NORSK TIDSSKRIFT FOR MISJONSVITENSKAP 2/2008 101

Epistemological Basis in
Interfaith Dialogues —
a Neglected Issue?

ARNE REDSE

The aim of this article is to examine how different epistemological
positions may influence interfaith dialogues. The kind of dialogue
where information and discussions on topics of central beliefs are
the subject matters is emphasized.

1 Interfaith Dialogue —
a Generally Accepted, but Controversial Concept

The word “dialogue” occurs frequently in literature on Christian
mission and ecumenical issues. Christian mission cannot avoid
entering into some kind of dialogue with people of other faiths
and worldviews. What interfaith dialogue actually is, or which
kinds or forms of dialogue can be applied in Christian mission, is,
however, a question of much debate. We may at least include the
following categories:' (1) Informal, casual conversations in daily
life, in which a Christian may appear as a witness. (2) Mutual
information and discussions on matters of common concern in
the civil society, for peace and joint action. (3) Mutual informa-
tion and discussions on matters of beliefs and doctrines — in
which the parties defend their positions and question and chal-
lenge one another in a shared search for truth; the parties are
often more official representatives of the two faiths. (4) Events of
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participation in one another’s spiritual experiences such as medi-
tation and prayers.

The concept of dialogue has for several decades played a cen-
tral role in discussions and documents on mission presented by
the World Council of Churches (WCC). WCC’s general assembly
in Uppsala, Sweden, in 1968 raised the question of “dialogue with
the non-Christian religions”, and promoted a kind of dialogue
based on a belief in a syncretistic common core of all religions.
Even before the Uppsala meeting, the WCC had established a sub-
unit entitled “Dialogue with People of Living Faiths and Ideolo-
gies”. During the 1970s this unit conducted a number of meetings
with representatives of other faiths. I 1979 the WCC published its
Guidelines on Dialogue with People of Living Faiths and Ideologi-
es.’

Evangelical theologians rejected the kind of dialogue which
aims at establishing a common religious core. At a conference in
Lausanne in 1974, the Lausanne Committee for World Evangeliza-
tion (LCWE) was established and the Lausanne Covenant
endorsed. Its article 3 expressed a sceptical attitude to dialogue as
presented by the WCC. In the second major LCWE conference
held in Manila in 1989, the notion of dialogue was, however,
included as an aspect of its mission methodology.

David J. Bosch’s textbook Transforming Mission, has been
regarded as the most comprehensive standard work on the theol-
ogy of mission for more than a decade. Bosch includes only a
small section of seven pages on “Dialogue and Mission”.? In their
new, comprehensive textbook on missiology, the Catholic schol-
ars Stephen B. Bevans and Roger P. Schroeder list “interreligious
dialogue” as one of six major components of Christian mission.*

The LWF includes a paragraph on dialogue in its latest docu-
ment on mission, Mission in Context, of 2004.° Traditional Luther-
ans are hardly comfortable with its openness towards a so-called
“sharing together of a spiritual journey of the souls as people of
faiths”.° Tt reflects too much the kind of dialogue of participations
in one another’s religious practices and experiences of meditation
and prayers (the fourth kind in the list above).

The notion of dialogue is only briefly dealt with in the stan-
dard Norwegian textbook on missiology, Missiologi i dag, edited
by Jan-Martin Berentsen, Tormod Engelsviken and Knud Jor-
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gensen.” The book points to the New Testament’s emphasis on
dialogue as a method of approaching individuals and groups,
with Jesus and Paul as the major models.® It is distinguished
between three theologically legitimate aims for interfaith dia-
logues: (1) solving problems of common concern in the local
society; (2) obtaining a better understanding of the other faith and
its adherents; and (3) challenging to renewed and deeper reflec-
tion on oneself and on the message of the Bible.

2 The Question of Epistemological Basis

A characteristic feature of our time is extensive epistemological
uncertainty. One of the first missiologists to recognize the impli-
cations of the present epistemological variety for Christian mission
was Paul Hiebert.” David J. Bosch likewise pointed to the prob-
lem in his textbook on missiology."

An international study group known as the “epistemology and
mission group”, active from 1992 to 1997, has explored this issue
most comprehensively. The group’s conclusions, and several arti-
cles by the group members, are published in the book 7o Stake a
Claim: Mission and the Western Crisis of Knowledge.* The group
was particularly engaged in changes in philosophical epistemolo-
gy during the last century, as related to mission and evangeliza-
tion.” The aim of the group was “... to analyze and evaluate both
the opportunities and difficulties for mission of this particular
aspect of Western culture.”” And the group concludes: “... the
area of epistemology is not marginal to mission reflection and
action, but raises acute, central concerns that missiology cannot
afford to ignore if it wishes to engage realistically and self-con-
sciously with the relevance of Christian faith ....”"

They warn: “If there is no agreed epistemological basis for
judging the adequacy of particular beliefs and values, it would
seem to follow that the claims that Christians make for the gospel
are no more valid than any other religious or secular claims.””
The challenging question to Christian mission is, they claim: “If
the universality of the gospel vanishes in the face of epistemo-
logical relativism, would not the mandate to make it known uni-
versally have to be rejected as epistemological imperialism?”*

As expressed initially, the aim of this article is to examine how
different epistemological positions involved in the current debate
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may influence particularly the third kind of dialogue listed above
— mutual information and discussions on matters of beliefs and
doctrines.

The first step then is to outline the main groups of epistemo-
logical positions (section 3). Then follows the major aim — to
examine how these different positions may influence dialogues of
the third kind, discussions on beliefs and doctrines, in different
ways (sections 4 and 5). A major proposition is that neither
strongly objectivistic views, nor radically relativistic positions are
able to engage in meaningful dialogues of this kind.

3 A Brief Outline of Different Epistemological Positions
A central epistemological question is: What are the reasons, or the
justification, for accepting one description of reality as the true
one, and for rejecting as false those descriptions which contradict
this? Or more moderately, how can we judge the relative plausi-
bility of the various accounts of reality?

I will now give a brief presentation of a common classification
of epistemological positions. I operate with roughly three main
categories: On the one side we have the objectivists or foundati-
onalists who base their truth claims on what they regard as self-
evidently true foundations. On the other side we have the rather
subjectivistic and relativistic non-foundationalists who hardly
accept any truth claim at all. A range of in-between positions
reject both these extremes. These may be named post-foundatio-
nalists.”

3.1 Objectivistic Positions — Foundationalism

Objectivistic positions, such as classic foundationalism, claim that
there are some basic beliefs which are universally and finally evi-
dent beyond any kind of reasonable doubt. Such beliefs are
regarded as self-evident or intuitively obvious, in no need of
being proved by other beliefs. Mathematical axioms and immedi-
ate sense experiences are understood as basic beliefs. From such
basic beliefs a whole system of beliefs can be deduced. True sci-
ence of whatever field is limited to knowledge of self-evidenced
basic beliefs and whatever can be derived from them. Truth is a
matter of correspondence or rather congruence (strict correspon-
dence) between our languages and the way things are.
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Some religions, such as classic Islam and fundamentalist ver-
sions of Christian theology, may reckon some of their fundamen-
tal beliefs as self-evidently true and basic in such a way that they
cannot be subject to examination and doubt. This is the fideist
version of classic foundationalism."” The foundationalist position
is a characteristic of what is often named the “modern project”,
initiated by Descartes and the Enlightenment rationality.

Ontologically, this position corresponds with external realism.
Realism is the view that the world (reality) exists as something
over against and independent of the ways humans think about it
and describe it. External realism in addition claims that reality is
also differentiated independently of the mind’s activities and inter-
pretations of it. Therefore, it is reality which determines our con-
ceptual schemes about the world. Things may be known exactly
as they are. This position may also be named naive or common-
sense realism.

The appeal to self-evidence is, of course, open to the charge
that those who believe in the existence of “self-evident” founda-
tions do not all agree on what is thus self-evident or obvious.”
There has been a steady erosion of the objectivistic position. It is
hardly possible today to maintain that one’s thinking is totally free
from cultural, historical, and linguistic conditioning.*

3.2 Subjectivistic and Relativistic Positions —
Non-Foundationalism

Subjectivistic and relativistic positions tend to hold that we cannot
presume any over-contextual and universal contact points or
frame of reference for the justification of beliefs as true, or as
more plausible than other beliefs. We are confined in our contexts
which are only relatively true — true for ourselves, or at best, for
the group of people sharing our faith. The least radical represen-
tatives of subjectivism may accept the possibility of establishing
some internal logical consistence and inner coherence in one’s
belief system as evidences for oneself from which one is justified
in believing what one believes.

The epistemological positions which represent such tendencies
towards relativistic subjectivism are, for example, contextualism,
historicism, pragmatism, and more or less also epistemic coher-
entism which makes justification a function solely of coherence
between the beliefs of a belief system.*
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Positions of epistemological subjectivism and relativism are
associated with similar views regarding the metaphysical ques-
tions of what truth and reality is. We are discouraged from asking
for any universal truth. There is no truth except those which each
community or individual creates for himself/ herself.

The stand named internal realism claims that to the extent that
there is a mind-independent reality, it is inaccessible to us; noth-
ing certain can be said about it. Reality is only available from our
own point of view.? Truth for us (plural) cannot be anything but
that which we can agree on intersubjectively.

Metaphysical antirealists oppose the very notion that there
exists a true world and reality.? “Reality” is only what the human
imagination makes it to be through mental activities and linguis-
tic practices. Pragmatism acclaims such ontology. The pragmatic
theory of truth says that truth is that which works.

Epistemologically, the subjectivist and relativist positions are
typical of movements characterized as postmodern. Such positions
naturally tend to mean that all faiths and ideologies are equally
true, or rather equally useful for their adherents. As the Hindu
philosopher Swami Vivekananda proclaimed in his address of
welcome at the opening of the First World Parliament of Religions
in Chicago on September 11, 1893: “We believe not only in uni-
versal toleration, but we accept all religions to be true.”

The fundamental objection against the relativist positions is
that they are self-contradictory.” A relativist system depends on an
unarticulated normative basis of its own, namely the anti-relative
and self-contradictory belief that truth is relative. Relativists claim
as a truth that truth cannot be claimed.

Moreover, relativism promotes a kind of tolerance that makes
it impossible to exclude toleration of intolerance. When relativists
condemn as oppressive and disrespectful those systems which
regard truth as one, the relativists themselves appear as quite
oppressive and disrespectful. They disclaim other thinkers their
right to claim that their faiths are universally true. For this reason
relativists disclaim as oppressive the Christian claim of the unique-
ness of Christ and of Scripture as God’s final and authoritative rev-
elation. The idea of a Christian mission is, of course, even more
challenged and accused of being oppressive by such an under-
standing of truth. In this way relativism may appear as quite
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authoritative and intolerant — actually, contradicting the basic
human right to manifest one’s faith.*

3.3 Intermediate Positions —

Post-Foundationalism
Alternatives to an objectivism of the classical foundationalism are
not necessarily the various kinds of subjective relativism. Many, if
not most, epistemological views position themselves somewhere
in between these radical wings. Among these we find modest
Sfoundationalism (Thomas Reid”), moderate foundationalism
(Robert Audi®), presumptionism (Mikael Stenmark®), experientia-
lism (Alvin Plantinga®), reliabilism (Alvin Goldman®), modified
or moderate presuppositional foundationalism (J. Andrew Kirk®),
Sfoundberentism (Susan Haack®), fallibilist traditionalism (Andy F.
Sanders*), and post-foundationalism (F. LeRon Shults and Kurt
Christensen®). Those among these scholars who affiliate them-
selves with the Christian faith (several of them do so), also hold
that their kind of epistemology is consistent with traditional Chris-
tianity. I will now give a brief outline of the main characteristics
these intermediate positions have in common. I name them by the
term “post-foundationalism”.

Reality is Mind-Independent — Truth is not Relative

These positions of epistemology are normally associated with the
kind of metaphysical views on reality and truth characterized as
critical realism. Realism affirms that reality exists as mind-inde-
pendent and is differentiated independently of our comprehen-
sion of it. The adjective “critical” points to the matter that an indi-
vidual’s view of reality is always coloured by that individual’s per-
spective or horizon of understanding.* Regarding the material
reality we experience around us, although we cannot claim to see
it exactly as it is in itself, we can expect to possess a lot of knowl-
edge about it which we may regard as sufficiently certain.

Truth is a matter of correspondence, or rather correlation
(weak correspondence), between our language and reality. A true
belief is a reliable representation of the world, not a useful fiction.
Thus, truth is one, and we need to distinguish between true and
false. A viable Christian theology cannot but claim that truth is
one, or else it contradicts the very core of the classical Christian
faith.”
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Human Perception and Understanding is Partial and Fallible
Although the world exists, and the truth about it is one, our
knowledge of reality can only be partial and fallible. As contex-
tual, finite and fallible humans we have no access to any totally
neutral, objective and universal observation point. We can never
escape the prejudgements and horizon of understanding provid-
ed by our life-worlds. All of our experiences will always have to
be interpreted within the frame provided by our horizon of
understanding. Therefore, we may easily be mistaken and hold
false beliefs. This means that against relativism one’s truth claims
are proposed as universally valid, while against objectivism one
maintains that truth claims can never be ultimately proved, at least
not while seeing “as in a mirror”, as Paul expressed it.

Initially we choose — or rather, someone else has chosen for us
— a standpoint from which we begin to interpret the world. We
naturally start from the worldview we have inherited from our tra-
dition.* Such an initial choice is unavoidable. Moreover, it can be
considered as rational to stick to the tradition and faith within
which one is raised, and regard this as true as long as no alter-
native has appeared as better.”

Truth Indicators — General Plausibility Criteria
Since truth about things and state of affairs in the world is one,
and the world in which we exist is real, some kind of criteria for
evaluating what is true or at least plausible, are likely to be avail-
able. To establish a set of commonly acknowledged truth criteria,
or plausibility criteria, or truth indicators, is of greatest impor-
tance for the post-foundationalist positions. It is only on a basis
of common truth criteria one can be regarded as accountable for
defending one’s belief system. A rather detailed examination and
presentation of such criteria is given in Kurt Christensen’s study
on the challenges postmodernism presents to Christianity.®

On the one hand, such broadly accepted truth criteria are the
rational ones of logical consistence and inner coherence of one’s
specific beliefs with one’s total system of beliefs, and logical con-
sistence and internal coherence in the system as a whole." This
does not exclude the legitimacy of clarifying subject matters at the
edge of our understanding in paradoxes when the matter in ques-
tion cannot be expressed in plainly consistent ways at the level of
our present abilities of understanding.
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On the other hand, there are the strong evidential truth crite-
ria of coherence with our personal, immediate sense experiences,
and coherence with those experiences collected in our memory.
Most people will also emphasize internal experiences of various
kinds, such as religious experiences. From a Christian point of
view the experience of the Holy Spirit’s illumination of Scripture
belongs to such experiences.” This includes the Spirit’s work as
he “convicts the world of guilt in regard to sin and righteousness
and judgment” (John 16:8), and as he “guides you into all truth”
(John 16:13).

Of evidential value is also coherence with what we are told
from sense experiences of other people, e.g., those given us in
historical accounts and stories of the history of humankind. This
includes the biblical history of revelation. Such accounts on his-
tory of past times will naturally have to be more critically evalu-
ated than present experiences.

Since personal experiences are included as a decisive truth cri-
terion — in practice for many Christians the most decisive — it
would be a great mistake to accuse the claim for truth criteria as
representing a rational theologia gloria. A reasoning within the
frame of the truth criteria here presented, can definitely be seen
as fully compatible with a theologizing within the frame of a the-
ologia crucis.

Our beliefs and our total system of beliefs should not be pro-
tected from being tested against these truth indicators. And if we
accept to put the plausibility of our beliefs and belief systems to
the test in the light of these truth criteria, we are bound to regard
the conclusions as plausible, although not proved with absolute
certainty.

Andy S. Sanders concludes regarding Christian beliefs, “In
order to be justified, Christian beliefs should be both experien-
tially anchored and explanatorily integrated (foundherentism).
There is no compelling reason to think that the Christian faith can-
not be justified in that way ....”® This means that the Christian
belief in the Bible as the testimony of God’s authoritative revela-
tion has to be defended by arguments based on the mentioned
truth criteria. It cannot be based merely on a claim of authority
from the Bible itself. Such a claim ends in a circle argumentation
which may equally legitimate any scripture claiming to be divine
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revelation as the highest authority. Interestingly, several of the
biblical authors challenge their readers to investigate the evi-
dences for their message.*

Mutual Accountability, and Intellectual Virtues

On the basis of truth criteria we will always be liable to tests of
our beliefs and total faiths. This means that we may have to mod-
ify many of our specific beliefs as we acquire new and deeper
insights.” Being devoted to honesty, we may even feel compelled
to abandon our total faith or belief system if new, consequential
experiences may require that we do so. As Sanders holds with
regard to the Christian faith:

“...although there is a Christian duty to trust in God, this does
not imply a duty, let alone an unconditional one, to go on
believing that there is a God if the arguments against God’s
existence were to become cumulatively overwhelming. The
requirement of unconditional faith has its place within the sys-
tem of Christian belief, but cannot properly be interpreted as
an obligation to continue to embrace the system itself.”

For interfaith dialogues on the basis of post-foundationalist epis-
temological positions, this means that the parties regard them-
selves as mutually accountable on the basis of common truth cri-
teria, accepted by both sides as a common ground. This also
means that both parties have to be open to the possibility and the
risk of having been mistaken. However, as Sanders concludes, “...
while acknowledging that our knowledge is fallible, partial, and
corrigible (fallibilism). As long as no cumulatively overwhelming
contrary evidence is met, and no better alternative is available, we
are rational in fully accepting what we believe.””

When emphasizing honesty, openness, humility, accountabili-
ty, tolerance, and non-manipulation as elements of one’s episte-
mology, one highlights central ethical virtues. Kevin J. Vanhoozer
underscores in general the role of epistemic or intellectual virtues
in the process of acquiring justified beliefs.*

Within a post-foundationalist position we “... transcend the
form of foundationalist fideism where our own reasoning and
experiences never are challenged or contradicted, and the form of

«
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non-foundationalism where a real need for interfaith contact and
intersubjective dialogue never are seriously considered.”

Correspondence between Worldview and Epistemology

A classic understanding of Christianity, as found in traditional,
conservative theology of the mainline denominations, based on
the Bible, may be seen as consistent with an epistemology of
some intermediate kind, accepting neither relativism nor a strict
objectivism.” Christianity has from its very beginning been
defended on the basis of general truth criteria, as demonstrated as
early as in the New Testament. God is Deus revelatus, revealed in
the light of nature and the light of grace, to apply a conception of
Luther. At the same time God is far from fully revealed and com-
prehensible — he is Deus absconditus. In the lights of nature and
grace, we do not see the whole of the picture of God and reali-
ty. Its full and true meaning has yet to be disclosed in the light of
glory>' As Sanders holds, “If we can grasp the whole truth, and
nothing but the truth, that will be in the future or not at all. Here
epistemology fuses with eschatology. In the meantime, we can
only proceed confidently with our inquiry from where we
stand.”*

However, within the Christian theology today, not least within
the theology of mission, a broad range of epistemological posi-
tions may be found, as the common classification of theology of
religions in exclusivism, inclusivism and pluralism indicates. The
three kinds show some correspondence with the three groups of
epistemologies. (1) A strict exclusivism parallels objectivism. (2)
Pluralism is rather relativistic. An inclusivism emphasizing a com-
mon-core-and-goal is also rather relativistic. (3) A moderate exclu-
sivism and a moderate inclusivism are the views most compatible
with the post-foundationalist positions. It is this view, which I
regard as the biblical position, T operate from in the following.

4 Dialogues with Objectivistic and

Relativistic Dialogue Partners
The question to be dealt with now is: How do the various kinds
of epistemological positions in the various traditions and faiths
shape the process and outcome of a post-foundationalist based
Christianity’s dialogues of the third kind with these faiths? To sim-
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plify the picture, T operate with the above presented three cate-
gories of (1) objectivism, (2) relativism, and (3) post-foundation-
alism.

In 4.1 and 4.2 T shall briefly point to some characteristics of dia-
logues involving objectivists and relativists. In section 5, I shall
deal with dialogues between post-foundationalist partners.

4.1 Dialogue between a Christian
Post-Foundationalist Position and Objectivists

In a dialogue of discussions on beliefs (the third kind) between a
Christian group of a post-foundationalist position and a group of
another faith or worldview of an objectivistic stand, both parties
will be willing to explain how one tries to integrate an under-
standing of the other’s existence in one’s own system of beliefs.
However, when it comes to discussions of the credibility and
plausibility of one’s beliefs, the objectivists are hardly willing to
discuss their beliefs as truths they should be liable to defend on
the basis of truth criteria. They regard their basic beliefs as either
(1) self-evidently true, and therefore not necessary to question, or,
(2) within a fideist kind of objectivism they may understand them
as divine truths which it is irrelevant or even blasphemic to ques-
tion.

The first case is the problem in Christianity’s relation to people
who believe that science may explain all of reality and that propo-
sitions about anything transcendent are meaningless.

The second is the problem in, for example, dialogues with
conservative Muslims. They hold the belief that the Quran is the
word of Allah. Moreover, to question whether this belief is true or
not, or how it can be justified, can only be regarded as disbelief
or even blasphemy. The report on the LWF study program on
Christian-Muslim relations from 1992 to 2002 concludes: “Muslims
are less interested in dialogue as a theological process, but are
more interested in it as an approach to cooperative action and
problem solving.”” The topics of the lectures included in the
report demonstrate the same.

4.2 Dialogue between a Christian
Post-Foundationalist Position and Relativists
The next case is dialogue of the third kind between a Christian
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group and a group of another faith or worldview of a relativistic
position. In this constellation the relativistic party does not feel
obliged to integrate any understanding of the Christian faith’s
existence in its own worldview. Moreover, the relativists hardly
feel any need to challenge the Christian dialogue partner. Chal-
lenging questions from the Christian point of view may be
received as intolerant and arrogant.

A basic problem is that the relativists regard the quest for truth
criteria as irrelevant. At best, some internal coherence in one’s
own worldview may be seen as necessary. The quest for truth is
reduced to a quest for the useful, and to the request that we all
should accept the view that no view is exclusively true.’ Thus,
historical Christianity and relativism rest on “two radically differ-
ent epistemological traditions”.”

A relativistic epistemology is a problem in dialogues with, for
example, Buddhists and Hindus. As expressed in the summary
report from the LWF study program “Christians and Buddhists in
Conversation”, conducted in the years from 1993 to 2000: “Chris-
tians engaging in such theological dialogue will be aware that the
Buddhist vision of the ultimate truth ... is very different from the
Christian view.”® Moreover, the report shows that the kind of dia-
logue that actually was carried out, was of the second kind on my
list — that on matters of common interests in the civil society for
joint action. A real dialogue on the credibility of Christian versus
Buddhist truth claims is, in fact, not a relevant matter for the
rather relativistic Buddhist traditions.

Relativists are naturally more attracted to so-called “dialogue in
spirituality”, events of participation in one another’s spiritual
experiences such as meditation and prayers — the last kind of dia-
logue in my classification.

Thus, dialogues on matters of beliefs and doctrines with
rightwing objectivists or leftwing relativists seem to be rather
futile. The relativists, who are most eager to promote dialogue
between the religions, render such a kind of dialogue pointless by
their relativism. The objectivists are hardly interested in dialogue.
For these reasons, in dialogues in which the non-Christian party
presumes either an objectivistic or a relativistic epistemological
position, one may rather focus on the basic problem of episte-
mology as the first matter to be dealt with.”
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5 Dialogue with a Partner of a
Post-Foundationalist Position

A dialogue with a partner of a post-foundationalist position is the
constellation that provides the most constructive discussion on
matters of doctrines as universal truth claims. Both groups
acknowledge that contradicting views on ultimate matters and
commitments cannot be equally valid and good. Both parties also
recognize that their positions ultimately rest on a set of central
beliefs which one holds, and which one admits can be discussed
on the basis of a set of common truth criteria. Therefore, such dia-
logue partners in principle grant one another the epistemic right
to disagree while at the same time regarding one another as
accountable for one’s beliefs on the basis of truth criteria which
both can recognize. A series of dialogues between Confucians
and Christians, beginning with a conference in Hong Kong in
1988, seem to me to have been dominated by presuppositions of
this kind.® I will now, as a final point, highlight some specific
issues and suggestions for such a kind of dialogue.

5.1 Learning about One Another’s
Faiths and Eliminating Misunderstandings

In Christian mission we need to be engaged in dialogue in order
to learn more about the local faiths and the people to whom we
try to present the gospel. A lot of such information may be
attained in the informal daily dialogue (of the first kind). Howev-
er, more formal dialogues for this purpose with educated repre-
sentatives of the other faiths would be of great value. In order to
present the gospel as comprehensible within the frames of under-
standing of the local people, such knowledge is indispensable.
Moreover, in such dialogues we get the opportunity to eliminate
misunderstandings about the Christian faith. Thus, mutual under-
standing may be enhanced and misunderstandings eliminated.

5.2 Detecting Issues of Common Concern

for the Civil Society
When learning to know one another’s ethical concerns, particu-
larly regarding social morality, one may detect central moral
issues of common interests — issues for promoting cooperation,
peace, and welfare for the local society. These are concerns
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which can be allocated to their own kind of dialogue (the second
kind on my list), and taken care of by dialogue representatives
who are particularly qualified in the relevant matters.

5.3 Further Explications of Elements of One’s Own Faith

A meeting with another faith in dialogue may expand one’s hori-
zon of understanding so as to make possible a further explication
and elaboration of implicit aspects and nuances of the Christian
message.” This may include aspects which Christian theology so
far has left undeveloped simply because one has not yet been
enabled to see them. Another fruit of an expanded horizon may
be renewed accentuations on elements of the Christian faith
which for some time have been ignored. Such potential products
of dialogues, as can also be brought forth in efforts of contextu-
alization, may enrich systematic theology in general in its further
elaboration of Christian doctrines. Alister E. McGrath verbalizes
the same thinking.® So does Lesslie Newbigin.®

5.4 A Faith-Challenging and Defending Discussion

of Beliefs as a Search for Truth
As already claimed, a real and meaningful dialogue requires that
both parties aim at presenting their own faith as universal truth
claims, and yet as beliefs which are fallible in the meaning that
they cannot be irrefutably proved, only made more or less plau-
sible, and therefore are open to be challenged.*

The parties will challenge one another, ponder on the chal-
lenges, and defend themselves. As Lesslie Newbigin holds, “The
integrity and fruitfulness of the interfaith dialogue depends in the
first place upon the extent to which the different participants take
seriously the full reality of their own faiths as sources for the
understanding of the totality of experience.”® And this includes,
as Volker Kister emphasizes, that we have to reflect over the
place of other religions within the Christian thought system:
“Without coming to terms with the existence of other religions in
one’s own thought system, one will not be able to dialogue.”®

The mutuality of challenge and defence means that, at least in
principle, one has to be open to the possibility that one’s faith as
a whole fails in meeting sufficiently the standards of general truth
indicators. This means that in dialogue we bring our faith to test
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in new and often unprecedented ways.” However, the choice
between faiths becomes real only when perplexities and incon-
gruities of one’s own tradition have become so overwhelming that
pervasive doubt takes over, and, at the same time, an alternative
belief system with a better credibility appears as an alternative. A
conversion should then take place. If there is no choice appear-
ing as better, one keeps one’s faith, even in afflictions, like the
apostle Peter reasoned: “Lord, to whom shall we go?” (John 6:68).

How can such a fallibilism be combined with a personal con-
viction and commitment which is at the heart of the Christian
faith? As with the assurance of salvation, the assurance of the
credibility of the Christian faith cannot be but an afflicted assur-
ance. Such is the faith of the theologian of the cross. Kevin J. Van-
hoozer therefore characterizes his virtue epistemology as an “epis-
temology of the cross”.®

6 Conclusion

There is no legitimate reason for the Christian church to withdraw
from dialogue with other faiths, ideologies or even science. On
the contrary, Peter exhorted his readers to “Always be prepared
to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason
for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and
respect, keeping a clear conscience, so that those who speak
maliciously against your good behaviour in Christ may be
ashamed of their slander.” (1 Pet 3:15-16). As Sanders maintains,
“This exhortation confidently presupposes that there are reasons
for that hope that are communicable and intelligible.””

In dialogues with objectivists and relativists, one is, however,
in need of comprehensive clarifications in matters of crucial epis-
temological differences before any fruitful discussion on ques-
tions of more specific doctrinal kind can be established. Such
epistemological clarifications have certainly been a neglected
issue.
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