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The First Lecture “The Quest”
The Second Lecture “The Renewal”
The Third Lecture “The Challenge of Universality”




Lecture 3: The Challenge of Universality

Dr. Miroslav Volf
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The entire world and every person as the home God! In a nutshell, this 1s the\
vision of flourishing life we argue Christian theology should serve.




Though the image of home 1s deeply biblical and compelling, over the
centurles theologians have used other 1mages as well to organize their
articulations of the flourishing life:
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(" A\
the “new creation” (building on the writings of the Apostle Paul), the\

“heavenly city” (building on the book of Revelation), the “kingdom of God”

(building on the proclamation of Jesus).
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In chapter 6 we ourselves will explicate one variant of the New Testament
vision of flourishing life using the image ot the kingdom.
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All accounts of tlourishing life associated with these images—in fact, nearly all
Christian accounts of flourishing life—share one important feature that has

become unpalatable for many today:
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4 . . . . . . - N
they are substantive, positive visions with a claim to universal validity. A\

Christian vision of flourishing life addresses every person and the entire
world;
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.

notwithstanding humanity’s and the world’s lush diversity—or, better yet,
that diversity—the “new creation” 1s one, the “heavenly city” 1s one, the

“kingdom of God” 1s one, “God’s home” 1s one, and therefore the vision of
flourishing 1s one.
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The singleness of the vision implies more than that everyone, each in their
own way, ought to live 1t out. All humans and all life on the planet are
interdependent, an interconnected ecology of relatedness, which 1s what the
1mage of home expresses, perhaps, better than any other 1n the Bible.
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For one person to truly flourish, the entire world must tlourish; for the entire
world to truly tflourish, every person in 1t must flourish; and for every person
and the entire world to truly flourish, each in their own way and all together
must live 1n the presence of the life-giving God.
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The Christian vision of flourishing isn’t the only universal one around—a

point, together with 1ts challenging social implications, to which we will
return shortly.
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4 A\
The communist vision of the early Karl Marx 1s universal in scope and depth\

as well, to give an example of an atheist universal vision of the true life.
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A

In the Christian faith—and perhaps partly also in Marx’s account, 1f his
philosophy 1s a secularized version of Jewish and Christian messianism--the
universality of the vision follows from the oneness of God.
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The one God 1s the abiding source of all creatures and therefore the God of 3
every human being and of the entire world. Correspondingly, the divine
Word, which became incarnate 1in Jesus Christ, enlightens every person, and
as the Lamb of God that same Word become flesh bears the sin ot the whole
world.
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Jesus Christ 1s, as John’s gospel famously puts 1t, 1s “the way, the truth, and the
life” (14:6). One way of life 1s true for all, even 1f each person walks 1t 1n his

or her own way; the destination 1s one, even though there are many dwelling

places 1n 1it.
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From one angle, universality is all-encompassing inclusivity: everything
comes from the one God and therefore everything flourishes in God’s home.
But the obverse of monotheism’s total inclusivity 1s a certain kind of
exclusivity.
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Now, there are all-inclusive forms of monotheism (“all gods are One”), but
today’s major monotheisms are all exclusive (“no god but the One”). This is

true of Islam: “no god but God” are the very first words of the most basic
[slamic protession ot faith.
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4 A\

[t 1s also true of Judaism, the tradition that gave the world the gift of h
allegiance to one God: “you shall have no other god besides me” 1s the key
prohibition of the very first of the Ten Commandments.

“hitel Al 9lof tFE Al L %j\lj—(no ogod but God)”
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Christianity 1s no different than Judaism in this regard: “no God but One,”
wrote the Apostle Paul, repeating in his own way the commitment to God’s
unicity of his Jewish ancestors. A necessary obverse of the affirmation of a
universal vision of tlourishing rooted in God’s oneness 1s a negation.
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The one true God 1s distinguished from many false gods; one true way of life
(or multiple true ways ot life) are distinguished from false gods; one true way
of life (or multiple true ways of life) are distinguished from false ways ot life.
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A

The universality of the vision of flourishing that theology seeks to articulate
pushes against an 1mportant cultural sensibility prevalent 1n the
contemporary West.
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Many of us have come to think that categories of “true” and “false” do not
properly apply to religions; instead, we assess religions In aesthetic or
utilitarian terms, placing a religion as a whole or aspects of 1ts teaching and

practice, on the spectrum from attractive to repugnant or from useful to
harmful.
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A
We do the same with accounts of flourishing life more broadly. Consequently,\

a particular account may be good or true for me, but need not be good or true

for you or someone else; and 1f 1t 1s good or true for me today, 1t need not be
SO tomorrow.
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As many of us see 1t, the sciences, not religions or philosophies of life, stand
for truth 1n contrast to falsehood (though even scientific truths are likely to be
put 1n quotation marks, declared to be merely the positions of a lobby group,
when they impinge upon our preferred way of life).
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Scientific research may be driven by purposes and values, but 1t 1s about facts
and explanations, not about purposes and values.
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\\

[t can tell us a lot, for instance, about what humans tend to desire and why,

but not much about what they ought to desire and why.
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A
There 1s no truth or falsehood about the ends ot our lives, we tend to think.\

In the domain of purposes and values, we are free, ultimately, to do as we
please, provided we don’t harm others
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A

(an 1mportant condition, but ambiguous, too, because it wrongly assumes that
we agree on what constitutes “harm”).
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problematic.
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Such a sharp contrast between value-less science and truth-less religion, is
untenable. Still, even those who grant this point often consider the 1dea of
truth about the direction of our lives and the corresponding “tables of value”
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A
They worry that a life deemed universally “true” will likely not fit who we see\

ourselves to be as individuals at any given time or that 1t will interfere with
our choosing the life we want.
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N
They fear that 1t may push us to undervalue or despise those who do not live\

“in the truth.”
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Finally, we resist commitment to truth about the good life because we fear
that 1t will divide us 1Into mutually intolerant groups, clashing irreconcilably
as we seek to live iIn a common space.

\\




the

present

lecture

we

will

address these

concerns.
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First, we will argue that accounts of the Christian vision of true life are\

available such that those who advocate them can peacefully co-exist and
collaborate with people who advocate alternative visions and even learn from

them.
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Second, we will elaborate on how, properly understood, Christian visions of
true life take into account the changing particularities of individual lives 1n
specific places.
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\\

A Christian vision of flourishing lite 1s not the only one on offer these days.

A

Many positive visions claim to be universally valid, true for all human beings.
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A

. These visions do not agree with one another, at least not on all essential
points; one always denies some cruclal aspects of what the other atfirms.
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\\

We cannot and should not try to avoid contestations among them. Nor can we,
of course, simply assert our preferred vision as incontestably good.




A
Rather, we must approach rival visions of the flourishing life, including the\

Christian vision, as contending particular universalisms and engage 1n a truth-
seeking conversation about them.
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But what exactly do we mean by “contending particular universalisms”? And,
1f the Christian faith 1s one of them, does 1t have internal resources to
contend In a way that does not violate and oppress?
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In the following we take these two questions In turn, first parsing out the
phrase “contenting particular universalism” and then sketching a way to do
Christian theology in the midst of such universalisms.
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A
Christian theologians work today in the context of multiple Contending\

particular universalisms about the flourishing life, each of them with 1ts own
varleties.
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We call them wunzversalisms not because all human beings will come to embrace
them but because they make a claim to be true for all human beings.
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A
As we have noted at the beginning of the chapter, the Christian faith is itself A

one such universalist account—or, more precisely, 1t 1s a quarrelsome family
of such accounts of the flourishing life.
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A

Some universalisms are secular, like the philosophy of Nietzsche or the
psychology of Freud; others are religious like Christianity or Islam; still
others are somewhere n-between, like Buddhism or Contucianism (and

perhaps the philosophies of Plato or Spinoza).
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They all contain what their adherents consider to be universally valid claims
about 1) the nature of reality, articulated 1n mythological, metaphysical, or
scientific terms; 2) the self, social relation, and the good;
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A

3) the vision of life that fits both the nature of reality and the character of
the self, social relations, and the good; and 4) the proper means of access to
the truth of 1-3 which endows them with validity.
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Even the “soft relativism” so popular in some circles 1s a universalism, though
1t may not appear so on first sight.
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(" A\
What could the 1dea of letting each person do his or her own thing have to do\
with universal values,
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A

especlally it he or she 1s doing so by being, for instance, a follower of Buddha,
Jesus, and Muhammad at the same time and seasoning this home-made brew
with 1nsights from experimental psychology?
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But for the soft relativist, letting each person do his or her own thing without
subjecting their values to criticism i1s a moral obligation rooted in the
universal rzght ot each person to live their own life as they see fit. Intolerance
1s the corresponding moral transgression that ought not be tolerated.
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A

. . . . N
Though each universalism makes claims to truth, none 1s a complete and\

strictly closed system. All universalisms in fact have partly permeable
boundaries.




This 1s true, to a degree, even of ossified versions like various forms of
fundamentalism, which 1nsist on being embodiments of the pure, original

faith.

9
i

13t AHd e e o] YT A S e
Fek ) o)
l'

o LE
Tol= dx adEHT

%

A\




a .
The tact that each contains

o ofy

. . N
a significant set of convictions that overlap more\
or less with the convictions of other universalisms suggests such permeability.
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Acquaintance with their histories confirms it: each universalism doesn’t Just\
change 1n response to the situation on “the ground” — such as technological,

economic, or political transformations — but also through encounter, including
contention, with other universalisms.




Each of the three great monotheisms, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, has
been and continues to be shaped by the other two, for example.
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Despite their particular sources and epistemologies, multiple universalisms
are, to a certain degree at least, mutually intelligible, able to criticize one

another as well as to learn from one another. In a phrase, they are able to
shape one another.
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All universalisms are particular. This may seem like a paradox, but it isn’t. It’s
a consequence of the fact that the human beings who make universal claims

about the flourishing life are all creatures of time, space, language, and
culture.
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Although their visions are universal in scope, their spread 1s restricted; even

today’s most widely embraced universalism, Christianity, commands the
adherence of less than a third of the world’s population.
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A

Though “transplantable” and able to grow anywhere on the planet, each
universalism also always has roots in a given place at a given time. The

origins, history, and present reality of all universalisms are spatiotemporally
particular.
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While we have described them as unities—and they often function as such at
the level of global social relations—at local levels of social organization,
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each religious universalism 1s In fact concrete and alive less In large

movements and more In the particular lives of small communities and
individual adherents.
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The broad coherence of each universalism emerges not just from the common
founding figure or founding text but also from the interaction of 1ts adherents
at the individual level.
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We might imagine the relationship between universalisms, their local rival
versions, and the concrete individual expressions of their adherents on
analogy to the relationship between languages, their dialects, and the 1diolects
spoken by individuals.
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. . . . N
At the level of concrete experience, only the 1diolects “exist”; dialects and\

languages are abstractions that emerge from the speech patterns of
individuals at the level ot 1diolect.
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And yet behavior at the individual level 1s significantly constrained by the
frameworks of mutual intelligibility and convention established by the

dialects and languages that emerge. So, too, in the case of contending
particular universalisms.
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Take Christianity as an example. In a certain sense, “Christianity,” the global
religion, does not “exist” 1n concrete experience; only the lived piety of
billions of individuals and countless overlapping communities of faith exist.




4 .. . : : .
Whatever the global religion s, we understand it by looking at the beliefs and
practice of 1ts concrete communities and members.
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Since time and space inescapably mark universalisms, they are mutable and in
fact are always changing, as we noted earlier in the discussion of their
permeability: doctrines develop and moral sensibilities shift; practices change,
rituals undergo transtformations in meaning if not in form.
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At times, change means departure from the original vision and the beginning
of something new, perhaps even incompatible with the original vision
(according to some, as when Christianity emerged out of Judaism);
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at other times, change 1s a requirement of faithfulness to the original vision
under new circumstances (according to some, as when Martin Luther starts
Reformation of Latin Christendom).
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Mostly the disputes about whether the case was one of departure or
faithfulness remains unresolved, and change continues within each.
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The particularity of universalisms entails a clear rejection of any claim they
might make to absoluteness. They make universal claims, but their
particularity rules out any one of them being absolute.
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For 1llustration, take the case of the Christian faith, a religion that has on
occaslon been deemed absolute. Christianity cannot be absolute, even or
especlally 1f we accept 1ts basic and traditional doctrinal claims to be true.
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A
Now, the Word, the second person of the Trinity, and the Trinity itself, is\
absolute; God 1s the Absolute. But the Word-become-tlesh, the God-man Jesus

Christ, 1s not and cannot be absolute precisely because of his 1nescapably
particular humanity.
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4 . : :
He was born 1n one place and at one time (in Nazareth around 4 BC), was a

speaker of a particular language (a Galilean dialect of Aramaic, and possibly
Greek), was steeped In one religious tradition (Judaism) and shaped by a
particular hybrid culture (the Jewish, Roman, and Greek culture of Galilee).
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4 A\
Even less so should we ascribe absoluteness any subsequent form of the\

Christian faith. As the day of Pentecost indicates, from 1ts very inception and

expressing 1n 1ts own way the particularity of Jesus Christ, the church speaks
many languages.
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Moreover, as we noted earlier, Christians—including Christian theologlans—\

can know only 1n part, never exhaustively and never with indubitable certainly,
In a word, never absolutely.
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Finally, the diverse universalisms aren’t merely sitting next to each other like
different flavors ot 1ce cream 1n the shop freezer.
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A

Each 1s a claimant not just to our preference, but to our allegiance, some even
to our ultimate allegiance. Each 1s a contending candidate for deep convictions
orlenting our entire lives, grounding our values and shaping our preferences.

AT = 29 #HEF == A
| ekar -89 A= Q% of
= A Ao 89 w42 FAATA] Q%) Zf

T
Fot 99 AL FNES B A B

mh

N

g
r\:\

-1 - K<} =
Rk FAFOI el ahe) WS A, ¢
\\ n | B | T =71 1 —T3 —wJ 7 097 =11 N — 1 <1 =T 0 7 S )

\\




By “contending” we mean that universalisms are always (implicitly, at least)
both contesting each other intellectually and jostling with each other for
power In a common space.
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After all, to formulate a vision of the flourishing life with a claim to truth 1s
to offer an alternative “table of wvalue,” to use a phrase from Friedrich

Nietzsche, and therefore to contest, at least in part, other already-existing
tables ot value;
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R . . C . e . N
similarly, to live a vision of the flourishing life 1s to take social space and exert\

soclal influence where other actors are already present and doing the same.




A

1)

How much space a person or a community will take and in what way they will
exert influence will differ, but the fact ot filling a space and exerting influence
will remain.




That said, contending universalisms are not necessarily “violent.” Contending

for a given truth claim can lead to violence, but 1t need not.
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A

Most universalisms have their own, more or less effective, internal ways of
controlling the violence that they might generate
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A

—for example, commitments to 1mpartiality (for nstance, 1n classical
Utilitarianism), to justice (for instance in Islam), to compassion (for instance,
in Buddhism), to reversal of perspective (for instance, in Kant’s moral

philosophy), and the like.
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A
In fact, given the permeability, alterability, and historicity of universalisms,\

contending, 1f responsibly done, can lead to mutual learning and result 1n
soclal compromise and conviviality.
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Responsible contending will not happen without intentional effort. Managing
contending universalisms 1s a central challenge of our pluralistic age.
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A
There 1s a political side to this challenge, fostering political societies WhiCh\

understand themselves as pluralistic with legal arrangements and cultural

sensibilities that permit and encourage each person and each community to
speak and contend in the public square,
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A

unless its proponents advocate and engage in violence. To meet the challenge,
we need two things: (1) political philosophies that are open to all overarching
Interpretations of life and

\\




(2) articulations of overarching interpretations of life—religious ones as well

as secular ones—that are open to pluralistic kinds of political and legal
arrangements.
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g A\
There 1s also a pedagogical side of the challenge of managing contending\

universalisms in pluralistic settings.




We need to foster educational institutions which consider it part of their
purpose to facilitate critical discussion and appropriation of visions of
flourishing life, including the claims they make on our self-understanding, our
asplrations, and our images of a desirable future for the world.
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A

Such educational institutions will need to see themselves as sites of truth-
seeking critical conversation and personal transformation,
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4 A\
equipping students to do the ditficult work of evaluating the truth claims of A

multiple contending particular universalisms and contending in a responsible
give and take on behalf of the universalism they embrace.
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Can Christian faith, in the time between Pentecost and Parousia, not just exist
as such a contending particular universalism but articulate 1tself theologically
so as to positively contribute to managing the relations between contending
particular universalisms in pluralistic societies?
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Or must Christian theology and the Christian faith be managed from the

outside because they are inherently coercive, unfit for peace with others in
pluralistic societies?

397 Eateh

-

4 O = 701-0

=
O

3
|=
=5

\\




Over the course of Christianity’s almost 20-centuries-long history, Christians
have suffered persecution and they have done the persecuting, and they have
both suftered and persecuted on massive scales.




A

. )

Are these two contrary experiences simply two sides of the same violent coin
that Christian faith 1s by 1ts very nature?
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Did Christians absorb the harsh intolerance they encountered but let 1t fester
itselt 1nto their own iIntolerant mindset and practice, such that the
“Intolerance of victims” then morphed into “intolerance of perpetrators”
when the opportunity arose.




Did Christians’ own cruel intolerance light and fuel the intolerance of those
who were 1ts targets? There are many examples of both.
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But the key question 1s whether the Christian faith has resources, internal to
1ts account of the flourishing life, to contend intellectually and socially with

other universalisms without becoming a source of wviolence.
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We will argue that 1t does. So why does 1t have a history of active intolerance:

Under what conditions did Christian theologians shove these resources aside
and proceeded to legitimize intolerance, persecution, and violence?
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In Does Christianity Cause War? David Martin, a soclologist, proposed how, 1n a
given setting, various elements of an account of the Christian faith come to
form a unity—how they get “improvised,” to borrow the 1mage we will use

below
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g : L. _y :
—and offered an explanation under what conditions Christian faith gets

formulated to legitimize violence.




. . . . N
We can look at the Christian faith, he suggested, as “a specific repertoire of A
linked motifs, internally articulated 1n a distinctive manner, and giving rise to
characteristic explorations,




A

but rendered recognizable by some sort of reference back to the New
Testament and ‘primitive tradition’.”
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Depending on the setting and guiding interests, Christians — including
theologlans — push some motifs into the background, play up others, and
orchestrate them with various degrees of consonance or dissonance with each
other and with the setting,
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-

all the while striving to be faithful to the New Testament and primitive
traditions.
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There are circumstances, Martin argues, under which Christian faith 1s likely
to be configured to legitimize violence. They occur “when religion becomes
virtually coextensive with society and thus with the dynamics of power,
violence, control, cohesion, and marking of boundaries.”
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This 1s what happened to Christianity when it became the dominant religion
of the empire.
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a . . .
As a result, the Christian account of political rule, for instance, started

drawing more on the figure of King David, a monarch of a questionable
moral standing and a warrior,




than on Jesus Christ, the Messiah whose glory was manifest not just in the
resurrection and exaltation but also, and perhaps above all, in his “greatest
humiliation,” as Johann Sebastian Bach, leaning on the Gospel of John (17:1),
puts 1t In the opening chorus of his St. John’s Passion.
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Under those same circumstances also, Tertullian’s “it i1s unjust to compel
freemen against their will” In matters of religion could give way to
Augustine’s “compel them to come n.”
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4 A\
[t 1s clearly possible to legitimize violence with the help of the Christian faith.\

Many great theologians have done so (though some would contest that the

deployment of power they legitimize 1s properly described as “violence”).
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A

[t 1s also possible, with arguments we consider wrong, to advocate for an anti-
pluralist, unitary Christian state whose laws are to be aligned with God’s
revealed will.
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. . . . . N
At the same time, there are compelling pluralistic alternatives, which We\

would argue are more faithful to Jesus Christ, a marginal Jew, and to the
whole New Testament.




A
What are some key elements of a Christian account of the flourishing life\

that allow those who embrace 1t to live in peace and pursue common good 1n
pluralistic settings,




4 . .. . N
and do so not only notwithstanding its claim to be true for every human and\

the entire world, but in part because ot 1t?
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First, trinitarian monotheism. Monotheism, some people contend, 1s the most

violent of form of religion (all religions supposedly being violent on account
of their irrationality).
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A\

The oneness of God, the extreme version of the story goes, stands for

universal sameness.

A




But the one God is the source not just of the unity of the world but of all the\\
incredible diversity in it. Since for Christians, the one God 1s the holy trinity,
God 1s internally differentiated. Difference 1s not secondary, subsequent to
unity; difference 1s equiprimordial with unity.
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Second, the God of unconditional love. God 1s not a mere omnipotent force.
Neither 1s God a mere universal lawgiver. The central attribute of God 1s
unconditional love.
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.

As a creator, God loves unconditionally: God brings everything into being
and keeps everything in being. God’s power doesn’t come to creatures first
from outside as either supporting or constraining force; In relation to

creatures, 1t 1s first of all the power of their being, establishing their 1dentities
and relations.
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A
As ruler and redeemer, too, God loves unconditionally. God’s law 1s not the\

arbitrary immposition of a ruler hungry for power and glory; God 1s always
already the Most High with or without human obedience;
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God’s law 1s but a mode of God’s love. Even when humans fail to live
according to the law of love, God seeks to mend the world and bring it to 1ts
intended fullness, so 1t can become what God created it to be: our home and
God’s home 1n one.
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4 N
Third, Jesus Christ, the light of the world. Jesus Christ, the Gospel of John\

claims, 1s the incarnate Word through whom “all things came into being” and

who 1s “the light of all people.”
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-
All light and all truth, whether possessed by Christians or non-Christians, 1s
the light of the Word and therefore Christ’s light.

\\




This too 1s the consequence of monotheism: not just that the truth about
flourishing life Christ proclaimed 1s for all people, but that all people always
already possess some of that truth, that they have what Justin Martyr
famously called “seeds of the Word.”
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4 .. .. ... A\
[t cannot be otherwise: 1if the Word, one of the divine Trinity, 1s the Creator\

of everything, all genuine insights derive from the God who was 1n Jesus
Christ. All truth sought and found anywhere takes us, ultimately, to Christ.




Fourth, distinction between God’s rule and human rule.
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Monotheism 1mplies two categorically distinct, though related realms,
transcendent and mundane, with the absolute primacy given to the
transcendent. It follows that religion (allegiance to God) 1s a distinct, though
not entirely separate, “cultural system” from politics (allegiance to a particular
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A
The entry of the Christian faith into a political space always pluralizes that\
space: an 1ndividual or a community emerges whose primary allegiance 1s to

the God of Jesus Christ.
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The community of Christ’s followers 1s a loose international network of
communities whose primary allegiance 1sn’t to the states of which they are
cltizens nor to some yet to be created global super-state but to the one God of

all people.
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\\

Political pluralism and transnationalism fit well with the Christian vision of

flourishing life.




-
Fitth, the moral equality of all human beings. God made all human beings In

\\

God’s image and Christ came to announce the universal rule of a God whose
chietf commands are to love God and neighbor (including the enemy).
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obligations; all have fallen short of those obligations. There are no moral

All people have equal dignity; all have the same rights and the same moral
outsiders according to the Christian faith.
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Sixth, freedom of religion and a-religion. The call ot Jesus Christ: “Come,

A\

follow me!” presumes that an individual who hears it 1s free to follow or not.
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From the earliest beginnings, 1t was clear that faith 1s either embraced freely
or not at all: one believes with the heart, which 1s to say not by outward
conformity to ambient influences or in reaction to outside dictates backed by
overwhelming force, but with the very core of one’s being.
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Behind the stress on embracing faith freely lies the conviction that every
person has the responsibility for the basic direction of his or her life.
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These six principles are foundational to the Christian faith, we would argue.
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-
[t we embrace them, we will be able, because of rather than despite our

Christian convictions,
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both to nurture a culture of respect in pluralistic societies and to help craft
political regimes of respect which open up the space for particular
universalisms to dispute with each other intellectually in search of truth and
to struggle for social space without the deployment of violence.
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. . . . . N
In the previous section, we discussed the threat that universal claims to truth\

(Christian or otherwise) seem to pose to social peace.
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In this section, we take up the concern that universalisms pose an equally dire
threat to the imndividuality ot persons.
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The 1dea that a vision of life can be true for every human being everywhere

transgresses against the 1deal of authenticity, a pervasive contemporary way
of thinking about the kind of life that 1s good for us to live.
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The authenticity in question can be individual: each person 1s unique, and I
can flourish only by living 1n sync with who I am are deep down, something I

can only find out on my own by identifying my capacities and listening to my
yearnings.
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Alternatively, authenticity can be communal, a view many advocate especially
about 1ndigenous cultures before colonial conquests: each culture 1s unique
and members of a cultural group can flourish only when their individual lives
are attuned to deep convictions and abiding practices of the group.
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( C : :
In many cases, these two forms of authenticity interweave: social beings that

we are, we find our “true selt” while discovering “who we are” culturally and
soclally.
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A

Can a Christian vision of flourishing accommodate cultural differences and
individual uniqueness?
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Resting as 1t does on the convictions that all humans are created 1n the image
of God and that Jesus Christ 1s the key to human flourishing, must 1t not

squeeze all humans into a single mold, treating them as 1dentical exemplars
of generic humanity?

Aol B 7SI vlde] BE QI7He Sl e
Pdo F2E Ak FA% o) 2 irE <l
kel Wede] o2 Ao FAle] ZATTY
st ebs, 1 SHalo] BE ARES AnEQl Q17
e AW BEPL o5 BEUA BE ARES

\\

AN

{
i
!
J
l
)
T
J
>f
:
(
—
)}
J
J
>!

J




\\

The short response: no, it does not. To the extent that a Christian vision of

flourishing cookie-cuts people, 1t denies two of 1ts own key convictions.
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The first i1s this: human beings are not individual instances of some trans-
temporal and trans-spatial human essence but bodily beings and language
speakers, and therefore creatures of time, place, and culture.
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A

The second conviction is this: no life can, ultimately, be genuinely good 1t a
person wears 1t as an 1ll-fitting boot rather than as a well-tailored shirt, 1f 1t 1s
the law 1imposed on them rather than inscribed into their very being.
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But can the Christian vision of flourishing live up to these convictions? How
can a universal faith honor the individual particularities of culturally-situated,

bodily beings living 1n the flow of time?
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We have argued earlier that Christ’s kind of life—the goal toward which he
was striving and the way he did the striving—continues in the community of

Christ, the church, through the power of the Spirit.
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The same Spirit that came to rest on Jesus at the beginning of his ministry
came to rest on the church at the beginning of 1ts history. As various New
Testament texts suggest, the Spirit 1s the divine “particularizer.”
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A
At the birth of the church, the Spirit descended upon gathered disciples and\
they each spoke in different languages, a clear enactment of the culturally
difterentiated character ot the new-born church.
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Similarly, in the single local church, the Body of Christ in a given place and at
a given time, the Spirit gives diverse gifts to 1ts members, each gift a

particular way for a unique person to live the life of Christ and continue the
mission of Christ.
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After Christ’s ascension his disciples needed to continue to be led into truth; it
did not sutffice for them to have given allegiance to Christ who 1s the “truth.”
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The indwelling Spirit of Christ makes people able to see how the one truth of D
Christ looks and teels for diverse people at different stages of their lives and
living 1n diverse settings so that they can live “in the truth.” Human life, as
all Iife, 1s always particular.
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-
The Spirit, who, in the words of the Nicene Creed, 1s the “giver of life,”

tallors that which was designed for all humans to fit each individual.
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Musical improvisation ofters a helpful way to think about the relation between
the universal vision ot life and its particular enactments. Jazz improvisation,

for 1nstance, might at first appear to be wholly free, unfettered, and
unstructured.
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In reality, there 1s a dynamic relationship between the improvisation itself and
what we might call an “improvisational structure.” The structure places
boundaries on the freedom of those who play within 1t, and by doing so 1t also
makes free play possible and meaningtul.
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. . . N
In jazz, the harmonic and rhythmic structures of a genre (e.g., “blues”), form\

(e.g., “12-bar blues”), and tune (e.g., “Blue Monk”) place such constraints on
those who would improvise “over” it or, perhaps better, “within” it.




While improvisation 1s inexhaustible—it 1s always possible to improvise a
novel solo within a given tune—improvisation 1s not a matter of “anything

goes.” As many a student of jazz has experienced firsthand, one can do it
wrong.
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. .. . . . B\
Similarly, visions of flourishing serve as structured constraints within Wthh\

human lives are improvised. At times, the tonality of our lives clashes with

the tonality of the vision into which we're living and we are brought up short,
called to repent.
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And yet, this constraint 1s not only negative. In fact, it 1s primarily enabling
and generative. The same vision of flourishing that constrains, provides,
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for instance, a horizon of significance against which our free choices are

meaningful, rescuing us from the nagging demon ot arbitrariness.

A

)
N
o
NS
T
ol .Hmr,_
A

o o
S
:i O#E
0] pise
B <
o

o}
° T
T
T1

- J).
1o :i
T ol
D .EL
Bo 5
o,
B
i my
i
T T

oW
iy A
= M
of E
= 2
g A
= W
T 0

uAlO
oo
o X
~

o
o
o &)
I 0
o] ©°F
0o O
© 5
ol i
pise ™
< o
o E
-




The normative vision of flourishing comes from the life of Christ, a

particular life 1tselt lived by the power of the Spirit within and in productive
tension with a previously-existing vision of flourishing (largely, the Second
Temple Judaism of Roman Palestine).
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On our musical analogy (which we're quickly stretching to its breaking pointl),

we could 1magine Christ’s life as a “genre-defining pertormance,”
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4 . ..
a concrete enactment that opens up a sufficiently new set of compositional

and 1mprovisational possibilities that 1t 1s recognized (usually only
retrospectively) to hold within itself an entire new genre.
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In an analogous way—keeping in mind that we are shifting from the domain
of aesthetic to that of ultimate concern—the life ot Christ 1s particular and
yet universally normative.
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Now, we don’t have a “recording” of the “performance” of Christ’s life.
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4 N
Rather, biblical writers, chiefly the evangelists but also the apostles through\

whom we first learn about Christ,




. .. . N
take up Christ’s performance by already beginning to translate ChI‘lSt’S\
concrete enactment of the universal truth of our existence for culturally
distinct communities of their time.
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4 N
The task of Christian theologlans 1s analogous to that of the evangelists and\

the apostles: building on their “performance” and within the space opened up
and structured by Christ, we 1mprovise a universal vision of flourishing for a
particular time and place.
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Jiirgen Moltmann, Gustavo Gutierrez, or Kathryn Tanner.
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That’'s how we may think of the work of Augustine, Maximus the Contessor,
and Luther or, closer in our time, the work ot C. S. Lewis, Howard Thurman,

/

v-'j\l S———/ Y o~ M~ ® » \ ~y— 1 ‘—-1‘1 v ) -— | v—‘1‘l - ‘] 7 - >




And that's how we may think of each Christian’s life, improvised either

through a direct reading of the evangelists and apostles or mediated through
the work of some theologian.
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As we, ordinary Christians and theologians, discern the vision of flourishing
opened to us In the life of Christ, we ought to look to the particular
enactments of Christian life that have been and are being crafted around us.
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A
Discerning Christianly will mean above all looking for a profound resonance\

with the life ot Christ in scripture, but also with the possibilities for Christian
life held 1n trust among the great cloud of witnesses from past and present.
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We should search them out, learn to hear in them the voice of the author of
the tune, and 1maginatively improvise the next few bars.
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	�Lecture 3: The Challenge of Universality
	The entire world and every person as the home God! In a nutshell, this is the vision of flourishing life we argue Christian theology should serve. 
	Though the image of home is deeply biblical and compelling, over the centuries theologians have used other images as well to organize their articulations of the flourishing life:
	the “new creation” (building on the writings of the Apostle Paul), the “heavenly city” (building on the book of Revelation), the “kingdom of God” (building on the proclamation of Jesus). 
	In chapter 6 we ourselves will explicate one variant of the New Testament vision of flourishing life using the image of the kingdom. 
	All accounts of flourishing life associated with these images–in fact, nearly all Christian accounts of flourishing life—share one important feature that has become unpalatable for many today:
	they are substantive, positive visions with a claim to universal validity. A Christian vision of flourishing life addresses every person and the entire world; 
	notwithstanding humanity’s and the world’s lush diversity–or, better yet, in that diversity–the “new creation” is one, the “heavenly city” is one, the “kingdom of God” is one, “God’s home” is one, and therefore the vision of flourishing is one. 
	The singleness of the vision implies more than that everyone, each in their own way, ought to live it out. All humans and all life on the planet are interdependent, an interconnected ecology of relatedness, which is what the image of home expresses, perhaps, better than any other in the Bible. 
	For one person to truly flourish, the entire world must flourish; for the entire world to truly flourish, every person in it must flourish; and for every person and the entire world to truly flourish, each in their own way and all together must live in the presence of the life-giving God.
	The Christian vision of flourishing isn’t the only universal one around—a point, together with its challenging social implications, to which we will return shortly. 
	The communist vision of the early Karl Marx is universal in scope and depth as well, to give an example of an atheist universal vision of the true life. 
	In the Christian faith–and perhaps partly also in Marx’s account, if his philosophy is a secularized version of Jewish and Christian messianism--the universality of the vision follows from the oneness of God. 
	The one God is the abiding source of all creatures and therefore the God of every human being and of the entire world. Correspondingly, the divine Word, which became incarnate in Jesus Christ, enlightens every person, and as the Lamb of God that same Word become flesh bears the sin of the whole world. 
	Jesus Christ is, as John’s gospel famously puts it, is “the way, the truth, and the life” (14:6). One way of life is true for all, even if each person walks it in his or her own way; the destination is one, even though there are many dwelling places in it. 
	From one angle, universality is all-encompassing inclusivity: everything comes from the one God and therefore everything flourishes in God’s home. But the obverse of monotheism’s total inclusivity is a certain kind of exclusivity. 
	Now, there are all-inclusive forms of monotheism (“all gods are One”), but today’s major monotheisms are all exclusive (“no god but the One”). This is true of Islam: “no god but God” are the very first words of the most basic Islamic profession of faith. 
	It is also true of Judaism, the tradition that gave the world the gift of allegiance to one God: “you shall have no other god besides me” is the key prohibition of the very first of the Ten Commandments. 
	Christianity is no different than Judaism in this regard: “no God but One,” wrote the Apostle Paul, repeating in his own way the commitment to God’s unicity of his Jewish ancestors. A necessary obverse of the affirmation of a universal vision of flourishing rooted in God’s oneness is a negation. 
	The one true God is distinguished from many false gods; one true way of life (or multiple true ways of life) are distinguished from false gods; one true way of life (or multiple true ways of life) are distinguished from false ways of life. 
	The universality of the vision of flourishing that theology seeks to articulate pushes against an important cultural sensibility prevalent in the contemporary West. 
	Many of us have come to think that categories of “true” and “false” do not properly apply to religions; instead, we assess religions in aesthetic or utilitarian terms, placing a religion as a whole or aspects of its teaching and practice, on the spectrum from attractive to repugnant or from useful to harmful. 
	We do the same with accounts of flourishing life more broadly. Consequently, a particular account may be good or true for me, but need not be good or true for you or someone else; and if it is good or true for me today, it need not be so tomorrow. 
	As many of us see it, the sciences, not religions or philosophies of life, stand for truth in contrast to falsehood (though even scientific truths are likely to be put in quotation marks, declared to be merely the positions of a lobby group, when they impinge upon our preferred way of life). 
	Scientific research may be driven by purposes and values, but it is about facts and explanations, not about purposes and values. 
	It can tell us a lot, for instance, about what humans tend to desire and why, but not much about what they ought to desire and why. 
	There is no truth or falsehood about the ends of our lives, we tend to think. In the domain of purposes and values, we are free, ultimately, to do as we please, provided we don’t harm others
	(an important condition, but ambiguous, too, because it wrongly assumes that we agree on what constitutes “harm”). 
	Such a sharp contrast between value-less science and truth-less religion, is untenable. Still, even those who grant this point often consider the idea of truth about the direction of our lives and the corresponding “tables of value” problematic. 
	They worry that a life deemed universally “true” will likely not fit who we see ourselves to be as individuals at any given time or that it will interfere with our choosing the life we want. 
	They fear that it may push us to undervalue or despise those who do not live “in the truth.”
	Finally, we resist commitment to truth about the good life because we fear that it will divide us into mutually intolerant groups, clashing irreconcilably as we seek to live in a common space. 
	In the present lecture we will address these concerns. �
	First, we will argue that accounts of the Christian vision of true life are available such that those who advocate them can peacefully co-exist and collaborate with people who advocate alternative visions and even learn from them. 
	Second, we will elaborate on how, properly understood, Christian visions of true life take into account the changing particularities of individual lives in specific places.  
	A Christian vision of flourishing life is not the only one on offer these days. Many positive visions claim to be universally valid, true for all human beings. 
	. These visions do not agree with one another, at least not on all essential points; one always denies some crucial aspects of what the other affirms. 
	We cannot and should not try to avoid contestations among them. Nor can we, of course, simply assert our preferred vision as incontestably good. 
	Rather, we must approach rival visions of the flourishing life, including the Christian vision, as contending particular universalisms and engage in a truth-seeking conversation about them. 
	But what exactly do we mean by “contending particular universalisms”? And, if the Christian faith is one of them, does it have internal resources to contend in a way that does not violate and oppress? 
	In the following we take these two questions in turn, first parsing out the phrase “contenting particular universalism” and then sketching a way to do Christian theology in the midst of such universalisms.
	Christian theologians work today in the context of multiple contending particular universalisms about the flourishing life, each of them with its own varieties. 
	We call them universalisms not because all human beings will come to embrace them but because they make a claim to be true for all human beings. 
	As we have noted at the beginning of the chapter, the Christian faith is itself one such universalist account—or, more precisely, it is a quarrelsome family of such accounts of the flourishing life. 
	Some universalisms are secular, like the philosophy of Nietzsche or the psychology of Freud; others are religious like Christianity or Islam; still others are somewhere in-between, like Buddhism or Confucianism (and perhaps the philosophies of Plato or Spinoza). 
	They all contain what their adherents consider to be universally valid claims about 1) the nature of reality, articulated in mythological, metaphysical, or scientific terms; 2) the self, social relation, and the good; 
	3) the vision of life that fits both the nature of reality and the character of the self, social relations, and the good; and 4) the proper means of access to the truth of 1-3 which endows them with validity. 
	Even the “soft relativism” so popular in some circles is a universalism, though it may not appear so on first sight. 
	What could the idea of letting each person do his or her own thing have to do with universal values, 
	especially if he or she is doing so by being, for instance, a follower of Buddha, Jesus, and Muhammad at the same time and seasoning this home-made brew with insights from experimental psychology? 
	But for the soft relativist, letting each person do his or her own thing without subjecting their values to criticism is a moral obligation rooted in the universal right of each person to live their own life as they see fit. Intolerance is the corresponding moral transgression that ought not be tolerated. 
	Though each universalism makes claims to truth, none is a complete and strictly closed system. All universalisms in fact have partly permeable boundaries. 
	This is true, to a degree, even of ossified versions like various forms of fundamentalism, which insist on being embodiments of the pure, original faith. 
	The fact that each contains a significant set of convictions that overlap more or less with the convictions of other universalisms suggests such permeability. 
	Acquaintance with their histories confirms it: each universalism doesn’t just change in response to the situation on “the ground” – such as technological, economic, or political transformations – but also through encounter, including contention, with other universalisms. 
	Each of the three great monotheisms, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, has been and continues to be shaped by the other two, for example. 
	Despite their particular sources and epistemologies, multiple universalisms are, to a certain degree at least, mutually intelligible, able to criticize one another as well as to learn from one another. In a phrase, they are able to shape one another.
	All universalisms are particular. This may seem like a paradox, but it isn’t. It’s a consequence of the fact that the human beings who make universal claims about the flourishing life are all creatures of time, space, language, and culture. 
	Although their visions are universal in scope, their spread is restricted; even today’s most widely embraced universalism, Christianity, commands the adherence of less than a third of the world’s population. 
	Though “transplantable” and able to grow anywhere on the planet, each universalism also always has roots in a given place at a given time. The origins, history, and present reality of all universalisms are spatiotemporally particular. 
	While we have described them as unities—and they often function as such at the level of global social relations—at local levels of social organization, 
	each religious universalism is in fact concrete and alive less in large movements and more in the particular lives of small communities and individual adherents. 
	The broad coherence of each universalism emerges not just from the common founding figure or founding text but also from the interaction of its adherents at the individual level. 
	We might imagine the relationship between universalisms, their local rival versions, and the concrete individual expressions of their adherents on analogy to the relationship between languages, their dialects, and the idiolects spoken by individuals. 
	At the level of concrete experience, only the idiolects “exist”; dialects and languages are abstractions that emerge from the speech patterns of individuals at the level of idiolect. 
	And yet behavior at the individual level is significantly constrained by the frameworks of mutual intelligibility and convention established by the dialects and languages that emerge. So, too, in the case of contending particular universalisms. 
	Take Christianity as an example. In a certain sense, “Christianity,” the global religion, does not “exist” in concrete experience; only the lived piety of billions of individuals and countless overlapping communities of faith exist. 
	Whatever the global religion is, we understand it by looking at the beliefs and practice of its concrete communities and members. 
	Since time and space inescapably mark universalisms, they are mutable and in fact are always changing, as we noted earlier in the discussion of their permeability: doctrines develop and moral sensibilities shift; practices change, rituals undergo transformations in meaning if not in form. 
	At times, change means departure from the original vision and the beginning of something new, perhaps even incompatible with the original vision (according to some, as when Christianity emerged out of Judaism); 
	at other times, change is a requirement of faithfulness to the original vision under new circumstances (according to some, as when Martin Luther starts Reformation of Latin Christendom). 
	Mostly the disputes about whether the case was one of departure or faithfulness remains unresolved, and change continues within each. 
	The particularity of universalisms entails a clear rejection of any claim they might make to absoluteness. They make universal claims, but their particularity rules out any one of them being absolute. 
	For illustration, take the case of the Christian faith, a religion that has on occasion been deemed absolute. Christianity cannot be absolute, even or especially if we accept its basic and traditional doctrinal claims to be true. 
	Now, the Word, the second person of the Trinity, and the Trinity itself, is absolute; God is the Absolute. But the Word-become-flesh, the God-man Jesus Christ, is not and cannot be absolute precisely because of his inescapably particular humanity. 
	He was born in one place and at one time (in Nazareth around 4 BC), was a speaker of a particular language (a Galilean dialect of Aramaic, and possibly Greek), was steeped in one religious tradition (Judaism) and shaped by a particular hybrid culture (the Jewish, Roman, and Greek culture of Galilee). 
	Even less so should we ascribe absoluteness any subsequent form of the Christian faith. As the day of Pentecost indicates, from its very inception and expressing in its own way the particularity of Jesus Christ, the church speaks many languages. 
	Moreover, as we noted earlier, Christians—including Christian theologians—can know only in part, never exhaustively and never with indubitable certainly, in a word, never absolutely.
	Finally, the diverse universalisms aren’t merely sitting next to each other like different flavors of ice cream in the shop freezer. 
	Each is a claimant not just to our preference, but to our allegiance, some even to our ultimate allegiance. Each is a contending candidate for deep convictions orienting our entire lives, grounding our values and shaping our preferences. 
	By “contending” we mean that universalisms are always (implicitly, at least) both contesting each other intellectually and jostling with each other for power in a common space. 
	After all, to formulate a vision of the flourishing life with a claim to truth is to offer an alternative “table of value,” to use a phrase from Friedrich Nietzsche, and therefore to contest, at least in part, other already-existing tables of value; 
	similarly, to live a vision of the flourishing life is to take social space and exert social influence where other actors are already present and doing the same. 
	How much space a person or a community will take and in what way they will exert influence will differ, but the fact of filling a space and exerting influence will remain.  
	That said, contending universalisms are not necessarily “violent.” Contending for a given truth claim can lead to violence, but it need not. 
	Most universalisms have their own, more or less effective, internal ways of controlling the violence that they might generate
	—for example, commitments to impartiality (for instance, in classical Utilitarianism), to justice (for instance in Islam), to compassion (for instance, in Buddhism), to reversal of perspective (for instance, in Kant’s moral philosophy), and the like. 
	In fact, given the permeability, alterability, and historicity of universalisms, contending, if responsibly done, can lead to mutual learning and result in social compromise and conviviality. 
	Responsible contending will not happen without intentional effort. Managing contending universalisms is a central challenge of our pluralistic age. 
	There is a political side to this challenge, fostering political societies which understand themselves as pluralistic with legal arrangements and cultural sensibilities that permit and encourage each person and each community to speak and contend in the public square, 
	unless its proponents advocate and engage in violence. To meet the challenge, we need two things: (1) political philosophies that are open to all overarching interpretations of life and
	(2) articulations of overarching interpretations of life—religious ones as well as secular ones—that are open to pluralistic kinds of political and legal arrangements.
	There is also a pedagogical side of the challenge of managing contending universalisms in pluralistic settings. 
	We need to foster educational institutions which consider it part of their purpose to facilitate critical discussion and appropriation of visions of flourishing life, including the claims they make on our self-understanding, our aspirations, and our images of a desirable future for the world. 
	Such educational institutions will need to see themselves as sites of truth-seeking critical conversation and personal transformation, 
	equipping students to do the difficult work of evaluating the truth claims of multiple contending particular universalisms and contending in a responsible give and take on behalf of the universalism they embrace.
	Can Christian faith, in the time between Pentecost and Parousia, not just exist as such a contending particular universalism but articulate itself theologically so as to positively contribute to managing the relations between contending particular universalisms in pluralistic societies? 
	Or must Christian theology and the Christian faith be managed from the outside because they are inherently coercive, unfit for peace with others in pluralistic societies?
	Over the course of Christianity’s almost 20-centuries-long history, Christians have suffered persecution and they have done the persecuting, and they have both suffered and persecuted on massive scales. 
	Are these two contrary experiences simply two sides of the same violent coin that Christian faith is by its very nature? 
	Did Christians absorb the harsh intolerance they encountered but let it fester itself into their own intolerant mindset and practice, such that the “intolerance of victims” then morphed into “intolerance of perpetrators” when the opportunity arose. 
	Did Christians’ own cruel intolerance light and fuel the intolerance of those who were its targets? There are many examples of both. 
	But the key question is whether the Christian faith has resources, internal to its account of the flourishing life, to contend intellectually and socially with other universalisms without becoming a source of violence. 
	We will argue that it does. So why does it have a history of active intolerance? Under what conditions did Christian theologians shove these resources aside and proceeded to legitimize intolerance, persecution, and violence?
	In Does Christianity Cause War? David Martin, a sociologist, proposed how, in a given setting, various elements of an account of the Christian faith come to form a unity—how they get “improvised,” to borrow the image we will use below 
	—and offered an explanation under what conditions Christian faith gets formulated to legitimize violence. 
	We can look at the Christian faith, he suggested, as “a specific repertoire of linked motifs, internally articulated in a distinctive manner, and giving rise to characteristic explorations, 
	but rendered recognizable by some sort of reference back to the New Testament and ‘primitive tradition’.”
	Depending on the setting and guiding interests, Christians – including theologians – push some motifs into the background, play up others, and orchestrate them with various degrees of consonance or dissonance with each other and with the setting, 
	all the while striving to be faithful to the New Testament and primitive traditions. 
	There are circumstances, Martin argues, under which Christian faith is likely to be configured to legitimize violence. They occur “when religion becomes virtually coextensive with society and thus with the dynamics of power, violence, control, cohesion, and marking of boundaries.”
	This is what happened to Christianity when it became the dominant religion of the empire. 
	As a result, the Christian account of political rule, for instance, started drawing more on the figure of King David, a monarch of a questionable moral standing and a warrior, 
	than on Jesus Christ, the Messiah whose glory was manifest not just in the resurrection and exaltation but also, and perhaps above all, in his “greatest humiliation,” as Johann Sebastian Bach, leaning on the Gospel of John (17:1), puts it in the opening chorus of his St. John’s Passion. 
	Under those same circumstances also, Tertullian’s “it is unjust to compel freemen against their will” in matters of religion could give way to Augustine’s “compel them to come in.”
	It is clearly possible to legitimize violence with the help of the Christian faith. Many great theologians have done so (though some would contest that the deployment of power they legitimize is properly described as “violence”). 
	It is also possible, with arguments we consider wrong, to advocate for an anti-pluralist, unitary Christian state whose laws are to be aligned with God’s revealed will. 
	At the same time, there are compelling pluralistic alternatives, which we would argue are more faithful to Jesus Christ, a marginal Jew, and to the whole New Testament. 
	What are some key elements of a Christian account of the flourishing life that allow those who embrace it to live in peace and pursue common good in pluralistic settings, 
	and do so not only notwithstanding its claim to be true for every human and the entire world, but in part because of it? 
	First, trinitarian monotheism. Monotheism, some people contend, is the most violent of form of religion (all religions supposedly being violent on account of their irrationality). 
	The oneness of God, the extreme version of the story goes, stands for universal sameness. 
	But the one God is the source not just of the unity of the world but of all the incredible diversity in it. Since for Christians, the one God is the holy trinity, God is internally differentiated. Difference is not secondary, subsequent to unity; difference is equiprimordial with unity.
	Second, the God of unconditional love. God is not a mere omnipotent force. Neither is God a mere universal lawgiver. The central attribute of God is unconditional love. 
	As a creator, God loves unconditionally: God brings everything into being and keeps everything in being. God’s power doesn’t come to creatures first from outside as either supporting or constraining force; in relation to creatures, it is first of all the power of their being, establishing their identities and relations. 
	As ruler and redeemer, too, God loves unconditionally. God’s law is not the arbitrary imposition of a ruler hungry for power and glory; God is always already the Most High with or without human obedience; 
	God’s law is but a mode of God’s love. Even when humans fail to live according to the law of love, God seeks to mend the world and bring it to its intended fullness, so it can become what God created it to be: our home and God’s home in one.
	Third, Jesus Christ, the light of the world. Jesus Christ, the Gospel of John claims, is the incarnate Word through whom “all things came into being” and who is “the light of all people.”
	All light and all truth, whether possessed by Christians or non-Christians, is the light of the Word and therefore Christ’s light. 
	This too is the consequence of monotheism: not just that the truth about flourishing life Christ proclaimed is for all people, but that all people always already possess some of that truth, that they have what Justin Martyr famously called “seeds of the Word.”
	It cannot be otherwise: if the Word, one of the divine Trinity, is the creator of everything, all genuine insights derive from the God who was in Jesus Christ. All truth sought and found anywhere takes us, ultimately, to Christ.
	Fourth, distinction between God’s rule and human rule. 
	Monotheism implies two categorically distinct, though related realms, transcendent and mundane, with the absolute primacy given to the transcendent. It follows that religion (allegiance to God) is a distinct, though not entirely separate, “cultural system” from politics (allegiance to a particular state). 
	The entry of the Christian faith into a political space always pluralizes that space: an individual or a community emerges whose primary allegiance is to the God of Jesus Christ. 
	The community of Christ’s followers is a loose international network of communities whose primary allegiance isn’t to the states of which they are citizens nor to some yet to be created global super-state but to the one God of all people. 
	Political pluralism and transnationalism fit well with the Christian vision of flourishing life.
	Fifth, the moral equality of all human beings. God made all human beings in God’s image and Christ came to announce the universal rule of a God whose chief commands are to love God and neighbor (including the enemy). 
	All people have equal dignity; all have the same rights and the same moral obligations; all have fallen short of those obligations. There are no moral outsiders according to the Christian faith.
	Sixth, freedom of religion and a-religion. The call of Jesus Christ: “Come, follow me!” presumes that an individual who hears it is free to follow or not. 
	From the earliest beginnings, it was clear that faith is either embraced freely or not at all: one believes with the heart, which is to say not by outward conformity to ambient influences or in reaction to outside dictates backed by overwhelming force, but with the very core of one’s being. 
	Behind the stress on embracing faith freely lies the conviction that every person has the responsibility for the basic direction of his or her life. 
	These six principles are foundational to the Christian faith, we would argue. 
	If we embrace them, we will be able, because of rather than despite our Christian convictions, 
	both to nurture a culture of respect in pluralistic societies and to help craft political regimes of respect which open up the space for particular universalisms to dispute with each other intellectually in search of truth and to struggle for social space without the deployment of violence.
	In the previous section, we discussed the threat that universal claims to truth (Christian or otherwise) seem to pose to social peace. 
	In this section, we take up the concern that universalisms pose an equally dire threat to the individuality of persons. 
	The idea that a vision of life can be true for every human being everywhere transgresses against the ideal of authenticity, a pervasive contemporary way of thinking about the kind of life that is good for us to live. 
	The authenticity in question can be individual: each person is unique, and I can flourish only by living in sync with who I am are deep down, something I can only find out on my own by identifying my capacities and listening to my yearnings. 
	Alternatively, authenticity can be communal, a view many advocate especially about indigenous cultures before colonial conquests: each culture is unique and members of a cultural group can flourish only when their individual lives are attuned to deep convictions and abiding practices of the group. 
	In many cases, these two forms of authenticity interweave: social beings that we are, we find our “true self” while discovering “who we are” culturally and socially. 
	Can a Christian vision of flourishing accommodate cultural differences and individual uniqueness? 
	Resting as it does on the convictions that all humans are created in the image of God and that Jesus Christ is the key to human flourishing, must it not squeeze all humans into a single mold, treating them as identical exemplars of generic humanity? 
	The short response: no, it does not. To the extent that a Christian vision of flourishing cookie-cuts people, it denies two of its own key convictions. 
	The first is this: human beings are not individual instances of some trans-temporal and trans-spatial human essence but bodily beings and language speakers, and therefore creatures of time, place, and culture. 
	The second conviction is this: no life can, ultimately, be genuinely good if a person wears it as an ill-fitting boot rather than as a well-tailored shirt, if it is the law imposed on them rather than inscribed into their very being. 
	But can the Christian vision of flourishing live up to these convictions? How can a universal faith honor the individual particularities of culturally-situated, bodily beings living in the flow of time?
	We have argued earlier that Christ’s kind of life—the goal toward which he was striving and the way he did the striving—continues in the community of Christ, the church, through the power of the Spirit. 
	The same Spirit that came to rest on Jesus at the beginning of his ministry came to rest on the church at the beginning of its history. As various New Testament texts suggest, the Spirit is the divine “particularizer.”
	At the birth of the church, the Spirit descended upon gathered disciples and they each spoke in different languages, a clear enactment of the culturally differentiated character of the new-born church. 
	Similarly, in the single local church, the Body of Christ in a given place and at a given time, the Spirit gives diverse gifts to its members, each gift a particular way for a unique person to live the life of Christ and continue the mission of Christ. 
	After Christ’s ascension his disciples needed to continue to be led into truth; it did not suffice for them to have given allegiance to Christ who is the “truth.”
	The indwelling Spirit of Christ makes people able to see how the one truth of Christ looks and feels for diverse people at different stages of their lives and living in diverse settings so that they can live “in the truth.”  Human life, as all life, is always particular. 
	The Spirit, who, in the words of the Nicene Creed, is the “giver of life,” tailors that which was designed for all humans to fit each individual. 
	Musical improvisation offers a helpful way to think about the relation between the universal vision of life and its particular enactments. Jazz improvisation, for instance, might at first appear to be wholly free, unfettered, and unstructured. 
	In reality, there is a dynamic relationship between the improvisation itself and what we might call an “improvisational structure.” The structure places boundaries on the freedom of those who play within it, and by doing so it also makes free play possible and meaningful. 
	In jazz, the harmonic and rhythmic structures of a genre (e.g., “blues”), form (e.g., “12-bar blues”), and tune (e.g., “Blue Monk”) place such constraints on those who would improvise “over” it or, perhaps better, “within” it. 
	While improvisation is inexhaustible—it is always possible to improvise a novel solo within a given tune—improvisation is not a matter of “anything goes.” As many a student of jazz has experienced firsthand, one can do it wrong. 
	Similarly, visions of flourishing serve as structured constraints within which human lives are improvised. At times, the tonality of our lives clashes with the tonality of the vision into which we’re living and we are brought up short, called to repent. 
	And yet, this constraint is not only negative. In fact, it is primarily enabling and generative. The same vision of flourishing that constrains, provides, 
	for instance, a horizon of significance against which our free choices are meaningful, rescuing us from the nagging demon of arbitrariness.
	The normative vision of flourishing comes from the life of Christ, a particular life itself lived by the power of the Spirit within and in productive tension with a previously-existing vision of flourishing (largely, the Second Temple Judaism of Roman Palestine). 
	On our musical analogy (which we’re quickly stretching to its breaking point!), we could imagine Christ’s life as a “genre-defining performance,”
	a concrete enactment that opens up a sufficiently new set of compositional and improvisational possibilities that it is recognized (usually only retrospectively) to hold within itself an entire new genre. 
	In an analogous way—keeping in mind that we are shifting from the domain of aesthetic to that of ultimate concern—the life of Christ is particular and yet universally normative. 
	Now, we don’t have a “recording” of the “performance” of Christ’s life. 
	Rather, biblical writers, chiefly the evangelists but also the apostles through whom we first learn about Christ, 
	take up Christ’s performance by already beginning to translate Christ’s concrete enactment of the universal truth of our existence for culturally distinct communities of their time. 
	The task of Christian theologians is analogous to that of the evangelists and the apostles: building on their “performance” and within the space opened up and structured by Christ, we improvise a universal vision of flourishing for a particular time and place. 
	That’s how we may think of the work of Augustine, Maximus the Confessor, and Luther or, closer in our time, the work of C. S. Lewis, Howard Thurman, Jürgen Moltmann, Gustavo Gutierrez, or Kathryn Tanner. 
	And that’s how we may think of each Christian’s life, improvised either through a direct reading of the evangelists and apostles or mediated through the work of some theologian.
	As we, ordinary Christians and theologians, discern the vision of flourishing opened to us in the life of Christ, we ought to look to the particular enactments of Christian life that have been and are being crafted around us. 
	Discerning Christianly will mean above all looking for a profound resonance with the life of Christ in scripture, but also with the possibilities for Christian life held in trust among the great cloud of witnesses from past and present. 
	We should search them out, learn to hear in them the voice of the author of the tune, and imaginatively improvise the next few bars.
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