of what is unique in Christianity (Trinity) is a ground for 
appreciating the value of what is different in others. This can provide a theo-
logical framework for participating in practices of other religious traditions, 
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with a sincere desire to realize the dimension of relation to the divine that they 
themselves claim. 

Multiple Religious Participation and Theological 
Education

Situated as I am as a seminary professor, I note that the whole landscape of 
theological education is changing rapidly. Part of that change has to do with 
our topic. Multiple religious practice is not only widespread among laity and 
clergy, it is reshaping the ways in which people are educated religiously. When 
I look over the current scene in North America I can see educational initia-
tives reflecting at least three types of approach to the issue of multiple religious 
participation. 

 One of these we might call synthetic, an approach where the “multiple” in 
multiple religious practice becomes the primary identity. There is a growing set 
of “interfaith seminaries.” These organizations are new, and have no identifiable 
“home” tradition. They draw teachers from many religious communities and 
from no distinct community. They are explicitly based on multiple religious 
practice and as institutions embody a kind of multiple religious belonging. 
Apparently, most of their students and graduates regard themselves as belong-
ing to more than one tradition, or to none in particular. Founders, leaders, and 
graduates of such programmes tend to have individual theologies or theories 
that underwrite their multiple religious practice, but not all participants do. 
There is an explicit curriculum that leads students through elements of various 
traditions, with primary emphasis on practice. Unlike religious movements 
that have regularly appeared with an implicit impetus to replace other religions 
through their greater inclusivity, these organizations tend to see themselves as 
respectful of existing traditions. However, many graduates of such programmes 
see their vocation as leading or resourcing explicitly interfaith communities. 

A second type we might call a “build your own” approach to multiple 
religious participation. Around the country there are organizations and institu-
tions that offer a spectrum of offerings with religious content. Some of these 
are affiliated with specific religious communities and major in the content of 
a particular tradition, but in a way that makes it available to all comers. An 
example might be the network of monastic communities of practice associ-
ated with Thich Nhat Hanh. Some are by design eclectic and offer religious or 
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spiritual instruction in the context of a broader concern for lifestyle and health. 
An example would be centres like the Kirpalu centre in western Massachusetts, 
which began as a yoga centre but now in addition offers a wide spectrum of 
retreats and workshops drawing on various traditions. Eclectic programmes 
like this are often very heavy on resources from Asian traditions and light on 
those from the Abrahamic religions. But traditionally, Christian retreat centres 
have in many cases expanded their offerings to include teachers from other tra-
ditions as well as Christians. The contemplative prayer movement, originating 
in Christian churches and monasteries, has to some extent organized to make 
this practice and tradition available to those who are not part of Christian 
communities. With the increasing availability of such programmes, individuals 
may devote amounts of time and money very similar to those that might be 
given by a committed member of a single conventional religious community, 
but apportion them over time to a revolving series of retreats and classes. Both 
these models suggest that peoples’ instruction or formation in Christianity may 
increasingly come not from churches or Christian institutions but from multi-
faith organizations and freelance teachers. 

The third type includes some models that are emerging from the world 
of academic seminaries, particularly free-standing theological schools. These 
models still operate within the educational models that involve degrees, accred-
itation, full-time faculties, and residential communities for their students. An 
example would be the Claremont School of Theology, which is developing a 
consortium of institutions training people in various faith traditions, includ-
ing Jewish, Muslim, and Buddhist traditions. The example I know best is in 
my own institution. We have come to call this approach “co-formation.” In 
this approach, a certain form of multiple religious practice develops alongside 
clear confessional identities. Over the last ten years a relation has developed 
between my seminary and Hebrew College’s rabbinical school. Through a joint 
programme, CIRCLE (Centre for Interreligous and Communal Leadership 
Education), the two schools seek to form Christian, Unitarian Universalist, 
and Jewish religious leaders with a strong sense of identity in their own tradi-
tions, and to do this in a partnership where each to the extent possible learns 
from and with those of the other faith traditions. For instance, each year a 
group of CIRCLE fellows are selected to engage in intensive interfaith learn-
ing pairs, havruta partnerships. They become each other’s guides in exploring 
the traditions. Other students and faculty have similar opportunities in classes 
and informal gathering. Members of the two communities participate in each 



43

On Doing as Others Do

other’s religious festivals, study each other’s texts, and on occasion engage 
in forms of shared worship. As a result, some practices “catch” from one to 
another. For instance, some Christian students adopt forms of textual study 
and debate they have experienced in Jewish study and make these part of their 
own scriptural practice and spirituality. Although these relations are only ten 
years old, it is already hard to imagine our theological education without them. 

Conclusion

I return to the two questions raised early in this paper. To what extent and 
under what understandings can Christians intentionally engage in multiple 
religious practice (even to the point of multiple religious belonging)? I have 
suggested that there are emerging theological resources to ground multiple reli-
gious practice and to support those currently involved in reflection on their 
experience. Though we are far from the case where such resources are available 
in our congregations, the fact that many clergy are themselves involved in such 
practice suggests that situation may soon shift. The second question was to 
what extent Christians might actively invite others to incorporate elements 
of Christian faith in a hybrid religious identity or practice. Are we willing not 
only to accept but to encourage partial participation? We see movements in 
this direction in the practice of some Christian retreat centres and even in some 
new models for church planting. These two questions are not familiar or easy 
ones. Increasingly asked and answered in practice, they will not leave any of 
our religious communities the same. 
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Karen Georgia Thompson

Multiple Religious Belonging:  
Erasing Religious Boundaries, 
Embracing New Ways of Being

Before I delve into the subject matter at hand, it is important for me to 
locate myself in context of the subject matter. I am an ordained minister with 
standing in the United Church of Christ (USA). I was ordained in the Baptist 
Church and later became a member and minister of the UCC. I was raised as 
a conservative, Bible-toting, biblical literalist who could quote the Christian 
scriptures and use them to determine what defined Christianity as I knew it, 
and God as interpreted for me. I now self-identify as a progressive Christian, 
and have spent years redefining my theology and understanding of the Bible. 
I have worshipped in different denominational and faith contexts and under-
stand the divine as present with us, in us, and among us. 

My family moved from Kingston, Jamaica, to New York City when I was 
14. I am a naturalized American citizen who was born and shaped by life in 
the Caribbean islands. My understanding of life as a citizen of two countries, 
and as one who has moved across denominational lines, informs my approach 
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and understanding of “multiple religious belonging,”“multiple religious par-
ticipation,” and “religious hybridity.” The fluidity of my life across borders and 
denominational boundaries is essential to my approaching this topic of mul-
tiple religious belonging. 

The language used to define and refer to individuals who practice and 
participate across more than one faith tradition is varied, as theologians and 
scholars write more about this growing religious awareness. Catherine Cornille 
is one of many writing on the subject of multiple religious belonging and its 
widespread increase, particularly in the West. She writes: 

A heightened and widespread awareness of religious pluralism has presently 
left the religious person with the choice not only of which religion, but also 
of how many religions she or he might belong to. More and more individuals 
confess to being partly Jewish and partly Buddhist, or partly Christian and 
partly Hindu, or fully Christian and fully Buddhist.1

The terms multiple religious belonging, dual belonging, and double belonging 
are often used interchangeably. The questions of definition and who gets to 
define the practice of those who are embracing more than one tradition are also 
in debate. Questions of belonging, practice, and participation come to the fore 
as those who are a part of or practice more than one religion or faith tradition 
attempt to understand and present religious hybridity. While terms are still in 
contention, and scholars are attempting to determine the hows and whys of 
this phenomenon, what is clear is that there are individuals who are walking 
more than one religious path. 

Emerging Realities: Multiple Religious Belonging  
and the Church

The attention to multiple religious belonging is increasing in the United States, 
and as indicated by Cornille, may even be on the rise in the West. Scholars are 
writing more on the topic, even as religious institutions and religious media 
are attending more to multiple religious belonging and what that means for 
Christianity in the United States. 

The cover of The Christian Century from several years ago read “One Per-
son, Two Faiths.” Amy Frykholm’s accompanying article, “Double Belonging,”2 
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brings the practice of multiple belonging into the lives of this readership by 
highlighting the experiences of three individuals who practice Christianity and 
another religion. These three are multiple religious belongers who self-identify 
in three different ways: Christian-Buddhist, Christian-Jewish, and Christian-
Muslim. The Christian Century boasts a wide following and tends to write from 
a progressive Christian lens. The story therefore reached a broad audience of 
religious leaders, many of them preachers. The fact that this was the cover story 
also indicated its importance for the readership of the magazine, whether they 
knew it or not. 

The practice of multiple religious belonging continues to grow for many 
reasons, as Gideon Goosen and others have noted. Goosen states: “In more 
recent times, the ease and speed of jet travel has increased the religious and sec-
ular contact between peoples and faiths exponentially. Christian thinkers have 
learned much from this contact and have come to conclusions that question 
some of the more European-based and traditional positions of the past regard-
ing attitudes towards other faiths.” Goosen further points to the encounters of 
Christian missionaries with other religions and notes this was also influential in 
the early changes to Christian understanding of other religions.3

While this is true, the other side of missionary encounters was not as 
welcoming or receiving of the differences they found. People of other faiths 
were to be converted on the “mission field.” They were asked and sometimes 
even forced to take on Christianity and let go of their own religious practices. 
Their religious experiences were thought to be of no value and Christianity was 
regarded as “superior” to non-Christian religions. In the U. S. context, this 
was true when the missionaries attempted to Christianize the Native American 
and the Native Hawaiian people who inhabited the land before the European 
settlers arrived. This led to dual practices that still exist among these same 
indigenous people, across the United States and its territories. 

This increase in individuals who practice more than one religion has impli-
cations for the church. The United States is currently predominantly Christian; 
according to the recent census of the U. S. population, more than 75 percent of 
persons identify as Christian. While there is an increase in the presence of other 
religions, these account for less than 5 percent of the population, with those 
who are religiously unaffiliated accounting for over 12 percent.4
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Chart 3. 1: United States Religious Participation (2007)

Protestant 51.3% 

Roman Catholic 23.9%

Mormon 1.7%

Other Christian 1.6%

Jewish 1.7%

Buddhist 0.7%

Muslim 0.6%

Other or unspecified 2.5%

Unaffiliated 12.1%

None 4% 

There is no way to account for those who self-identify as multiple religious 
belongers or multiple religious participants in the U.S. census data. The census 
itself is based on a model which suggests there is only one “box” that can be 
checked for race, gender, sexual orientation, and other demographic categories 
that are proving to be more fluid and are moving beyond the boundaries of 
existing social norms. This immediately rejects any concept of duality, multi-
plicity, or fluidity around religious self-identification. 

The presence of multiple religious belongers in society and in the wor-
ship communities around the world means that the church needs to find ways 
to engage the challenges and opportunities presented in the form of religious 
hybridity, which includes those who embody more than one religious tradi-
tion, those who participate across more than one tradition, and those who live 
in multifaith households or communities. Multiple belonging challenges the 
church in ways that push it to embrace new ways of understanding the dynamic 
nature of the Spirit, and of God or divine presence at work in the world. This 
new unchartered course offers possibilities in the midst of the mystery and 
dissonance created by the unknown. Frykholm writes: “If, as John Dunne says 
in The Way of All the Earth, religious pluralism is the great spiritual adventure 
of our time, these people are the frontline explorers.”5 How and where can the 
church begin to welcome individuals who are called to more than one faith 
tradition, who are among us, yet hidden? How do we welcome and embrace 
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those who are among us as Christians, yet are in some ways unwelcome because 
of the other tradition they embrace?

Is it possible for the church to find new ways to engage those who practice 
double belonging, whether it is because they have taken on a second (or more) 
religion or because they were raised in multifaith households? Can the church 
create more “room at the table” to afford safe space for hyphenated Christians 
to practice a second religion, while in a Christian worship community? Where 
can conversations take place that will allow congregations to find meaningful 
pastoral response to individuals who are hyphenated Christians? How can the 
experiences of double belonging be embraced in these critically changing times 
in the church? 

A History of Multiple Religious Belonging in the 
United States of America

The attention to multiple religious belonging continues to grow, but it is by 
no means a new concept in the West and particularly in the United States of 
America. The convergence of Christianity with indigenous religions and spiri-
tuality of the colonized Native Americans, the colonized Native Hawaiians, 
and the Africans brought to the Americas and Caribbean as slaves, as well as the 
labourers brought to build the growing infrastructure of the United States, laid 
the groundwork for early practices of dual belonging and in some cases for the 
syncretism of religious practices. Additionally, missionaries from the United 
States introduced Christianity to lands near and far. 

The practices of early Africans who were brought as slaves to the Americas 
is documented in the U. S. public-television series Slavery and the Making of 
America. According to Kimberly Sambol-Tosco:

An unquestionable obstacle to the acceptance of Christianity among slaves 
was their desire to continue to adhere as much as possible to the religious 
beliefs and rituals of their African ancestors. Missionaries working in the 
South were especially displeased with slave retention of African practices such 
as polygamy and what they called idolatrous dancing. In fact, even blacks who 
embraced Christianity in America did not completely abandon Old World 
religion. Instead, they engaged in syncretism, blending Christian influences 
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with traditional African rites and beliefs. Symbols and objects, such as crosses, 
were conflated with charms carried by Africans to ward off evil spirits. Christ 
was interpreted as a healer similar to the priests of Africa. In the New World, 
fusions of African spirituality and Christianity led to distinct new practices 
among slave populations, including voodoo or vodun in Haiti and Spanish 
Louisiana. Although African religious influences were also important among 
Northern blacks, exposure to Old World religions was more intense in the 
South, where the density of the black population was greater.6

The Africans were taught that what they knew of the divine and of the 
indigenous religious experiences of their ancestors were evil or wrong. There 
was no accepted avenue for living in both worlds, yet they were early multiple 
religious belongers, practicing two religions. All did not move to syncretism, 
which implies taking the religious practices of each and creating something 
new. Sambol-Tasco’s observations of the missionary attitudes toward the reli-
gious practices of the Africans identifies a common attitude that Christians had 
as they encountered indigenous religion. There was a similar dynamic with the 
encounter between Christianity and Native American spirituality. 

The religious practices and expressions of Native Americans were also seen 
as inferior to Christianity. In their encounter with the Native Americans, Euro-
peans hoped to change the indigenous practices of the people who were the 
inhabitants of the Americas. Jace Weaver notes: “Colonists and missionaries, 
regardless of the country from which they came, universally regarded Native 
cultures and religious traditions as pagan and diabolic, to be eradicated and 
replaced with Western values and ways of life.”7 Some Native Americans held 
on to their religious traditions and also practiced Christianity, in spite of the 
pejorative treatment they received from the European missionaries. 

One reader responding to the Christian Century article wrote: “Amy Fryk-
holm’s article is thought-provoking, but the double-belonging phenomenon 
she writes about is neither as new nor as unique as she portrays it. Here in the 
United States it has been practiced by Native Americans since the Spaniards 
arrived in the Southwest in the 1500s. For decades Native American Chris-
tians had to practice their indigenous religions in secret because they were not 
accorded freedom of religion.”8 Many still practice in secret, although Native 
American spirituality is becoming more widely accepted and is now even 
“exoticized” by some, with its religious rituals and practices being co-opted 
by the elite, those who choose to commodify the sacred. Yet, because of the 
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early negative view of native spiritualities and indigenous religious practices, 
these were not seen as authentic religious expressions and therefore did not 
lend themselves to being seen as an experience of multiple religious belonging. 
These views are still changing. 

These two examples point to a history of multiple religious belonging 
in the United States that is not often told. Native Americans and Africans 
brought to the Americas often chose to retain their beliefs and practices while 
taking on the Christianity given to them by the colonizers and oppressors. 
Their indigenous beliefs were often demonized and vilified. In some cases, the 
rituals and practices were conducted in secret to reduce the threat of punish-
ment, especially in the case of the Africans. 

The growing awareness of Native American spirituality brought with it 
problems that offer a word of caution in this discourse of multiple religious 
belonging. The process of religious co-option is at the heart of some pushback 
to multiple belonging. Peter C. Phan distinguishes between “multiple belong-
ing” and “double belonging”:

In contrast to the latter, which is the fruit of a paradigmatic shift in the theol-
ogy of religions and of inculturation, the former is a contemporary, postmod-
ern form of syncretism in which a person looks upon various religions as a 
supermarket from which, like a consumer, one selects at one’s discretion and 
pleasure whatever myth and doctrine, ethical practice and ritual, and medita-
tion and healing technique that best suit the temperament and needs of one’s 
body and mind, without regard to their truth and mutual compatibilities.9

Phan’s concern is well taken, although he, too, uses these terms inter-
changeably throughout his writing. 

The current rise in multiple religious belonging is therefore a rise in the 
hyphenation of the major religions of the world. The United States is therefore 
experiencing its fair share of increase in multiple religious belongers who may 
be Jewish-Christian, Christian-Muslim, Muslim-Buddhist, or combinations 
of religious expressions that involve two or more religions practiced by one 
individual. This is coming at a time when there is also an increase in religious 
adherents who are not Christian and an increase in those identifying as “spiri-
tual but not religious.” This increase in religious pluralism creates additional 
pathways for engaging other religious traditions. 
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The increase in religious traditions, the increase in multiple religious 
belongers, and the increase in those identifying as spiritual but not religious 
have implications for the church in the 21st century and beyond. What does 
this growing trend mean for Christianity in the USA? What is the relationship 
between the increase in multiple religious participation and the increase in 
those identifying as spiritual but not religious? Does the rising number of mul-
tiple religious belongers point to possible new ways for the church to embrace 
and engage this growing demographic in the church? Are there new ways for 
conducting religious education in the congregations and for providing semi-
nary education? New ways for understanding the presence of the divine and 
the work of the Spirit among us? Or will the church resist the presence of these 
individuals and emerging religious hybridity?

The Reality in the Pulpits and Pews

When I became a minister in New York, it became clear to me that there was 
a growing population in the church that was unidentified. I was on the pas-
toral staff of a congregation as the director of family ministries. One of my 
first encounters was with a family with two children. The children’s parents 
were divorced. Their father attended the church where I served and brought 
the children to church every Sunday. Eventually, the older child went through 
confirmation class. 

These children also attended Hebrew school. Their mother is Jewish. They 
attended synagogue with their mother when they were with her. The older had 
her bat mitzvah and was quite comfortable living across these two religious 
traditions. I remember her questions more than anything else. She wanted to 
know why she had to make a choice. Why could she not be both Christian and 
Jewish? That was about 12 years ago. She was 14 years old. 

From the same time period, there was a woman at the church who came 
every Sunday. She brought her two young children to Sunday school and 
she faithfully sang in the choir. In conversation one Sunday morning before 
church, she shared with me that her husband was a Muslim. Her children 
attended a Muslim school. Her daughter wore a burka to school and she wore 
a burka when she was home during the week. Others in the church learned of 
her home life and her story was brought to the board of deacons. There were 
concerns that there was a Muslim woman singing in the choir. What did it 
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mean for a non-Christian to be participating in the church in this way? No 
consideration was given to the possibility that she could be both Muslim and 
Christian. She was asked to leave the choir. There was no discussion with her 
as to why or how she lived across these two traditions. She eventually left the 
congregation. 

The church continues to struggle with the presence and practice of mul-
tiple religious belonging. Christianity in the United States tends to be more 
exclusivist (only Christians can be saved) and less pluralist (all can be saved in 
their own way).10 Phan adds to this challenging paradigm with the observation 
that 

multiple religious belonging emerges as a theological problem in religions 
that demand an absolute and exclusive commitment on the part of adherents 
to their founders and/or faith. This seems to be the case with the “Religions 
of the Book,” namely, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. These three religions 
consider themselves not only mutually incompatible but also irreconcilable 
with any other religion whatsoever, so that “conversion” to any one of them 
is often celebrated with an external ritual signaling a total abjuration of all 
previous religious allegiances.11

This is not the same for other religious traditions, which represent in the 
United States to a lesser extent, but may be more prevalent in Asia. 

Regardless of the resistance of religious institutions in accepting multiple 
religious belonging, individuals are finding their way to multiple paths without 
help or assistance. They are finding ways to practice their beliefs, as indicated 
in these two cases as well as the lives of the three persons highlighted in the 
aforementioned article. These additional cases show where multiple religious 
belonging works and where some of the struggles and challenges are for the 
church as those with multiple religious identification, affiliation, and partici-
pation challenge the current structure and mores of the church and other reli-
gious institutions. 

The journey of multiple religious belongers is as complex as it is compel-
ling. Ann Holmes Redding identifies as Christian and Muslim. Redding served 
for 20 years as an Episcopal priest. Her public embrace of Islam resulted in her 
being defrocked by the Episcopal Church in 2009, “yet she describes her dual 
affiliation as a gift of God.”12 The experience of Holmes and others is perhaps a 
deterrent for those who would openly share their double belonging. The risk of 
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rejection is a painful reality for those who encounter the divine by more than 
one path. 

There are clearly successful places where the church has walked with mul-
tiple religious belongers. Such is the case for Paul Knitter, who identifies as 
Buddhist-Christian, and Deborah Risa Mrantz, who is both Jewish and Chris-
tian. Knitter belongs to Buddhist and Christian worship communities. Knitter 
and Mrantz and many others are navigating well beyond the frontier that is 
double belonging, as is Redding in spite of the rejection she experienced. 

While scholars and religious leaders continue to ask whether or not mul-
tiple religious belonging is possible, or even reject the idea of its possibility, 
individuals are successfully negotiating new spiritual understandings and ways 
of being, even when these explorations are not clear or clearly explained. Fryk-
holm says: “The idea of being fully Muslim and fully Christian seems like 
an impossibility to many people. Redding understands and shares that suspi-
cion.”13 The church is also at the cusp of this religious frontier and can choose 
to be overcome by fear and suspicion, causing it to reject multiple religious 
belongers, or it can find ways to accompany these seekers on their journey and 
learn with them. 

The experiences of these individuals are not unique. There is no consistent 
response on the part of congregations and denominations, many of whom 
reject the idea that one person can embody more than one religion. Safe space 
for conversation on this subject continues to be elusive. The questions that 
could inform productive, transformational discourse remain unasked amidst 
the fear that multiple religious belonging could change or even destroy the 
church and its understanding of Christology, ecclesiology, and soteriology. 

The Resistance to Multiple Religious Belonging

There is resistance from many places in the church to the notion of multiple 
religious belonging. However, Christians are not the only ones who are point-
ing to the invalidity of practicing two faiths. Another Christian Century reader, 
Rabbi Joseph A. Edelheit, responded to Frykholm’s article, writing: 

. . . there are no Jews for Jesus, rather, there are Christians who though raised 
as Jews have chosen to accept Christ as their personal savior and therefore are 
now Christians. If a person accepts Christ as their savior, then that personal 
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choice obviates also living as an observant Jew. Just because the Jews for Jesus, 
Messianic Jews and some interfaith families say that both faith coexist in their 
lives without comprising core values does not mean The Christian Century 
should promote their personal stories as the norm.14

Edelheit is not alone in his belief that this practice of religious hybridity is 
not possible. I would like to share two additional experiences here. 

In 2011, I visited a seminary and met with one of the professors who 
taught interreligious classes. She shared with me about her work and some of 
her background as an evangelical Christian. I asked her about the increasing 
number of individuals who were identifying as multiple religious belongers 
and whether she was seeing something similar in that seminary. She said she 
had students who came to her claiming to practice two faiths. She said that 
was not possible. Her response to these students who were exploring or prac-
ticing multiple religious belonging was that whatever they thought they found 
in a second religion could be found in Christianity. If they were looking for 
the meditative, the contemplative, or mysticism they should go dig deeper 
into their own Christian tradition to find what they needed and let go of that 
second religion. She made no room for the possibility of more than one faith 
adherence by an individual. The invitation was to single participation only. We 
had no further discussion on the subject. 

The second experience came when I was asked to present on future chal-
lenges to ecumenism and interfaith work at a gathering of persons who worked 
for ecumenical and interfaith organizations and institutions. I raised the issue 
of double belonging in my remarks to the group. Multiple religious belonging 
was also dismissed in that context. One individual offered that multiple reli-
gious belongers were “young people who were dabbling in different religious 
experiences and rituals and needed to make up their minds.” As far as he was 
concerned, they would eventually get over it if they were to dig deeper into 
their Christianity. His opinion left the room silent but no opposing views were 
offered. In another setting of religious leaders, when the topic was raised one 
individual said that this issue was for “the other side to deal with.” I would 
imagine that as Christians we, too, sit on the other side of some spiritual reality 
of the hyphen. 

Much of our religious leadership is not prepared for the growing reality of 
multiple religious belonging. The academic research is present. The experiences 
of peoples living in Asia and Africa, the experiences of the indigenous and of 
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those who are newly discovering the divine in these ways are before us. Yet, 
there is still the need for conformity and the desire to have individuals “choose 
one” rather than making room for the transformative work that is at work in 
the world around us. 

Raimon Panikkar offers the following observation:

Undoubtedly, it is imperative to know first of all one’s own tradition. How-
ever, to affirm contentedly that we should be able to find in our own tradition 
all that we are seeking is neither convincing nor sufficient. In the first place, 
very often we only discover the profound meaning of our own world after 
we have tasted something exotically different. One discovers “home, sweet 
home” when one returns from elsewhere. . . . to think of ourselves, even 
collectively, as self-sufficient implies a certain condemnation of others. We 
respect them and accept that they may have their own subjective justification, 
but we consider them to be in error in whatever does not conform to our own 
criteria of truth, which are set up as absolute parameters. Even those who 
believe in an absolute Revelation must admit that their interpretation of that 
Revelation is limited and hence incomplete.15

Panikkar’s offering of intrareligious dialogue offers a distinct paradigm 
shift that rests in knowing other religious traditions as a means of deepening 
one’s own faith. “Intrareligious dialogue, by helping us discover the ‘other’ in 
ourselves—contributes to the personal realization and mutual fecundation of 
the human traditions that can no longer offer to live in a state of isolation, 
separated from each other by walls of mistrust, or in a state of war that may be 
more or less camouflaged by emulation and competition.”16 This engagement 
with other religions offers possibilities for spiritual transformation, as opposed 
to religious conversion. 

Spiritual Transformation

Multiple religious belongers are not converted to another religion; they 
encounter the second and it becomes added value to the spiritual experience 
of knowing the divine, the self, and the world. This transformative aspect of 
multiple religious belonging is emphasized as unique, and forges new territory 
in understanding how individuals encounter religions and incorporate them in 
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their lives. Transformation happens in encounters with the divine across tradi-
tions and by many names for those who are practicing and participating across 
multiple faith traditions. 

Some multiple religious belongers identify a primary and secondary reli-
gious engagement. The secondary informs and even enhances the understand-
ing of God through the primary. Others embrace and adhere to more than one 
tradition equally. What is consistent is that multiple religious belongers are not 
“converted” to a new religion but use the second to deepen their understanding 
of the first and vice versa. Paul Knitter writes of his life as a Christian-Buddhist 
and cites how Buddhism helped him to better understand Christianity. 17 Mul-
tiple religious belonging does not embrace a second religion for study but for 
practice and adherence. 

The work of early missionaries was to convert as many as they could to 
Christianity. The interpretation of the gospel for some is focused on prosely-
tizing—getting others to leave their religious experiences and follow Christ 
alone. Panikkar and others cite this attitude of exclusivism as a challenge to 
interreligious dialogue, intrareligious dialogue, and multiple religious belong-
ing because it makes no room for the presence of the others in its intolerance.18

The experiences of multiple religious belongers are not all the same, 
although Phan notes that there are common elements, including knowledge 
of Christianity for the hyphenated Christians he cites in his work. “The first 
common element in these experiences of multiple religious belonging is that 
they did not originate in some kind of uncertainty about Christian identity 
or spiritual crisis or even discontent with the Catholic Church, much less the 
ignorance of the Christian tradition. On the contrary, all of the protagonists 
were well versed in Christian tradition. . .”19 Phan’s observation contradicts 
those who would dismiss multiple religious belonging as a trend for the young 
or a flight of fantasy for those who live across two faith traditions. 

More Room at the Table

The table is a metaphor used for the relational presence in the church. This 
metaphor extends to the communion table, which symbolizes relationship 
between God and God’s people. Many marginalized groups have used the table 
to ask the question: Is there more room at the table? Making room at the table 
is an ongoing challenge for the church, which requires risk-taking to ensure all 
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are indeed welcome at God’s table where there is no preferential treatment or 
preferred place (Luke 14:7-11). 

The United Church of Christ is a united and uniting church formed by the 
merger of four Christian denominations in 1957. At the core of the UCC are 
Christian unity and the quest for justice for all. As a result, the UCC has been 
at the fore of many justice issues in the United States and around the world. 
At the risk of isolation from other denominations and public denunciation, 
the UCC assumed leadership on many issues when they were seen as risky reli-
gious frontiers. Dating back to the history of its predecessor denominations, 
the UCC owns a history that showed significant action in abolishing slavery, 
ordaining women, ordaining LGBT individuals, and providing advocacy on 
behalf of “the least of these.”20

Goosen addresses the need for risk-taking and openness. “Christianity 
is not a ‘safety house’ where pious souls gather to protect themselves from 
the changing world. It is not a totalitarian structure of ecclesiastical authority 
where Christ is imprisoned. Rather than see Christianity as an unchanging 
bulwark in the midst of a changing world, it should be seen as identifying who 
Christ is in a world of profound cultural change.”21 Are we as Christians will-
ing to take the risk of being changed—transformed—in the midst of a world 
that is changing?

The current discourse around “multiple religious belonging” provides the 
UCC with an opportunity to once again take leadership on this emerging reli-
gious issue of our day. The number of multiple religious belongers is growing as 
are those who identify themselves as spiritual but not religious. The church has 
an opportunity to open its doors—once again—to individuals who sit on the 
margin or risk being rejected by the church because their beliefs are different 
from the mainline. In the process, there is the additional challenge of facilitat-
ing theological discourse that will be responsive to the challenges presented by 
multiple religious belongers. As Goosen notes, “It is also the contextual theolo-
gies of Asia, North and South America that are attempting to address the ques-
tion of what it means to be a Christian in today’s changing world. Christian 
discipleship requires a certain risk-taking that needs to be embraced, rather like 
the disciples on the first Pentecost. The risk-taking raises the serious questions 
of doctrinal compatibility and truth questions.”22

The UCC has three core values: continuing testament, extravagant wel-
come, and changing lives.23 These core values are themselves goals that are 
aspirational for the denomination even as they are at the heart of how the UCC 
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sees itself as a church that is encountering the lived experiences and realities 
of its membership and those who will come through the doors of the church. 

Each of these core values lends itself to a theology of inclusion that wel-
comes hyphenated Christians. Within this framework is the possibility of pro-
viding a place of inclusion and religious freedom that will nurture and engage 
multiple religious belonging while exploring the theological implications of 
such engagement. There is currently very little (if any) conversation in the 
churches about what it means to provide pastoral care in this context. Instead, 
there is isolation for those who are multiple religious belongers. The church can 
open its doors a little wider for those who are asking a different set of questions 
about spiritual formation. 

In addition to creating room for multiple religious belongers, the church 
also can afford space for religious education that includes Christian education. 
This is one of the opportunities for the church that Peter Phan offers.24 While 
Phan writes from a Roman Catholic perspective, a similar need exists for the 
wider church, as multiple religious belonging is not only a Roman Catho-
lic phenomenon. This religious education, as Phan proposes, is applicable to 
those preparing for ordained ministry. “Not a few seminaries are located far 
from urban centers, often shielded not only from racial, ethnic, and cultural 
diversity but also from religious diversity. Furthermore, seminary faculty and 
candidates to the ministerial priesthood tend to focus their concerns on the 
training for pastoral ministry to parishes, a ministry not addressed to non-
Catholics, let alone non-Christians.”25 Similar challenges exist for the church 
in other settings. 

Conclusion

Multiple religious belonging is currently on the rise and the church continues 
to remain unprepared and underwhelmed by this growing phenomenon in 
its midst. Phan offers the course of theological education, Panikkar offers full 
engagement in intrareligious dialogue, and Knitter offers theologies of religion. 
All of this implies a level of discourse that lies ahead of the church if it is to live 
into a model of inclusion that is more conducive to the religious pluralism that 
exists in the U. S. context. 

There is much to be learned from the research that exists and the reflec-
tions of theologians. However, the experiences of multiple religious belonging 
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cannot continue to be ignored or dismissed as the concern of the “other reli-
gions.” Christian ministers are being confronted with the challenges that 
require pastoral response and theological engagement. Multiple religious 
belonging is increasing; it is not going away. There are now more interreligious 
marriages and relationships. More children are being raised in interreligious 
households where they are learning about more than one faith and living across 
faith lines. More families are interreligious, intercultural, and interracial than 
before. Families and households are not religiously homogenous. 

Our congregations need to create ministries and programmes that will 
meet create the space to learn more about multiple religious belonging while 
nurturing the spirituality of those whose lives are multiply religious. At the 
same time, our seminaries are challenged to prepare the next generation of 
ministers who will be even more engaged in interreligious activities, including 
ministry to and with multiple religious belonging. There is much to be learned 
from the Asian context, yet those in the United States can start with those who 
are already themselves learning as they go from their own experiences with 
multiple religious belonging. 
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Simone Sinn

Vulnerability and Agency  
in Multiple Religious Belonging:  
Or, Why God Matters

Different Theological Approaches to Religious 
Diversity and Hybridity

The starting point for this theological reflection is the phenomenon of hybrid 
religiosity that has become known as “multiple religious belonging.” Scholars 
of religious studies and theologians working with empirical research indicate 
that this experience is probably more widespread than one might think ini-
tially. The theoretical framework in which this has been debated in academic 
circles is that of “hybridity,” and the practice that has been associated with it on 
grassroots level is “hospitality.” Before I enter into my main argument, I would 
like to briefly map the theological landscape of those theological endeavours 
that take religious diversity seriously. In my view, five main approaches can be 
distinguished:

CHAPTER 4
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1. �Theology of religions. This approach essentially deals with the “grand 
narrative.” It discusses the question where “religions” have their place 
within salvation history. In the classical division the options are: (a) 
there is no place; (b) there is a subordinate place; or (c) there is an equal 
place for other religions. At the heart of the theology of religions stands 
the theological discernment and ultimately judgment on the soterio-
logical significance of other religions. This endeavour mostly looks at 
other religions “in principle,” not just one or two specific religions.1

2. �Comparative theology. Comparative theology has developed as a reaction 
to the first, calling for more detailed studies. It was seen as a weakness 
that the theology of religions stays with the overall “bird’s-eye view” on 
other faiths. It was proposed that it is theologically much more fruitful 
to enter into direct theological engagement with one particular religious 
tradition, and, furthermore, not only to discuss soteriology, but enter 
into the depth of the concrete other.2

3. �Theology of interreligious relations. Whereas the first two approaches see 
religions as distinct entities with rather clear boundaries that then, in a 
second step, have to be related to one another, a theology of interreli-
gious relations starts with the assumption that relationality comes first, 
and that the theological task is to make sense of that relationality. This 
approach mostly does not explicitly use the metaphor of hybridity, nor 
does it actively take postcolonial theory as its intellectual framework, yet 
some of the epistemological underpinnings seem to be similar.3

4. �Theology of multiple religious belonging. This approach starts with the 
concrete experiences of people that participate in practices of two or 
more religious communities. Some see in this a blurring of boundar-
ies; others still see boundaries, but understand the movement that is 
going on as deliberate and a constant passing over and coming back. 
Clearly, here religious diversity and multiplicity is not just “out there,” 
but within one and the same person, and, with the person, also within 
the community.4

5. �Interreligious theology. In recent years, the proposal has been put forward 
to develop an interreligious theology. This theology is no longer con-
fessional or mono-religious, but it takes different religious traditions, 
their holy scriptures, and their practices as equally relevant sources of 
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theological reflection. This approach sees itself as bringing to fruition 
Wilfred Cantwell Smith’s idea of “World Theology/Global Theology.”5 
Perry Schmidt-Leukel, who forcefully proposes interreligious theology 
as the future of theology, underlines that this theology is a deconfession-
alized theology, but not a neutral theology. He mentions three aspects 
that are important in moving toward an interreligious theology: first, 
there are joint challenges on this earth that religions urgently need to 
address together. Second, theologies need to seriously develop pluralistic 
theologies, that is, theologies which recognize other traditions as differ-
ent yet essentially of equal value. Third, theology needs to invite and 
push religious traditions into a learning process and into self-critical 
revision of their own theologies.6

As I have been theologically trained in a Christian tradition that is nur-
tured by a distinct confessional theological heritage, that is, Lutheran theol-
ogy, this fifth type is indeed a challenge. Yet, actually, interreligious theology 
provides an opportunity: it is in some way indeed the “other” vis-à-vis confes-
sional theology, but in another way it actually links well with epistemological 
reflections provided by some confessional theologies. The dialogue between 
interreligious theology and confessional theologies might lead to a deeper, 
transformed understanding of what confessing and belonging, truth and rela-
tionships, mean. I will look into this toward the end of my essay. For now, let 
me focus on different phenomena of multiple religious belonging. 

Multiple Forms of “Multiple Religious Belonging”

There are myriad forms of multiple religious belonging. Probably the most 
intensive and interesting form is when someone claims to belong, at the same 
time and to an equal degree, authentically to different traditions, for instance, 
to Christianity and to Confucianism. But there are many other forms of multi-
ple religious participation where people periodically participate first here, then 
there, or where people go to different traditions in response to different needs; 
for example, they go to church as they seek forgiveness and restoration of bro-
ken relationships, and they go to a traditional religious healer as they seek heal-
ing from sickness. Others clearly say that they belong primarily to this religious 
community, but they also take part in practices of another religious tradition. 
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There are different ways in how people live the hybridity. Some people “inte-
grate” or “subordinate” one under the other—sometimes because this truly 
reflects their experience, sometimes because their community pushes them 
to do so. There are those who would talk about struggling between different 
belongings and describe this as an ongoing process of negotiation, and others 
for whom the hybridity makes perfect sense and they thrive on it. 

In my view, it is important to underline that all these forms are authentic 
forms of multiple religious belonging: people who are “born” with multireli-
gious identities are not more or less authentic than those who have acquired 
or chosen multiplicity. Second, people who opt for any kind of “integration” 
of multiple religious belongings are neither inferior nor superior to those who 
keep their belongings undivided and next to one another, and practice them 
with equal commitment. Obviously, people find deep meaning in their hybrid 
religious existence. This is who they are. Even many of those who struggle, who 
almost feel torn apart, would claim that this is who they are. The interrelation-
ship between different belongings nurtures and shapes their faith, with all its 
tensions. This is what allows them to be who they are. 

Those who study the phenomenon of multiple religious belonging have 
come up with different categorizations. Catherine Cornille has put forward 
five different categories:7

1. �Multiple religious belonging as cultural identity. Cornille points out that 
multiple religious belonging in East Asia has for a long time been a cul-
tural identity of those societies. This hybridity is not just a practice of 
individuals, but a cultural characteristic. She points to the combination 
of Taoism, Confucianism, and Buddhism in China, and to the belong-
ing to different religious traditions at different times in life in Japan 
(Shintoism and Buddhism, sometimes Christianity). 

2. �Multiple religious belonging as drinking from multiple spiritual wells. 
Although people primarily belong to one religious tradition, they also 
look for transformation and healing through other spiritual sources. 
Cornille points to a shrine of the baby Jesus in Bangalore that many 
non-Christians visit. Furthermore, she refers to seekers who listen to 
different spiritual masters. 

3. �Multiple religious belonging in Theosophy and New Age. This type shows 
that religious hybridity does not only combine existing religious 
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traditions, but has a productive and creative side that can lead to new 
formations of the religious. 

4. �Multiple religious belonging in interreligious marriages. This involves actu-
ally two different kinds: the belonging of the parents, each of whom will 
to a certain degree also embrace the belonging of his or her partner, and 
the belonging of their children, which is from the very first moment of 
their lives a dual belonging. 

5. �Multiple religious belonging through interreligious dialogue. Cornille 
explains that usually dialogue starts with the presupposition that each 
dialogue partner is committed to his or her religious tradition, and that 
neither conversion nor multiple religious belonging is being sought. In 
practice, however, multiple belonging can emerge as a dialogue par-
ticipant increasingly identifies with convictions or practices of dialogue 
partners. Sometimes, concepts and categories of another tradition 
become a vehicle to express one’s own faith conviction. 

Theological Reflection on Multiple Religious 
Belonging

Vulnerability
Religious communities often react with suspicion or open rejection to multiple 
religious belonging. One reason given is the conviction that different tradi-
tions stand for incommensurable or even contradicting truths. But such logical 
problems are often not the most important ones. Much stronger is the problem 
of existential commitment:“You cannot serve two masters.” Religious commit-
ment requires the full commitment with heart, mind, and spirit, and the heart 
shall not be divided. The religious community demands full, undivided com-
mitment from the faithful. 

This reaction to multiple religious belonging exposes a double vulnerabil-
ity: the religious community feels vulnerable if it cannot claim the believer 
fully. But also the believer is vulnerable as the community no longer regards 
him or her as a full member of the community, and thus she or he is pushed to 
the margins. For me, the key question is whether the vulnerability comes with 
multiple religious belonging itself, or, rather, with the rejection of multiple reli-
gious belonging. In other words: the challenge is to demonstrate that multiple 
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religious belonging does not undermine the authentic and responsible agency 
of the faithful, but strengthens it, and that it does not undermine life in truth, 
but enables it. 

Transcending impulse of religious belonging 
I argue that the phenomenon of “multiple religious belonging” exposes an exis-
tential openness, an infinite relationality that is not just an accident that hap-
pens on the margins of religious communities, but an experience that reveals 
something fundamentally important about the nature of faith. Religious 
belonging has a unique, inbuilt, transcending dynamic that calls the person 
from religious belonging toward God, the divine, transcendence. This is dif-
ferent from other belongings: national belonging has as its point of reference 
the nation, but religious belonging has as its point of reference not religion, a 
phenomenon within this world, but God or transcendence, which is beyond 
this world. 

This difference is crucial. Sometimes religious identity is regarded just as 
one other kind of identity next to ethnic, gender, class, sexual identity. This 
perspective, however, fails to see that there is a categorical difference between 
religious belonging and other kinds of belonging. 

Furthermore, too often religions are understood as systems, that is, a belief 
system, combined with ritual and moral practices that form a distinct, coher-
ent, holistic way of life. Against such an understanding of an enclosed, systemic 
totality, however, faith is rather to be perceived as a dynamic reality that is 
geared toward a point of reference outside the system. 

Taking seriously this reference to the point outside religion on which reli-
gion itself depends implies following the transcending impulse of religious 
belonging. Religious belonging is actually a belonging that has an intrinsic 
impulse to go beyond its relationships and practices. This exposes an existential 
openness that can be experienced as vulnerability—by the individual person 
who claims multiple religious belonging, but then finds herself marginalized 
in the communities to which she wants to belong; and also by the religious 
communities as they cannot fully claim this person for themselves. The critical 
question is whether this vulnerability undermines agency, or, on the contrary, 
establishes agency. 
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Agency 
My thesis is that the inbuilt resistance to the total incorporation of a person 
into a community enables agency. Responsible human agency is only possible 
if the individual person and the community are distinct, yet related. They need 
one another, but they destroy one another if they are collapsed into one. You 
can think of numerous practical examples in human history. 

During the Reformation period, this insight actually came through in a 
distinct way as the reformers developed their ecclesiological reflection. For 
them, the distinction between the ecclesia visibilis and the ecclesia invisibilis was 
key. They insisted on distinguishing between the belonging to the church body 
that is tangible in human terms, and the belonging to the Christian commu-
nity that emerges from the invisible relationship to God in faith. I cannot fully 
explore this here, but I am convinced that there are some interesting ecclesio-
logical distinctions that can provide a helpful background for coming to terms 
with multiple religious belonging. 

In my perspective, the problem is not the multiplicity of belonging as such, 
but, more fundamentally, how religious belonging is theologically understood. 
Only if we are able to show that, theoretically and theologically, “religious 
belonging” and “belonging to God” are intimately related, yet not identical, 
will we be able to provide a theological space for multiple religious belonging. 
Or, in other terms, the move that the Roman Catholic magisterium made in 
the Second Vatican Council as it then described the relation of the Roman 
Catholic Church to the church of Jesus Christ in terms of “subsistit” and no 
longer in terms of “est.” They were able to theologically disentangle one from 
the other. I see here a theological window that also has relevance for the ques-
tion at stake in this colloquium. 

The theological insight in the existential openness of religious belonging 
is somewhat analogous to insights in the hybrid nature of existence as we see 
it explored in postcolonial theory. The difference, however, is that theological 
reflection goes beyond this continuous stream of entanglement and hybridity 
by claiming that there is a point outside all entanglement, that is, Transcen-
dence/God. This does not mean that all immanent forms of belonging are 
relativized, but they draw their meaning and existence not from themselves, 
but from outside themselves. This “extra nos” puts all religious belonging into 
perspective, be it mono- or multireligious. 
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Rediscovering Reformation Theology in View  
of Multiple Religious Belonging

The manifold experiences of multiple religious belonging challenge confes-
sional theology, for instance, Lutheran theology. This is an opportunity for an 
engaging dialogue. One constructive entry point might be to explore the issues 
around religious practice and belonging that triggered Reformation theology. 
Martin Luther struggled with some religious practice at the time, especially 
with the commodification of religious practice, and with deep questions about 
God and about himself. When Luther discovered and truly experienced that 
God is a justifying God, he felt God’s amazing grace poured out on him. This 
experience not only changed how he conceived of God, that is, his theology, 
but also his understanding of the human being, the anthropology. Moreover, 
in this experience Luther realized that also his epistemology, the way he had 
been conceiving of truth, was profoundly transformed. The classic understand-
ing of truth as propositional truth was challenged as he came to know truth as 
an existential relationship. Luther’s new perspectives in these three fields can 
be seen as resources also for how we think about religious belonging and faith 
commitment. 

New epistemology: relational truth
In classical Greek philosophy truth basically refers to a proposition that ade-
quately describes reality (veritas estadaequatio rei et intellectus). In such proposi-
tional truth the essence of reality must be captured in a rationally and logically 
consistent manner. This understanding of truth allows one to prove or to falsify 
any claim to truth: propositions can be either true or false, right or wrong. 
Scholastic theology operates with this understanding of truth when it reasons 
about God and about faith. 

Luther was trained in this rational sense of truth, but as he entered more 
deeply into the Bible, he discovered a relational understanding of truth. One 
of the best examples is Luther’s interpretation of Mary’s Magnificat. All the 
propositions that Mary makes about God in this powerful prayer come from 
“her own experience.”8 What Mary says about God is true, because she expe-
rienced this as true: God has seen her lowliness, God has come down to meet 
her in that position of lowliness and has raised her up.9

Truth is not something “out there,” objectively standing on its own, but, 
rather, an existential, personal relationship. The Hebrew term for truth, emet, 
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actually mirrors that. It means faithfulness, credibility, trustworthiness, which 
comes through experience and leads into a relationship. Truth in the biblical 
sense can therefore be best described as confidence (Ger.: Gewissheit).10 This 
confidence is not general, not “objective” in the traditional sense, but personal, 
because it involves and deeply touches the person who comes to realize the 
truth. I come to know that this is true “for me.” At the same time, this truth is 
not individualistic, or “subjective” in the traditional sense, at it calls the person 
into a relationship with God and in communion with others. Truth is being 
established through a relational event that is called forth by God’s action. 

This new epistemology that Luther discovered in his engagement with 
biblical texts draws our attention to the living relationship with God. What 
does this mean for how we respond to multiple religious belonging? First of 
all, it urges us to take the religious experience of people seriously. God reveals 
Godself in many ways. In a Christian perspective, engagement with the Bible 
and relationship to Christ are necessary elements; however, they are not exclu-
sive elements. In the Magnificat we hear from Mary that the experience of 
being raised up out of lowliness is the revelatory experience for her. This is the 
way she came to know God, this is how she was able to live her life in truth. 
From this, the simple yardstick for any religious practice and, indeed, multiple 
religious practice is whether it contradicts or undermines such life in truth, 
whether it transforms vulnerability into agency. 

New theology: radical grace 
At the heart of Lutheran theology stands the insight that our lives are created, 
redeemed, and sustained through God’s radical grace. This in turn means that 
all human efforts in “gaining” salvation through our own efforts, through what 
we do or who we are by ourselves, are in vain. God’s initiative and God’s action 
define who we are. 

Luther emphasized that our identity as Christians cannot be explained by 
naming specific characteristics or properties, but by exploring the constitutive 
relationships in which we live.11 Being justified is not a property that we pos-
sess, but something that is constituted from outside ourselves. It is not because 
we belong to the group of Christians that we are justified, but because God 
grants unconditional love to us in Jesus Christ. It is God’s living relationship 
to us that shapes who we are, not our belonging to a specific group of people. 
Moreover, God’s radical grace is mirrored in the fact that in relation to salva-
tion a Christian is, as Luther says, mere passivus (“genuinely passive”).12
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It is the specific nature of God’s radical grace that it transcends and trans-
forms human-made boundaries. God’s grace is in two ways radical: (1) it is 
completely unconditional, that is, there is no prerequisite, no action whatso-
ever on the side of the human being, and (2) it is profoundly universal as God 
wills salvation for all human beings and, indeed, the whole of creation. To take 
this radical grace seriously does not mean to interpret it in a relativistic sense 
and thus end up with “cheap” grace. On the contrary, the one who is touched 
by radical grace will be drawn into an even deeper understanding of this grace 
as “costly” (Dietrich Bonhoeffer). 

Sometimes, interreligious dialogue tends to compare positive “achieve-
ments” of different religions for humanity. If we take the insight into radical 
grace seriously, however, we are called, rather, to look at those moments where 
religious traditions are most passive, when they refer to the utter dependence 
upon God’s grace. 

New anthropology: deep neighbourliness
In his treatise “The Freedom of a Christian,” Luther unfolds the double effect 
of God’s radical grace: unique freedom and deep neighbourliness. As God has 
touched us with God’s abundant love, we are truly free, we don’t need to worry 
and be concerned about our own lives. Therefore, we have the capacity and the 
energy to worry and be concerned about the lives of others. We can put the 
neighbour and his or her well-being at the centre of our attention. Luther says:

I will therefore give myself as a Christ to my neighbour, just as Christ offered 
himself to me; I will do nothing in this life except what I see is necessary, 
profitable, and salutary for my neighbour, since through faith I have an abun-
dance of all good things in Christ. 

Behold, from faith flows forth love and joy in the Lord, and from love a 
joyful, willing, and free mind that serves one’s neighbour willingly and takes 
no account of gratitude or ingratitude, of praise and blame, of gain or loss . . . 

Hence, as our heavenly Father has in Christ freely come to our aid, we 
also ought freely to help our neighbour through our body and its works, 
and each one should become as it were a Christ to the other that we may be 
Christs to one another and Christ may be the same in all, that is, that we may 
be truly Christians.13
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Luther’s call to deep neighbourliness has made a great impact; thus, dia-
conal work has become an important characteristic of the Lutheran church. 
The key point is that the person in need is first and foremost identified as our 
“neighbour.” Whether a person is a Christian, a Muslim, a Hindu, or an agnos-
tic, we first and foremost see him or her as neighbour. 

I believe that this practical focus on caring for people in need has enabled 
encounter between people of different faiths. People are able to build relation-
ships without first sorting out all questions of faith. This pragmatic approach is 
helpful, and there is always space for engaging in faith questions as a second or 
third step in the relationship. Whenever we are able to establish relationships 
as neighbours, this helps to counter hostility and misperceptions. 

Again, the basis for being able to enter into new relationships with oth-
ers comes out of the freedom that God has bestowed upon us. As Hans-Peter 
Großhans writes, “Because they are free, Christians are able to begin something 
new, for example to initiate new relationships or to restore old ones through 
forgiveness and reconciliation. As free agents, Christians share in divine cre-
ativity. Only a free person is able to give true love: a love that seeks the best 
interests of others.”14

Epilogue

In 1517 Martin Luther wrote the 95 theses against indulgences, which trig-
gered a movement that transformed not only the church, but also society. 
Luther denounced the church’s commodification of religion and proclaimed 
that salvation was not constituted by human agency, but by God’s agency. 
God’s creative, redeeming, and sustaining agency provides the basis for any 
human agency. Consequently, such theology criticizes any religious practice 
when it becomes either a commodity at the disposal of human beings or an 
end in itself. But wherever religious practice opens up the possibility for God to 
meet the people, this can be a potentially revelatory and salvific place. Experi-
ences of multiple religious belonging are a challenge and an opportunity. They 
call for theological engagement, in constructive and prophetic ways. They call 
for a deeper understanding of God’s vulnerability and agency.15
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Heup Young Kim

Multiple Religious Belonging as 
Hospitality: A Korean Confucian-
Christian perspective

It is good that you should take hold of the one,  
without letting go of the other; for the one who 
fears God shall succeed with both. 
—Eccl. 7:18

“Multiple religious belonging” has become a significant issue in today’s 
theological discussion. From the vantage point of a Korean theologian, how-
ever, discourses on this issue continue to centre on Western Christian perspec-
tives, mainly dealing with it as a Western phenomenon. Most theologians and 
scholars in the discussion presuppose the Christian faith, taking for granted 
the Christian identity as a given, with the rest of the world religions defined 
as “others.” Excited with finding this new possibility of religious and spiritual 
explorations, they seem to enjoy a new, daring freedom of religious choice. 
Their reflections still remain on academic, scholarly, epistemic, and speculative 
levels, while keeping a safe hermeneutical distance from what they call “other 
religions.”

CHAPTER 5
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Yet the attitude of Western theologians and scholars toward multireligious 
belonging looks odd and naïve to Christians who come from the so-called 
other religions. In order to attain a religious belonging to Christianity, many 
of them underwent processes in relation to their own traditions and communi-
ties, which of course has had significant religious implications. Some have had 
to become deserters and betrayers of their beloved families and communities. 
It has happened not only in Korea, but also in Asia as a whole, that Chris-
tians from non-Christian traditions have had to leave their own traditions, 
cultures, religions, rituals, symbols, metaphors, communities, and sometimes 
even countries. 

For example, a main reason for Pope Francis’s visit to South Korea in 
2014—his first visit in Asia—was to beatify 124 Koreans who were martyred 
by the last Korean Confucian dynasty (Joseon) because of their new Chris-
tian faith. These Korean martyrs sacrificed their lives in order to belong to the 
Roman Catholic Church, which, unfortunately, at that time, demanded them 
to abandon their core societal ritual (ancestor worship). In that highly Con-
fucianized society, this abolishment was regarded as a terribly humiliating and 
dangerously offensive act that implied an undeniable rejection of their native 
traditional and communal belongings. Likewise, in Asia, religious belonging 
was (and in some places still is) not a simple matter of free choice but a struggle 
of life and death (if not physically, then mentally and socially). In my case, it 
required a heartbreaking separation from my native belongings (the commu-
nity of our family members and relatives and the Confucian tradition) that we 
have kept for more than one-and-a-half millennia with clearly written records 
of genealogy. As I have written elsewhere:

The most dramatic incident happened at the funeral of my beloved mother. 
Using my status as the eldest son of my family, which is in fact a Confucian 
authority, I succeeded in performing her funeral in a Christian style instead 
of the traditional Confucian one. This act, of course, involved an evangelical 
motive to make use of this event as an opportunity to proclaim the Good 
News to these stubborn Confucian relatives, in accordance with the evan-
gelical teaching of the charismatic Korean Church I attended in New York 
City. The result of this change was tragic. My relatives became outraged and 
received my obvious betrayal of their impeccable tradition as an offensive 
act. After the funeral, my eldest uncle, the most respected person in my clan, 
privately summoned me and said with a mournful face: “I don’t care what 
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kind of faith you have. But never had I expected that you would be the one 
who broke up our impeccable tradition of a thousand years like this!” This 
remark struck me like a thunder and made me realize that there was some-
thing wrong with my understanding of the new faith in an either-or dualism. 
In fact, this was the moment I committed myself to the study of Christian 
theology.1

To people like us, what are these Western scholars saying under the name 
of multiple religious belonging? Are they now telling us that, in fact, we did 
not have to leave our native belongings? If so, it is not only naïve but also irre-
sponsible, as if killing us twice. 

In this paper, therefore, as a theologian from a non-Christian (Confucian) 
background, I will elaborate a different viewpoint on the issue of multiple reli-
gious belonging. In Korea, hostility continues to be the rampant attitude of the 
Christian faith, taught by Western missionaries as an exclusively monotheistic 
religion. In this context, Western discourses on “multiple religious dialogue” 
could be viewed as ambiguous, impractical, hypothetical, and abstract ideas 
for religious tolerance. For us, furthermore, our traditional, non-Christian reli-
gions are not “other” religions but “our” own religions, whereas, contrary to 
the Christian West, Christianity was in fact (and still is) the “other” (and a 
foreign) religion. In order to move beyond prevailing religious hostility and 
the ambiguous, scholarly, religious tolerance (epistemology), multiple religious 
belonging must find more advanced theological bases. I would like to suggest 
that Christ’s unequivocal command for hospitality can be a viable solution 
with an understanding of the Protestant principle of coram Deo (no religious 
belonging in front of God), the dual belonging of the cosmic Christ, and the 
trinitarian hospitality (the Oneness in multiple identities). 

Multiple Religious Belonging as Hostility:  
The Korean Context

Upon being elected as the mayor of Seoul on 31 May 2004, the former presi-
dent of South Korea, Lee Myung-bak, solemnly proclaimed: “I declare that the 
City of Seoul is a holy place governed by God; the citizens in Seoul are God’s 
people; the churches and Christians in Seoul are spiritual guards who protect 
the city. . . . I now dedicate Seoul to the Lord!”2 Immediately, this statement, 
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steeped in a heavy overtone of Christendom mentality, brought out bitter out-
rage among not only believers in other religions but also many other people in 
this highly multireligious society. After this incident he would have to make 
repeated open apologies to secure the presidency. 

The last South Korean premier nominee, Moon Chang-keuk, had to with-
draw his own candidacy on 24 June 2014 because of past comments on Korean 
history based on an old missionary perspective of salvation history and Chris-
tian triumphalism.3 He proclaimed: “At the end of the Yi Dynasty [1392–
1910], expecting to eat and play for free was apparently embedded in our 
bloodstream. But [Western] missionaries came to our country and changed 
all that. After converting from laziness to Christianity and deciding to live 
according to the will of God, we changed.”4 In this manner, he denounced his 
native Korean people and traditional Korean (East Asian) religions as inferior, 
lazy, corrupted, and only redeemable by the Christian faith that Western mis-
sionaries brought in. You can imagine how people of the traditional religions 
responded to this statement! 

Nonetheless, both Lee and Moon are not uninformed laypeople, but 
prominent elders of two very prestigious Presbyterian (officially ecumenical) 
churches in Korea. Unfortunately, these two famous, powerful—and to a cer-
tain degree, exemplary—Protestant Christian leaders in Korea manifested the 
reality of the prevailing exclusive and hostile attitude against their own tradi-
tional religions according to what they were taught from Western Christian 
missionaries. It may not be unfair to say that this hostile and self-abnegating 
attitude taught by Western missionaries is still prevalent not only in Korea 
but also in Asia as a whole. The Congress of Asian Theologians (CATS) once 
reviewed Christian mission in Asia as follows: 

The modern missionary era in Asia . . . was to a great extent, a dismal phase 
with hostile, aggressive, and even arrogant attitude to the other faiths. The 
local cultures and religious traditions of Asia were often looked upon as infe-
rior ones that had to be replaced by Christianity and western cultural tradi-
tions. The missionary praxis, in general, was one of converting and baptizing 
people of other religions and extending the churches at the cost of the social, 
cultural and religious values that constituted their inherent sense of dignity 
and identity.5
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In fact, religious belonging was not a popular concept in Korea (like other 
countries in East Asia) before Christianity introduced a rigid system of church 
membership. For much longer than the history of Protestantism (over a mil-
lennium), three great East Asian religions—Confucianism, Taoism, and Bud-
dhism—had existed together in a relatively harmonious relationship. Before 
Christianity came, it can be said that Korean people and society accepted a 
loose concept of multiple religious belonging. Even though they were associ-
ated with different traditions, they regarded one another as fellow sojourners 
walking on this road (everyday life) to the truth, and respected each other for 
mutual learning. Unlike the religious history of the Christian West, there was 
not much serious bloodshed, conflicts, and warfare, as there remained a rela-
tively peaceful harmony among multiple religions. In fact, it was none other 
than the expansive Western Christianity that broke up this peaceful harmony 
and equilibrium among multiple religions, calling them “others,” and instead 
brought in daunting hostility and deadly antagonism amongst religions, pursu-
ing a militant crusade for membership. 

The fierce demonstrations of those fundamentalist Korean Christians 
outside the BEXCO convention centre during the 10th general assembly of 
the World Council of Churches in 2013, in Busan, South Korea, was not an 
unusual event, but would be understandable if the situation were properly 
considered. The WCC’s interfaith openness toward other religions directly 
implies an existential threat to the protestors’ Christian identities (or belong-
ing) that they have strived to attain through rigorous self-denial of their native 
belongingness, including religious traditions. They, in fact, honestly confess 
and testify to the reality of Christians in Korea (and perhaps in Asia as a whole) 
who are still in a struggle with their own religious identities, suffering traumas 
experienced in the process of self-degradation by hostile and fundamentalist 
Western missionaries who were ignorant of Korean (and Asian) traditional reli-
gions. If multiple religious belonging is discussed without proper consideration 
of these catastrophic mistakes performed by Western Christian missions in 
Asia, it would be nothing more than a naïve and irresponsible armchair talk of 
Western theologians and scholars, with a shameful amnesia of Asian mission 
history. 
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Multiple Religious Belonging as an Absurd Religious 
Tolerance (Epistemology)

I understand that Western theologians and scholars who claim double or 
multiple religious belonging (freedom to belong to “other mansions”)—such 
as Christian-Buddhist, Christian-Hindu, Christian-Confucian, and so on—
often after deep experiences in and appreciations of Asian religions through 
interreligious encounters and dialogues, have honest intentions. Nevertheless, 
I doubt that Western scholars ever move beyond hypothetical, methodological, 
or comparative levels based on an epistemology of religion, whether it is inclu-
sivism or religious pluralism. I wonder whether they are really free from the 
prolonged (conscious and unconscious) presupposition (of Christian religious 
imperialism) that Christianity is the ultimate (or “primary”) religion, whereas 
others are penultimate (or secondary) religions. 

About two decades ago, I advocated “a dual religious citizenship.” Person-
ally identifying as a Confucian-Christian, I pointed out the limits of Western 
theologians active in interreligious dialogue. Without alluding to most West-
ern theologians at that time, even the liberal pluralist John Hick warned of 
crossing the Rubicon of dual religious citizenship: “[O]ne can only center one’s 
religious life wholeheartedly and unambiguously upon one of them . . . but 
not more than one at once.”6 Classifying dual citizenship in three categories, 
cultural, ethical, and religious, the progressive inclusivist Hans Küng also con-
cluded, “as much as cultural and ethical dual citizenship is possible and ought 
to be made possible even anew, a religious dual citizenship in the deepest sense 
of faith should be excluded—by all the great religions.” He cautioned, “Chris-
tian inculturation, not dual religious citizenship, must be the watchword!”7

For us Asians this was indeed an odd watchword. Although knowing well 
the East Asian situation, even Küng, as a most open-minded European theo-
logian toward great world religions, could not transcend an epistemic dualism 
in the either-or mode of thinking, inherited through Western Christianity. He 
wrote, “Therefore, even with every cultural and ethical possibility for integra-
tion, the truth of every religion extends to a depth that ultimately challenges 
every person to a yes or no, to an either-or.”8 The brilliance of the Nicene Creed 
of the Trinity (not either one or three, but both one and three) and the Chal-
cedonian Christology, though, lie in the fact that the church fathers enabled 
Christian faith to overcome Greek dualism (either divinity or humanity) to 
declare christological dual belonging (both heavenly and earthly). Nevertheless, 
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the Western church has not fully grasped this great wisdom of the ancient 
ecumenical church, but, turning the clock back, maintained ecclesiasti-
cal and epistemic intolerance to the other, anachronistically returning to an 
Arian monotheism (“only one!”) and a pre-Constantine confessional complex 
(“either-or”). 

For East Asian Christians, dual or multiple religious citizenship or belong-
ing is not such an epistemic and speculative issue, but a hermeneutical and 
existential problem. For example, for us, Confucianism is a historical reality 
(perhaps ontologically given by the grace of God’s creation). We have no her-
meneutical distance to put aside and objectify Confucianism as the status of 
the other religion. As Chinese Confucian scholar Tu Wei-ming states, “East 
Asians may profess themselves to be Shintoists, Taoists, Buddhists, Muslims, 
or Christians, but by announcing their religious affiliations seldom do they 
cease to be Confucians.” For us Koreans, and for some East Asians, in this way 
Confucianism is not one of the other religions, but our own religion. If an 
assertion for multiple religious belonging still keeps a hidden presupposition 
that Christianity is the ultimate religion and others penultimate, it seems to us 
nothing more than a nice way of expressing an absurd religious tolerance or an 
upgraded strategy of mission and evangelism in disguise, such as Karl Rahner’s 
“Anonymous Christian.”

Western theologians and scholars in the generations following those pio-
neers in interreligious dialogue, such as Hick and Küng, do not seem to prog-
ress much further. Although they have gone one step forward with an explicit 
provocation of “multiple religious belonging,” they still insist that one should 
transparently identify the primary religion to which one belongs. They argue 
that this distinction is necessary to make the discussion theologically proper 
and logically coherent. What a strange multiple religious belonging this is! 
It is nonsense, exposing an insufficient understanding and commitment to 
Christian theology. Moreover, what they consider “logical coherence” is, rather, 
based on the Western mode of thinking, that is, monism, possibly reinforced 
by exclusive monotheism. This is, in fact, neither a Christian logic nor a proper 
Christian doctrine of God. The mystery of Jesus Christ is based on his dual 
belonging and the Christian God has triune (multiple) identities. Even though 
these scholars argue it is logical, it is logical only in the “either-or” mode of 
Western monistic and substantial thinking. East Asian “both-and” mode of 
relational thinking such as yin-yang has no problem in logically including dual 
identities. 
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A sophisticated type of multiple religious belonging is named as “asymmet-
rical belonging” that “involves belonging primarily to one religion while also 
identifying with another.”9 It is also self-contradictory to set up an unnecessary 
boundary: “It is, indeed, only insofar as one is moved or inspired by a teaching 
or practice in another religion that one will seek to incorporate it in one’s own 
religious life and in the life of one’s primary religion of belonging.”10 Neverthe-
less, this type does not so much refer to a dual or multiple religious belonging 
as an intrareligious dialogue. Furthermore, if it refers to Christianity as primary 
and others as secondary, it cannot be viewed as a position fully free from reli-
gious imperialism and arrogance. Whether consciously or unconsciously, there 
underlies an implicit cultural and philosophical imperialism: it is permissible 
for Western Christian scholars to belong to Western cultural and philosophical 
traditions which have religious implications; however, it is prohibited, in the 
name of Christianity, for Asian Christians to belong to their own Asian cultural 
and philosophical traditions such as Confucianism. Notwithstanding, I claim 
that I, as a Confucian-Christian, am both fully Christian and fully Confucian, 
rejecting the primary–secondary or the fully–partial distinction. I also argue 
that this position has authentic and strong theological bases. 

Christological Foundations for Multiple Religious 
Belonging

a. �Dual belonging of Jesus Christ: A fundamental axiom of Christianity is a 
belief that Jesus Christ is both fully God and fully human as expressed 
in the Nicene Creed (325). Christianity is based on a faith in the dual 
belongingness of Christ, not based on a philosophy or logic of “either-or” 
monism (either divine or human, either Christianity or other religion, 
etc. ). If we have to choose a Christian logic, in fact, it is not an “either-
or” logic of Western monism (or dualism) but, rather, closer to a “both-
and” logic of East Asian holism, such as T’ai-chi consisting of both yin 
and yang in complementary opposites. From the vantage point of the per-
son of Christ, the latter is much more proper.11 Thus, a dual (or multiple) 
belonging has a logical and theological basis in Christology (the person of 
Christ). Imitating Christ (fully dual belonging of Christ), Asian (Korean) 
Christians can be both Christian and Asian (Korean) at the same time, as 
fully as European Christians can be both Christian and European. 
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b. �Chalcedonian christological formula: The four adverbs of the christologi-
cal formula in the Chalcedonian Creed (451) present significant impli-
cations. The duality of both full divinity and humanity coexists in the 
person of Christ Jesus “without confusion, without change, without 
separation, and without division.” This coexistence in the unity of dual-
ity (or multiplicity), while retaining differentiation, entails an ontologi-
cal and theological basis for a Christian theology of dual (or multiple) 
religious belonging and a paradigm for Christian anthropology. Analo-
gously to Christ’s dual belonging, for example, Asian Christians can be 
both fully Christian (in relation to divinity) and both Asian (as human) 
with their own religious traditions, in unity while retaining duality and 
differentiation (“unconfusedly, unchangeably, undividedly, and insepa-
rably”) at the same time. 

c. �Dual citizenship of Christian anthropology: The Christian Bible iden-
tifies Christians as “aliens and exiles” in the world (1 Pet. 2:11) and 
propagates that Christians have dual citizenship, belonging to both 
heaven and earth (Phil. 3:20). The eschatological existence of Christians 
refers to their ultimate citizenship, which belongs to heaven. Neverthe-
less, they also have an earthly existence that bestows freedom and the 
right to embrace and embody their own traditional religious traditions 
endowed by birth, following the paradigm of Christ’s full incarnation in 
humanity which embraced and embodied Judaism, the religion of his 
mother and father. Hence, in Christian anthropology, there is a basis 
for Christians to have freedom to belong to their own native religious, 
cultural, and philosophical traditions, which eventually bring forth dual 
or multiple belonging. 

Multiple Religious Belonging as Hospitality

Hospitality is the foundation of Christian faith and an unconditional com-
mand of Christ, as expressed in the parable of the sheep and goats (Matt. 
25:31-46). Henri Nouwen writes, “If there is any concept worth restoring to its 
original depth and evocative potential, it is the concept of hospitality.”12 Chris-
tine Pohl also claims, “Hospitality is the lens through which we can read and 
understand much of the gospel, and a practice by which we can welcome Jesus 
himself.”13 A key Greek word for hospitality in the Christian Bible, philo-xenia, 
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etymologically means “Love strangers!” Christ made it stronger—“You should 
treat them as me”—by saying, “Just as you did it to one of the least of these 
who are members of my family, you did it to me” (Matt. 25:40). I said at the 
Seventh Congress of Asian Theologians: 

[Hospitality] relativizes every Christian doctrine and articulation of meta-
physical, ideological, and systematic thought. In terms of the social loca-
tion, strangers are more important theologically than others. The notion of 
Christian hospitality demands Christians to pay a preferential option to the 
poor, strangers, the alienated, the disabled, those in prison, and so on. In this 
cosmic age, this preferential care for strangers should be further extended 
to embrace and embody God’s transcendent agapeic love toward the world, 
including human nature, other lives, and the eco-system on the earth.14

Of course, this list of hospitality toward strangers should include those in 
other religions as well. In practicing hospitality, a key issue is to abandon the 
prestige, rights, and powers of being a host. The Christian mission of the West, 
however, went in the opposite direction, taking over the mission field to be the 
host in the land, although they were guests in the land, as told in the stories of 
the Thanksgiving holiday and apartheid. An African Christian leader stated, 
“When the [European] missionaries came to Africa they had the Bible and we 
had the land. They said ‘Let us pray.’ We closed our eyes. When we opened 
them we had the Bible and they had the land.”15 This is not the Christian way 
of hospitality Jesus taught us, but a crafty way of invasion, conquest, colonial-
ization, and exploitation under the name of Christian mission. 

The “will to become host” or “will-to-host” would be a main cause for 
the original sin of Western imperial Christianity. The will to host, it inevitably 
leads to host-ility, in opposition to hospital-ity. As long as Western Christians do 
not give up their persistent (but many times hidden) presupposition that their 
religion is the host and other religions are guests (in need of their surveillance), 
they should be subject to a hermeneutics of suspicion, regardless of any good 
intentions they suggest. Western discourses on multiple religious belonging 
should pass through this scrutiny because many of them yet seem to retain 
a Christian (or ecclesiastical) will-to-host, as it is manifested in the idea of 
“asymmetrical” or “primary” distinction. For such notions of multiple religious 
belonging could be an updated version of cunning Western Christian imperial-
ism and religious colonialism; namely, host-ility in disguise, which is even more 
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dangerous. It can involve humiliation and an exploitation of wisdoms of other 
great religions, by subjugating them as flowery additions at their academic din-
ing table. Previously I have written: 

God is the only unconditional host. The nucleus of the Christian story is that 
the sovereign host-God emptied Godself completely to become a vulnerable 
human-guest and a stranger in this world. . . . This is a key to understand the 
mystery of Jesus, i.e., God’s hospitality par excellence. The theme of Embrac-
ing and Embodying God’s Hospitality Today in Asia would be ultimately 
summarized in the question, “What would Jesus do to strangers and others 
in Asia if he came in this age of migration, globalization and science today?” 
What would he do and how would he welcome immigrant workers, multi-
cultural marriages, refugees, the disabled, prisoners, people in other religions, 
other beings on this susceptible planet, possible extraterritorial (ET) guests 
from outer space, beings which come into existence by manipulations of sci-
ence and technology, and so on? In the Asian context, furthermore, the hos-
pitality list should include not only those in the present and the future but 
also those in the past, particularly ancestors.16

This list for Asian Christian hospitalities of course includes our own 
(forcedly rejected, hence almost forgotten) religious metaphors, which pro-
foundly implies multiple religious belonging.17

Trinitarian Hospitality: Ontological Foundation  
for Multiple Belonging

The Christian notion of hospitality is ultimately based on the immanent and 
the economic Trinity and their perichoresis. I further wrote: 

Hospitality is the triune welcome of humanity in the life of the Trinity (the 
immanent Trinity). The triune God sent their only son to embrace human-
ity, which is an economy of the Trinity. The Incarnation of Jesus Christ is 
an embodiment of the triune hospitality for the world. The Crucifixion of 
the God-man Jesus was the climax of the drama of divine hospitality. The 
blessings and joy of the Resurrection indicate the gifts to be received by the 
person who condescends, crossing boundaries, limitations, differences, and 
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idiosyncracies, to execute hospitality to others including strangers. The peri-
choresis (the Father in the Son and the Son in the Father) notes the prototype 
of humanity as co-humanity, being-in-fellowship, being-in-togetherness, or 
being-in-between. Hospitality as an active participation in the process of rad-
ical humanization is an act of copying this triune coinherence (perichoresis) 
on our existences. 

Creation is a masterpiece of God’s hospitality to beings in the universe. 
Through Jesus Christ, God opened the door to enable us to enter into the life 
of the triune immanence. The Economic Trinity is a supreme act of divine 
hospitality welcoming humanity in the world. . . . The Trinity embodied 
divinity in humanity and embraced humanity in divinity in and through 
the anthropocosmic drama of Jesus Christ, which is the mystery of salva-
tion. And it is in fact the ultimate foundation and source for hospitality. As 
Christian mission is ultimately the mission of God (Missio Dei), hospitality 
is finally not a human, ecclesiastical, religious deed, but an infused reflection 
of God’s love in us. “God is already working in the lives of the people who 
come and in the lives of those who welcome them.”18 Doing hospitality does 
in fact signify embracing and embodying God’s hospitality, by participating 
in the magnificent, gracious cosmic drama of the Trinity. The living God 
becomes the dialogical and ontological partner of the human, which Barth 
called “God’s sovereign togetherness with man.”19 God’s deity, which already 
has “the character of humanity,”“includes” our humanity.20

Without any doubt, this trinitarian hospitality should include Asian reli-
gions (our own, forcedly rejected, hence almost forgotten, religious meta-
phors), and provide an ontological basis for multiple religious belonging (as 
the triune Godhead). Analogous to the relationship of the immanent Trinity, 
intrarelationship among multiple religions should not be “asymmetrical” but, 
rather, “symmetrical”; not similar (homoi, subordinational) but, rather, same 
(homo, or equal). 

The Western either-or logic of substance metaphysics cannot fully grasp 
the mystery of the trinitarian paradox of one nature (una substantia) and 
three persons (tres hypostaseis). In light of the yin-yang way of complementary 
opposites, however, this one-and-three paradox is no longer a problem but 
reconciled within the both-and logic of relational thinking.21 In fact, the “one 
and two” and the “one and three” principles are the foundation of East Asian 
ontocosmology of Tao (Tao-te Ching: 42) or T’ai-chi (the Great Ultimate). 
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This relational ontology of change is contrasted with the essentialist ontology 
of being in the West. In this relational ontology, multiple religious belonging 
is not only acceptable but also constitutes the very meaning of abundant life, 
always in both change (being in becoming) and exchange (perichoresis). 

Further Thoughts: The Paradox of Multiple Belonging 
and None Belonging

Remembering the tragic mission history of Western religious imperialism, dis-
courses on multiple religious belonging need to begin with metanoia in order to 
be free from Western propensities to subdue or colonize things in their mission 
fields—namely, the will-to-host, perhaps an original sin of the Western impe-
rial Christianity. Otherwise, it could be yet another tricky attempt to subjugate 
the wisdom of Asian religions as part of a delicious, new religious menu in their 
academic or ecclesiastical dining table where Christianity is the ultimate host. 
Repentance, hospital-ity (not host-ility), and fully equal partnership (without 
“asymmetrical” or “primary” distinction) should be essential prerequisites to 
making discourse on multiple religious belonging worthwhile and valuable. In 
addition to religious imperialism, we also need to guard against a wily deploy-
ment of cultural and philosophical imperialism. We Asians have an authentic 
freedom and right, in front of God, to belong to both Christianity and our 
native Asian traditions, as fully as Western Christians belong to both Chris-
tianity and their own Western traditions. Furthermore, with insights of East 
Asian holistic and relational “both-and” modes of thinking, we can develop 
more advanced Christian bases for a theology of multiple religious belonging. 

Finally, I would like to suggest that a positive discussion of multiple reli-
gious belonging (along with Christ’s incarnation and trinitarian belonging of 
divine hospitality) should be combined with a negative discussion of the “none 
religious belonging.” Martin Luther’s decree of coram Deo implies that there is 
no religious belonging in front of God; first and foremost, no absolute belong-
ing to the (Roman Catholic) church, but a direct relationship with God only 
through faith in Jesus Christ. In the Protestant faith, hence, religious belonging 
is finally not an ultimate but a penultimate matter. What Christians need in 
front of God ultimately is total self-denial and repentance. Between God and 
my existence, there should be nothing in between such as religion (including 
Christianity), institution (church), ideas (philosophy and theology), people, 
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or any other form. Christians’ real belonging is only to God, not to anything 
else—namely, “none religious belonging.” If there is anything else, it is danger-
ous, because it can be an idol, which violates the first commandment. 

A theology of multiple religious belonging, I believe, will become pro-
foundly deepened and even culminated, if it is properly based on the paradox 
of none belonging and multiple belonging, analogous to the paradox of the 
theology of the cross (crucifixion) and the theology of glory (resurrection), held 
with the paradox of the triune God with the One and Three Godhead, and fur-
thermore, the paradox of the None Ultimate (Wu-chi) and the Great Ultimate 
(T’ai-chi). Indeed, this will be a fascinating topic for further discussion. 
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Michael Amaladoss

Being a Hindu-Christian: A Play of 
Interpretations—The Experience of 
Swami Abhishiktananda

India is a multilingual, multicultural, multiethnic and multireligious 
country. It has survived as a secular democratic republic for more than 60 
years. Tensions between different groups have not been lacking. But there have 
also been intergroup relationships. So double, and even multiple, identities 
are not unknown. Intercaste and interreligious marriages are becoming more 
frequent. The children born to such couples have a double identity. But they 
manage to live it in various ways. Particular cases of double identities may 
cross borders, thanks to colonialism and missionary movements. Thanks to 
colonialism, every Indian is somehow marked by some characteristics of the 
colonial power. At the religious level there have been conversions. These have 
led to parallel religiosities, especially at the popular level. There have also been 
double identities. Brahmabandab Upadhyaya would be an example. How do 
people live such an identity? is an interesting question to explore. Rather than 
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look at this question in the abstract, I would like to explore it in the context of 
a particular person who lived it, not without tension. 

For this purpose, I am taking the French Benedictine monk Dom Henri 
Le Saux, who gave himself the Indian name Swami Abhishiktananda (known 
also as Swamiji), when, together with another French priest, Abbe Monchanin, 
he founded an Indian Christian monastery, or ashram, called Shantivanam, 
near Tiruchirappalli, in 1950. In the last years of his life some of his friends 
in France thought he had become a Hindu, while others, including those in 
India, thought that he remained a Catholic. This is obviously a clear sign of 
double identity. How did he arrive at that stage? Swamiji was attracted by 
Hindu mystics even before he landed in India. His goal in coming to India and 
founding the ashram was to show the Hindu mystics, whom he admired, that 
there was a mystic tradition also in Christianity. His first major work, Saccidan-
anda, described the advaitic mysticism of Ramana Maharishi of Thiruvanna-
malai and tried to show how it can find fulfillment in the trinitarian mysticism 
of Christianity. He and his companion tried to adopt an Indian way of life 
and worship in the ashram. They wore saffron clothes. They adopted Indian 
postures for prayer. Their worship included Indian rituals like aarathis. They 
used Sanskrit slokas starting with “Om.” They also read from Hindu scriptures. 
An ordinary Christian looking at their worship and way of life would have 
considered them syncretistic. Making an effort to understand ashram life in 
India, he began visiting Hindu ashrams. At the Ramanashram in Thiruvan-
namali he was struck by Ramana’s advaitic spirituality and wanted to have that 
advaitic experience of oneness with the divine. He began spending time at the 
mountain of Thiruvannamali, near the Ramanashram, trying to meditate and 
achieve the advaitic experience. 

In the meantime, his companion at Shantivanam had passed to the Lord. 
Ramana, too, passed away. Then he took as his guru Swami Gnanananda of 
Tirukovilur, near Thiruvannamali. His own quest for advaitic experience took 
him to many other ashrams to meet many other sadhakas, reaching finally 
the Himalayas. Here he was closely associated with Swami Chidananda of 
Sivananda ashram. In the last years of his life he also acquired a disciple by 
the name of Marc, who seems to have been more oriented to advaita than 
himself. Marc was initiated into sannyasahood jointly by himself and Swami 
Chidananda. This could be seen as another sign of double identity. He had 
some rich experiences in the company of Marc. He had a heart attack, while 
rushing for a bus in Rishikesh in July 1973, and died in a hospital run by 
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Sisters in Indore on 7 December 1973. He had an “explosive” experience at 
this time, in which he felt that he had left all namarupa (name and form) 
behind. I shall comeback to this later. But he was faithful to the psalms and to 
the celebration of the eucharist, on the one hand, and to advaitic meditation, 
on the other, until his death. 

Syncretism

Some people who may have participated in a liturgy celebrated by Swamiji 
may accuse him of syncretism. Syncretism refers to the mixing-up of religious 
symbol systems. If someone says that Christ is the same as Krishna because 
both play similar roles in the process of salvation, that would be syncretic. The 
Kandomble group in Brazil, for instance, mix up traditional African and Chris-
tian religious systems. In their places of worship one can see various statues. 
Each one of them will have two names: that of an African god and of a Chris-
tian saint. That could be called syncretistic practice. The symbols that Swamiji 
used were either neutral or given a Christian signification. People sometimes 
identify symbols or gestures with a particular religion without reason. One 
might say that, while praying, Christians light candles and kneel and Hindus 
light oil lamps and sit. Candles or oil lamps are not religious symbols. They 
are simply sources of light and anyone can use them. One can pray in any 
posture, sitting, kneeling, or standing—even lying down. Aarathis or waving 
of flowers and light as signs of honouring someone or something is not only a 
religious symbol. Aarathis are done to the gods, but also to the humans. One 
can garland the statue of a god as well as a human person. In this context we 
have to distinguish between what is Hindu and what is Indian. It is possible 
that sometimes a neutral symbol used in a particular context is given some 
esoteric meaning. A girl and a boy garlanding each other can be understood as 
a symbol of a marriage alliance. Hindu religious poetry has many devotional 
songs expressive of particular emotional attitudes like praise, love, contrition, 
submission, and so forth. These phrases could be used in any religious context. 
They do not become or remain Hindu because they have been used in a Hindu 
context. As a religion moves into different cultures it seeks to express itself 
using the symbolic postures, gestures, and language of that culture, though 
they may also be used in other religious contexts. There is no question of dou-
ble religious identity here. The symbols are in themselves semantically neutral. 
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They are reinterpreted and are given a new orientation in the context of a new 
religion. This is even more clear in the following example. 

Swamiji had the habit of using the chant “Om.” The Hindus consider 
“Om” as a sound symbol of the Absolute. In the process of evolution, the 
sound “Om” is the first to emerge before all other names, forms, and images. 
So it is also considered a pure image, a natural image, and the like. This is per-
haps one reason that Christians like Swamiji felt free to use it, because it is, in a 
way, pre-religious. But Swamiji and other Christians did give it a further twist. 
They said that the sound “Om” is made of three other sounds: O, A, and M: 
One starts with “O,” opens the mouth with “A” and closes it again with “M.” 
It is not merely a sound, but a process of one-in-the-many. Therefore, they saw 
it as a trinitarian symbol: the Father breathing forth the Word and resting in 
the Spirit. In this way, a symbol that is used in a Hindu context is reinterpreted, 
giving it a Christian meaning. It becomes a Christian symbol. Here there is 
neither syncretism nor double religiosity. If it is used in an interreligious con-
text, some Hindus may misunderstand. One can explain the reinterpretation 
to them or leave the symbol aside in order to avoid misunderstanding. In a 
Christian context, too, it will have to be explained to people who hear it for the 
first time. Once explained, it would normally be accepted. Such an explanation 
would avoid “scandal.”

A next stage would be the use of the scriptures of other religions. Scrip-
tures may have stories, hymns, and reflective texts. The scriptures can be read 
at a “secular” or nonreligious level to get a deeper understanding of another 
religion. We can call it a scientific approach. Scholars of comparative religions 
may engage in such a reading. At another level, such texts may have a religious 
significance conveying an attitude, a meaning, or a vision. Scriptures are seen 
as God speaking to a particular group of people. If God has spoken to some 
people, even though God has not addressed me directly, they may have some 
meaning for me, too. I can meditate on it. Swamiji did not bother much about 
the Vedic hymns or the songs of later bhakti saints. He was, rather, concentrat-
ing on the Upanishadic reflections. This choice immediately places him away 
from the ritualistic Hinduism of the Vedas and of the Agamas, which deter-
mines the process of temple worship. He is interacting with Hindu thought 
without getting involved with institutional Hinduism. This can also happen at 
two levels. Just as we see the Old Testament as preparatory to the New and pos-
sibly interpreted in the context of the New, some Christians in India saw the 
other religious scriptures as prebiblical and preparatory. Then they can be read 
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and interpreted in the context of the Bible. At a further level, the nonbiblical 
scriptures can be read for their own sake when one starts realizing that they 
have a vision and language of their own that are not merely preparatory to the 
Bible. From this point of view, the other scriptures are simply different. When 
Christians read them they are dealing with a different religious tradition. If 
we can speak of any double identity at this stage it has nothing to do with the 
religious institution of Hinduism with its rituals, but with the philosophical 
and spiritual path the scriptures outline. When Swamiji spoke of Hinduism, 
he did not refer to any of the philosophers like Sankara or Ramauja or reli-
gious groups like Shaivism and Vaishnavism. He was meditating, rather, on the  
nondual vision of the Upanishads, which can be considered Hindu, but not in 
an institutional sense. A distinction between ritual-institutional and spiritual-
theological may be helpful here. A double, or even mixed, identity is possible 
at the spiritual level, while the distinction remains at the institutional level. 

This choice becomes very clear when he had to initiate his disciple Marc 
into sannyasa. Swamiji saw sannyasa as way of life that is beyond religions. It 
is quest for God-experience that is beyond the religious institutions and their 
rituals. A sannyasi is neither Hindu nor Christian. His God is beyond name 
and form—the God of the mystics. He writes: “Believe me, it is above all in the 
mystery of sannyasa that India and the Church will meet, will discover them-
selves in the most secret and hidden parts of their hearts, in the place where 
they are each most truly themselves, in the mystery of their origin in which 
every outward manifestation is rooted and from which time unfolds itself.”1 
A sannyasi relates to a tradition but goes beyond it. At the same time, Swamiji 
was aware that this vision and experience of sannyasa has its roots in Hindu-
ism, even if it transcends it. That is why he planned the initiation of Marc as a 
double one involving himself and Swami Chidananda as gurus. As a sannyasi, 
Swami Chidananda, too, transcended institutional Hinduism. 

Is Marc a Hindu or a Christian sannyasi? He is both and neither. He has 
gone through, but is beyond, both Hinduism and Christianity. This is a rare 
kind of double identity that is rooted and yet transcendent. Swamiji says: “Peo-
ple are converted—they receive an initiation [diksha], they become Christian, 
Muslim, Sufi, Vedantin, etc. All those are superimposed forms. Whereas the 
essential thing is to strip oneself of all that is superfluously added, to recover 
one’s proper form [svarupa] that was lost.”2 I am sure that Swamiji himself had 
that same experience. He was a Benedictine monk. But he was also initiated 
into the advaitic tradition by Swami Gnanananda. In this sense he must have 
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felt that he was a Christian-Hindu. Probably he wanted Marc to be initiated 
into the same joint tradition. Before his initiation in the waters of the Ganges, 
Swamiji also celebrated the eucharist with Marc. The eucharist and the Ganges 
became the two sources of a new identity. 

What about the Swamiji himself? He was after the experience of nondual 
communion with the Absolute. In his diary he claims to have had this experi-
ence: “The experience of the Upanishads is true, I know it!”3 But at the same 
time he was also attached to Christ and the eucharist, because he felt that his 
communion with the Absolute was in and through Jesus. Jesus is no longer a 
mediator that separates, but a mediation that unites. Swamiji seems to have 
lived in great tension in the last years of his life. One reason for this tension 
may have been the way that he understood the advaitic communion. The dom-
inant stream in Hinduism interpreted it in a strictly monistic sense. Swamiji 
does not give any indication of denying the reality of the world. But he may 
have been tempted by the monistic vision. This, of course, would have led him 
beyond Christianity. On the other hand, he perceived the union between Jesus 
and the Father as advaitic—not-two. He also felt that in and through Christ he 
was united to the Father. This union is also advaitic. I think that the prayer of 
Jesus reported in John’s gospel can be interpreted in this sense: “As you Father 
are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us” (John 17:21). I think that 
Swamiji experienced this communion in the eucharist. This would explain his 
attachment to its celebration. 

Swamiji may have been tempted to interpret the Hindu advaitic experience 
in a monistic sense. He may have been pushed to that also by his disciple Marc. 
But at the same time he did not want to abandon his Christian experience of 
his oneness with the Trinity through Jesus Christ. At the level of the namarupa 
they seemed opposed to each other, but he did not want to abandon either of 
them. His experience during his heart attack blew up or annihilated this differ-
ence. They were there. He was practicing both. Yet, he had gone beyond them. 
His experience was transcendent, but inclusive. This is the way I interpret him. 
He had a Christian experience. He had a Hindu one. But they were not differ-
ent. They were not the same, either. They were non-two, advaitic. The double 
identity does not disappear, but becomes a communion. This may not mean 
anything for people who have not shared his experience. This may be true even 
of Marc, his only disciple, who was probably more monistic than Swamiji. We 
do not know, because we have no access to his diaries. 
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It may be interesting at this stage to look at some of Swamiji’s texts from 
this period. Regarding the advaitic experience, Swamiji says:

The absoluteness of the ultimate mystery is discovered in the absoluteness 
of the self itself, of oneself seen in its full truth. The Self is then seen in the 
self. In the light of pure consciousness, Being shines with its own light. Then 
the eternity, the aseity, the absoluteness, the sovereignty of God are no lon-
ger notions which man tries desperately to understand by way of analogy or 
negations. They are realized in their own truth in the discovery that oneself is, 
beyond all conditioning. Then God is no longer a HE about whom men dare 
to speak among themselves, nor even only a THOU whose presence man 
realizes as facing him. Rather, necessarily starting from oneself, God is dis-
covered and experienced as I, the “aham asmi” of the Upanishads, the “ehieh 
asher ehieh” of the Burning Bush. It is not an I which I abstract or conclude 
from the Thou that I say to him, but an I of which I am aware in the very 
depth of my own I.4

As a Christian, Swamiji sees the experience of Christ as advaitic:

Jesus is a person who has totally discovered, realized his mystery. . . . His name 
is “I AM.” . . . Jesus is saviour by virtue of having realized his NAME. He has 
shown and has opened the way out of samsara, the phenomenal world, and 
has reached the guha, the padam, beyond the heavens—which is the mystery 
of the Father. In discovering the Father, he has not found an “Other”: I and 
the Father are one. In the only Spirit, he has discovered his non-duality with 
Yahweh; it is the Spirit that is the link, the non-duality.5

The saving name of Christ is aham asmi [I AM]. And the deep confes-
sion of faith is no longer the external “Christ is Lord,” but “so’ham asmi” [I 
am he]. Like him at once born and not-born. . . . The Father in relation to 
the Son-to me-to all. The Son in relation to me-all. Myself in relation to every 
conscious being; born in all, ceaselessly. . . , and yet always face to face.6

His experience of Christ is in the eucharist. It is through him that Swamiji 
experiences his own advaitic union. Swamiji’s understanding of the eucharist, 
to which he was faithful until his death, is significant in this context because 
it seems to give all the same a special place to Christ as the Satpurusha. He 
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explains its significance as a celebration preparatory to the initiation of Marc 
as a sannyasi:

In Christian understanding the Eucharist is that unique sacrifice (yajna) 
which Christ, the Satpurusha, the True Man, the Barnasha or Son of Man, 
once for all (ephapax) in the fullness of time offered to God as the summing 
up of all the sacrifices and offerings made by men throughout all ages under 
countless different signs and symbols. In his perfect offering of himself as the 
Adi-Purusha (the primordial, perfect Man) he passed, on his own account 
and on behalf of all those who put their faith in him, beyond the veil which 
is his body (cp Heb 10:19-20), and attained to the bosom of the Father, the 
guha which is at once the deep centre of all and beyond all (cp Col 3:1ff). . . .  
Jesus’ sacrificial offering means the gift of himself for the same of all, and is 
signified in the Eucharist by the gift of his body in the form of food and of 
his blood in the symbol of a beverage—a mystery which is prefigured in the 
Upanishads, where every being is expected to be annam and madhu, food and 
sweet drink, for every other being (e.g. Br. Up., 2. 5).7

This is the reason that Swamiji finds that, for the Christian, “his participa-
tion in the Eucharist and his sacramental communion will be his own personal 
commitment by which he binds himself to pass to the ‘beyond’.”8

For Swamiji, therefore, Jesus Christ is the great manifestation who assumes 
all of us in his own advaitic union with the Father. This means that, on the 
one hand, Christ leads him to the Trinity, because when Jesus has his advaitic 
experience of “aham asmi” [I AM] the Trinity explodes. 

The Trinity is God, the original source, Brahman, the Urgrund; It is the 
atman, the universal presence of God. . . . And finally there is the atmavan, 
God in the form of a person, “one equipped with an atman”, with the spirit 
[pneuma]. To tell the truth, there is only one Person in the Trinity, and that 
is Christ, the Purusha. And I discover this Person in the mystery of my own 
aham, myself full of the Self [atma-purna], myself having come to my atma.9

On the other hand, Christ also integrates, while transcending, the whole 
universe. Writing to Marc, he says:
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Jesus did not cudgel his brains to make a philosophy about his advaita with 
God. He lived this non-duality with absolute intensity simply by gazing like 
a child at his “Abba.”  And he taught his people to live, simply but deeply, a 
life of loving union with their brothers—a union of mutual giving without 
limit. And in the absoluteness of their self-giving to God and the neighbour, 
the [non-dual] Absolute is found and lived with far greater truth than in 
Vedantin speculations. . . . In the dazzling light of the vision of Being, you 
have perhaps been over-strict in rejecting all the namarupas. And yet, in the 
sariram that we bear, it is in the experience of these namarupas itself that we 
discover advaita. . . . If we set them in opposition, we have lost our way.10

This is why in the case of Swamiji we can speak of a Christian advaita. 
This is not monistic in the Sankara model. Although Swamiji does not refer to 
him, he would have found resonances of his own experience in the model of 
Ramanuja. 

Swamiji’s experience was completed and confirmed during his heart attack. 
On 23 July 1973, he wrote to Odette Baumer-Despeigne that he had experi-
enced the “Awakening”: “It is wonderful to undergo such an experience which 
brings the fullness of peace and joy beyond all circumstances, even those of 
death or life. Life can never be the same since I have found the Awakening! 
Rejoice with me. . . . The awakening is a total explosion. No Church will recog-
nize its Christ or itself afterwards. And precisely for that (reason), no one likes 
the ‘atomic mushroom’!”11

Clarifications

If I speak of double religious identity in the case of Swami Abhishiktananda, 
it does not refer to institutional identity. He was never recognized as a Hindu. 
He was functioning as a Christian, though he would have been considered as 
somewhat institutionally marginal, trying to break new ground in the area of 
interreligious relationships. Some of the churches who are not open to inter-
religious dialogue may even have expelled him. I do not know!

Some people suggest that mystical experience is a neutral experience of 
God not linked to any particular faith. Such an issue cannot be discussed in the 
abstract. Swami Abhishiktananda himself may have thought so at some stage, as 
I have indicated earlier. But he remained a Christian until his death. I think that 
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every mystic starts his or her search for God experience in the context of a particu-
lar religion. Even if this context is transcended at some stage, such a transcendent 
dimension is always rooted in an immanent dimension and the original context 
does not totally disappear. With reference to Swami Abhishiktananda, what hap-
pened was that his context itself became interreligious. He was influenced both 
by the gospels and the Upanishads. Christ becomes an advaitin. Swamiji seems 
to interpret his own advaitic experience as a sharing in Christ’s experience. This 
is where we see the double religious identity at the level of the context of his life. 
He interpreted his own mystical experience in that context. The transcendence is 
rooted in the immanence. I think that it is not a neutral experience. 

Conclusion

A commentator exploring the experience of Swamiji has suggested that there 
are four possible explanations of it, namely that he (a) gradually went “off the 
deep end”; or (b) became a Hindu; or (c) found the nondual place beyond all 
religions; or (d) covered his enduring Christianity with a layer of Upanisadic 
language. He suggests that, while the first two conclusions are not correct, 
the third and fourth may be true at different times. Swamiji himself may not 
have been too sure where exactly he stood, sometimes leaning to one side and 
at other times in the other direction. It is true that Swamiji himself was in 
tension. I think that his tension and also ours comes precisely because we try 
to interpret his experience either from a Hindu or a Christian point of view. 
I think that Swamiji’s experience—especially the “explosion”—was beyond 
the normal Hindu or Christian perspective. But Swamiji saw it as inclusive 
of both. Can we speak of a double identity in his case? Certainly it has noth-
ing to do with an institutional double identity. Was it an experiential spiritual 
one? Yes and no. Yes, because he spoke of his experience both in Hindu and 
Christian terms. No, because it seems to be a single experience embracing two 
poles in tension. Some would say that he had become a Hindu. Others would 
say that he remained a Christian. But both groups will have difficulty in fully 
grasping his experience and accepting him if they approach it only from their 
limited point of view. No one else, to my knowledge, has spoken about such an 
experience. But I suspect that if he had to use a religious language to explain his 
experience he would have used a Christian one, simply because of the reality of 
Christ in his life and experience. 
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James Ponniah

Shrines, Ritual Hospitality, and  
Hybrid Identities in South Asia

This essay is built on a few of assumptions and preferences about  
religions in general and those of India in particular. The first assumption is that 
religions in India, be it Hinduism, Christianity, Islam, or Sikhism, are basi-
cally heterogeneous and multifaceted. Hence, the religious landscape in India 
is characterized not only by interreligious diversity but also by intrareligious 
diversity which provide pluralities to a particular religious tradition between 
and within denominations, regions, and ethnicities. The latter, intrareligious 
diversity, may be more pronounced and accepted as normal state of affairs in 
one religion, and less articulated or perhaps frowned upon in another religion. 
Hence, one can speak of Hinduisms or Christianities and Islams in India. Sec-
ond, I prefer to approach this pluriform religious phenomena from a nones-
sentialistic epistemological lens, and refuse to privilege one form over the other. 
Instead, I consider each of them as a reality in the making, which is constantly 
negotiated and constructed by the religious practitioners. Third, I prefer to 
take issue with the absence of interest among the academian popular religious 
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practices, especially among the theologians who view popular religiosity as ves-
tiges of superstition and religious ignorance. 

This prejudice is an outcome of primacy that academia has assigned to 
one set of epistemological and conceptual categories over another, that is, the 
primacy given to texts over practices, literacy over orality, and the Western 
disciplinary frameworks over the indigenous worldviews. But such a treatment 
issues forth from a mindset which valourizes the text as a locus of intrinsic 
absolute authority, thereby negating the validity of religious experience of the 
common people. This can be construed as the negation of the “cultural other.” 
Negation is a rhetorical device that conceptualizes the other “as absence, emp-
tiness, nothingness or death.”1 This negation oftentimes acts as a provisional 
erasure, puncturing and deleting the meaning systems of the “cultural other,” 
while clearing a space for the expansion of one’s theological imagination and 
pursuit of one’s own theological agenda rather unilaterally, thereby turning a 
blind eye to the experiences of the common people. 

It is my belief in these presuppositions or biases which enables me to 
launch a search for hybrid identities produced and promoted in the shrines of 
South Asia. This essay is based on two religious phenomena in Tamilnad: one 
Muslim and one Christian. The Christian shrine to be discussed is in a place 
called Uvari, a coastal Catholic village in the district of Tuticorine, Tamilnadu. 
The Muslim shrine is in Nagore in the district of Tanjore. Scholars like Susan 
Bayly, Selva Raj, Vasudha Narayanan, Corrine Dempsey, Joanna Waghorne, 
Rowena Robinson, Roy Burman, and many others who have studied either 
Indian Christianity or Indian Islam draw our attention to indigenity, hetero-
geneity, hybridity, and hospitality of these so-called foreign religions of India, 
not as they are conceived and conceptualized by the traditional religious elites, 
but as they are lived out by the common peoples who bring together various 
religions into interaction, dialogue, and mutual reciprocity. 

Three Examples of Interreligious Intermingling

As a way of narrating the intermingling of two traditions, let me first recount 
three instances which I witnessed in my life. The first instance is a set of events 
that took place way back in 2002, in Chennai. On an Ayudha pooja day (a 
special day in which a set of Hindu rituals are performed to invoke god’s bless-
ing on one’s work or business), my brother, a charted accountant, asked me 
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to bless his office. When I got there and was about to perform my duty as a 
priest to bless my brother’s office, I was asked to wait. In the meantime, in 
walked a Hindu man who performed a standard ritual of Ayudha pooja, with 
watermelon and camphor placed in all four corners of the office and a burning 
incense stick waved over the account books and office files, including a small 
Hindu icon in front of the doorsteps of the office. Once that was done, I was 
asked to say the Christian prayer. Later that same day, I took part in another 
blessing in my friend’s office, a cab company run by a pious and traditional 
Roman Catholic. I did the Christian blessing for his front office, while my 
friend’s back office had a Hindu blessing. Indian Christian professionals like 
my brother and businessmen like my friend, influenced by the Tamil or Hindu 
religious milieu in which they are now, seem to be comfortable with practicing 
a hybridized type of Christianity, different from the one which they, as tradi-
tional Christians, learned at home, where they were told to have nothing to do 
with paganistic Hindu gods and rituals. 

The second instance relates to what struck me in Mount Mary Church 
in Bombay. When I entered the church premises last year, in connection with 
some fieldwork I was doing for a comparative study of embodied practices 
between Christians and Hindus, I was struck by the presence of a number 
of stalls in the church which sold wax facsimiles of different body parts, cars, 
dogs, and children. While looking at these objects I was wondering if I was 
in Tamilnadu or in Maharastra, as I did not see any such objects in any other 
Hindu shrines. As Vasudha Narayanan notes, offering body parts is a typical 
Tamil custom, not practiced north of Andhra and Karnataka.2 Similar objects 
were also found very common in a local Velankanni shrine at Kadhkiin Pune. 
This Tamil custom, found across Christian, Hindu, and Muslim shrines in 
Tamilnadu, has travelled to Maharastra through the devotees of Our Lady of 
Velankanni. 

The third instance took place recently in Thennali, in the state of Andhra, 
where I went to attend an Evangelical Lutheran marriage. Two things caught 
my attention in the marriage rituals. First, the pastor who came to do the 
service in a hotel introduced the Hindu practice of kannithanam (which liter-
ally means “gifting of the virgin”) and made the parents of the “to be wed new 
couple” to gift the daughter to the bridegroom and the son to the bride. Sec-
ond, after the nuptial ceremony, the pastor, and later on others, showered upon 
them the petals of different flowers. Both these rituals show that the people of 
this region have inserted the local Hindu customs into Christian marriages. 
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Instances like these point to the hybridized character of lived Christianity in 
India. These three examples and the ritual exchanges in two religious shrines 
in Tamilnadu on which we will focus clearly illustrate how religious terrain in 
India is not a finished product, but a universe—better still, a pluriverse—in the 
making which constantly inherits new hues and shades of hybridity as cultures, 
religions, and ethnicities interact and mingle with one another in ever-expand-
ing new contexts and milieus in the globalized world today. 

The Muslim Shrine

One such place of religious mingling and cultural exchange is the dargah 
(shrine) of Nagore, erected over the tomb of the famous Muslim saint Nagore 
Andavar (“the ruler or Lord of Nagore”), variously called as Hazrath (“his 
excellency” or “the honourable one”), or Nayakar (Tamil: the “leader”), or just 
affectionately as “Meeran Sahib” (Persian: mir, “leader”). It is one of the most 
famous Muslim shrines in Tamil Nadu, located in the District of Nagapatti-
nam on the east coast of Tamil Nadu in a town called Nagore, which is just 15 
miles away from another famous Christian shrine, Velankanni. Though most 
sources trace Meeran Sahib’s origin to North India (Manikkapur, near Ayod-
hya) and his lineage to Muhiyudin Abdal Qadir al-Jilani (1078-1166), who 
had inherited a legacy of ancestral Middle Eastern Islam, his name and fame is 
fully “embedded in the local cultural milieu.”3

Narayanan, in her study of the dargah,4 makes a case for the structural 
similarity of the pilgrim’s ritual activity between this shrine and neighbour-
ing shrines of other religions—be it Christian Velankanni or other numerous 
Hindu temples in the area. Just like in the shrines of other religious traditions, 
the devotees who come here—be they Hindus (about half of the devotees) or 
Muslims—they all perform the same type of Tamil rituals. Some bathed with 
the water drawn from the sacred well or cleansed themselves in the tank before 
going into the tomb; those who had earlier made vows shaved their head and 
covered it with sandalwood paste; others were seen offering silver etchings of 
body parts as votive offerings. 

The pilgrims who came here from different parts of India, some from 
Malaysia and Singapore, made petitions which were very similar to those made 
in the shrines of other religious traditions like Velankanni. The long list of peti-
tions found here was also similar. Like elsewhere, this list included admission 
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to colleges, getting jobs, children, good health or cures for illness, getting cars 
and fishing boats, and the like. Narayanan observes in this shrine five types of 
offerings: (1) monetary offerings, such as cash, specific jewelry, or sponsoring of 
repair work); (2) devotional offerings, such as a promise to visit the dargah for 
a certain number of times, or the lighting of oil lamps (South Indian style) or 
candles in the chandeliers; (3) personal “offering” (of one’s hair); (4) ecological 
offering, such as the planting of a coconut palm near the dargah, offering it in 
place of a newborn child; and (5) animal offerings, which are sacrificed in one 
part of the dargah itself. All of these offerings are very much local Tamil, not 
Muslim, practices. 

Since “the vows practiced in the shrine of Shahul Hamid are strikingly 
similar to those done in many South Indian Hindu temples,”5 a Muslim who 
performs these rituals comes to operationalize his identity, which is not Mus-
lim but Tamil. In the case of a non-Tamil Muslim, the person who performs 
this obtains a new identity of a “Tamil.” From a Hindu point of view, too, 
the dargah is a tomb, a place of the dead, a polluting place. Though Hindus’ 
visit to some Hindu samadhies (tombs) and veneration of the dead, especially 
in folk Hinduism, is not uncommon, the rituals that take place there are very 
different. Viewed solely from a Sanskritic Hindu point of view, they elevate the 
status of “Meeran Sahib” to that of Hindu deity. “The actual rituals are more 
like those done to a Hindu deity; during the kanduri celebrations in the month 
of Jamatul akir, the flags are raised, sandalwood paste is brought in ritual con-
tainers and used to anoint the tomb in actions similar to those that may take 
place in a Hindu Temple.”6 So, then, for an elite Hindu, going to the dargah 
and performing the customary rituals of the dargah is a transgressing act. By 
worshipping the dead, she or he not only does a polluting act but, also equates 
that object with the deity itself by sacralizing it. By engaging in such acts, the 
Hindu of his or her kind makes his or her religious identity fluid, porous, and 
hybrid. Thus, through such practices, what is enacted and celebrated in the 
ritual theatre of the dargah is an individual’s hybridized identity. 

The hybridized character of dargahs is also found in different parts of India 
and South Asia. For instance, Sufia Uddin, in his study of Bangladeshi sufi 
shrines,7 shows how the lack of formal structures makes the shrine-related 
activities accessible to both Muslims and non-Muslims (Hindus and Chris-
tians). He demonstrates how marginalized and dominant groups transform 
that shrine into a site of religious confluence by operationalizing not their 
Muslim, Hindu, or Christian symbols of identity, but those of the “South 
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Asian subcontinent such as binding of the string to the tree, and the presen-
tation of a gift to the saint, particularly incense, candles, and sweets.”8 The 
hybridized character of these dargahs is also illustrated in a couple of other 
instances. For example, the Maijbandari urs celebration, which takes place each 
year in the Bengali month of Magh, does not depend on a date based on the 
Islamic calendar9 but follows the Bengali tradition. Similarly, the music that 
makes Maijbandari(s) so famous is performed mostly by Hindus, non-Muslims 
who praise profusely the greatness of Maijbandari Muslim saints, thereby tran-
scending their religious boundaries. 

The Christian Shrine

The hybridization process that takes places in the dargah(s) of South Asia is not 
an isolated phenomenon attributable to Muslim shrines alone. Similar situa-
tions of hybridization—in fact, more intense and complex types—take place 
in the Christian shrines as well. To delineate what is going on in Christian 
shrines, I will turn to an interesting study Selva Raj made in the shrine of St. 
Antony at Uvari,10 a coastal village situated 30 miles north of Kanyakumari. 
The shrine of St. Anthony of Uvari is so famous that scores of pilgrims from 
different parts of Tamilnadu make regular pilgrimages to this place. The locals 
not only take great pride in the popularity and the greatness of this saint but 
also “regard him as a member of their ‘village family’ claiming a filial relation-
ship to him, [and] play host to visiting pilgrims.”11 Most of the villagers pro-
vide free accommodation to the devotees irrespective of their caste and creed 
differences. Many of them “consider it a great honour to extend hospitality to 
pilgrims. Extending hospitality to pilgrims, they say, is tantamount to offering 
hospitality to the saint himself.”12

The most common and famous ritual that takes place is called asanam. 
Asanam is a ritual repertoire, undertaken for a specific purpose (which ranges 
from finding a partner, gaining success in business, and getting a successful 
crop, to passing exams and getting a job overseas), which starts with fasting 
and penances at home, moves to other ritual performances in the shrine (such 
as taking a purificatory bath, shaving one’s head, or ritual sacrificing of a goat 
or chicken), and ends with feeding 13 beggars. 

Asanam tradition requires that the vow taker him- or herself serves the 
food on banana leaves to the 13 honoured “ritual guests,” who are basically 
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beggars. The climax of this asanam is the episode of reverse begging. Having 
served “ritual guests” their meal, the principal vow taker goes on his or her 
knees in front of each of the 13 and begs for a handful of food from each. 
“With the food collected through reverse begging, she or he sits beside the 13 
beggars, and eats the ritual meal. Only after the ‘ritual guests’ have been fed to 
their satisfaction, can family members partake of the ritual meal.”13

What becomes obvious in this practice of ritual hospitality is role reversal 
between the guest and the host, which leads to “transgression and mixing up 
of social relations and religious distinctions.”14 Selva Raj observes: “two dispa-
rate categories of people, i.e. the socially and economically superior host [ritual 
donor] and the inferior guest [recipient], are temporarily brought together in 
the mutually dependent relationship of the donor and donee in which both are 
simultaneously givers as well as receivers.”15 It is these role reversals that lead to a 
situation of hybridization, a process that, when it takes place between a high caste 
and a low caste (as is often the case), punctures the hyperbole of the Indian caste 
system, which fixes people’s identity on the basis of caste. By making a high caste 
donor a beggar and a beggar a donor, by placing the hosting Christian or Hindu 
at the receiving end of a Muslim beggar or vice versa, the ritual practice of hospi-
tality like asanam throws into disarray the labels of identity fixed on the basis of 
caste and religion in South Asia. As Raj observes, one of the social functions of 
this ritual sequence is “to provide the devotees a religious context and ritual plat-
form to temporarily transcend the neatly defined social, caste, and religious iden-
tities and strictures that normally define human relationships in South India.”16

In this context of hybridization, all roles are available to all. The host plays 
the role of a guest, and the guest becomes a host, a Hindu or a Muslim can 
become either a sponsor or a receiver of a Christian ritual. Depending upon 
the purpose, goal, and the need, the individual can assume any role. Thus, by 
providing new avenues of self-respect for some and self-abnegation for others, 
the ritual of hospitality produces an even playing field, making the shrine an 
open, fluid, and volatile ground. It throws open an array of multiple roles and 
diverse identities, resulting in a situation of hybridization. It not only inverts 
but also negates the traditional hegemonic roles and hierarchical functions. 

The type of “anti structural interactions and reciprocities”17 which emerges 
in the context of liminal ritual communitas, to use Victor Turner’s terminol-
ogy, renders the participants, at least temporarily, as hybridized social subjects 
whose identities move beyond those of caste and religion that the individual 
actors inherited involuntarily. For Turner, the temporary suspension of original 
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identity in the context of communitas only leads to the consolidation of social 
hierarchy and inequality by letting off some steam, and neutralizing the anger 
and hatred of the socially inferior groups toward the superiors. It makes the 
superiors experience temporarily, but in real terms, the humility, docility, vul-
nerability, and inferiority of the socially inferior groups, but only to return to 
their previous situation of dominance. Selva Raj, who deliberates on the appli-
cability of Turner’s theory to the phenomenon of asanam, accepts its validity in 
the social realm, but exposes the failure of this theory for the religious context 
and meaning-making processes innovated by the participants, at least in two 
instances, within and beyond the context of the shrine.18

The first instance has to do with the public manifestation of role rever-
sals between Christians and Hindus, which is “visible in their religious behav-
iour and ritual performance at the shrine when Hindu devotees participate in 
Catholic rituals like reciting Hail Mary before the meal, and when Catholic 
devotees perform Hindu-like rituals like animal sacrifice and hair-shaving.”19 

Thus, in this and other shrines, the common folk act upon their newly-found 
shared identity as the devotees of St. Anthony or St. John de Britto or Shaul 
Hamid, suspending, transcending, and complementing their regular identities 
as Hindus, Christians, and Muslims. In pilgrim centres people of divergent 
religious faiths converge upon “shared vows, shared space and shared deities.”20 
Second, this kind of identity blurring and ritual interactions between Chris-
tians and Hindus, or Hindus and Muslims, which occur in the liminal place 
of the shrine, forge new but often lasting relationships that yield many social 
dividends beyond the ritual moment and context.21 The impact of such ritual 
experiences tends to extend beyond the places of worship and the practitioners 
find new forms of identification with the deity. Upon returning home, the 
common folks are likely to install the pictures of these deities or shrines in 
their homes and co-opt these gods into their pantheon of kulateyvam (family 
dieties). This particular phenomena bears strong witness to the abiding sense 
of multiple religious belonging that exists among the common folk in India. 

Such practices as these can alter people’s perceptions about themselves and 
others, and produce new attitudes, moods, and dispositions toward the reli-
gious other, since all of them now share a common identity as devotees of St. 
Anthony. Thus, shrine-based religious practices and rituals of hospitality like 
asanam play a “performance role” (to borrow Peter Beyer’s terminology),22 in 
that they translate themselves into rituals of mutuality and reciprocity by pro-
ducing “complicated identities and complex relationships between Hindus and 



107

Shrines, Ritual Hospitality, and Hybrid Identities in South Asia

Catholics in South India.” This indicates that the shrines, like St. Anthony’s 
shrine at Uvari, Mother Mary’s shrine at Velankanni, John De Britto’s shrine 
at Oriyur,23 and Nagore dargah, can become a site of collapse of religious bor-
ders. Rituals performed at these sacred sites enable people to explore sameness, 
solidarity, and identification with people of other religions rather than differ-
ence, diversity, and otherness. By engaging in interactions and exchanges across 
religious boundaries, 

Hindus and Catholics transcend the rigid and apparently impermeable ritual 
boundaries of their respective traditions, but their ritual performance also 
reflects an openness to incorporate the religious assumptions that undergird 
these rituals. The ritual fluidity and hybridity characteristic of popular reli-
gion provide clues to the complex relationships and the complicated identi-
ties of lay Hindus and Catholics in South India.24

Dialogue on the Ground as an Alternative Model  
for Interreligious Dialogue

Shrine-based popular religious practices result in the hybridization of vari-
ous religious traditions and symbolic resources. This hybridization in reality 
effects a dialogue on the ground, which Selva Raj confidently showcases as 
an alternative model of interreligious dialogue, a dialogue that emanates from 
the epicentre of rituals, performances, and practices of the people, and differs 
substantially from that which emanates from the official deposit of faith of the 
institutionalized religions.25

The ritual encounters between Hindu, Christian, and Muslim laity take 
place “often in opposition to and defiance of institutional norms and eccle-
sial prescriptions—that occur at the grassroots level in the arena of popular 
piety and rituals.”26 As a grassroots phenomenon, the dialogue on the ground 
is born from below—from the lived experiences, existential predicaments, and 
spiritual/psychological needs of the lay Catholics and their Hindu counterparts 
with whom they interact in daily dialogical relationship. In their attempts to 
tap various sources of power to tackle their life problems, they draw from each 
other’s ritual and religious resources. The various examples discussed above 
show that the laypeople going beyond their institutionalized religious belong-
ings draw from their common, shared cultural and linguistic databank.27
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This dialogue “on the ground” that people have evolved differs from the 
institutionalized religions’ initiative of interreligious dialogue, both in sub-
stance and in form. First, while the official church’s attempt at interreligious 
dialogue very much relies upon the Sanskritic/Brahminic/Ashramic Hindu-
ism—following the models already proposed by Robert De Nobili, and later 
followed by others, the grassroots dialogue draws solely from popular lay Hin-
duism. Therefore, while the former tries to artificially fuse certain aspects of 
high-caste Hinduism with Christian practices and become at least acceptable 
both to the inside practitioners and to “the religious other,” the latter emerges 
from within—from what is already common to both of them (the Hindus and 
Christians) and thus does not surface as an alien factor. It is because of this 
that the conceptual, contrived, structured, and the institutionalized dialogical 
initiatives do not leave behind any traces of impact on the day-to-day experi-
ences and concerns of religious practitioners and dialogical partners, while the 
ritual practices do affect people’s perception of the “religious other,” which no 
doubt transcends temporal, spatial, ritual, and religious boundaries. Second, 
the institutional model heavily depends upon Hindu textual and philosophical 
traditions, while the on-the-ground approach is embedded in “practice”—in 
lay praxis and in lay ritual. As Selva Raj observes, “these two dialogical models 
also reflect the power struggles and tensions between the centre and the periph-
ery, between the religious elite and the masses.”28

As Vasudha Narayanan observes, what emerges in the religious terrain of 
shrines is “Christian vision and Hindu frames; Christian ground and Hindu 
rituals.”29 But through such practices the common folk continuously create 
and change the bricolage of religious imagination through their exploration 
of common sacred lands, shared ritual spaces, and new territories of dialogue 
between religions. This indicates that beyond the religious boundaries exists 
a cultural universe in which people take part. People have a fund of com-
mon cultural beliefs and practices, which they continue even when they change 
their religious belonging. Hence, study of popular religious practices in a given 
culture is indeed an exploration of cultural continuity and of on-the-ground 
interreligious dialogue through which we can come in touch with the religious 
sensibilities of the common women that seek continuity, unity, and harmony 
with others. 

This kind of religious confluence which takes place between people of dif-
ferent religions, like Christians, Hindus, and Muslims, in the cosmopolitan 
cities of Chennai, Bangalore, Pune, and Mumbai, gradually leads to another 
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kind of confluence, that is, ethnic confluence. For instance, in the cosmopoli-
tan Catholic churches, the celebration of nine days of the novena is assigned 
to different linguistic groups. On such occasions, people of different linguis-
tic backgrounds, be they Tamils, Goans, Malayalies, and Maharastians, come 
together to partake and celebrate novenas on the basis of ethnicity, sometimes 
eliciting support from non-Christians of the same ethnic group. In the case 
of second- and third-generation migrant communities, the present generation 
of South Indians can handle the hymns and liturgies of another language, say 
Marathi, Kannada, Hindi, and Konkani. In the process, a hybridized religio-
ethnic landscape is produced. For instance, the singing of Konkani, Marathi, 
or Kannada hymns to Tamil Mother Mary of Velankanni by Tamil women 
dressed up in the typical Tamil way, with jasmine flowers adorning their hair; 
or Goans, or Mahasastrians and Malayalies, distributing their respective cul-
tural delicacies of snacks to the people of other cultures; or the shaving of one’s 
head by Goans and Maharastrians as a religious vow in places like Velank-
anni—which is not a popular religious practice in their respective regions; or 
Tamils shaving their heads in places like Pune and Bombay and others follow-
ing them; or selling facsimiles of various body parts in Mother Mary’s shrine in 
Pune and Bombay—all such practices and performances do bring about eclec-
tic cosmopolitan identities and hybridized religious landscapes in the shrines 
of cosmopolitan cities in India. 

Conclusion

The dynamics of border crossing and identity blurring that occur in the 
shrines, as we have seen above, invariably render people’s religious identity as 
hybrid and multifaceted. It not only plants the subsystem of religion in the 
realm of ever-expanding horizons of human existence, but also alters the very 
understanding of culture itself from a stable, unified whole into an inherently 
unstable, complex reality. 

Further, the interreligious ritual exchanges that take place spontaneously 
and innovatively on the canvas of a particular culture render religion as a site 
of third-space hybridity which “seeks the crossing of borders and the (relative) 
erasure of limits.”30 This third-space hybridity, which the religious subjects pro-
duce intersubjectively, does not belong to either of the official religious spaces 
from which the subjects come, but to a liminal space, an“interstitial passage”31 
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that permits the religious actors to move in and out of different religious tradi-
tions. This space often lies outside the places of worship of organized religions, 
and they are religiously connected to a particular host religious tradition’s mar-
gin, not to the core. 

Through their embodied religious practices in the shrines, religious prac-
titioners reconstruct themselves as subjects of “reverse religious homophones.” 
By invoking traditional religious labels like Hindu, Christian, and Muslim, 
they display one thing, namely, the religious differences, the social tag tied to 
them. By doing what they do in the shrines, they promulgate another thing, 
namely, the nondifference among them. The words, such as Hindu, Christian, 
and Muslim, sound different, yet they may not always signify differences but 
sameness, especially in the context of hybridized shrines of India. In such con-
texts as these, can one be discredited for treating labels like Hindu, Christian, 
and Muslim as expressions of “reverse religious homophones”?
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CHAPTER 8

Raj Nadella

The Motif of Hybridity in the Story  
of the Canaanite Woman:  
Its Relevance for Multifaith Relations

Hybridity as a literary and cultural phenomenon has lately received 
much attention in postcolonial and diaspora studies. The term is generally 
defined in terms of an idea, space, language, or culture co-opting another, or in 
terms of a fusion of the two. Homi Bhabha envisions hybridity not as a mere 
fusion of two cultures or spaces but as the creation of a third space that is char-
acteristically different from the original two and allows both of them some level 
of fluidity in their identity as they to relate to each other. For him, this space 
pertains primarily to the manner in which they relate to each other and how 
that new way of relating shapes their identities. Bhabha has defined hybridity 
as a disruptive process that challenges and goes beyond the binary construc-
tions of the self and the other. It is a subversive force that has the capacity to 
blur boundary lines between different entities and identities. 

Building upon Bhabha’s insights, one can suggest that hybridity often 
functions as a space that allows two or more seemingly contradictory ideas or 
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identities to co-exist without eliminating the distinction between them. It is a 
worldview that allows disparate identities to interact and co-exist without hav-
ing to undermine each other. The motif of hybridity figures prominently in the 
story of the Canaanite woman in Matthew 15. In this essay, I will explicate that 
motif as a positively disruptive force that attenuates spaces—literal or figura-
tive—that are constructed on the premise of exclusion and notions of purity. 

The New Kingdom and Its Proclivity for Exclusion

Matthew begins his account of Jesus’ encounter with the woman by suggesting 
that Jesus left the Jewish territory of Gennesaret and went into Tyre and Sidon. 
In entering a Gentile territory, he was performing a radical act of crossing geo-
graphical and ethnic boundaries many in his time would have been unwilling 
to cross. Mark’s account of the story suggests that Jesus entered a house in Tyre 
and Sidon but wanted to keep it a secret from the crowds, but Matthew makes 
no mention of Jesus wanting to keep his visit a secret. Jesus had been travel-
ling in Galilee performing miracles, and it appears that his entry into this new 
region marked an extension of his mission to the Canaanites. Seen in that light, 
his initial reluctance to heal the woman’s daughter is intriguing. 

Both Mark and Matthew place this story in the context of Jesus having 
inaugurated his new kingdom. The disciples have been recruited, the ethos and 
manifesto of the kingdom has been declared, and now Jesus goes about per-
forming exorcisms as well as feeding and healing miracles. In Matthew’s larger 
narrative context, as also in Mark’s account, there is an intrinsic link between 
the kingdom of God that Jesus has been proclaiming, on the one hand, and his 
feeding and healing miracles, on the other. David Rhoads, who interprets the 
episode of the Syro-Phoenician woman “as an integral part of the whole narra-
tive,”1 observes that the episode “fits tightly into the overall story, particularly 
in relation to the presentation of the Kingdom of God.”2 The miracles thus 
become visible manifestations of Jesus’ proclamation about the arrival of the 
new kingdom. 

Readers of the gospel might notice that Jesus and his disciples have been 
busy promoting a narrative about Jesus’ mission. Their narrative—by exten-
sion Matthew’s—pertains to a kingdom that will liberate the people from the 
oppressive Roman Empire, will be governed by a set of values and ethos differ-
ent from Rome’s, and will attend to the needs of its subjects. In short, this new 
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kingdom will be characteristically different from Rome. Their narrative has all 
the ingredients of a grand national narrative: a new king, his twelve command-
ers who are committed to the cause, miraculous powers, a mass following, and 
the dawn of a new era that is meant only for the Jews. It was in this context that 
the Cannanite woman appears on the scene seeking a miracle and, by exten-
sion, an entry into the new kingdom. 

Jesus’ reluctance to grant her a miracle, as well as that of his disciples, sug-
gests that there were criteria for admission into, or at least bases for exclusion 
from, the new kingdom. Mark describes the woman as a Syro-Phoenician, but 
in Matthew’s account she is a Canaanite. Mark’s description of her as a Syro-
Phoenician and his suggestion, at the end of the pericope, that her daughter 
was lying on a bed, rather than on a mattress, possibly highlight her higher 
economic status. Matthew’s reference to her as a Canaanite woman says little 
about her economic status in relation to Jesus and his community, except that 
she is an outsider in relation to the Jewish community and a member of an 
oppressed group. More than her given status, however, it is Jesus’ response and 
subsequent representation of her ethnicity as a dog that is significant in Mat-
thew’s account. As a dog, the woman did not qualify for the bread meant for 
the children. 

Matthew’s placement of the story in the context of a discussion about 
purity laws (15:1-12) suggests that, despite his critique of the Pharisees’ obses-
sion with purity laws and exclusive proclivities, Jesus’ disciples were not fully 
prepared to embrace those different from them. The kingdom only consists 
of the twelve tribes of Israel, and the Canaanite woman’s request, if granted, 
would undermine the purity of the fold and disrupt the national narrative 
Jesus is promoting. The ministry of Jesus was occurring in the backdrop of 
ethnic tensions between the Jews and the Canaanites. In the context of possible 
mutual suspicion and pursuit of self-interest, the followers of Jesus must have 
imagined that the kingdom of God being inaugurated by a Jewish messiah was 
meant exclusively for them.3 More importantly, they must have assumed that 
extension of the kingdom to other communities would possibly take it away 
from them, and that, if the others, such as the Canaanites, were allowed access 
to the privileges of the nascent kingdom, the Jewish community would eventu-
ally lose those benefits. 

Their concerns were not entirely misplaced within the Greco-Roman 
worldview of their time, which was characterized by a zero-sum mindset. At 
the risk of oversimplification, the zero-sum game is the notion that, in the 
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context of relations between different individuals or groups, one side can gain 
only at the expense of the other. One’s gains are directly correlated and equiva-
lent to the losses of the other. If one were to gain, someone else would automat-
ically stand to lose. The Romans employed the term oikoumene to refer to their 
empire. Oikoumene, the root of the English word “ecumenical,” literally means 
“universal or the whole inhabited earth.” Yet, this seemingly inclusive term was 
anything but inclusive as it was practiced in the Greco-Roman context. In the 
hierarchical Roman worldview, the term oikoumene referred to the “civilized” 
world—that part of the world which was under the Roman cultural influence. 
Furthermore, the ability of the Greco-Roman society to be considered civilized 
was contingent upon the others, those outside its borders, being portrayed as 
barbaric. Inclusion of “barbarians” in their oikoumene and treating them on par 
with the in-group could potentially undermine their interests and the sanctity 
of system. In what Frantz Fanon might characterize as colonial mimicry of the 
values of the Roman Empire, the Matthean Jesus appears to express similar 
fears and concern regarding cultural purity of his community. Consequently, 
at this point in Matthew’s story, the new kingdom that Jesus has inaugurated 
will not be radically different from the Roman Empire but will merely replace 
the old empire while, on some level, continuing its values, ethos, and practices. 
Such imitation of the Roman values of exclusion and hierarchy, even in the 
midst of attempts to promote very different values, is what Bhabha describes as 
simultaneous repulsion of the imperial values and attraction to them. 

When I read the story this way, Jesus appears to be relaying certain con-
cerns of his community that might have hoped to benefit from an exclusive 
claim on the privileges of the kingdom he was inaugurating. Their concerns 
include: on a literal level, the fear that the “dogs” might steal what was meant 
for the “children,” and that the children might no longer have anything to 
eat. On a different level, they must have feared that if others had access to the 
kingdom they would no longer have it and that they might lose their place at 
the table, especially given the cultural conviction that it was not possible for 
more than one community to enjoy the same benefits. Jesus’ response to the 
woman—it is not fair to take the children’s bread and throw it to the dogs 
(15:26)—forces her to articulate an adequate response to the concerns of his 
disciples that making room for others might undermine their place in the new 
kingdom. 
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Jesus, His Disciples, and the Differentiable Other

Such fears about outsiders that engender exclusion invariably lead to artic-
ulation and justification of bases for exclusion. Jesus reminds the Canaanite 
woman that she is an outsider who cannot benefit from his mission. She is 
characterized as a dog ineligible for what rightfully belongs to the children. 

Several postcolonial critics have described negative characterizations such 
as this as a process of objectification of another and creation of someone “differ-
ent” who can be ignored and excluded.4 In a similar vein, Gayatri Spivak delin-
eates a colonial process of (mis)representation and defining that is designed 
to silence, exclude, and marginalize another person or community.5 This pro-
cess, which she calls “othering,” is an appositional representation, which often 
emerges out of the self ’s need for a differential other. The self engages in the 
process of othering not primarily because it perceives itself to be very different 
from that “other” but because it wants the other to be different from it and 
fears that the “other” might not be sufficiently different from the self to justify 
a hierarchical relationship, which the self has constructed. The extent to which 
the other might be similar to the self threatens the ability of the self to posit 
itself as the normative and thereby perpetuate hierarchy. The need for the dif-
ferentiable other and the propensity to deny hospitality become pronounced 
not in the absence of, but precisely because of, profound similarities. The desire 
to construct the differentiable other is driven also by the mindset of what the 
Chinese American cultural critic Rey Chow calls “endangered authenticities.”6 

To paraphrase Edward Said, such a mindset operates with the assumption that 
one’s authenticity is constructed in relation to the other who is, or should be 
made, sufficiently “other” to be less than authentic.7

In this encounter, the Matthean Jesus’ disciples are the self, the woman 
is the other. The woman is defined in relation to Jesus and his disciples. The 
woman becomes the dog in relation to the disciples of Jesus, who see them-
selves as human. If identity is “based on difference,” or an ability to differen-
tiate, the paradox of otherness is that the self does not wish to co-exist with 
the other but, at the same time, it has no existence apart from the presence of 
the other. Therefore, the self maintains a necessary but manageable distance 
between itself and the other: the people at the table, the dogs under the table. 
The Cannanite woman’s encounter with Jesus and his disciples reveals how the 
processes of encountering, perceiving, defining, constructing, and maintaining 
the “other” might operate and what the results might be. These processes raise 
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pertinent questions such as whether the self always defines itself only in rela-
tion to the other and if it only exists on the premise of a dichotomy between 
the two. 

The state of desiring to define the other is a form of hierarchization that 
wants the power to categorize the other and possibly reduce her or him to one’s 
own definitions. In this regard, Mikhail Bakhtin’s insights on unfinalizability 
of the other are similar to postcolonial cautions against arriving at simplistic 
images of the other, especially the marginalized. Specifically, the postcolonial 
critique of politics of otherness that one finds in this story is similar to the 
Bakhtinian prohibitions against offering finalizing definitions of others.8

Lateral Exclusion and Zero-Sum Relationality

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak makes a helpful distinction between different 
types of othering. Two in particular are relevant here: (a) one that the colonizer 
undertakes vis-à-vis the colonial subjects; (b) a second kind of othering that 
occurs among the various colonizing communities. While the former can be 
described as vertical othering, the latter takes the form of lateral othering, as in 
the case of the Canaanite woman as a dog. In her insightful chapter on Mat-
thew 15, Musa Dube has called attention to the manner in which the Roman 
Empire had managed to acquire and maintain power in colonies such as Pal-
estine by dividing the colonized among themselves and by perpetually setting 
one group against the other. In her view, “the story of the Canaanite woman 
is a construct of the implied author of Matthew (who is also collaborating 
with the empire, competing with other local interest groups for the attention 
of Rome, and propounding a patriarchal and imperial perspective of his/her 
own) . . .”9

Jesus’ remark to the woman—it is not fair to take the children’s bread and 
throw it to the dogs—points to a struggle for resources among the various 
colonized communities in Galilee, including these two groups. The remark also 
highlights the extent to which the empire may have succeeded in pitting one 
colonized group against another. Calling attention to Exodus 34:11-17, Dube 
also shows how “the identity of the Israelites is pitted against the identity of the 
Canaanites.”10 Lateral othering such as this serves the colonial agenda in ways 
that vertical othering can never. For instance, within the Indian context, the 
creators of caste system had put in place a multilayered hierarchical structure 



117

The Motif of Hybridity in the Story of the Canaanite Woman

that resulted in a lateral rift among various oppressed caste groups and man-
aged to pit them against each other. Therefore, rather than challenge those who 
have the most to gain from perpetuating the system—that is, those at the very 
top of the hierarchy—the various oppressed caste groups often focus on gain-
ing an upper hand over each other. 

While Jesus’ remark highlights a perceived reality of mistrust and compe-
tition among the Jews and the Canaanites, the woman’s response envisions a 
scenario wherein the two groups will not be competing with each other but 
might actually share resources.11 In her articulation of the issue, the problem is 
not that the dogs are taking the children’s food but that someone else has taken 
all the food (and honour and dignity) that belongs to the children and to the 
dogs. She seems to be suggesting that the conflict should not be between the 
dogs and children but that the two of them should direct their energies else-
where. By doing so, the woman was shifting the focus of their conversation and 
the locus of their conflict away from them. She moves it closer to the empire. 

More importantly, her response also suggests that one group’s survival need 
not be dependent on undermining the survival of the other and that the inter-
ests of the two groups can co-exist. She offers a new vision for their economic 
transactions that transcends the binary worldview that seems to define the rela-
tionship between the two communities. 

Non-Zero Relationality

Robert Wright proposes a radically inclusive and symbiotic way for different 
communities to relate to each other. His recent book, Nonzero: The Logic of 
Human Destiny, offers a liberating vision based on a game theory.12 He describes 
certain fears and dispositions that drive exclusivist attitudes, particularly fear 
of the other—the minority; the Muslim; the homosexual; the immigrant. He 
traces the origins of such fears to a time in history when there were very limited 
resources, and one’s survival, and that of one’s children, depended on eliminat-
ing potential competition for those resources. Describing how such irrational 
fear engenders intolerance, Wright attenuates the notion that “in order for one 
group to make it, the other has to fail.” He proposes a non-zero approach as 
the way forward. 

Wright’s idea of a non-zero-sum game is one in which each side seeks not 
to defeat the other, but to challenge the other to outperform themselves; it is 
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a game in which both parties seek to cooperate with each other, so that they 
can elevate the level of the game in ways that will benefit everyone involved. In 
this scenario, one’s fortunes are not inversely related to those of another, and 
the goal is achieved not when one performs worse than the other but when 
everyone performs well. It is a scenario wherein one gains not at the expense 
of, but in addition to and in cooperation with, the other. Wright believes that 
in the history of human evolution, greed, mistrust, and intolerance have been 
gradually making way for cooperation and inclusiveness. 

If one were to interpret the woman’s response to Jesus employing non-
zero-sum terminology, she seems to be assuring Jesus’ community that her 
community has no intention of depriving his community of the bread they 
need, but that they only want a piece of the bread, not the whole bread. Her 
point is not so much that the dogs would settle for crumbs, or even that it is 
acceptable to refer to her community as dogs, but that no one would have to 
forego their share of bread if the Canaanites were also seated at the table. In her 
articulation of a new economic vision, the dogs and the children both enjoy 
a meal, and they do so simultaneously. In its narrative context, this passage is 
preceded by a feeding miracle in which Jesus feeds thousands of people—with 
just five loaves and two fish at the start. This story is followed, immediately, 
by another feeding miracle in which Jesus manages to feed thousands more 
with just a few loaves and fish. The manner in which Jesus’ mission unfolds in 
Matthew suggests that, in God’s economy, one does not gain at the expense of 
the other, simply because there is plenty to go around. The feeding narratives 
that envelop this narrative attenuate the notion that there is limited food or 
honour and call attention to an alternative economy whereby there is plenty 
to go around. 

Hybridity as a Disruptive Force

Jesus’ words, which seem to envision the kingdom solely for the children and 
to ward off potential disruptions to their exclusive claims, are surprising con-
sidering that he was not entirely a stranger to the phenomenon of disruption. 
As Philo highlights, the Galiean Jewish community constantly sent out people 
into different Greco-Roman cities to establish “colonies” and to disrupt the 
Roman attempt at cultural homogeneity. Diaspora, voluntary or forced, had—
and still has—the power to disrupt the very metropolis that precipitated it. As 
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Bhabha observes, “it is to the city that the migrants, the minorities, the dia-
sporic come to change the history of the nation. . . . it is the city which provides 
the space in which emergent identifications and new social movements of the 
people are played out.”13 Seen in this light, the diasporic community, which has 
been scattered, turns out to be the entity that disrupts the hitherto monolithic 
construction of the metropolis and shatters its homogeneous identity. 

As Stephen Moore aptly notes, “hybridity disrupts the ‘normative’”14 as it 
pertains to “complex psychic interpenetration of colonizer and colonized.”15 

Hybridity is about disrupting the pure, neatly arranged, straightforward spaces 
that are designed to exclude the “other.”As a member of community that was 
affected by the phenomenon of diaspora, Jesus was in turn also a hybridiz-
ing figure, who now resists the possibility of his community being hybrid-
ized, with the entry of the Canaanite woman into his kingdom. The woman 
now becomes a hybridizing figure, who has managed to disrupt Jesus’ idea of 
space, community, bread, the other, and, ultimately, the kingdom of God. In 
Bhabha’s articulation of the concept of hybridity, the presence of the colonized 
other in dominant texts, in whatever shape or form it manifests itself, has the 
effect of disrupting the dominant narrative and reordering it. The other forces 
the dominant to acknowledge its presence and to change the current direction. 
It challenges the notions of purity and demands a place at the table as well as a 
piece of the pie the master keeps for himself. 

The motif of hybridity also functions as a worldview that allows dispa-
rate identities to relate to each other based on shared identity and to co-exist 
without needing to undermine each other. Furthermore, a creative approach 
to hybridity makes it possible to replace appositional identities with relational 
identities. In their final exchange in the story, the woman articulates a liberat-
ing understanding of what constitutes the bases of their relationship and how 
it affects their ability to relate to each other. From her perspective, their ethnic 
differences—dogs and children (by extension, the Canaanites and Jews)—do 
not undermine their ability to co-exist and share bread. Rather, their common 
need for bread makes it possible for them to relate to each other and to share 
an intercommunal space as Jews and Canaanites in the new kingdom of God 
that Jesus is inaugurating. Although she is a Canaanite, the woman has a lot in 
common with Jesus. She is a Galilean like Jesus, and shares with his commu-
nity a political status as the oppressed subjects of the empire and even has the 
same theological leanings as Jesus (she calls him “son of David”). The Canaan-
ite woman’s words offer a liberative way of engaging the various differences in 
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current contexts—racial, political, and theological. To begin with, her response 
challenges the tendency to construct identities and spaces based on the premise 
of homogeneity and exclusion. She is an other who challenges the proclivity 
for exclusion and hybridizes the community by seeking and creating room 
for those at the peripheries. The story envisions a community that accommo-
dates the many, including the hitherto enemies, rather than excluding those 
who look or think different from what has been posited as being central to its 
identity. 

The story also possibly reveals some significant struggles within the 
Matthean community pertaining to their own identity in the aftermath of 
the destruction of the temple. What happens to the fabric and nature of the 
Jewish community if the Gentiles were allowed to join the church, especially 
in large numbers? What happens when the spatial distance between the dogs 
and the children collapses? Will the children lose their unique identity if they 
open up their spaces for the others? Can they make room for the others—liter-
ally and figuratively—and still preserve the core of their identity? An insight 
from Bhabha is that hybridity creates a space, a new mode of relationality that 
allows two or more disparate ideas, identities, or worldviews to co-exist with-
out eliminating the distinction between them. The emphasis in this mode of 
relationality is on eliminating the distance, as well as the hierarchical relation-
ship, between them without erasing the differences themselves. Perhaps there 
is a possible theological and ideological implication in this notion of hybridity, 
as it possibly suggests that disparate, competing worldviews and religious com-
munities can co-exist in literary, theological, and actual spaces without losing 
their uniqueness or giving into a proclivity to undermine each other. 
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Eve Rebecca Parker

Religious Hybridity in the Brothels of 
Mathamma: The Sacred Sex Worker 
and the Dalit Christ

This essay contemplates the “Dalitness” of Christ in the brothels of  
South India, by engaging with the lived realities of those who have been dedi-
cated to the goddess Mathamma, and have experienced violent forms of dis-
crimination for being Dalit women who are poor and vulnerable and forced 
into sex work. Such theologizing involves a theological yatra, or journeying, 
into the rural village of Nagalapurum in the Chittoor district of Andhra 
Pradesh, where girls as young as three have been dedicated to the temple and 
used as village sex workers. According to Eric Stoddart, “practical theology 
starts with description . . . the action of describing that opening movement, as 
it were, in the symphony of practical theological inquiry is not merely to exca-
vate theological assumptions but is an act that is itself theological . . . because 
it attends to the one describing; a person (or persons) made in the image of 
God.”1 As such, we begin with the meeting of Mathamma Kanagarathinam, a 
woman dedicated to the goddess Mathamma and used as a village sex worker.2

CHAPTER 9
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Mathamma has been socially and politically categorized as a contemporary 
devadāsī, a title given to groups of women who have been relegated outside 
of the elitist space of Indian history, existing today as outcaste, marginalized, 
sacred prostitutes. They have become objectified as “harlots” in need of reform 
and their profession and institution has been criminalized. The term devadāsī 
translates from Sanskrit as a combination of deva (“god”), and dasi (“female 
slave”); it has been designated to a vast number of communities of women 
who have come to be regarded as “sacred prostitutes.” Sociological and anthro-
pological studies have portrayed the devadāsīs as “ritual specialists,” rooted in 
auspiciousness, dedicated to temple deities in marriage, whose functions have 
been transformed and fragmented throughout history.3 Their present-day social 
cataloguing situates their identities as illegal, marginalized, sacred sex workers.4 
Society has rebuked these women to an indecent, immoral, and impure social 
status. As a result, the majority of contemporary devadāsīs face persistent vio-
lence, emitted in varying forms, by oppressive structures of hegemonic control 
and divergent systems of subjugation, including: poverty, sexual exploitation, 
stigmatization, and caste-based marginalization. The term devadāsī has come 
to be used as a collective categorical noun that incorporates different groupings 
of women who have been dedicated to deities, including those who take on the 
names jogini, jogin, or Mathamma. 

Mathamma Kanagarathinam was dedicated by her parents at the age of 
four to the goddess because she was sick, she said: 

When I was a young girl, about three years old, I became sick and so my 
mother and grandmother dedicated me to the temple. After puberty I served 
the temple by dancing. The higher caste men would abuse me, they would 
threaten me if I did not do what they wanted and they said that I was their 
property. I became a temple prostitute. When I gave birth to a child these 
people would say that this is the child of god, and they would also be used by 
the village and the higher caste men. 

Following the dedication Mathamma Kanagarathinam was healed, which 
was determined to be a sign that she was a divine intermediary of the goddess. 
A ceremony of dedication took place in the style of a traditional marriage,5 
where she was symbolically offered to the goddess. During the ceremony of 
dedication a necklace was tied around her neck; this is referred to as the pottu, 
mangalyam, or tali, and is used to mark the identity of dedicated women who 
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are forbidden from ever removing it, the consequences of which, from the 
goddess, would be severe. Traditionally, the dedicated women are then consid-
ered to be divine and auspicious, yet this identity has seemingly become frag-
mented.6 At the age of 12 a “deflowering ceremony” took place for Mathamma 
Kanagarathinam, where a high-caste man paid Mathamma’s parents for her 
virginity. Following this, other men of the village would pay Mathamma for 
sex; these men belonged to different caste groups. If Mathamma resisted the 
requests for sex it was deemed as an insult to the goddess. Following the dedi-
cation and deflowering ceremony Mathamma became the property of both the 
goddess and the village. Her body became a canvas on which patriarchy and 
casteism engraved itself in the name of the divine. 

The vast majority of contemporary devadāsīs who had been dedicated 
to the goddesses Mathamma and Yellamma, who I interviewed in Andhra 
Pradesh and Tamil Nadu, had been dedicated in childhood by their parents 
due to sickness, or dedicated by family members as a result of extreme pov-
erty.7 The children of those dedicated face further stigmatization from their 
community; as a result of the Mathamma mother’s unmarried status, they are 
also often refused an education if their mothers refuse to give up their duties to 
the goddess. Despite these factors of oppression, the majority of Mathammas 
interviewed were committed to their worship of the goddess, as one woman 
stated: “my identity is with the goddess, people may wish to remove me and my 
family entirely but I was called by the goddess, and I still have hope in her.”8 In 
contrast, when asked of the role that the goddess Mathamma plays in the life 
of Mathamma Kanagarathinam, she stated: “I am the property of the goddess, 
Mathamma controls how I live.”9 Yet Mathamma Kanagarathinam knew noth-
ing of the oral myths surrounding the goddess; all that she knew was to live 
in fear of the goddess and obey the high-caste men. Her status as a dedicated 
sacred prostitute had been communicated to her as the dominant forces of the 
village saw fit. This is a dramatic shift from the narratives of the early Christian 
missionaries, where the women were priestesses holding respected and feared 
identities. 

The narrative of another dedicated Mathamma, named Bama, who was 
interviewed in Tamil Nadu, reveals the implications of the contemporary 
efforts of Christian missionaries who have worked toward mobilizing the out-
caste communities, inclusive of rehabilitating the Mathammas: 
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I am told to accept Christ as saviour, as in him I can be redeemed for my sins, 
by doing so I receive one meal a day from the Church, before we had three 
meals because of the money I earned from the men in the village. I am told to 
accept Christ but Christ does not accept me. The church will not let me and 
my children be baptised, I am not welcome to come to church services, I am 
not welcome because I am prostitute, so the goddess Mathamma will release 
her wrath because I have accepted Christ, and the Church still does not wel-
come me because I am a sex worker, what hope is there for me?10

Mathamma is manipulated this time by the superstitions of the church, 
who declare that she will be punished and excluded from the kingdom of God 
if she does not beg for forgiveness and stop the practice of sex work. However, 
if she removes her tali, she offends the goddess and believes that she will face 
her wrath; she believes that her children could get sick, her village could face a 
drought, or she may die for such disobedience. The body of the Mādiga Mat-
hamma has become the manipulated subject of male desire; their enforced roles 
as sex workers from childhood have left many with AIDS/HIV, other sexually 
transmitted diseases, and reproductive tract infections.11 From a young age the 
social order has determined that they are available for sexual exploitation, as 
their sexuality is considered an impure corruption that requires controlling. As 
one Mathamma, from a rural community in Andhra Pradesh, said, “I am not 
considered relevant enough to be treated by the doctors despite being sick, but 
my body becomes relevant when the landlord needs to release his anger or fulfil 
his sexual desires.”12

It is in the midst of such suffering that this paper asks: Where is the Dalit 
Christ? He who is encountered in Dalit Christian theology as the broken, 
downtrodden God, who was crucified “outside the gate” of Jerusalem, who 
like the Dalits is banished to the margins of society, the outcast-yet-divine 
Christ “who dwells among them (John 1:14), who shares their life, its struggles 
and sorrows,” the God made man who is a “co-sufferer” of the Dalit people.13 
So far, Dalit Christian theology has yet to enter the brothels of the contempo-
rary devadāsīs, where, according to the Dalit Solidarity Network, minor Dalit 
girls are dedicated on a daily basis, and forced into sex work;14 or to journey 
with the Dalit women who in the thousands are trafficked to Mumbai and 
Delhi, where their bodies become the objects on which men may reinsert their 
patriarchal hegemonic bodily fluids of systematic control. Perhaps such places 
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are considered too indecent for even a “broken” God to be contemplated as 
dwelling? 

Yet if Dalit Christian theology is to be relevant to the lives of the most 
downtrodden, then it must be borne out of the existential experiences of those 
who have been labeled as the “Dalit of Dalits,” the Dalit women who are the 
sacred prostitutes of the village, whose lives are lived in the presence of the god-
dess but whose narratives have been controlled by divergent systems of oppres-
sion. I wish to suggest that by taking part in a theological yatra that is shaped 
by the pathos of the sacred prostitutes, the mythology of the indigenous Dalit 
goddess makes relevant the liberative presence of Christ in the Indian village, 
revealing a Dalit theology that is both liberative and relevant to the experi-
ence of the sacred sex workers, as it is both identity specific and yet rooted in 
goddess theo(a)logy. This requires crossing religious boundaries by engaging 
in a Dalit Christian theological discourse that submerges itself in Dalit village 
religiosity. 

In order to contemplate the Dalit Christ in the brothels of Mathamma, 
the indigenous religious identity of the so-called sacred prostitutes of the 
temple who have been dedicated to the goddess Mathamma must be taken 
into consideration, in order to encounter the hybridity and multiple religious 
belonging of sub-Dalit caste groups. A Dalit theological discourse that takes 
into consideration the religiosity of the most marginalized Dalit communi-
ties requires an interdisciplinary approach that delves into the sociological reli-
gious identity and religious belonging of a marginalized people, while using a 
womanist theological lens that challenges homogenous and patriarchal herme-
neutics and journeys toward a theo(a)logy where the goddess of the devadāsī 
Mathammas challenges androcentric theologizing and creates space to con-
template Christ with a Dalit womanist agenda of devotional (Bhakti) resis-
tance against suppressive ideologies, such as caste, class, and patriarchy. The 
intention is to journey with Dalit Christian theology into indecent territories, 
where the bodies of Dalit women who are Mathamma sex workers, village 
prostitutes, trafficked joginis, and reformed devadāsīs become the lens through 
which Christ is contemplated. 
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The Rebirth of the Goddess in Dalit Theologizing

In the rural villages of South India the divine is the mother goddess, as Richard 
Brubaker describes: “Whatever her name, her story, her physical representa-
tion, or the details of her worship, the goddess in question is the tutelary deity 
of a South Indian village. The village topocosm is her domain, its destiny is in 
her hands, and its inhabitants are her people.”15 The first encounter with the 
divine for the Dalit people throughout history is rooted in the mythology of 
the mother goddess—the goddess who is considered the divine protector from 
small pox, the one who will bring the rain for harvest and bless the women 
with fertility. It is the goddess who understands the cries of lament and the 
prayers for change, and gives the Dalit women of the village the courage to go 
on. The Dalit feminist poet Meena Kandasamy describes how in the strength 
of the goddess, Dalit women find hope in the midst of their daily oppression: 
“My Maariamma bays for blood. My Kali kills. My Draupadi strips. My Sita 
climbs on to a stranger’s lap. All my women militate. They brave bombs, they 
belittle kings. . . . Call me names if it comforts you. I no longer care.”

The ethnologist Edgar Thurston’s 19th-century studies on the Indian vil-
lage reveal how each village claims its own mother goddess: “each is supposed 
to be guardian of the boundaries of the cherished. She is believed to protect its 
inhabitants and its livestock from disease, disaster and famine, to promote the 
fecundity of cattle and goats, and to give children.”16 The Mathamma institu-
tion finds its origins in such a village, where historically “Dalit women also 
served as priests . . . they represented the presence or voice of the deity.”17 A 
Mādiga Dalit girl would be chosen in childhood as the divine representation 
of the goddess on earth; she would be feared by all castes, and would be the 
ritual specialist of the village. In the religions of the Dalits, the goddess was 
considered as protector of the untouchables, incarnating herself in women, 
and challenging caste purity laws. She was the deity of the oppressed, and as 
such held a vital social space for the authority of women. Yet overtime the 
place of women as priestesses of the village became transformed; some argue 
that this was in part due to the European missionaries. James Taneti, for exam-
ple, highlights the shock and disgust the missionaries expressed at the sight of 
a woman preacher among the natives, where such women were described by 
the Christian missionaries as being “deviants” and “concubines.”18 While oth-
ers such as Linda Epp maintain that such transformations occurred as the god-
dess identity was sancritized and reimagined as being part of a divine married 
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couple, this resulted in the increasing stress on the necessity for women to 
be married and female sexuality to be controlled.19 Joanna Liddle and Rama 
Joshi note that “the concept of marriage, involving male control of female 
sexuality, is important for understanding how the mother goddess was incor-
porated into the patriarchal Brahmin religion. In the villages, the old matriar-
chal religion was brahminised by providing orthodox male deities as husbands 
of the mother goddesses.”20 However, despite consistent efforts to control the 
religious deities of the Dalits, Sathianathan Clarke highlights how the god-
desses of certain Dalit communities, inclusive of the Ellaiyamman goddess of 
the Paraiyars, refused to be colonialized by the high castes. Clarke describes 
how the “Paraiyars’ goddesses remain single, unmarried, and unobliged to the 
Hindu gods. They refuse to be co-opted and domesticated by the larger sym-
bols of power as represented by the Hindu gods.” Certain goddesses therefore 
remain countercultural and identity specific to Dalit communities.21

The non-brahminical religions of the rural villagers belonged to the Dalit 
people, many of whom attempted to reject brahminical impositions on their 
religious beliefs. Liddle and Joshi suggest the rejection came as a result of the 
attempt to control women’s sexuality: “the religious myths of the brahmins may 
tell the story of women’s destructive power and how it was constrained by men 
through control of women’s sexuality, but the religion of the common people 
tells the story of women’s continuing power and resistance to male control.”22 
The socioreligious identity of the dedicated Mathammas appears to have been 
negatively transformed as a result of caste and colonial influences, where reli-
gious identities and divine rights embodied in the female form came to be con-
sidered as dangerous, and thus in need of controlling. There is, therefore, a need 
to reclaim such mythology as Dalit cultural resources inclusive of the village 
music; goddesses and drums can be purposefully used as a tools of both social 
and psychological liberation, when reclaimed by the Dalit people as a source of 
indigenous theological praxis. They enable the agency of the Dalit women and 
men to be expressed through mythological and religious narratives and worship 
styles, used as a means of resistance and protest against hegemonic structures. 
One such example can be witnessed in the worship of the goddess Matangi. 

Matangi is referred to as “the outcaste goddess,” who is associated with pol-
lution and leftover food, “as an embodiment of inauspiciousness and the for-
bidden, the goddess exemplifies the transcendence of social norms associated 
with Tantric practice.”23 The goddess challenges ideal notions of Indian wom-
anhood as well as ridiculing societal rules of purity and pollution, “through 
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the offering of impure substances and practices the Tantric sadhaka aims to 
overcome worldly values regarding pollution. . .”24 For the “outcaste” Dalit 
communities the deity “Matangi is then perceived as liberating in nature, offer-
ing her devotees the chance of salvation through transcendence of pollution.”25 
She is worshipped by the offering of leftover food, which for the high-caste 
Hindus would be considered impure, and she rewards those deemed polluted 
with her protection. Lynn Foulston remarks that “these connotations of inaus-
piciousness and death indicate Matangi’s connection with the boundaries and 
periphery of Hindu society, key themes in Tantric practice.” The goddess chal-
lenges notions of purity as she “embodies the idea of transgression and provides 
a prime focus for Tantric adherents aiming to overcome aversion to social pol-
lution in the hope of achieving religious liberation or gaining magical powers 
for worldly aims.”26 The Dalit goddess Matangi is therefore the goddess of the 
periphery, taking the side of the oppressed and challenging social practices of 
the here and now. As one Dalit folk song reads:

You are the deity who expels our troubles; come rid us of evil. 
You are present in the neem leaves for driving out women’s afflictions. 
You are present in the fire, the head of our religion. 
You have lived with fame in our village, Malaipallaiyani . . . 

You are the goddess who guards boundaries:
You protect with your spear;
You will protect us from 4408 diseases;
You will protect the Harijans from the torture of the High caste.27

Francis Clooney asks the question, How can we learn from faiths other 
than our own? He notes that doing so will drive “us deeper, into the world of 
commitment, faith, and encounter with God.”28 The goddess myths, beliefs, 
and traditions of the Dalit communities enable a reimagining of the sacred 
images of the divine within Dalit Christian theologizing that have otherwise 
remained androcentric. In agreement with Carol Christ, the “Goddess is a sym-
bol of the divine as female and therefore of femaleness as divine or in the image 
of divinity. Re-imagining divine power as Goddess has important psychological 
and political consequences.”29 This is particularly the case when contemplating 
Christian theologies amid dedicated sacred sex workers. The dedicated Mat-
hammas and devadāsīs are directly associated with the divine feminine and, 
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therefore, the psychological implications of journeying with the symbolism and 
myths relating to a female deity offer the opportunity to move away from static 
patriarchal images of the divine and reimagine a liberative goddess that is not 
physically and sexually controlled by hegemonic communities by reclaiming 
the identity of the goddess. Further, reimaging the divine as female within Dalit 
Christian theological discourse is psychologically and politically critical for the 
women who have for centuries been dominated by a male God, which has 
resulted in female subservience to male power at the expense of a historically 
matriarchal identity. Carol Christ suggests that “the masculinity of God makes 
it difficult for women to see ourselves as being ‘in the image of God’ and to 
affirm our own power. The pronouns used to refer to God—He, Him, His, 
never She, Her, Hers, nor even It or It’s—reinforce the message.”30

The Dalit theologian Appavoo suggests that the divine should be consid-
ered as pettavarē: “the parent who bore us and who has both feminine and mas-
culine qualities.”31 Appavoo’s use of the noun pettavarē focuses on the mother 
as the bearer of the child. He conveys his theology and Christology to the 
Dalit villages through imagery and mythology that merge with the socioreli-
gious identity of the Dalits. He concentrates on the need to find useful means 
of empowerment and liberation for the rural village Dalit communities using 
their own identity-focused resources,32 including the use of the udukku (hour-
glass drum), which is a tool used to signify “empowering possession by the 
village goddess.”33 By doing so, aspects of the Dalit identity that were devalued 
and controlled by the high castes, including the Dalit deities, are transformed 
and reclaimed in order to oppose hegemonic powers inclusive of caste, gender, 
and class control. Further, the divine is portrayed as being fundamentally inclu-
sive, who is both mother and father, Tāyitagappanārē sagalattaiyum pettavarē 
eṅga (“Oh, Mother and Father, parent who created everything”).34 Revealing 
an empowering reengagement with the Dalit identity and the divine feminine, 
the feminine aspects of the village goddesses permeate a place for the Dalit 
woman in worship and theologizing.35 As Gabrielle Dietrich remarks, however, 
“we may not gain much if we address God as father and mother as long as 
the division of labour between mothers and fathers in day-to-day life remains 
unchallenged.”36 For the dedicated sacred sex workers, the fathers have never 
been present in their lives or those of their children. Thus, “understanding the 
links between the struggles of caste, class, gender, and the organization of the 
family—that is, the fundamental roots of oppression in social structures—is 
the first step toward creating a relevant indigenous feminist theology.”37
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Theo/alogical Contemplations on the Divine

Feminist theologians such as Carol Christ have acknowledged the difficulty 
in producing a systematic feminist Christology that excludes patriarchal hege-
mony and is relevant to the bodily realities experienced by women. For Christ, 
“the need to counter the dualistic and androcentric assumptions which had 
determined patriarchal religions made it necessary to turn to Goddess symbol-
ism.”38 Her theo/alogy is therefore shaped by the embodied existential stories 
of women who are the oppressed and represent the “underside” of a dualistic 
worldview and who seek authentic selfhood.39 She contends that in women’s 
movements where such selfhood is sought as “quests for truth or justice or 
being,” spirituality is a central component.40 Similarly, Dalit feminist theology 
focuses on the need to witness the spiritual and divine selfhood apparent within 
the authentic narratives of the Dalit women who represent the downtrodden of 
history, thus producing embodied theologies shaped by resistant movements of 
Dalit women. Theo(a)logy shaped by countercultural Dalit goddess spirituality 
and worship holds the potential to ideologically dismantle inherent processes 
of subjugation inclusive of androcentric Christology and oppressive purity laws 
imposed by the Hindu caste system, by decentering the theological powers and 
experiencing God in the communal experiences of Dalit women and marginal-
ized societies. This requires a theological journeying with the narratives of the 
oppressed, exposing divergent images of God. 

For a Dalit devadāsī, Christian theologizing in the case of the dedicated 
Mathammas requires contemplating narratives of goddess spirituality and sal-
vaging a Christian theology that becomes relevant to Dalit women who have 
only experienced the marginalizing potential of male-centric Christian the-
ologies. We must also take into consideration patriarchal brahminical soci-
etal control over female deities, which has transformed the goddess mythology 
and worship, resulting in the fractured identities of the devadāsīs. Conscious 
and unconsciously androcentric theologies have affected the socioreligious and 
communal attitudes, as Mary Daly argues: “the use of patriarchal symbols will 
inevitably reinforce the power of patriarchy and the use of feminist symbols 
will inevitably reinforce the power of feminism.”41 The religious identities 
of the dedicated Mathammas and Dalit communities as a whole are sites of 
contestation and transformation that seek to challenge the dominant forces 
but at times become subservient to subconscious control. Dalit religious com-
munities appear to have been culturally excluded and “either marginalised or 
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co-opted,” they therefore have to be “vigilant in their endeavour to preserve 
their own culture and religion.”42 It is for this reason that goddesses, including 
Mathamma and Yellamma, are often known specifically as Dalit deities that are 
feared by caste groups. The myth relating to the goddess Mathamma is inex-
tricably linked to other goddesses worshipped by Dalit village communities, 
including the goddesses Yellamma, Ellaiyamman, and Mariyamman.43 A re-
reading of such myths from a Dalit perspective exposes the rebellious resistance 
of Dalit symbolic mythology that offers liberative themes for a countercultural 
Dalit feminist Christology. 

The myth relating to Mathamma is very much like that of the Yellamma, 
where Renuka, the auspicious original form of the goddess, is considered 
defiled and immoral by her husband Jamadagni, after she supposedly “mentally 
prostituted” herself by being tempted by her neighbour. Following her murder, 
at the hands of her son, by order of her husband, she is reborn into a new body. 
After the son accidently chopped off the heads of both a Dalit, “untouchable” 
woman, and of his mother, he placed them on to the wrong bodies when 
bringing them back to life. It is in this form that she is worshipped as a vil-
lage goddess to the Dalits, as both untouchable and goddess. The local village 
worship of the devadāsīs is a “living reminder of Renuka’s mixed state (that is, 
goddess/prostitute). . . . Today’s so-called ‘devadāsī problem’ is similar to that 
which Renuka faced long ago,”44 where societal forces persistently attempted 
to implement control and punishment onto the bodies of the women. Many 
important themes of resistance can be extrapolated from the myth of Renuka. 
First, one cannot ignore the “borrowing of Hindu story lines, mythological 
characters and themes.” Clarke highlights how there is “a resolute effort by the 
Paraiyars to work within the mythological symbolic world of Hinduism.”45 

However, there has also been a conscious effort to remythologize the origins 
and functions of the deity to make her a relevant force of resistance against 
caste Hindus. 

When read through the hermeneutical lens of the Dalit, the goddess 
Mathamma is witnessed as a central deity to the outcaste Dalit communities 
because of her reborn, “untouchable” status; when her son, Parasurama, went 
to behead her, she clung to her “untouchable” maid, and as a result became 
polluted. When she was brought back to life, the deity was incarnated into 
an untouchable body. It is as the “polluted” goddess that she becomes Amma 
or “mother” to the Dalits. As Prabhakar Dayam describes, “for the Dalits, the 
divinity of the ‘wholly other’ lies in choosing to ‘belong’ to the Dalit self by 
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becoming one with the community and getting polluted in the process. This 
idea of getting polluted, as the essential condition of the divine self-disclosure, 
could be noticed in the popular devotion to another Dalit Goddess, Matangi 
. . . where the devotees offer her the leftover food from their plates. By doing 
so the goddess privileges ‘pollution’ as divine necessity in her self-disclosure.”46 

Mathamma myths also focus on the symbolic victimization and resistance of 
women, as both Renuka and the “untouchable” woman are the victims of the 
male antagonist who nevertheless survive and go on to become divine pow-
ers and sources of hope and resistance. Read from this perspective, “the god-
dess is thus a source of hope to those who are ill not because she has healing 
powers as such, but because she ultimately adjudicates the battle of mysteri-
ous demonic forces and turns the flow of vows and curses in favour of the 
petitioner.”47 Clarke further highlights how the myth “reinforces the fact that 
formidable divine power is generated to protect and guard her subjects from 
all harm.”48 Christian Dalit theology that perceives the divine in Christ as the 
pained, polluted, broken, and untouchable one, “who became the belonged to 
the un-belonged,”49 must consider a critical and constructive journeying with 
such aspects of the divine feminine that are historically rooted in the identity 
and communities of Dalits where Amma is central and enables the women 
of the community as her direct intermediaries to challenge social constructs 
such as the purity laws and the practice of untouchability. This in turn leads 
to a re-reading of the Christian scriptures—for example, Luke 8:43-48, where 
the woman who had been hemorrhaging for twelve years, who would in the 
context of the Hindu purity laws would be considered impure based upon her 
bleeding, takes it upon herself to touch the cloak of Christ. In doing so she 
is healed, and as a result “the power” is said to have gone out of Jesus. When 
considering the text through the lens of Mathamma, Christ can be considered 
as becoming polluted in the process, losing power to help the faithful outcaste. 
The woman is the agent of her own change, taking it upon herself to mediate 
the divine power through the healing of her body and as such challenging her 
untouchable, impure status. 

Religious expressions of the divine goddess and spirituality in Dalit com-
munities can be both transformative and at times oppressive, as can be wit-
nessed by the embodied narratives of the contemporary devadāsīs. They are, 
however, the place in which Christ must be contemplated for the Dalit com-
munities, as they are the spaces in which Dalit communities have their own 
experiences of the divine.50 To repeat Francis Clooney’s questions,“How do we 
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learn from religious traditions other than our own? How are we to assess what 
happens when that learning leads to affirmation and empathy, and thereaf-
ter affects how one lives one’s own life?”51 When contemplating Christ amid 
the spiritual narratives, myths, and worship traditions of the goddesses of the 
Dalits, the gospel is contextualized into the narratives of the people, and the 
revelation of the incarnate Christ is witnessed on what Felix Wilfred refers to 
as the banks of the Ganges. As the “Ganges then, symbolises the divine pass-
ing through our lives making everything alive and flourishing; it signifies the 
continuous flow of divine grace passing right through our life and its innumer-
able expressions.”52 Christian theologizing therefore recognizes the flow of the 
divine passing through the Dalit villages, where the divine becomes untouch-
able, polluted, victimized, and oppressed in order to be the God of the Dalits. 
Wilfred and Nirmal contend that the conditions of the Dalits, “the fact of 
being humiliated, excluded and rejected goes with the very heart of Christian 
faith which is witnessed in the rejection of Jesus, his humiliation and passion 
that God is a God who is on the side of the poor and marginalised.”53 Christ’s 
incarnation is, as Prabhakar Dayam states, “a journey of knowing the human 
pain and getting polluted in the process of claiming the parenthood of the god/
ess. Pollution is a necessity of the divine disclosure.”54

Dalit religiosity is shaped by the hybridity of multiple religious belonging 
that has significantly transformed throughout history. Contextualizing Dalit 
Christology amidst the Dalit village religiosity, challenges Dalit theologizing 
to encounter further the Christ of resistance and rebellion who challenges the 
status quo and breaks down hegemonic systems of oppression. As such “dalit-
ness is the key to the mystery of his divine human identity,”55 the Dalit goddess 
must become one with the un-belonged in order to be incorporated into the 
emancipatory mythology of oral Dalit traditions, just as it is the polluted and 
downtrodden aspects of Christ that make him a Dalit. A Dalit Christian the-
ologizing that takes into consideration the lived religiosity of Mathamma com-
munities requires a dialogical hermeneutic, which reflects upon what Clooney 
refers to as the “intensification of faith in the midst of interreligious dialogue,” 
as it takes into consideration the potentially “emancipatory mythography”56 

of the goddess Mathamma using a Dalit feminist hermeneutic of suspicion. 
This means also grappling with the existential realities of the contemporary 
dedicated Dalit Mathammas, who are treated as village sex workers, forced 
into the margins of society, persecuted by all within the community, labeled as 
“harlots,” “sluts,” and “prostitutes,” trafficked into the cities, raped, exploited, 
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vilified, and abused. Such theologizing must be done in continuous dialogue 
with the oppressed, which is why this is a theological yatra, one that in India 
is particularly long and confusing, with many side roads, as “this dialogue is 
open-ended and it leads us into the depths of mystery, to understand which we 
need to be in continuous journey with others.” In agreement with Felix Wil-
fred, “dialogue is not simply a means to achieve something. Every dialogue has 
the mystery as its horizon. Thus, the path of theology is not one which leads 
from faith to the clarity of knowledge about it, but rather a movement from 
faith to its realisation in life through dialogue.”57

A theological journeying with Christ into the brothels of the sacred pros-
titutes of South India exposes the inadequacies of androcentric theological 
discourse that chastises and dictates the bodies of women. The Mathamma 
devadāsīs are entangled within a web of oppression, struggling against diver-
gent forces of exploitation and vilification, which has resulted in their identities 
being stolen and transformed. Their personal narratives have been excluded 
from the majority of social and religious contemplations, to the extent that 
they have become a by-product of reformist, rehabilitation programmes and 
sociopolitical and religious power games that do not take into account the con-
textual religious identities or the socioeconomic situations of the contemporary 
dedicated sacred sex workers. Contemplating the place of God in the midst of 
their struggles requires an identity-specific Dalit liberation theology. Whether 
Dalit feminist theology will emerge as a direct challenge to such narratives of 
oppression depends upon Dalit theology entering the brothels of South India 
and questioning where the “broken” and “downtrodden” Christ of the Dalits 
is, when the brothels are filled with the stagnant scent of unwanted sex, when 
a Dalit child is trafficked to the city and her body is used, abused, and forced 
into the flesh market, when the church-imposed moral agenda further ban-
ishes the sex worker’s body to the margins of society, labelling her a “whore” 
and a “harlot,” she whose sexuality needs marrying off and controlling. Where 
is the Dalit Christ then? Christ is present in her narrative, her voice, and her 
suffering that exposes the inadequacies of the social order and makes real the 
ultimate promise of the cross. 
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Sunder John Boopalan

Hybridity’s Ambiguity (Gift or Threat?): 
Marginality as Rudder

Kabir says, renounce
all family, caste, and clan. 
Turn into an ant,
instead—
pick the sugar from the sand
And eat.1

Occasionally, we hear the sound of a few suffering 
women weeping. Then we forget it.2

India’s constitutionally provided, fundamental “right freely to profess, 
practice and propagate religion”3 was intended to safeguard India’s secular fab-
ric, meaning (as is obvious) not the absence of public profession, practice, 
and propagation of religion but, rather, its active presence and performance in 
everyday life. This important take on what “secularism” could mean enabled 
India to envision a hospitable living-together of diverse peoples professing dif-
fering—and sometimes conflicting—faiths, cultures, and social practices. This 
also has made possible mutual invitation to experience and witness the faith of 
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others, creating, as a consequence, conditions for multiple religious belonging. 
However, several events have transpired since 19494 that have posed challenges 
for identities that are not monolithic or homogenous—that is, for hybrid iden-
tities. Also significant is the fact that far from secularization’s (as articulated 
globally) many hypotheses, religious traditions have been increasingly making 
their presence felt5 and are used by communities to forge individual and collec-
tive identities. Also important to consider is the tension between the violence 
that often arises out of religious conviction (further rigidified by political and 
ethnic identities) and the claim by almost all religions that they favour “har-
mony and human wellbeing.”6 In light of these developments, a theology of 
multiple religious belonging is an urgent necessity. The category of “hybridity” 
needs to be examined for its potential hospitality. These themes are timely for 
rethinking identity formation—religious and otherwise. 

This essay seeks to build on the positive understanding of hybridity and 
multiple belonging. By demonstrating, however, that hybridity is not directly 
proportional to hospitality—herein lies hybridity’s ambiguity—I introduce the 
need to interrogate critically the notion of hybridity. In light of this problem-
atic, I will argue that hybridity, in order to be hospitable, needs to be perpetually 
disposed toward marginality and sites of oppression. By extending the insight 
of this argument into the area of religious rituals, I argue, in other words, that 
marginality serves as an ethical rudder as we steer through hybridity’s—threat 
or promise?—ambiguity. In conclusion, I will delineate some pointers that will 
sum up the concerns of the essay. 

Hybridity’s Continuing Problematic Entanglements

The concept of “hybridity” was introduced into postcolonial and cultural stud-
ies by Homi Bhabha and Salman Rushdie,7 among others. These cultural critics 
appropriated the term by distancing it from its previous derogatory usage8 and 
employing it positively. “Hybridity” thus came to denote not just the mingling 
and fusing of cultures but also the emergence of a new identity that is positively 
self-transforming.9

“Hybridity” is often used loosely in reference to another term, “liminal-
ity,” which is argued by some (Ashis Nandy and others)10 as amounting to 
“the authentic state of Indianness itself.”11 These concepts point to the fact 
that the idea of “purity”—with respect to categories such as culture, religion, 
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ethnicity, and so on—is a myth. In the Indian context in which diversity is an 
everyday feature but nevertheless prone to breeding conflict, this insight has 
the promise to usher in a certain hospitable disposition in belief and practice. 
If collective identities have been shaped by the crossing of boundaries and 
transgressing of so-called pure categories, “purity” loses its stability and has 
the ability to create hybrid identities (positively understood). This is surely 
cause (among those who see it as positive) for some celebration. Many of us 
may know, either in our family circles or friends’ circles, of some intercaste, 
interreligious, or interlingual marriages that we could lift up as being examples 
of a much-needed hybridity and multiple belonging. Several other examples 
could be named as well. 

However, and importantly, this is not all. There are several cases in which 
hybrid identities are seen negatively. In contrast to the positive understand-
ing of hybridity in which so-called pure identities lose their stability, those 
that see hybridity negatively condemn hybridity for transgressing such purity 
and make efforts to prevent and punish such transgression. Honour killings, 
humiliation, and punishment in the context of intercaste relationships in India 
are examples of this negative discomfort with hybridity that leads to physical 
and mental violence. In recent news from the time of this writing, five Dalit 
women were beaten and paraded naked because one of their sons eloped—
thereby transgressing the “purity” of caste—with a girl from an “upper” caste.12 
Such brutal wrongs are always in urgent need of address in any discussion of 
multiple belonging. 

Even Mohandas K. Gandhi, who proposed a “hybrid” India in the sense 
that he was able to articulate the idea of India without tying it to Hindu-
tva13 ideology,14 anchored—however inadvertently—India’s hybridity in domi-
nant sites of identity. Because of being enamoured by such dominant sites of 
identity, Gandhi’s articulations, despite their many promises, ended up being 
inhospitable to marginal constituencies. It is helpful to recall here that Gandhi, 
at least until the 1940s, only condemned the “evils” of caste but expressed faith 
in the relevance of the caste (varna) system “as a fundamental historical institu-
tion of the Indian civilisation.”15 The many debates between B. R. Ambedkar 
and Gandhi16 are worth noting, especially with respect to Ambedkar’s emphasis 
on paying attention to sites of oppression in articulating an idea of India.17 
Gandhi, despite his claims, was only able to propose a hybridity which sought 
to include the margins in the dominant idea of India without fundamentally 
reorganizing India’s inhospitable, caste-ridden social fabric. As a result, Gandhi 
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was not able to secure a hospitable hybridity.18 This is one example of the dan-
ger that hybridity has to avoid. In short, hybridity is not a neutral category and 
it needs to be anchored in something else (in marginality, as this essay argues) 
in order to be hospitable. 

The negative consideration of hybridity with respect to multiple religious 
belonging is common in India. Examples abound. Pravin Togadia, the inter-
national general secretary of the Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP), issued death 
sentences for “those who attempt to convert Hindus to other religions” in 
November 2011.19 India is often presented by its Hindutva proponents as hav-
ing had a glorious, harmonious, and unified—not hybrid—identity that was 
destroyed by Muslims and other (including Christian) invading alien forces. 
While linguists, archaeologists, and historians of culture have pointed out the 
flaws with this line of thinking, Hindutva ideologues continue to dismiss them 
and choose to propagate a sanitized “pure” version.20 These are some of hybrid-
ity’s continuing problematic entanglements. 

Interrogating Hybridity’s “Promise”

Cultural thinkers, among whom the term hybridity enjoyed popularity, are rec-
ognizing that the term is not neutral. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, for instance, 
warns against a “liberal pluralism of repressive tolerance”21 which masquer-
ades as hospitality but is in essence a violent intolerance. In the Indian case, 
we often hear statements like “Indians are so hospitable” or “We are the land 
of unity in diversity.” What such superficial pluralism does is avoid a much-
needed analysis of power in terms of caste, class, gender, religion, and culture. 
In other words, it is an avoidance of coming to terms with marginality and 
the challenges that attention to margins pose for self-identity that pervades 
such superficial notions of hybridity. This avoidance aggravates and justifies 
violence, as we have seen in recent Indian history. This is increasingly becom-
ing the case in India, where religious belonging is sought to be rigidified and 
identities are constructed by marking sharp boundaries between in-groups and 
out-groups. How else could neighbours turn into looters and killers in Gujarat 
in 2002 and Orissa in 2008? 

In order to safeguard hybridity’s promise, “new ways have to be learned 
and taught, and attention to the margin in general must be persistently 
renewed.”22 Spivak goes on to note, importantly, “I am obliged to point out 
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that we non-sectarian Hindus had thought, until the massacre of December 
6, 1992, ‘it can’t happen here’.”23 Such important observations point out that 
India will always be on the verge of losing its multicultural and hybrid social 
fabric (positively understood) if attention to sites of suffering and oppression 
(marginality, in other words) is not inculcated actively in religious thought 
and practice. Attention to margins is thus not only a way to offer platforms for 
self-representation of oppressed identities but also, importantly, “prevent[s] the 
erasure of peoples, cultures and ecosystems.”24

Grounding Hybridity’s Promise: Embodiment

For interreligious encounters in India to be hospitable, religious faiths have to 
be understood in relation to the identities of the people who profess them and 
carry them in their minds, hearts, and embodied practices. Without paying 
attention to the suffering of actual bodies, we may be unable to be hospitable 
in interreligious encounters and our multiple belonging will be superficial at 
best. As Takatemjen rightly notes, “in the past theology was understood as a 
rational discourse about God, [and] the world,” which led to it being made 
“an academic exercise.”25 What this overly rational way of doing theology 
leads to is the ignoring of embodied people’s experiences.26 Some of the clear-
est expressions of embodied practices are religious rituals. By turning to this 
area of religious experience, how may we speak of hospitable multiple religious 
belonging? A brief overview of interreligious encounters could perhaps high-
light the importance of embodiment as key in this connection. 

Interreligious encounters have ranged from a “translation method” of 
doing theology, where “gospel” is seen as supplanting local practices and 
beliefs, introducing new [and “better”] values; to a “philosophical method,” 
where faith practices are seen as arising out of rational systematic beliefs best 
exemplified in arguments and concepts.27 Although these methods are still 
prevalent and continue to pervade Christian imaginations of mission, theolo-
gians have noted that there are inherent problems in these approaches. While 
the “translation method” follows a colonial imperial logic, the philosophical 
method overemphasizes the rationality of beliefs, positing them as closed sys-
tems in need of defense through argumentation. Consequently, these methods 
hinder open dialogue. 



 

Many yet One?

140

Realizing the need for a “dialogical model,” several Indian theologians (S. 
J. Samartha, Raymond Pannikar, Russell Chandran, M. M. Thomas, and oth-
ers) articulated the need for “openness to other religions whereby God’s revela-
tion transcends religious barriers.”28 Although this model broke new ground in 
interreligious encounters, the model was criticized by Dalit and tribal29 theo-
logians for ignoring the lived realities of Dalits and tribals. Having something 
like this in mind, Pachuau cautions against “five ways by which dominant 
groups avoid the issue of difference”: homogenization; colonization; demoni-
zation; romanticization; pluralization. The last of these—pluralization—is the 
problem that this essay deals with insofar as it gives rise to a situation in which 
“difference does not really make a difference at all.”30

Even if one recognizes difference, what does it mean to be open to being 
reconstituted by difference? Which different “other” does one choose for dia-
logue and encounter? These are important questions. For the purpose of this 
essay, I note that in interreligious dialogue there is a tendency to dialogue 
with dominant models rather than marginal models and sites. For dialogue to 
create hybridity and facilitate hospitality, an interaction with marginal lived 
experiences is key. In other words, to make good on its promise, interreligious 
hybridity will have to hold hybridity in tension with marginality. Such tensions 
are helpfully held by coming together physically in ritual practices. 

Religious Rituals: Implicating Embodied Theologies 
and Identities

Before we move on to build on positive aspects of rituals, we need to acknowl-
edge the negative uses in service of which rituals are employed. There are many 
hegemonic rituals which destructively contest and reorganize marginal iden-
tities and are therefore unethical. For instance, caste-based oppression often 
involves ritualized cruelty like stripping (especially of women), tying up and 
beating, tonsuring of the head, and murder that is often forgotten or erased31 
from dominant memory.32 Reconversion33 attempts, especially by Hindutva 
forces also are highly ritualistic. These are all threats (recall the title of this 
essay) of and to hybrid identities. We recognize, therefore, that rituals are either 
positive or negative34 depending on the rudder with which such rituals are 
navigated and performed. 
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The essay’s constructive proposal, however, considers rituals positively. The 
particular power of rituals in which I am interested is that “rituals implicate”; 
that is, that they often “make statements about the definition or redefinition 
of outsider and insider.”35 This insight has concrete implications for multiple 
religious belonging. 

Because of this inherent power to “implicate,” rituals create alternative 
cultures that are not easily co-opted by dominant cultures, enabling hospitable 
freshness and creating nonhegemonic multiple belongings. They “contest the 
exclusivity in religious orthodoxies by redefining boundaries and reformulat-
ing the relationship between Self and Other.”36 Thus, rituals have the ability to 
foster hybrid identities that contest37 and reorganize identities. However, how 
does one judge hybridity’s ethics? What enables hybridity to be hospitable? This 
is the angle of approach that this section will take. To guide our thoughts, we 
may consider the following perspectival questions:

How can the taken-for-granted assumption that rituals are formalized, rule-
governed and repetitive practices be reconciled with the fact that they are 
subject to contingencies emerging from political upheaval, socio-cultural 
change and human creativity? Given the fact that rituals are focal points of 
social identity and cultural authenticity, what is their role in socio-cultural 
environments in which syncretistic beliefs and hybrid practices transgress the 
boundaries of national cultures and religious orthodoxies? And finally, how 
does the representational and practical modus of rituals, which combines 
text-like communication and performative action, signification and efficacy 
in an artful way, relate to the negotiation of structures and change, identity 
and difference?38

Rituals make use of space and time with embodied participation in a way 
that rules out the unequal elevation of intellectual and rational modes of know-
ing.39 In this way, rituals help theology to break away “from its metaphysical 
captivity” in order to embrace a “productive province of physicality.”40 Shared 
physical spaces in rituals implicate theologies and identities. Because rituals 
enact “significant actions,” they acquire an authority that relies on something—
embodiment—that is more fundamental than “intellectual comprehension.”41 
This meaning-making power of rituals through “bodily impact”42 enables par-
ticipants to call and respond through “address.”43
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We address one another in rituals. The hospitable power of address moves 
beyond the realm of solely those who are participants or members of in-groups. 
As in the Gonthemma ritual that we will soon consider for analysis, “address 
may be directed at non-participants or it may aim at co-participants of differ-
ent constituencies within the same ritual.”44 Allow me to offer a few examples 
to delineate what I mean by “address” that goes beyond in-group settings. A 
Christian procession on Good Friday in a town, which comprises mostly of 
people of other faiths, “takes on new meaning.”45 In such a procession, Chris-
tians are members of the in-group and the townspeople are members of out-
groups. By virtue of being bodily present in each other’s presence in such a 
ritual setting, however, new meanings are generated by implication and address. 

Consider another example that Gerd Baumann offers. In 1990 a native 
Englishman murdered a London Punjabi. A funeral procession was under-
taken as “a demonstration against racism by its organizers.”46 Others, however, 
assumed that the procession was “a non-political act of condolence and respect 
for the bereaved family.”47 What is clear here is that in-groups and out-groups 
may see a particular ritual differently depending on social location and condi-
tioning. By virtue of physical bodies being together in time and space at the 
same time and place, however, the possibility of mutual address and implica-
tion make themselves real. A member of the in-group could have thanked a 
member of the out-group for coming out to show support for an antiracism 
rally, much to the surprise of the member of the out-group. Such “surprises” 
implicate. One calls and the other responds. Mutuality becomes possible. 

We find that although there may be particular reference points in rituals, 
there are likely to be, by virtue of their public nature, bystanders, spectators, 
invited guests, outside witnesses, and outside beneficiaries.48 The presence of 
these “others” in hybrid contexts offers promising possibilities for hospitable 
mutual invitations. The ethical key, however, is the relationship of all these fac-
tors to marginality. It is perhaps helpful here to rehearse the main argument of 
this essay. Hybridity, in order to be hospitable, needs to be perpetually disposed 
toward marginality and sites of oppression. Another way of phrasing the argu-
ment is that marginality serves as an ethical rudder to steer through hybridity’s 
ambiguity. 

With such a focus on marginality, let us consider three examples of rituals 
that have the potential to give rise to a hybridity that is hospitable. In high-
lighting these three examples, my hope is to point to possibilities of employing 
religious rituals that can facilitate hospitable multiple religious belonging. 
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The sa’y or “rapid walk”
Christians are familiar with the story of Abraham and Sarah and Hagar in Gen-
esis. While the figure of Hagar is marginal in Christian preaching and ritual, in 
Islam, Hagar has a certain prominence. While this prominence is understand-
able given that Hagar is the mother of Ishmael and that this story of origin is 
key for Muslim self-understanding, the story and its enactment in ritual form 
holds great promise for promoting hospitable hybridity and multiple religious 
belonging. The sa’y or “rapid walk”49 ritual during the pilgrimage to Mecca 
involves the “running” between Safa and Marwa—the two small mountains 
in Masjid-al-Haram in Mecca. This ritual performatively remembers Hagar’s 
struggle in the wilderness as she searched for water for Ishmael.50 By enacting 
the ritual with a focus on marginality (recall the oppression of Hagar at the 
hands of Abraham and Sarah), the physical running and the active memory 
of the story of Hagar imaginatively and physically remember the wrongs done 
by and to human individuals and communities. Participants come to the ritual 
with certain embedded identities and there seems to occur a hybridization of 
an otherwise rigid identity in the participants. We may call this the unsettling 
of rigid identities. Making those identities hybrid, the ritual places unavoid-
able moral obligations (which may give rise to hospitable dispositions) in the 
present on those who choose the rudder of marginality. Hagar, after all, is 
a marginal and oppressed figure. By physiologically orienting oneself toward 
such a marginal and oppressed figure and site, the hybridizing of formerly rigid 
and settled identities makes one hospitable. This orienting toward marginality 
is key and is the reason why I call marginality a “rudder.” Rituals, in this way, 
harbour within them subliminal and psychological dimensions that go beyond 
the symbolic51 realm and facilitate embodiment of hospitality. This ritual can 
be employed in Christian, Muslim, and Jewish gatherings. In ecclesial settings, 
such rituals could even become sacramental. Further, such a ritual facilitates 
constructive Muslim–Christian–Jewish dialogue, inviting all sides to navigate 
a hybrid world with the rudder of marginality. 

Gonthemma Korika 
Gonthemma Korika 52 refers to the desire of Gonti,53 a Dalit deity in the South 
Indian state of Andhra Pradesh. Gonti is part of the alternative Dalit oral tradi-
tion of the character of Kunti in the Sanskrit epic Mahabharata. It is helpful 
to cite Joseph Prabhakar Dayam in this regard for clarity of context: “It is said 
that Kunti, on being found that she had an ‘illegitimate’ son (Karna) other 
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than the ‘legitimate’ Pandavas, had to run for her life as the Pandavas pursued 
to kill her. She entered a Mala colony and hid herself in a pothole.”54 Malas are 
a community of Dalits to whom Kunti (Gonti) becomes a goddess. 

This Dalit goddess is the centre of an annual festival in some South Indian 
villages. This religious ritual presents itself as an example of hybridity because 
it “usually transcend[s] religious distinctions.”55 Also importantly, in the village 
context in which caste barriers are rigidly maintained and Dalits are often at 
the fringe, the goddess often possesses “a woman in the Mala peta (Dalit ham-
let),”56 choosing a site of marginality. Upon possession, the goddess demands, 
among other things, “food and kallu (palm wine).”57 Because the desires of the 
goddess are often “strange” and “ambitious,”Gonthemma Korika—the desire of 
Gonti—is seen to enter “into the realm of reclaiming rights that are otherwise 
forbidden.”58

What do these symbols mean for hospitality and multiple religious belong-
ing? First, as we have seen, the goddess herself possesses an identity that is 
hybrid (she bore “illegitimate” Karna). Second, in addition to demands, the 
goddess also “judges the community” and “calls for corrective measures.”59 
Often, these rituals (along with the desires of the goddess) are surprisingly 
“accepted by ‘upper castes,’”60 thus making such rituals highly promising for 
hospitable encounters in an otherwise cruel caste-ridden context. Third, all this 
happens through the marginal Dalit woman’s body. Hospitality (in this case 
through divine visitation/justice) arises from being attentive to the margins. 
The festival thus serves as a paradigmatic example of rituals, which portray 
an “inclusive vision”61 that transgress violent in-group/out-group distinctions. 
I argue that such rituals are anti-cruelty social activities (and consequently 
pro-hospitality events) loaded with religious meaning. Religious believers and 
practitioners would do well to pay attention to these sources of knowledge in 
addition to other sources for meaning making. 
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Mother Earth, weeping: ritual art
In this section, I choose the above painting by Maithil artist Santosh Kumar 
Das62 for the following reasons: first, Maithil painting, as the artist notes, has 
its roots, among other things, in rituals. Second, the painting itself is an exam-
ple of hybridity since it occupies a terrain between “traditional iconography” 
connected with ritual and ceremonial occasions and personal ethical reflection 
based on “violent contemporary events” (that is, the riots fueled by religious 
difference in Gujarat).63 Third, it represents a hybridity that is oriented toward 
marginality and sites of suffering—victims and survivors of the mass killings—
that Das consciously chooses. 

The painting is based on “a myth in Devi Mahatmya” that speaks of the 
origin of goddess Durga.64 The myth ends with Durga’s “consent to bring relief 
to those who will call upon her in future calamities.”65 Das takes this salvific 
motif and applies it to the context of the 2002 Gujarat riots in which several 
hundred Muslims were murdered in response to the death of 58 passengers on 
the Ahmedabad-bound Sabarmati Express, which was set on fire. Mother Earth 
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is depicted as weeping for the victims, while Durga is represented as preparing 
for the “not-yet-complete” task of bringing justice.66 Mother Earth weeping for 
victims across religious boundaries is a symbol of hospitable multiplicity. That 
a Hindu goddess (Durga) joins this weeping and binds herself to act on behalf 
of victims (mostly Muslim, but also Hindu) unsettles rigid religious identity. 
This unsettling of identity is promising for hospitality because it is oriented 
toward sites of marginality. 

Given that the Hindu goddess Durga is sought to be appropriated by 
Hindu nationalist women’s organizations such as Durga Vahini67 (“Durga’s 
Army”) to propagate a violent activism,68 such ritual art by artists who use 
marginality as their ethical rudder for engendering hospitality is crucial for 
hospitality and multiple religious belonging. 

Some Concluding Thoughts

The need for hybridity’s ethical orientation: marginality as rudder
As observed in the essay, “hybridity” in itself is either neutral (that is, unable to 
generate hospitality in and of itself ) or ethically ambiguous (as in the tension 
between the appropriation of Durga by Hindu nationalists for violence and 
the ritual artistic portrayal of Durga’s divine compassion). If hybridity talk is 
to be prevented from running into the danger of becoming “just such another 
marketable commodity”69—that is, without an ethical orientation—then those 
articulations need to be examined critically across the various disciplines,70 
including theology. Such critical examination needs to employ marginality as 
the rudder. Only then will hybridity give rise to hospitality. Inattention to mar-
gins and preventing (however inadvertent) marginality from being a rudder to 
reorganize hybrid identities will make us not only inhospitable but also create 
moral amnesia, resulting in the erasure of marginal identities. Paying attention 
to religious ritual sources from the margins will help theological articulations 
to draw from unconventional sources and engender unconventional (that is, 
hybrid) but hospitable multiple religious belonging. 

Hybridity within so-called “orthodox” religion 
Religious practices are often understood with an essentializing viewpoint, mak-
ing religious faiths seem rigid and normative. This perennial temptation for 
those who seek to distinguish “orthodox” and “heterodox” positions within 
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a single faith is to be avoided. However, as Imtiaz Ahmad rightly points out, 
referring to the understanding of Islam, “this strictly and rigidly normative 
thrust of [this] approach has also prevented the appreciation of the bewilder-
ing diversity of beliefs, rituals, and religious practices that underlies the faith 
in different parts of the world.”71 This insight recognizes that not only are ritu-
als often “unorthodox” but also enjoy “widespread public appeal.”72 The three 
levels of understanding of religious practices that Ahmad recognizes within 
Indian Islam may also be applied to the understanding of other faiths in India 
and Asia in order to come to terms with the hybridity inherent in religious 
faiths. First, there are beliefs and practices that are formal and scripturally 
warranted; second, there are beliefs and practices (sometimes antithetical to 
scriptural “norms”) that are part of daily rituals which are popular and inform 
the self-understanding of believers; third, there are beliefs and practices that 
are “pragmatic or practical” which may be antithetical to the former two lev-
els. While the first level may be understood easily, examples from the second 
level include Moharram celebrations, and examples from the third level range 
from practices of driving out evil spirits during childbirth to instances of exor-
cism.73 I mention these as a proposal to both recognize and affirm hybridity 
within particular faith expressions. This enables one to recognize that multiple 
religious belonging as a concept can often be used to understand the various 
expressions of particular religious traditions. The force of this point is that 
hybridity is inherent even in what we may be tempted to categorize as “mono-
lithic” or “orthodox” religious faiths.74

Embracing embodiment 
The insight from the study of religious rituals leads me to argue that rather 
than being confined to “intellectual” dialogue (that is, merely talking to one 
another), interreligious encounters have promising possibilities in the area of 
interreligious ritual practices where we encounter mind and body, idea and 
reality, essence and existence. In a recently published work on religion and con-
flict, the authors, despite noting how “theoretical conceptualization of pluralist 
models often remains obscure,”75 still err on the side of intellectual solutions for 
mitigating conflict based on identity.76 While not undermining the importance 
of critical thinking for ushering in hospitality and multiple religious belonging, 
the starting point of rituals for interreligious encounters lifts up being together 
in embodied settings as a precondition for holistic dialogue through address, 
implication, and mutual invitation. Such physically embodied address and 
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mutual implication—recall the Gonthemma Korika ritual—has the promise of 
reordering the body politic. 

Self-critical posture toward sites of dominance 
When it comes to self-understanding of religious identity, one has to main-
tain a self-critical posture toward one’s own religious (and personal identities) 
by using marginality as the rudder. Often, one’s identity may be sedimented 
through socially conditioned modes of dominance that prevents one from rec-
ognizing oppression. Here we also need to be cautious in lifting up rituals as 
being more fully capable of birthing hospitality. Rituals often reinforce domi-
nance and oppression through “unspoken understandings.”77 This recognition 
helps one to guard against romanticizing one’s own religious ritual practice. 
The ritual of sa’y highlights the importance of employing marginality as rud-
der—that is, being consciously self-critical toward sites of dominance—in 
order to enable hospitable hybridity that can be promising for multiple reli-
gious belonging. Identifying rituals with this potential, in addition to serving 
as a self-critical posture, also helps to identity beliefs or ideas that two or more 
religions may share in common but differ in perspectival and ritual practices. 
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(In)Betweenness and Being Analogical: 
Making Sense of Hospitable Faith 

The Ghar Wapsi (“homecoming”) debate—in which the Indian Hindu  
organizations Vishva Hindu Parishad and Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh hosted 
events aimed at converting non-Hindus to Hinduism, in some cases leading 
to anti-Christian and anti-Dalit violence—has seemingly settled down. Even 
tentatively stoking its ashes, however, would expose the embers. This is because 
religion is pigeonholed into a destination that has a definite address which the 
dominant crafts. In his 2014 book Religious Pluralism and Values in the Public 
Sphere, Lenn E. Goodman, rather wittingly, puts it thus: “Pigeonholes have 
rigid walls and fixed positions. But pigeons fly around.”1 Religion is a locale 
that is mapped as a clear terrain in the “highway” of represented religion. The 
endearing and emotive imagery of home is usurped and forcibly stamped on 
a particular religion, including by Christian groups (for instance, The Gaither 
Band’s popular “Homecoming” musical tour, video, and recording series). 
Any other journeys with other faiths are perceived as wayward and wanton 
behaviour. Homecoming is the only possible antidote to such misadventures. 
Ghar (“home”) is cordoned off, militantly guarded, and its inhabitants marked 

CHAPTER 11
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out from the rest. The architecture of this “home” is carefully designed by the 
measures of the powerful. The facade of the Ghar is portrayed to be welcom-
ing, while its interior structure is kept under wraps. What may be the hierar-
chical tiers present inside the rooms of this “home”? What are the assigned 
corners that are already marked out for the returnees? What kind of a family 
system may exist inside this “home”? Is there a history of domestic violence 
that has been perpetuated against this “home’s” earliest inhabitants from time 
immemorial? Why did its earlier inhabitants leave in the first place? Unan-
swered questions such as these may be politically incorrect to be raised in this 
highly charged, religiously volatile, media-driven, vitriolic debate. Prepackaged 
“experts” create a high-pitched cacophony as they take over prime time news 
channels and share their views. Blood-curdling rhetoric forcibly takes the place 
of analysis and theory. After all, these may be “Western” models that may mean 
little in “our” context. This occident–orient dualism has always helped more in 
the work of caricaturing than in that of interrogation. 

The Religious Context and the Other

The Indian context has manifested itself as a cauldron of religious practices 
through the ages. It is, arguably, one of the few places in the world where wide-
spread religious exchanges and religious experiences are inextricably linked to 
the fabric of society. Therefore, it is imperative that any pursuit of religious 
understanding needs to consider seriously the practices that emerge from the 
religious experiences of communities in India. There may be broad suspicions 
regarding the functioning of religion and assumptions of negation of religious 
practices. Affirmative theologies may be seen as alternatives to religious mani-
festations. Notwithstanding the possibilities of such directions, religion—most 
particularly, subaltern religions—have continued to offer identity and space to 
proclaim and practice alternative ways of life that have always been the mode 
of interaction for vulnerable communities. Patrick Gnanapragasam thus makes 
a succinct observation about a particular subaltern religious phenomenon: “It 
became a religious tradition, alternate to the Hindu religion on the one hand, 
and the Christian religion on the other, through integrating elements from 
both.”2

Articulating a theology of such practices may be possible by seeking reli-
gious knowing from such communities with immense humility. This may be 
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done by being constantly aware that any assumptions may be presumptuous 
due to the impossibility of privileged access to community understandings 
and processes. Such undertakings also risk the danger of falling into the trap 
of “anthropological excavations” of the colonial era where community prac-
tices are assumed to be statically “there” to be studied and documented “as is.”  
(In)betweenness of religious knowing and analogical expressions of faith 
refuses to be coherently explained, let alone theorized. Such religious practices 
may only be received in the way that moral philosophy attempted to describe 
the indescribable as neti neti (roughly, “not that, not that”). 

Interrogating the “Tolerance” of Dominant Faith 
Communities

Invariably, tensions arise in terms of the association and disassociation of faith 
convictions. Faith communities have associated with, disassociated with, and, 
in certain circumstances, merely tolerated other faith communities in a quid 
pro quo exchange to preserve social and religious well-being. Therefore, toler-
ance has come to mean that there is a delicate exchange that does not harm or 
exceed set boundaries of accepted norms. This is not to undermine the sincere 
efforts that identifiable faith communities engage in continually seeking ways 
of working toward peace and justice together. Renewed interest in the role of 
faith communities in fostering change has stimulated discussion and research 
in these areas. 

These discussions have attempted to identify various cultural resources and 
strengths existing in such communities in order to provide possible directions 
in furthering understanding. However, the faith practices, particularly of vul-
nerable communities, have now continued to be understood as life affirming as 
they have come to be seen as possessing the essence of fostering a sense of our 
forever being in the process of religious knowing, that is, of sustained shared 
meanings and the remarkable ability to embrace and be hospitable to seem-
ingly incompatible and opposing polarities in terms of faith affirmations and 
practices. 
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Seeking Understanding of Practices

Certain practices among predominantly Dalit and a few Adivasi “Christian” 
communities in Mandya, Mysore, and Chamarajanagar districts in Karnataka 
may bring perspective in terms of the essence of betweenness and analogical 
associations of religious practices that are played out in everyday living:

a. �Personal goddesses (recognizable due to representative “idols”) placed at 
dedicated places in homes; a cross, embossed aluminium plates (possibly 
from local Muslim dargahs), and other “nonrecognizable” faith items 
placed alongside. 

b. �Old calendars depicting various gods, goddesses, Kaaba, the infant Jesus, 
and other religious representations given as complimentary gifts by local 
businesses that are hung behind broken almarahs (metal cupboards) and 
being invoked or prayed to as need arises. 

c. �Changing personal names and appropriating names of other faith tradi-
tions in order to overcome or ward off dosha (“mistake/problem”). 

d. �Regularly invoking spirits during significant occasions, especially during 
birth or funeral rituals, puberty rituals, or as need arises. 

e. �Performing exorcisms by invoking local deities, spirits, and Traieka 
Devara naama (the name of the triune God). 

f. �Using expressions in everyday conversations such as “I say the name of 
Pattladamma [local deity] and I do my work”; “On Pattladamma’s oath, 
I did not do this”; or “I have sworn an oath on Nidgatta’s Owliyaa’s dar-
gah, and therefore, I can do this with Jesus’ help.”

g. �Regularly wearing “charms” and talismans from local faith centres. 

h. �Symbols and expressions from local faithlore tattooed on the body. 

i. �Rituals at home (broom or burnt chili ritual) after baptism or confirma-
tion. Other “warding off the evil eye” rituals performed on significant 
occasions. 

j. �Changing lyrics of popular spiritual songs to deceive the spirits and to 
“defend” God. 
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k. �Performing charms with lemon, chili, human hair, or skin by invoking 
spirits. 

The above practices, however mundane they may seem to a phenomeno-
logically trained eye, are only representational of the many practices that exist 
among people who associate themselves with a particular religion, in this case, 
Christianity. How do we understand or make sense of such manifestation of 
religious understandings in communities where these expressions are an every-
day behavioural reality? Do they bear a correspondence to our set formulation 
of Christian understanding in respect to metaphors, analogy, and symbolic 
representation? Sebastian Kappen observes: “Indian Christianity has, largely, 
retained its imported character. The Christ of theology and popular devotion 
still bears the marks of his origin in the West (sic). . . . Small wonder that 
neither the Christ of the Church nor the Church of Christ has made any pro-
found impact on the Indian People.”3

Multiple religious belonging is now a much-discussed term in religious 
academia. Catherine Cornille, in her article on multiple religious belong-
ing, identifies five typologies—namely, cultural belonging, family belonging, 
occasional belonging, believing without belonging, and asymmetrical belong-
ing—as expressions of such a phenomenon.4 The term multiplicity is an expres-
sion that may seem to be heavily borrowed from an implicitly “monotheistic” 
vocabulary. “Hybridity” also has issues of identity/ies linked to it. 

Any set of practices that are continued for a considerable time by a set 
number of people, having observable continuity, is seen to be “authentic” and 
recognizable. Therefore, hybridity, as understood, may also come to mean “rec-
ognizable identity/ies.” Multiple religious belonging may also pose challenges 
in terms of expression since it might entail compartmentalized, mutually 
exclusive, and strictly codified sets of practice/practices that are recognizably 
divergent from each other. Anthony John Baptist’s contention of the lack of 
support of the institutionalized church is relevant here, as he states that “draw-
ing inspiration from the Gospels, the marginalized groups are engaging them-
selves in the liberative process, though at times without the explicit support of 
the institutionalized (Indian) Christianity.”5

Would another reading of the term be “belonging to many (multiple) reli-
gions”? How, then, does one record and qualify “multiple religious belonging”? 
What are the theological and ethical principles that can be identified in asso-
ciating communities with multiple religious belonging? From which sources 
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(religious or otherwise) can liberative values that support such affirmations be 
drawn? Jesudas Athyal realizes the multiplicity of interpretations and affirma-
tions even in an apparently recognizable sociology of religion, as he contends 
that “what is often overlooked in such a framework. . . is the fact that every 
religion has not only a religious dimension, but also multiple dimensions.”6

In the theological exercise, as Robin Gill observes, one may either incline 
toward “theological purity” or “theological realism,” where the former category 
seeks moral and ethical derivatives entirely from known scripture/s and has 
little or no correspondence to any other sources, and the latter seeks an align-
ment between theological and other thought processes.7 Therefore, inclining 
toward either of the above theologizing categories has its inherent difficulties 
of either being irrelevant or treading an uncritical ground. Any theologizing in 
terms of fluid spaces of religious expressions is bound to raise crucial questions 
of relevance, on the one hand, and uncritical acceptance of those expressions, 
on the other. Affirmations of divine creativity and human creativity become 
complicated and blur. The expression, “‘Theo’logizing” may also be a misno-
mer since it has implicit theistic assumptions. 

Human behaviour and faith expressions may be more complicated and 
challenging in terms of properly identifying and placing them in set categories 
or frameworks. However, some features of religious practices may be recognized 
by identifying practiced religious patterns from known religions or expressions 
of faith. Therefore, officially, one may claim “multiple religious belonging” and 
may cite adherence to set practices of recognizable belief systems. But these 
may be possible where there is already a set of practices of recognizable belief 
systems which, as we have seen, are mostly dominant world religions. 

Despite the plethora of literature, folklore, or popular cultural portrayals 
of religion in the Indian scenario, these narratives tend, with few exceptions, to 
be rather dominant in expressions and symbol systems. This poses a challenge 
in delving into the lesser-known forms of religious expressions as being mani-
fest in cases mentioned above, from the margins. Such marginal religious forms 
are “uncodified” and widely practiced with their own sets of metaphors, analo-
gies, and symbol systems. However, there is simply not enough information in 
the available religious accounts to ascertain the practices, symbol systems, and 
conditions of such religious expressions, as they lack descriptions of particular 
religious history and philosophy. 

So, despite the crucial importance of such marginalized religious tradi-
tions, there is a certain uneasiness in modern religious research in dealing with 
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these religious forms. This is probably because the popular stories (metaphor, 
analogy, and symbol systems) which form part of the religious tradition of 
the margins carry special difficulties in that these stories presuppose a belief 
in the existence of the divine that does not correspond to the dominant reli-
gious understanding. For much of the modern religious understanding, such 
a belief is no longer possible nor is it necessary in the face of the “advance” in 
our religious knowledge of our world. Also, as readily as people are inclined to 
equate such religious expressions with the dominant religious narratives and 
their “manifestation” with explanations of “religious hybridity,” we are con-
fronted with difficulties of severe anachronism, “imposing dominant categories 
to marginal data” and the very futility of such equations. 

Spirituality and religion figure prominently in an understanding of per-
sonal/community challenges and of the boundaries between “normal” and 
“abnormal” or between “usual” and “problematic.” Religious experiences and 
language are often an inextricable part and parcel of the expression of these 
challenges. Understanding both the individual’s cultural context and the con-
text of one’s own practice, then, is essential in making judgments about reli-
gious or spiritual experiences that may be associated with subjective distress 
or observed symptoms. In one culture, an individual who attributes his or her 
fears and suffering to the threatening, intrusive, or affirmative actions of the 
otherworldly may be well within the range of cultural acceptability, while in 
other cultures this may clearly violate cultural expectations. 

Whereas modern readings have sometimes explained away or neglected 
accounts of these religious understanding, an increasing number of scholars, 
particularly Marcus Borg, John Dominic Crossan, Gregory Boyd, Todd Klutz, 
and others have used cross-cultural studies of religious expressions to place 
symbol systems in a broader context, of course within early Christian studies.8 
A significant benefit, however, is that they stretch our modern assumptions 
that prevent us from sympathetically hearing the “ancient texts” or symbol 
systems we are studying. Graham Dwyer’s anthropological research of super-
natural affliction and its treatment in marginalized religious places in North 
India also points out this area of neglect.9
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(In)Betweenness and Analogical Associations

Being mindful of the challenge of “Western language” to interrogate the local 
context, there are other emerging perspectives that affirm James Ponniah’s 
assertion that “if ‘religious language’ is reserved by hegemonic powers to main-
tain the subaltern’s subjugation, then it seems logical even when different from 
Western logics and epistemology that subalterns use this very language to reaf-
firm themselves and their human dignity.”10

Ernst Troeltsch’s classic suggestion of analogical associations may also be 
useful. He suggests that

Analogy with what happens before our eyes and what is given within our-
selves is the key to criticism. Illusions, displacements, myth formation, fraud, 
and party spirit, as we see them before our own eyes, are the means whereby 
we can recognize similar things in what tradition hands down. Agreement 
with normal, ordinary, repeatedly attested modes of occurrence and condi-
tions as we know them is the mark of probability for the occurrence that 
the critic can either acknowledge really to have happened or leave on one 
side. The observation of analogies between past occurrences of the same sort 
makes it possible to ascribe probability to them and to interpret the one that 
is unknown from what is known of the other.11

The analogical method of interpretation affirms the necessity of an extra-
textual key, most significantly, phenomenon that is hitherto unaccounted for, 
while dominant religious studies tried to work from within the available reli-
gious studies and dominant interpretations of religious forms. A study of unac-
counted symbol systems has the possibility of interpreting symbolically and 
theologically all those systems which, if taken literally or otherwise, would 
violate the moral norms and feelings of the practitioner of such religious forms. 

Joan Laird uses an interesting concept: the unstory.12 Though she uses this 
concept in the context of women issues, it applies to any form of structural 
unknowing. “Stories,” Laird says,“are to be thought of as narratives within the 
narrative.”13 Some religious experiences stay “unstoried.” They cannot be given 
a meaning that somehow fits into the fabric of everyday life. They are clos-
eted and are conveniently shut away from religious knowing. An unstory may 
be religious experiences that clash with the silent or explicit rules based on 
what the dominant ideology prescribes about specific religious understanding. 
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Given that the suggestions which are derived from a study of unaccounted 
symbol systems are valid and that fruitful comparisons can be made and inter-
pretations construed, it is a crucial task to decipher the multiple symbol nar-
ratives and descriptions of these religious expressions for religious knowing. 

Theoretical Framework: Appropriating Derrida’s 
Theory

The present approach attempts to articulate the appropriation of Derrida’s 
work that would begin to allow for the particularities of religious interrelated-
ness to be further analyzed. Like written words, whose meanings according to 
Derrida are always “disseminated” rather than being strictly linear, religious 
expressions can never be constrained to a single set of meanings.14 Picking 
up one of the numerous strands of Derrida’s thinking may prove to have 
connections with how one may view the interrelatedness of various religious 
expressions. 

What is helpful in Derrida is the idea of something supposedly exterior, 
foreign, or opposite to what is favoured or desired coming to replace and sup-
plant the latter; but in each case the supplement also acts as a correction to a 
problem or deficiency within the systems (read religions).15 Derrida’s strategy, 
then, by pointing to what suddenly appears as an obvious contradiction and 
by showing how such a contradiction is, or can be, generalized at various levels, 
is actually a foil to what it does not seem to represent. He thus identifies the 
inevitable presence (in this case, the various faith expressions) of the other or 
opposite within the supposedly whole or pure material (in this case, religion 
per se). 

As Derrida describes it, all versions of thinking have attempted to repress 
this sense of the “other” that is at the very heart of whatever is seen as being 
whole, meaningful, self-sufficient, original, and true.16 His entire project can 
be described as an attempt to analyze the elaborate variations that have been 
shaped throughout the history of civilization. What Derrida calls the “logic of 
the supplement” is perhaps the chief form of this strategy, and it is seen when 
the inevitable cracks and fissures are present in what is supposed to be a unified 
theme. It is this idea that has implications in seeing the various faith expres-
sions as being “present” in a particular belief system, though rendered “absent.” 
It is important to note, however, that Derrida may not be seen as one to do 



 

Many yet One?

158

away with the concept of intentionality altogether. It is not in line with the 
description of the “death of the author” in favour of “the birth of the reader.” 
Rather, it is the realization that the absent/present dialogic is possible. 

Broadly speaking, religion itself is, as a medium, clearly produced through 
negation, contradiction, and absence. It depends for its effect on the absence 
of what it represents, which, in a way, is paradoxically present at the same time 
in the form of a “trace.” The word translated trace in the original French also 
means “footprint,” thus carrying the simultaneous sense of absence and pres-
ence.17 The basis of this discussion is the relevance of the idea that concerns the 
relation between image and referent, vis-à-vis religion and religious expressions. 
If one recalls the most explicit realist position propounded by Andre Bazin, for 
example, in which he claims that the photographic image is a kind of “finger-
print” or “imprint” of reality,18 we have a striking example of the logocentric 
position and the possibility of its deconstruction, given the explicit reference 
to the idea of a trace. The image is not reality, but it appears as reality. For just 
as reality imprints itself upon the image, there is an implicit suggestion that 
one refers to the other and vice versa. The image would have to be conceived of 
as issuing from an absent reality. Such a theoretical framework enables one to 
draw logical connections between the seemingly diverging strands of numerous 
religious expressions. It also goes beyond seeking mere analogies and generates 
another important category of “purpose” in religious persuasions. 

Theorizing Hospitable Faith

What constitutes such hospitable faith? How can faith expression and its 
performance in terms of action be construed? It is interesting to understand 
actions that are done deliberately or willingly. Basically, any action is usually 
embodied in voluntary bodily movement. The physicality of an act is to be 
noted here. Actions can be better understood when we specify the conditions 
that distinguish voluntary and involuntary bodily movement. 

Actions are generally understood as things that one voluntarily does, per-
forms, or brings about, rather than things that merely happen. A general way 
to understand the nature of action is to view actions as movements preceded 
by certain forms of thought, such as appropriate combinations of beliefs and 
desires, intentions, or reasons. It is these particular forms of thought that char-
acterize the voluntariness of human action. One can have desires, decisions, 
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intentions, and plans to act in mind, whereas the corresponding actions remain 
uninitiated or unperformed. It is therefore conceived that an act of will, namely 
hospitable faith, plays the role of bridging the gap between thought and action. 

It should not appear strange that some kinds of mental states or processes 
have inherent physical aspects or effects. Most emotions such as faith have 
both mental and physical aspects. A typical emotional state consists of three 
distinctive but related components: a conscious subjective feeling, a cognitive 
appraisal assessment, and a characteristic physical responsive pattern.19 Why, 
then, do intentions sometimes fail to materialize into action? 

John Searle’s thoughts on this aspect are interesting in helping us to under-
stand this lacuna. Searle identifies three “gaps” in the intention and completion 
of a said action. He elucidates thus:

First, there is the gap of rational decision making, where you try to make up 
your mind what you are going to do. Here the gap is between the reasons 
for making up your mind, and the actual decision that you make. Second, 
there is a gap between the decision and the action. Just as the reasons for the 
decision were not causally sufficient to produce the decision, so the decision 
is not causally sufficient to produce the action. There comes the point, after 
you have made up your mind, when you actually have to do it. And once 
again, you cannot sit back and let the decision cause the action, any more 
than you can sit back and let the reasons cause the decision. . . . There is a 
third gap that arises for actions and activities extended in time, a gap between 
the initiation of the action and its continuation to completion. . . . Even once 
you have started you cannot let the causes operate by themselves; you have to 
make a continuous voluntary effort to keep going with the action or activity 
to its completion.20

The first gap that Searle describes is between reasons for decision, which can 
be certain combinations of beliefs and desires or preferences, and the decision 
or the intention to be made or formed. The second and third gaps are between 
a decision or intention to act and the initiation of the intended action as well 
as the sustained execution and implementation of the intention. Whereas the 
first gap is between some thought (reason) and another thought (a decision 
or intention), the second and third gaps are between thoughts (decisions or 
intentions) and actions (actual voluntary bodily movements). Searle further 
says, “As far as our conscious experiences are concerned, the gap occurs when 
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the beliefs, desires, and other reasons are not experienced as causally sufficient 
conditions for a decision (the formation of a prior intention); the gap also 
occurs when the prior intention does not set a causally sufficient condition for 
an intentional action; and it also occurs when the initiation of an intentional 
project does not set sufficient conditions for its continuation or completion.”21

The traditional concept of “freedom of will” has been worked out in order 
to pinpoint the locus of the gap, namely the failure to act. One can have a 
decision or intention to perform a certain action, but the decision or intention 
will remain as a thought in the head, until the individual willingly executes 
it. Hospitable faith is thus to be understood as a mediating mental process, 
which somehow urges (or tries to urge) the person into action for the execu-
tion of intention. These processes are clearly mental acts, as they emerge in 
the minds of persons in community. There needs to be a particular drive that 
initiates action. Making a practical decision is an exercise of will, and an inten-
tional, momentary mental act in particular, which links reasons for actions 
and intentions to act.22 Hospitable faith as a special mental action is that by 
which a person makes practical decisions from the intentions and mindfully 
initiates voluntary movement. There is clearly an effort involved in executing 
that intention. 

Communities of Hospitality

Sir Jonathan Sacks, emeritus chief rabbi of the United Hebrew Congregations 
of the Commonwealth, addressing the Anglican bishops at the Lambeth Con-
ference in 2008, made a significant comment. He recalled the question that the 
ancient Jewish sages asked: Who is the hero of heroes? They answered, “Not 
the one who defeats the enemy, but the one who turns an enemy into a friend.” 
It is this burning desire that refuses to be contained or cordoned off by the 
barbed fences of defined faith. Such are the places of theophanies, epiphanies, 
and transfigurations. 

What is remarkable is the courage with which vulnerable communities 
continue faith practices that defy set explanations. It is the painful making and 
remaking of trust in a deeply unsafe and complex environment. Only relatively 
rarely in such settings have communities responded with counter-aggression 
or by absolute withdrawal. They continue to ask how they and those of other 
commitments can be worshippers and practitioners together. It is in this sort of 
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context, we would say, that we most clearly see what it means to carry the cost 
of faithfulness, to inhabit the place of Jesus, and so to bear the stresses and the 
horrors of rejection and still to speak of sharing and hospitality. 
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Amitha Santiago

Theorizing the Project  
of Multiple Religious Belonging: 
Processing Belonging through Belief 

The bringing forth of religion enables the innovation of processes  
whereby belief is sustained and prepared for historicity. This habitus is struc-
tured, given functions, named, and enlists membership in ways that are fasci-
nating. Here, I will attempt to produce some understanding of the processes 
that move the idea of belief, religion, and membership. In this project of 
understanding, notions that attach to multiplicity (such as the Imaginary1), 
hybridity (such as mimicry2), and belonging (such as transgression) will find 
intertextual accountability to one another. 

I shall attempt to problematize belonging through an analysis of the pro-
cessing of belief using two texts: one historical, the other more recent. Arriving 
at an identification of the mechanisms that are employed for the organization 
and sustenance of belief will perhaps help in shifting our gaze away from a cer-
tain vulgar binarism that is often mobilized to talk of belonging/s. In its stead, 
the deploying of the binary strategically could help us articulate questions 
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pertaining to exclusions and inclusions that are in residence when we speak of 
multiplicity. It is in this context that I shall attempt a problematization of the 
notion of multiple religious belonging by examining two processes: displace-
ment and mimicry. This will, I suggest, enable an understanding of the nature 
of multiplicity and belonging in religion. I begin with Slavoj Žižek’s anecdote 
of a man who believed that he was a grain or a seed and so was put into an insti-
tution to be rehabilitated, the experience of which eventually convinced him 
that he was a man. He walked out one morning only to come rushing back in, 
terrified, because there was a chicken outside the door. The psychiatrist asked 
him what the problem was, now that he knew he was a man. He said, “I know 
now that I’m a man, but does the chicken know it?”

Žižek goes on to argue that the desire for belief negotiates the Real by 
transposing the belief into the space of the Imaginary so that belief survives 
and the actions prompted by that (now displaced) belief survive, too. This is 
pure strategy. Pushing this argument suggests that the man displaces his belief 
so that although he appears to be in reality now, he can still endorse his belief 
through the object that is a part of his original belief: the chicken.3 Watching 
a similar strategy at work in the following move made in aid of church unity 
proves useful. 

We cut to the first half of the 20th century in the south of an emerging 
India when church unionists were working toward the unity of denominations. 
I write this essay at the time when we have just celebrated the anniversary of 
the formation of the Church of South India, but here I use and analyze a text 
from those early days of church unionism in order to understand how belong-
ing emerges. Here are a few pertinent lines of a sermon delivered at the foun-
dation of the CSI, which forwards an understanding of the processes at work 
to enable the structuring of belief: “We feel that we cannot rest content until 
Christ’s prayer for the oneness of all His followers shall have become again a reality 
in this world. We believe that organic union, wherever possible, will immensely 
help in bringing about the spiritual unity without which Christ’s prayer cannot 
be answered.”4 The fascinating thing about this is not just the infrastructural con-
ditions that are made possible for the synecdoche of the Christian Self to emerge, 
but also that this presents the process allowed by Zizek’s chicken. 

We see in the agency of both the man who believes he’s a grain or a seed and 
in the “we” of the quote above, an act that displaces belief. Reality is circum-
vented and the objectification of belief is produced. It’s interesting to notice 
the similarity of the act that produces the Church of South India, through the 
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positing of Christ’s belief in the possibility of attaining fullness of his body 
(church union) through his followers. So, just as the chicken provides the pos-
sibility of belief instead of, or even for, the man that he is a grain or a seed, so 
also with church unity. This is crucial for keeping alive the practices that are 
engendered by the belief. The belief advises a whole range of practices that are 
in turn determiners for the belief to persist in the Imaginary. 

When the CSI was founded and inaugurated, Ephesians 4:13 was central 
to the occasion:“Till we all come in the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge 
of the Son of God, unto a perfect man, unto the measure of the stature of the 
fullness of Christ.” The “fullness of Christ” was furthered in the following ways:

It is eminently fitting that, on this occasion when two sister Churches in 
Scotland are uniting to become one body again in the Lord, The South India 
United Church should send its greeting to that body, for we, too, represent 
various parts of Christ’s body that have become one in Him. It is all the more 
appropriate that we should send our greetings in that two of the parts that 
united to form our present Church had been founded by the Missions that 
were sent out by the two Churches that are now uniting in Scotland. 

We rejoice with exceeding great joy that the mothers of these two bodies 
in India should now follow their example and themselves join together to 
form one body. The South India United Church has felt since its beginning, 
when it itself was formed out of two united bodies, (a union of Presbyterians 
and a union of Congregationalists) that the great principle of Church Union 
must be one of the fundamental principles for which it stands. It shares with 
other parts of Christ’s divided Body the proclamation of the Gospel and the 
administration of His sacraments, but it also holds together with these, per-
haps more clearly than some others have done, the principle that Christ’s 
Body is One and that, though it has many members, these members should 
be united into one for God’s glory and the winning of the world. Hence we 
are now also engaged in seeking Union with other parts of His Body, and we 
trust that no insurmountable obstacles to that union will arise. May it soon 
be possible for us to invite you to send a representative to a gathering here in 
South India when such a further union will be consummated.5

The dismembered body of Christ has an appeal like no other in Christi-
anity, providing the much-needed anxiety to “member” the body into whole-
ness. The “full body of Christ” is an “Unreal”-ity through the first half of the 
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20th century for the Churches in South India. The actuality of the politics of 
denominational prejudice and intolerance is the “intervention of the Real”6 
and cannot hold belief. Church leaders therefore saw the need for an Unreal, 
whereby an imagined site can become the habitus for the belief in unity 
amongst Christians. Here is staged a displacement of belief in that the whole-
ness of the body of Christ is mobilized in the form of a prayer made by Christ 
himself: “. . . We believe that organic union, wherever possible, will immensely 
help in bringing about the spiritual unity without which Christ’s prayer cannot 
be answered . . .”7

The Son of man needs us to negotiate, for his body to regain fullness? 
This is a needy God. This is a needy and “imperfect-ed” Christ. Christ himself 
believes in the unity of the church even if his followers themselves are knowing 
subjects as regards the impossibility of church unity. Noteworthy are the many 
instances when negotiations were conducted on the basis of inclusions and 
exclusions pertaining to creeds and doctrines, the eucharist and reordination, 
episcopacy and independence.8 Push the limits of this Imaginary objectifica-
tion and you find that Christ’s appeal is to those who have been rehabilitated 
enough to not have belief in church unity in the everyday. 

Another process that is connected to the displacement procedure and 
processes the possibility of belief and membership is one that has been used 
frequently across myth and history: mimicry. Mimicry, I find, is not only 
employable as strategy but can endure as process. 

The “Narcissistic Creator God”9 of the Genesis story provides us a point 
of analytic entry. Here’s a God who creates humans in Her/His own image, a 
creation that repeats and is a copy of the Godhead, a copy that allows control, 
guidance, and punitive structures. It is through this mimicry of “One” self that 
the Creator God gains power over a creation that can come close to but never 
be God, can be the image but never the non-image. The image resides always 
already on the other side of a mirror and any attempt to reach into the mirror 
will scar the Godhead. 

This is the God that in the Genesis story of creation secures uniqueness 
and preserves power through the image. The coming of the divine in Jesus’ 
birth into flesh—the image—must then produce a scarring of the “embodied” 
God as Son. The Jesus of belief must, like the human creation, then be pre-
pared to act as mimic. The mimicry therefore can only be a semblance of the 
Creator God—the new Adam—who is born into mimicry when embodied in 
the flesh. Being a copy, a repetition, this Godhead is no longer in control, is 
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therefore contextualized in time and space and rendered helpless on the cross. 
The desperate cry of Christ from the cross turns him into a forsaken God. This 
is the point when God turns skeptic10 and the mimicry is complete. 

Adopting the role of a mimic inevitably calls for transgressions. God trans-
gresses on the cross His own Godliness, when he mimics the image and cries 
out in despair, asking of Himself why He has been forsaken.11 The crossing 
of boundaries is necessary for mimicry to enter into performance. The binary 
must be given visibility and then engaged for the transgressive border cross-
ing. Mimicry is therefore the process whereby the binary is acknowledged and 
repeated. Christ turns outsider and insider to himself in a redoubling of his 
body as God and human all at once. His body in effect is a hybridized space. I 
posit, therefore, that hybridity is the spatial product of the process of mimicry 
as transgression. So, the question that gains articulation here is: What occurs in 
the process of crossing boundaries and entering the space of the other? 

A well-known figure in Indian popular humour—the Sardar—may yield 
further insights into the transgressive practice. Sardar jokes abound in India. 
He’s a character who is not very clever, even stupid, who misses the point every 
single time, producing laughter at his stupidity. For instance:

Sardar is at a traffic signal; he doesn’t brake soon enough, and bumps into 
a car in front of him, causing a good-sized dent in it. He apologizes to the 
owner of the car, but the man is livid. The man pulls Sardar out of his car, 
draws a circle on the ground, and tells Sardar to stand in the circle and not 
step out. He then smashes the glass panes and the windshield of Sardar’s 
car. When he looks around at Sardar he finds him smiling to himself. This 
provokes the man further, who then tears the upholstery and smashes in the 
dashboard. Sardar is now giggling, visibly tickled. Now, the man opens the 
bonnet of the car and rips out the wiring. Sardar, is doubling up in laughter 
at this point. The man is confused, and asks what Sardar is laughing about. 
Sardar then tells the man that when he wasn’t looking, he stepped out of the 
circle three times. 

What we have here is the act of transgression. The real is chaotic, overtly 
violent, oppositional, but it is the unreal structure of the circle and its explicit 
rules that beckon transgression. It is the counterhegemonic procedure in action. 
The boundaries, when acknowledged, produce crossings. And the crossings 
enhance the violence in the Real. Could it be that these forays into cases of 
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such crossings is precisely the pleasure of transgression? Or perhaps transgres-
sions cannot but draw on the pleasure principle?12

Take, as a second text, instances of entering into multiplicity. An example 
might be a presenter who spoke of Zen being questioned by a member of the 
audience about his entry into and experience of Zen. Both the presenter and 
the listener are, in my reading, demonstrating the aggression that being in 
multiplicity encodes. 

Reaching across a boundary to the other side is an act of transgression 
that prompts a violent response. The boundary is the realm of the explicit, the 
obscene articulatable, if you will. It is when a boundary is crossed without the 
preparedness of the owner of the boundary that a form of aggression ensues. 
The subject, on the other hand, who knows of the forthcoming transgression 
may try to inhibit the border crossings through an inexplicit beckoning of the 
strategic. 

This, I claim, if anything, characterizes multiplicity, heterogeneity, and 
plurality in religion. It is precisely because religious belief exists in a displace-
ment of the belief in the Imaginary object that transgressive border crossings in 
the Real are assessed as a challenge to one’s ownership of a certain boundary. To 
speak of multiplicity and plurality with the righteousness of an already present 
or to speak of it with the forked tongue of liberal humanism as a condition to 
be desired is undoubtedly made possible, but it should, I caution, be spoken of 
with the recognition of the violence and aggression that accompanies it. 

The contestation is made against the entering into hybridity, the challenge 
is issued to the mutating of space, the aggression is toward the “creolization”13 
of the line of control, so that, in effect, we claim a belonging that is anything 
but peaceful coexistence. We claim a space in the Imaginary displacing our 
belief onto the object of a project named multiple religious belonging. This 
is the hybridized space of the Real-Imaginary, the redoubling of the subject as 
insider-outsider, the fantasy of the ethical in the violent. 

In pure metaphor, we mimic a suicide bomber dying to prove her or his 
belief in an act that willfully dismembers the body into its multiple parts. 
Belonging in multiplicity, I claim, is the “un”answered prayer of Christ. 
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Julius-Kei Kato

Talking Back to Our Parents:  
What Asian-North American Hybridity 
Can Suggest Theologically Back to Asia

I have never forgotten an anecdote I heard as a boy about the Japanese 
attack on Pearl Harbor because it awakened my young self in a powerful way 
to the existence of a peculiar way of viewing the world from the perspective of 
a hybrid identity, an identity that characterizes my personal Japanese-Filipino 
hybrid identity. The anecdote went like this: shortly after the surprise attack 
and America’s consequent declaration of war against the Japanese empire, a 
Japanese-American boy in Hawaii, clearly distraught at the inevitable war 
between two countries, both of which he considered his own, was interviewed, 
rather insensitively, by a local news reporter, who asked, “So how do you feel 
about this coming war? Which side would you like to win?”

Sad about the reporter’s tactless question yet without hesitation the boy 
replied, “People like me don’t want to have winners and losers in this war. It’s 
just like when dad and mom fight. I don’t want anyone to win or lose. I just 
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want them to make up and get back to being nice to each other in spite of their 
differences.”

Through the years, as I repeatedly pondered about the meaning of that 
vignette, etched in memory from my youth, I came to realize more and more 
that the reporter with his question exemplified the typical—what I call mono-
cultural—mind. Such a mental framework prides itself on having a single, 
secure world—mistakenly, I think—believed to be monolithic, self-sufficient, 
and self-contained, a world one can call one’s “very own,” a world that, one 
hopes, emerges triumphant in any conflict with other worlds. 

On the other hand, the Japanese-American boy and his answer illustrated 
what many commonly call a multicultural mental framework. However, “mul-
ticultural” is a misnomer because the term strictly means the coexistence of 
many separate cultural worlds in a bounded space, each of them acknowledg-
ing and respecting the others. Instead, such a perspective should be more prop-
erly called a “hybrid” frame of reference. 

The above anecdote also exposes the glaring contrasts between these two 
ways of seeing and interpreting the world: one that divides the world into 
opposing camps with clear demarcations between them (something akin to 
a “clash of civilizations,” if you will), and the other, which tries to maintain a 
creative tension and balance between different, at times very diverse, worlds that 
coexist, intermingle, and imbricate with each other in a common space, often 
the common space of a single person’s very being. Given this general assertion 
about monoculturality and hybridity, as someone involved in the academic 
study of religion and theology, I have long been intrigued by the possibilities of 
applying the concept of hybridity to religion and faith identities. 

Salient Traits of Asian-North American Hybridity

Because of that academic interest, I have endeavoured for years now to delve 
more deeply into typical experiences of a group of people marked by this 
quality of cultural hybridity—a group commonly referred to as Asian-North 
Americans. And not just Asian-North Americans in general but, to add a more 
concrete focus, Asian-North American Christian theologians. My intention 
in all of this has been to delineate what implications hybridity might have for 
religion and theology in general, and for interpreting religion or hermeneutics 
in particular. 
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In my 2012 book on Asian-North American diasporic hybridity and 
hermeneutics,1 I examine the different contexts and key points of thinking 
of different Asian-North American theologians such as Jung Young Lee, Peter 
Phan, and C. S. Song, among others. From this analysis, I found out that 
there are some common qualities that characterize many Asian-North Ameri-
can theologians which I would like to enumerate briefly, the first three being 
somewhat negative and the last two more positive in nature: 

1. �Many of them have experienced a kind of “diaspora.” That is, they have 
been uprooted from a place they once regarded as home and trans-
planted to this continent and this Western society. Such an experience 
decisively shapes not only the first generation of immigrants but also 
later generations, those who were born in North America already. The 
experience of uprooting and replanting or, for those born and raised 
here, the experience of being in close contact with at least two often very 
different cultural worlds since childhood, creates in many individuals a 
hybrid identity marked by standing betwixt and between these two very 
different cultural worlds and trying to find one’s place at the margins or 
interstices of these intersecting worlds. 

2. �Another typical characteristic of Asian-North American experience is 
the oftentimes subtle marginalization to which Asian-North Americans 
have been and continue to be subjected in North America, particularly 
by the dominant groups. Such social marginalization is accompanied 
by a growing alienation that Asian-North Americans feel from their (or 
their forebears’) original Asian homelands. 

3. �A third factor is the process of continual social “positionings” or “pos-
turings” that Asian-North Americans have to undertake in order to sur-
vive and find a certain measure of integrity in this society. 

4. �Many Asian-North Americans have a sense of being privileged or blessed 
because they are able to be present in multiple worlds at the same time 
and to call these worlds “home” in some way. 

5. �Finally, there is also often a common effort on the part of many Asian-
North Americans to find integrity and transcendence in their liminal, 
betwixt-and-between, or even hybrid state by trying to hold the differ-
ent worlds that coexist in themselves in a relation of dynamic tension 
between or among component worlds.
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These main characteristics, I argue, make up some of the most salient traits 
of Asian-North American hybridity. I enumerate those elements in order to 
clarify the particular context from which I am defining and using the con-
cept of hybridity. In short, an interpretive paradigm from the perspective of 
hybridity is, therefore, a way of looking at the world firmly rooted in the con-
sciousness that one is standing betwixt and between multiple worlds or, to use 
another description, a consciousness that one’s whole identity is made up not 
of a single, monolithic world but, rather, of multiple worlds which intersect, 
coexist, and mix in one’s very being. 

Identity as Plural

From what has been discussed so far, the key idea in utilizing hybridity as a 
paradigm or interpretive lens to view both the world as well as the role of reli-
gion in the world, consists in having firmly in mind the idea of identity as plural, 
namely, that our individual and corporate identities comprise many different 
worlds which are continually mixing within a common or bounded space. 

This idea of hybridity is particularly timely because it reflects the hybrid-
ity that is rapidly going on in our globalized world in many, even dizzying, 
combinations. At one point in his book on globalization as hybridization, the 
sociologist Jan Nederveen Pieterse playfully asks,“How do we come to terms 
with phenomena such as Thai boxing by Moroccan girls in Amsterdam . . . 
?”2 He answers that question later on in the book as he nears his conclusion, 
saying, “What we must come to terms with is the circumstance that nowadays 
we are all ‘Moroccan girls doing Thai boxing in Amsterdam’.”3 The message is 
clear as it is stark: in this increasingly globalized world, all of us are, in a way, 
becoming hybridized!

“Talking Back” to Asia

With all the above reflections in mind, let me lay out my cards on the table. I 
would like to suggest that the Asian-North American experience of (diasporic) 
hybridity and the qualities that it frequently produces in Asian-North Ameri-
can theologians can be fruitfully brought to bear on matters that concern our 
Asian parents (or forebears) back in Asia (where an important part of our roots 
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is found), particularly, upon the God-talk in which we engage. I therefore sug-
gest, in somewhat tongue-in-cheek fashion, that we “talk back theologically to 
our Asian parents,” because “talking back” to one’s parents is generally a very 
negative act in Asia. 

To this end, let me present a case in point. In the year 2000, the most 
powerful Vatican doctrinal office, namely the Congregation of the Doctrine of 
the Faith (CDF), issued a declaration entitled Dominus Iesus. This document 
insisted that the Catholic Church should reaffirm today vis-à-vis other confes-
sional communities and religions that the fullness of salvation is found only in 
Jesus Christ4 and in the Catholic Church,5 and that followers of other religions, 
albeit also able to receive divine grace, are “objectively speaking . . . in a gravely 
deficient situation”6 with regard to salvation. 

The declaration immediately caused something of an uproar of protest 
from many within and outside the Roman Catholic Church.7 It seemed that 
the declaration simply set aside the many efforts and successes at ecumenism 
and interreligious dialogue that have been achieved, especially since the Sec-
ond Vatican Council. Of course, particularly hit hard by the document were 
many local Catholic and Christian churches in Asia where there is a dynamic 
dialogue with other religions constantly taking place. In fact, the (originally) 
Malaysian theologian Edmund Chia’s initial reaction was to mentally “distance 
the Church in Asia from the document.”8 Its tone and agenda seemed to be 
diametrically opposed to what had been so far the agenda of the Federation 
of Asian Bishops’ Conferences (FABC) in order to make the Catholic Church 
in Asia more genuinely Asian and more genuinely open to the richness of the 
Asian interreligious scene. 

My proposed “talking back” to my Asian “parents” here aims to make sense 
or shed more light on differences regarding christological and ecclesiological 
approaches between Rome and Asia, a conflict brought to the fore by the pub-
lication of Dominus Iesus. To get ahead of myself here, I realized that the Asian-
North American theologian can perhaps suggest to his Asian parents that, as 
Christians, they may have to start thinking of themselves as hybrids between 
Asia and Rome (or the West), and that a theology of hybridity can help them 
immensely to do so. How in particular? It can help them, first, to understand 
the problematic situation they are located in vis-à-vis Rome, a situation stem-
ming from the clash of two worlds within themselves; and, second, to nego-
tiate between these often conflicting worlds that are present in their hybrid 
identities. 
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Many Asian Christianities Are like Hybrid Entities

Many Asian Christian churches have been established as a result of the colonial 
incursions of Western nations into Asia. This historical burden continues to 
affect Christianity in Asia adversely, as evidenced in the continual branding of 
Christianity as a “foreign religion” in many Asian countries. 

This colonial burden laid on Asian Christianity’s shoulders also takes the 
form of a common conundrum within the very souls of many Asian Christians 
regarding their religious identities. In many parts of Asia, it is not uncommon 
to feel that there is a gap between one’s particular Asianness and one’s Chris-
tianity. While some have healthily integrated these two factors within them-
selves and within their cultures, for many others the relation of Christian faith 
to their Asian identity remains problematic or, worse, something akin to an 
oxymoron. That conundrum has been expressed eloquently in various literary 
works by the Japanese Catholic novelist Endō Shusaku.9

Endō Shusaku’s Deep River
Endō is arguably one of the greatest and most influential Japanese writers of 
the 20th century. He was born in Tokyo in 1923 and died there in 1996. Being 
a Catholic from his youth, he had always felt that he was different from the 
mainstream of Japanese society, for whom Christianity is, by and large, con-
sidered a foreign religion. At a certain point in his life, Endō went to France 
to continue his studies. His experience there exacerbated this feeling of dis-
sonance between his two identities (that of being Japanese and that of being 
Christian), an experience consisting in a constant perception that he was some 
kind of oxymoron. He realized that Christianity as it was present in Japan was, 
in a way, a Western construct, incompatible in many respects with Japanese 
culture. And that, for him, was the reason why Christianity had never taken 
firm root in Japan. This realization prompted him to embark on his lifelong 
project to “clothe Christ in a kimono”: that is to say, to “Japanize” him.10

An image that Endō frequently uses to describe the dissonance within him-
self between his Japanese-ness and his Christianity is that of “ill-fitting Western 
clothes.” Endō points out that he frequently felt that Christianity for him was 
like the ill-fitting Western clothes that his mother bought and “forced” him to 
wear at an early age. Although ill-fitting, they were nevertheless an essential 
part of who he was; hence, he could never get rid of them.11
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The last and arguably most mature work of Endō is the novel Deep River.12 
The novel tells the story of a Japanese tourist group that goes (as it turns out) to 
India on a tour of the Buddhist holy sites and concludes the tour by converging 
on the city of Varanasi by the sacred river Ganges. The tour group is made up 
of different characters who go to India for different reasons: each of them, how-
ever, on a search for meaning. One of the participants in the tour is a woman 
called Mitsuko, who joins the tour in the hope of meeting an old acquaintance, 
a Catholic priest named Ōtsu, who is arguably the novel’s protagonist. In Deep 
River, the character of Ōtsu is sandwiched between, on the one hand, his fel-
low Japanese Mitsuko, who eyes Ōtsu as an oddity because of his Christianity, 
and, on the other hand, Ōtsu’s religious superiors who consider him “heretical” 
because, for them, the Japanese Ōtsu is not logical and discriminating enough 
in the realm of religion; he is too accepting of and open to what he believes is 
the intrinsic goodness of other religious faiths, thus jeopardizing Christianity’s 
exclusive claims. 

Monocultural Lens to View a Hybrid Entity 
In Deep River, both Mitsuko and Ōtsu’s religious superiors fail to understand 
most of what Ōtsu is telling them about his religious convictions. It is here 
that Asian-North American theology can readily point out, especially because 
of its hybridity, that the reason for this misunderstanding lies in Ōtsu’s being 
“a hybrid,” a “betwixt-and-between” person himself; he is situated at the inter-
stices of two often conflicting worlds. Instead, Mitsuko and Ōtsu’s religious 
superiors in Lyon are situated squarely in their own particular cultural worlds. 
They are thus monocultural in the sense used here. 

This “two-world” experience of Ōtsu certainly resonates with the experi-
ences of many Asian Christians. Like Ōtsu, they find themselves in a liminal 
space between two well-defined cultures—their own particular Asian cultures 
and the particular Western culture which brought Christianity to their country. 

Deep River is only a novel. The themes in it, however, seem to have been 
surrealistically acted out in the real world in the form of a relationship of ten-
sion between Asian Catholicism and the Roman Catholic central authority in 
Rome. That tense relation has been brought to the fore by recent events, the 
climax of which, for me, was the issuing of Dominus Iesus and largely reiterated 
in a document issued in the summer of 2007.13

Dominus Iesus is clearly a response to issues which Rome deems crucial. It 
can be considered the climax in a long string of events, events which strongly 
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suggest that Rome’s concern is triggered largely by what is happening in con-
nection with themes common in Asian Catholicism,14 particularly related to 
the generous openness of Asian Catholicism and other Asian Christian com-
munities to other religious traditions. 

In his book entitled Towards a Theology of Dialogue,15 Edmund Chia com-
pares the methodologies employed in Dominus Iesus with those used in the 
documents of the FABC. His conclusion is thought-provoking. Whereas the 
FABC is concerned with being truthfully and critically in dialogue with the 
contextual realities in which Christians in Asia find themselves, Dominus Iesus, 
according to him, uses a neo-Scholastic method characterized originally by 
the aim of counteracting heresy. It employs a deductive method which starts 
from established church teachings, continues by analyzing propositions to be 
countered in the light of those established teachings, and ends by giving an 
assessment of the matter. Chia observes that this kind of methodology does 
not pay attention to the signs of the times encouraged by the Vatican II docu-
ment Gaudium et Spes, the Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern 
World. Moreover, Chia adds, it is an inadequate and anachronistic theological 
method not suited to address what is, in a profound way, an Asian problem—
that of religious pluralism.16

Thus we see that in this case there is a marked dissonance in voices stem-
ming from Rome and from Asia. That is a real-life illustration of Deep River’s 
theme: many Asian Christians are never Asian enough because of their Christi-
anity, but neither are they Catholic enough because of their Asianness. 

As we have seen numerous times in this study, persons with hybrid 
identities have often been viewed by monoculturals as half-way, half-done, 
unfinished, and lesser creatures. Applied to our topic, this is the reason why 
segments of Asian Christianity are perceived as somehow not meeting the 
mark. There is, however, a growing consciousness (especially among those 
who actually live the hybrid experience) that hybrid entities cannot be under-
stood adequately when viewed through the lens of monoculturality. This is 
where the diasporic and hybrid style of Asian-North American theology 
comes into the picture. A theology of hybridity makes the bold statement, 
in the face of a still prevalent negative view of hybrid entities, that a “hybrid 
kind of religiosity”—such as the one expressed in Deep River or the one evi-
denced in many forms in Asian Christianities—is not half-way, half-done, 
or unfinished as monoculturals are wont to think. Instead, hybrid entities 
have an integrity all their own. To echo the words of Asian-North American 
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theologian Rita Nakashima Brock, they have what she calls an “interstitial 
integrity”17 all their own! Applied to our argument here, we can say that the 
strains of Asian Catholicism, too friendly and open (from the perspective of 
Rome) to the intrinsic value of other religions, can only be understood when 
viewed through the lens of hybridity. 

Asian-North Americans: Talking Back to Their Asian 
Parents

While examining the tensions between Rome and segments of Asian Cathol-
icism described above, it struck me that many of the categories utilized by 
Asian-North American theologians both to describe their experiences of being 
betwixt and between the worlds of Asia and North America and to theolo-
gize on those experiences18 can actually shed much light on the tense relations 
between segments of Asian Christianity and parts of Western Christianity, and 
can produce a deeper understanding of the underlying issues behind these ten-
sions. As I dug further into this matter, I was pleasantly struck at how often 
both Asian and Asian-North American situations clearly portray people and 
situations that can be best described as located betwixt and between very dif-
ferent worlds, experiencing all the tensions that the clash of these worlds inevi-
tably brings. 

In my 2012 book I also showed how persons located within the inter-
stices of intersecting worlds struggle (although not always successfully) to make 
sense of and reconcile these opposing worlds and hold them in creative tension 
within themselves. The goal is to move from the negativity of marginalization 
to a greater wholeness. The key to achieving that, it seems, is a more explicit 
understanding and acceptance that one is indeed a hybrid entity, that is to 
say, when Asian Christian communities understand more deeply, accept, and 
appreciate that they are indeed hybrid entities, they will become more mature 
and enlightened.19

This consideration of many Asian Christianities as hybrid entities is an 
urgent task that warrants further exploration because I think that history 
shows how many segments of Asian Christianity have long been character-
istically hybrid by their origins between the West and Asia. The issues sur-
rounding Dominus Iesus have merely highlighted tense relations which in fact 
have been in existence in Asia for a long time now. Despite that, to the best 
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of my knowledge, efforts to look at Asian Christianities in terms of explicitly 
“hybrid” categories are very much in the fledgling state.20

As we review the seemingly hybrid state of some Asian Christianities (a 
state illuminated both by Endō’s Deep River and by the events surrounding 
Dominus Iesus) vis-à-vis Asian-North American theological reflections, some 
salient features emerge. First, we can understand that, in this case, the Catholic 
Church in Asia is, in a sense, a marginalized, “in-between,” and “in-both” entity. 
Evidence of this lies in the fact that it is frequently labeled either too Western 
by its co-Asians, or not orthodox enough by Rome. However, this marginalized 
state has not been exclusively a disadvantage. In striking ways, Asian Catholi-
cism has been able to move in significant ways toward what can be considered 
a more ideal stage. This can be seen by the fact that Asian Catholicism has 
been the locus of wonderful creativity in the field of theology. As seen above, 
since the 1970s, the FABC has creatively and, to a certain extent, successfully 
endeavoured to forge a church not merely “in Asia,” but also truly “of Asia.”21 

The Asian Synod in 1998 demonstrated the vitality of the Catholic Church in 
Asia, so much so that National Catholic Reporter publisher Tom Fox has argued 
that there is a “Pentecost” happening in the Asian Catholic Church.22

Another striking feature that our examination has shown is that, particu-
larly in the manner of discourse, Asian and Western Christianities can dif-
fer significantly. Needless to say, one’s manner of discourse ultimately betrays 
one’s mindset. It is clear that the manner of discourse of an “in-between and 
in-both” person is very different from—if I may use Jung Young Lee’s cat-
egory—that of a centralist.23 The marginal person tries to speak, think, and 
live in a way that can be described as “meta-binary,” in that his or her manner 
of discourse attempts to go beyond binary structures of thought by maintaining 
harmony between different and diverse worlds, because he or she is well aware 
of the suffering that accompanies any kind of marginalization. The centralist/
monocultural person, on the other hand, speaking from the centre and believ-
ing that his or her own worldview is the pristine and unadulterated one, thinks 
that this can be imposed on others apparently without seriously taking into 
account the “Other’s” characteristics, experiences, and sensibilities as a hybrid 
entity. Besides, the centralist or monoculturalist often discourses in an authori-
tarian, domineering, and hegemonic tone, as he or she is sincere in his or her 
conviction that only in this manner can a correct form of faith tradition (i.e., 
orthodoxy) be maintained. This observation, when applied to the tone and 
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language of Dominus Iesus, helps explain and clarify why it jarred or offended 
many Asian sensibilities. 

This case clearly shows as well that when one endeavours to view segments 
of Asian Christianity through monocultural or centralist eyes, one will not 
even begin to understand those segments but will just end up classifying them 
as “short of the mark” or a “watering down” of orthodoxy.24 There is also the 
ultimate question as to whether hybridity is intrinsically part of Christianity 
itself. This query is crucial and merits a more substantial work to answer. In my 
2012 book I refer to some factors in passing that might give us an inkling that 
hybridity is indeed intrinsically part of Christianity itself, as seen in its origins. 
We will have to content ourselves here with this preliminary suggestion:

[Diasporic] Hybridity brings us, as Christians, back to our origins. Yes, Chris-
tianity in its origins contains striking diasporic and hybrid elements. We can 
enumerate numerous factors: Jesus’s itinerant lifestyle without so much as a 
place “to lay his head” (Matt. 8:20), his likening the reign of God to a house-
holder who brings out from his treasure “both what is old and what is new” 
(Matt. 13:52), his being rejected by the religious authorities of his day, his 
struggle against the purity system of his day,25 his efforts to minister especially 
to those deemed impure26 under the law, and his zeal for crossing the bound-
aries of his world and building bridges to welcome the “other.” If we move 
beyond Jesus, we can consider Paul’s efforts to bridge the gap between Jew 
and Gentile, the apostles’ itinerant, missionary lifestyles, the push to include 
what was hitherto considered outside the law into the realm of God’s cov-
enant, the meeting of the Jewish and Hellenistic worlds in early Christianity, 
and so forth. Are not these factors, at their core, what we can also describe as 
“diasporic” and “hybrid” (in the context of this study)?27

Never the Twain Shall Meet?28

In the final analysis, are the hybrid segments of Asian Christianity and the 
centralist/monocultural strands of Western Christianity29 so diametrically 
opposed to each other that they confirm Rudyard Kipling’s adage: “East is 
East and West is West and never the twain shall meet”30? In a world which is 
becoming everyday more globalized with both positive and negative repercus-
sions, it is my hope that Kipling’s adage might be proven wrong. What about 
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dreaming instead of a future in which East can meet West in a more pro-
found way; even more, that East can marry West and that the two can produce 
beautiful hybrids, mestizos/as, happas (or whatever the term is that can describe 
such mixed entities) who can better integrate diverse worlds within themselves? 
These proud hybrids, I am certain, will play a crucial role in the building of a 
more peaceful world which, according to the theologian Hans Küng’s insight, 
is based on peace, mutual dialogue, and understanding between (and, I should 
add, within) religions.31

Is that merely wishful thinking? Hopefully, it is not. The alternative to that 
is quite grim: it is an escalation in “the clash of civilizations”32 and a further 
descent into a ghastly future filled with the horrors of a continual war between 
what monoculturalists perceive as hopelessly irreconcilable worlds. 
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