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 A document produced for the World Council of Churches’ 9th General Assembly in February 2006 affirmed that “the ‘politics of ideology,’ which played a crucial role in the 20th century, has been replaced in our day by the ‘politics of identity.’” 
 Acknowledging that premise, the assembly featured a major address by the Archbishop of Canterbury, and two workshops that addressed this question. Such high-profile attention placed the question of identity squarely on the agenda of the WCC and particularly on its work on Interreligious Dialogue and Cooperation.
 
This is indeed a critical distinction. Today’s inter-religious dialogue is not simply a sober conversation about ideology, in which we explore the power and meaning embedded in our sacred texts and theological/philosophical traditions on their own merit. Rather, it is a complex negotiation about identity, in which we have learned that religious persons and communities bring to the dialogue table a set of complex dynamics of culture, language, ethnicity, social location and political affiliation among others. How carefully we navigate that complexity -- including how rigidly participants maintain those identity boundaries or how much they are able to bend – often determines the fruitfulness of the dialogue and cooperation.


The question of identity is, of course, not new to religion, and certainly not to Christianity. The present manifestation of the question, though, is different from the way it was posed at its beginnings. Our unholy allegiances to, and affiliations with political empires ancient and modern have hardened our conceptions of identity. This paper seeks to raise a few critical questions with a view to examining its role in the multiple crises we face at the present time. 
I approach this question from the point of view of a Christian theologian, who, having roots in Sri Lanka, brings a particular critique from that post-colonial and religiously diverse context.  I celebrate that these are the waning days of western political, economic, and indeed religious hegemony. It is my hope that we will emerge from the present crises with new political and economic paradigms that will serve the common good of the whole earth. Religion, as it has for over millennia, will continue to influence these emerging paradigms. Whether our influence will actually support the common good or the interests of the empires of the world will, I suggest, depend upon how we navigate the question of identity, which in the past has been used by both religious and political powers to support their own vested interests. 

Religion, Identity and Empire


Christianity is of course not unique among religions to be co-opted by dominating interests. “Religion,” a word that is notoriously difficult to define, which, in today’s common parlance has come to refer to a set of common beliefs, sacred institutions and writings, such as Buddhism, Christianity, Islam, Judaism, Hinduism etc. is also captive to the binary identity structures. In his The Meaning and End of Religion, a classic study of the subject, Wilfred Cantwell Smith demonstrates the evolution of the meaning of the word. Once identified as the human yearning for the divine, faith and piety, “religion” in the west became institutionalized with binary definitions between the 16th and 20th centuries.
 Although Smith did not consider this relevant to his topic, it is important that we note for our purpose that this development was taking place at the height of European colonial expansion.


The church easily and comfortably imbued the Empire’s need to objectify those who are different from themselves in order to subjugate them. Rather than offer an alternative, prophetic critique that befits its original calling, the church with its long history of being a servant of the empire, not only went along, but often was the force behind the creation of binary identities. Unwilling to acknowledge a common humanity with people of India, for example, and  unable to see their yearning for the divine, their faith or their piety as expressions of a religiosity all human beings held in common, the missionaries of the colonial era sought a new language to distinguish themselves and their religiosity from the religious people of India. In order to have a clear conception of the “other” they found it necessary to create binary identities even in societies where people of different religious persuasions lived for centuries in relative harmony with each other. 


Yet, binary identity is not a western colonial invention. Ancient societies too, developed ways to stratify society into tribes, castes, races and other identities that pit one against the other as a way to benefit the political, economic and religious elites. Religion often served as the ideological basis for justifying such stratification. The ancient Vedic creation myth of Purusa provided millennia-long religious justification for the caste system, while in the more recent past, the Dutch Reformed Church offered vigorous theological defenses for maintaining the system of apartheid in South Africa.  The establishment of the State of Israel in 1948, which received legitimacy from the biblical text, was also based on strengthening binary identities. Today’s ultra-Zionist and Christian Zionist movements in their advocacy for expanding Israeli settlements continue to appeal to that same narrative for religious legitimacy. Religious justifications, because they are endowed with divine affirmations and power, lead to hardening of identities which serve the interests of the powerful. Those who seek peace in the Middle-East through the ending of the Israeli occupation must, therefore, address its theological justifications just as those who sought to break the stranglehold of apartheid first needed to challenge the theological premises that undergirded that system. 


Sometimes those of a particular identity, having been oppressed by the empire, use that same identity marker as a way of organizing themselves to gain power. For example, if the then totally powerless Dalits of India did not vociferously claim their identity over several decades, they would not have been able to come this far in their quest to gain a place in Indian civil society. The same is true for African Americans in the United States whose claim to that identity (specifically the characterization “African-American” rather than Black or Negro which were the terms used in previous generations) provided them an effective means to organizing power, which in turn, led most recently to the election of one of their own to the Presidency of the United States. 


 
While these gains are to be celebrated, an uneasy difficulty remains. The use of the same oppressive paradigm of binary identity designation to gain power will inevitably yield to other oppressions rather than to the goal of common good for all the earth. Liberation Theology’s use of the model of preferential option for the poor, for example, is an interesting case in point. While this is an important theological claim, it uses the same binary identity designation, setting the theologians apart from “the poor.” This is understandable, since by definition, theologians, having received an education, the leisure to think and write and the ability to get their work published or on the other hand, having been inducted into church hierarchies, are in an elite social location. This conundrum that the theologians who proclaim the theological principle of God’s preference may themselves be excluded points to the difficulty. The theologians themselves think of the poor as the “other,” and are falling into the same trap of binary identity designation.



Yet, this is not an argument for abandoning all affirmations of identity. It is an argument for exploring the problem of binary expressions that lead to the hardening of identities in the context of increasing international and interreligious tensions, for recognizing that prophetically-oriented religious people find themselves in the borderlands where identity is not static, but evolves through a continuous process of interrelation and differentiation, and for analysing the often inadequately recognized power dynamics that are at play in all these negotiations.

Identity and Christian Ecumenism in an Inter-Religious World

Institutions of the Christian ecumenical movement, such as councils of churches  in local towns, to national, regional and the World Council of Churches, having sprung from a missionary paradigm where binary identities were unchallenged, now find themselves in difficult circumstances. Changing demographics is one of its strongest challenges. Christianity, for example, in recent times has seen very significant growth in the global south. In 1900 about 65% of the world’s Christian population lived in Europe or North America. Today that figure is about 35%. In 1900 Christians in Africa, Asia and Oceania, Latin America and the Caribbean represented 17.2% of global Christianity. Today that figure is 60.3%.
 The shifting of Christianity’s center of gravity to the global south necessarily involves a re-evaluation of theological questions and priorities.  
At the same time Muslim populations in Europe significantly increased. In a Council for Foreign Affairs background article entitled “Europe: Integrating Islam” Esther Pan writes, “The Muslim population has doubled in the last 10 years to 4 percent of the European Union's population. About 1 million new Islamic immigrants arrive in Western Europe every year, and by 2050, one in five Europeans will likely be Muslim.”
 Over the same period, the Muslim population in the United States grew by 25 percent to 4.9 million. The United States today is the most religiously diverse country in the world.
 Both these changes create a set of serious tensions for ecumenical and inter-religious relations.

In the immediate aftermath of September 11th 2001, the confluence of religious and national identities resulted in serious harassment of Muslims in the United States, including of those who had lived there for generations. Christianity was seen to be able to serve the interests of the empire. Churches for the most part gladly played along with the excessively jingoistic expressions of the civil religion of that time. The unfamiliar and foreign Islam was seen as the enemy of the empire. 
In Europe, the publication of the cartoon caricatures of the Prophet Mohammad was a deliberate provocation intended to test the limits of free speech. Christianity’s affirmation of the secular state was already tested; Islam’s was not. And in this instance, Islam refused to assent. The Pope’s speech at Regensburg, seven months after the protests in the Muslim world, can be seen as an expression of his frustration that Europeans may be relinquishing their Christian identity for a secular one, and of his desire expressed in his other proclamations that Europe becomes a Christian continent.
 

The changing dynamics is causing another tension point for the ecumenical community.  In European and US cities that are experiencing unprecedented immigration patterns particularly from Asian, African and Latin American countries, many local councils of churches are changing to become interreligious councils by including Jewish, Muslim, Hindu, Buddhist and other religious groups in their membership. The loss of the Christian ecumenical character is causing some in the ecumenical movement to suggest that this change must be opposed since the ecumenical agenda is still unfinished. Others see it as an inevitable shift that recognizes and honors the diversity of God’s creation and rather than a threat, a gift to the ecumenical movement. 


Identity questions that arise in interreligious relationships are often more complex because they often have to deal not only with the dynamics of religious identities but also with more pronounced and complex racial/ethnic identities. Yet reports from these new Interfaith Councils indicate that the dialogues between religious communities are injecting new learnings and energy for the ecumenical conversation. In other words, at least at the local level, interfaith dialogue seems to be energizing the sometimes stagnant ecumenical dialogue. 

How should the ecumenical movement navigate through these tensions? Wesley Ariarajah suggests that since the word “oikumene” itself means “the whole inhabited earth,” it should not be narrowly applied to the Christian ecumenical table but should encompass the wide diversity of God’s creation; that we need to think of it as a New or Wider Ecumenism. 
 

He identifies three areas in which Christians have expressed concern. First is that the wider ecumenism would undercut, and eventually replace, the need for Christian ecumenism. This potential loss of identity is clearly the fear that local church councils express even as they find themselves inexorably moving towards becoming interreligious councils. Ariarajah sees two levels of ecumenical engagement as two concentric circles both having unity as the center and servicing two overlapping constituencies. Wider ecumenism does not replace Christian ecumenism, he suggests, but gives it a new and vibrant context. 

The second arises from the fear that the wider ecumenism is an implicit universalism and leads to the tacit admission that “all religions are the same.” Some are concerned that such an ecumenism will lead to syncretism. Wider ecumenism is not a search for a “universal religion’; nor is it an attempt to undermine the specificity of religions, says Ariarajah, rather it is an attempt to see unity in diversity, collaboration in the context of differences, and togetherness in a world that is torn apart by divisions and dissentions.


The third is presumed by those concerned with the mission of the church. Christian mission has often divided the world into those who are “saved” and those who are “in need of salvation” with the implication that other religious traditions are inadequate paths to salvation. While throughout the missionary conferences of the 20th century the churches moved away from this dichotomous understanding of the world where the emphasis was on the church’s mission, to an understanding of Missio Dei (Mission of God) which affirmed that God is at work in the whole world and that the church is only a servant in this mission of God. Today, says Ariarajah, “we see mission primarily as healing the brokenness of the world, announcing God’s forgiving love for all irrespective of their labels and standing in solidarity with those who are poor, oppressed, marginalized and made vulnerable by the powerful economic and political forces of our day.” Seen thus, religious traditions which have been a source of much fragmentation in the world, working together, can contribute to the healing of the world.


Despite Ariarajah’s hopeful analysis, the question remains that after almost a century of raising these questions, (since the World Missionary Conference, Edinburgh, 1910) we still see the world in such dichotomies. If as Ariarajah suggests “healing the brokenness of the world” is our primary theological task, or if as I suggested at the beginning of this paper that we must seek paradigms that lead to the “common good for all the earth,” we, as religious people must have the courage to self-critically examine our own traditions in the light of those tasks. When we do, we will recognize that we are indeed working together in one oikoumene, that the purity of traditions that we seek to protect are often those that serve the interests of the empires, and that all of us religious people have a common mission -- often obscured by our need to maintain rigid identities -- of seeking the common good for all the earth.  

Conflation of Identities and Conversion 

Christianity’s historic relationship with the imperial establishment inevitably required that it had a hardened identity which often conflated with national identities. This was particularly the case in Europe. If you lived under the jurisdiction of the British monarch, for example, you were presumed to belong to the Church of England; in fact, you are likely to have been baptized as an infant into the King’s church. The pastoral needs of people who lived in a particular geographical area called a parish were attended to by the local vicar, just as the law enforcement needs were attended to by the local constable. Religious and national identity was so conflated that the occasional conversion to a dissenting religious community, particularly to one with Anabaptist roots was deemed to be so treasonous that some received capital punishment. 

Conversion as a free expression of changing one’s belief, detached from one’s loyalty to another, such as one’s national identity, is a relatively recent phenomenon mostly attributable to the modern missionary movement. In many colonized countries those who converted to Christianity did not consider themselves disloyal to their ethnic or cultural roots or to their nation. Yet, they were required to make a hard shift in their religious allegiance, repudiate their Buddhist, Hindu or other religious identity and embrace a new Christian identity. Sometimes, a name change at baptism, usually to one that is biblical (for example, Thomas or Mary), but sometimes to one that is English (for example, William or Victoria), affirmed their new identity.
Despite the converts’ continuing loyalty to their ethnic, cultural and national identities, this was questioned by their compatriots. Those who repudiated their Buddhist or Hindu identity and received a Christian one were also considered to be “white” and “European,” or at least to have characteristics of and loyalties to their white, European colonial masters. The colonial masters, in turn, rewarded these Christians through jobs, prestige and the goodwill of the empire. Following independence and the accompanying shifts in power, Christians began indigenization movements, seeking to cast their lot with the local power structure. The independence movement not only ended Europe’s political dominance, it also ended Christian identity’s hegemony.
Without properly understanding this changed reality, during the past three decades, mostly US based evangelistic groups have engaged in aggressive evangelism using methods that include the use of allurements to entice poor and unsuspecting villagers into becoming Christians. In many countries, most recently in India and Sri Lanka, this has caused a violent backlash, as Hindu and Buddhist extremists have gone on rampage burning churches and killing Christians. 

Additionally, as in several states in India, in Sri Lanka, an anti-conversion legislation is making its way through the parliament. Expected to prevent unethical conversions, it will jail the converter and the converted for up five years, or if the converted is a minor, a woman or one that is institutionalized, it can be up to seven years. The requirement for a hard change of identity, for example from a Buddhist to Christian is seen as a threat, not only to Buddhism, but to Sri Lanka as a nation. This question should be viewed in the context of Sri Lanka’s 500 year history of colonialism, during which period Buddhism was disrespected and Buddhist monks and people were persecuted, and the country’s natural resources, plundered. This colonialism, some argue, was accompanied by an ideology (Christianity) whose missionaries prepared the ground for its success. Today’s new missionary movement is viewed with great suspicion, because of the fear that it could pave the way for a new colonialism, but this unlike the previous political colonialism, they say, would be an economic, therefore a more insidious one. Therefore, say the proponents of this legislation, it must be stopped at all costs.

Mainstream Christians who point to the new evangelical churches as the ones responsible for creating the current hostile environment between religious communities that previously co-existed in relative harmony, miss the point. This is an over-simplification that ignores the historical animosities that were generated by the colonial hostility to all non-Christian religious identities and non-colonial national identities. Unresolved hurt from that period adds to the Buddhist anxiety about the new Evangelical presence, which, when conflated with ethnic Sinhala and Sri Lankan national identities, gains significant energy.


We are living through a period in which violence attributed to extremist religion around the world is daily in our televisions and newspapers. The media conveniently reduces these conflicts to religious issues, although there are many geopolitical and economic factors that go in to creating any crisis. They also fail to provide adequate distinctions between mainstream religions and their extremist factions. An outrageous example of this was the aftermath of the Al Queda attacks on New York and Washington of September 11, 2001, when the U.S. media continued to present Islam as a monolith, leading to widespread persecution of the U.S. Muslim community. 


In the international scene, the conflation of identities has reached epidemic proportions. The conflict between India and Pakistan is often seen as a Hindu – Muslim conflict and the continuing crises in the Middle East has distinctly religious overtones. For instance, the American military and economic involvement in the Middle East is perceived by some to be a Christian intrusion into the heart of the Muslim world. Threats by the Iranian president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad against Israel are seen as a Muslim war against Jews. Jews as a religious people are seen as intricately involved with the modern state of Israel and its violence against Palestinians, and the Israeli war against Hezbollah in 2006 and its recent attacks on Gaza are seen as a Jewish war against Muslims. 


When conflated, often because of external threats or anxieties, religious, ethnic and national identities tend to strengthen each other and turn into rigid positions, making it more difficult to engage in inter-religious dialogues or negotiations towards resolving conflicts.

Religious Boundary Violations
Religious authorities work hard to maintain strict boundaries. Some Christian traditions do not even allow Christians of other traditions to participate at the Eucharist, or the communion table. Most religious communities prohibit conversions not so much into its community, but out of its community. Most also proscribe inter-religious marriages. Today, however, increasing numbers of religious people are providing an interesting counter-action of boundary violation. 
Disenchanted with traditional forms of religion, these religious adventurers are moving towards “spirituality.” While each religion has its own contemplative practices that include prayer and meditation, which is often called spirituality, they are going beyond those to both incorporate others’ religious practices, and to seek spiritual community and religious authority outside their own tradition. A variety of reasons can contribute to this: discontent with one’s family and ethnic affiliation, intellectual discomfort of the veracity of a particular religious belief, unwillingness to accept the required practice or ethical commitment or even the desire to realize religious truth, sensibly, emotionally, cognitively and intuitively in ways called “mystical.” Indeed, the number of people who identify themselves as “spiritual” but not “religious” seems to be on the rise.
There is also the phenomenon of double or multiple belonging. If a person has crossed boundaries in a spiritual journey, to what community does this person belong? Is it acceptable for a person to be both Buddhist and Christian and identify herself as a Buddhist Christian or a Christian Buddhist? Although some will see this as a clear instance of boundary violation, such fluidity in identity markers has not been an uncommon practice in countries where people from two or more religious communities lived side by side. Even though the church thoroughly discourages this, it is often the case that a Buddhist who converts to Christianity carries some of his or her core worldview and beliefs from the Buddhist tradition to the newly professed theological framework. Also, as inter-religious marriages become more prevalent, and more children have their faith formation at the intersection of two distinct traditions, it is not uncommon to find people who genuinely find themselves in a situation of multiple religious belonging. 
A Way Forward


 Long before the post-colonial theology received such sophisticated expression, in one of his early works, theologian Paul Tillich used the image of “an uneasy border” to express a place where a theologian is situated, arguing that the place of the boundary is “the most fruitful place of knowledge.”
 Tillich himself has been described as one who lives his theology: “He described himself as a man who always lived on the boundary – on the boundary between religion and culture, on the boundary between Europe and American, and on the boundary between being and non-being.”
 In this, Tillich relies on philosopher Martin Heidegger, whose work is picked up also by Homi Bhabha, one of today’s premier proponents of post-colonial theory, who quotes Heidegger at the caption of the Introduction to his seminal work The Location of Culture: “a boundary is not that at which something stops, but, as the Greeks recognized, the boundary is that from which something begins its presencing.”


Tillich goes on to describe the Christian existence as in an uneasy border situation and the Christian task as a struggle for realization from the perspective of the boundary. About this writes Kathryn Tanner, “The distinctiveness of a Christian way of life is not so much formed by the boundary as at it: Christian distinctiveness is something that emerges in the very cultural processes occurring in the boundary.”
 Indeed, Christians are called to boundary dwelling – to live in the borderlands. It is not to be tolerated as a temporary inconvenience, or a condition to be transcended. Rather, it is to be claimed as home. Christians are called, writes Tillich, “to hold out at the boundary and to resist the temptation to flee this condition of pressure by settling down on one side of the boundary or the other.”
  

Borderland living resists identification with national, ethnic, or even linguistic identities that are claimed by empires. Rather it finds itself in a common solidarity with other human beings, including religious ones struggling together to survive and to thrive. Within the tensions of that common struggle one finds, according to Tillich, a “most fruitful place for knowledge.” Christian identity, I suggest, is best negotiated in the midst of that struggle in the borderland. 

Robust dialogue, ecumenical, inter-religious or otherwise, is always a borderland experience and as such is very similar to an authentic Christian experience. Experienced inter-religious dialogue practitioners know that dialogue is never only between religions. People who come to the dialogue tables do not leave their gender, ethnicity, language and political affiliations behind. So, first, dialogue is always across multiple identities. Second, these identities are not necessarily static. As the dialogue gets deeper and the safety of the environment gets tested, participants feel free to risk experimenting with their identity dynamics. The skills developed, tested and sharpened at the tables of interreligious dialogue can become very useful to navigate this risky but incredibly interesting terrain.

Years of engaging in inter-religious dialogue at the boundaries has brought me one important learning. In this fast-paced world, identities are not static. Our religious communities, often beholden to the empires of the world and therefore located at the center rather than at the borders, tend to presume that static identities can continue to be maintained. Current trends indicate that old ecumenical structures are fading into irrelevance. We are, on the other hand, seeing new trends in which religious people are violating boundaries, building new alliances and forging new identities. The way forward, I suggest, is for religious communities in dialogue with each other, to imagine new goals and methods of cooperating with each other in our common journey towards seeking the common good of all the earth. Such exercises, themselves, I suggest will help religious people coalesce around new identity formations that are free from their allegiances to empire, addressing the questions and needs of real human communities, and more relevant to our present time.
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