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WHEN SECULARISATION TURNS INTO DE
TRADITIONALISATION AND PLURALISATION ... 

FAITH IN SEARCH OF UNDERSTANDING 

Lieven Boeve1
, Leuven 

Thursday January 1h, 1999, the professors' common room at the Faculty of Arts and 
Letters, K. U.Leuven. During the coffee break following the first hour of class, professors 
of Art History and Literature lament the fact that, as the years go by, their students are 
becoming less and less familiar with the Christian vocabulary. It has even reached the 
stage that they are no longer able to situate and interpret classical Christian images and 
symbols (e.g. narrative elements from scriptures and church history, Marian imagery, ... ). 
Courses necessarily become more and more introductory, resulting in a growing 
frustration on the part of the professors who feel increasingly unable to acquaint students 
with the richness of the history of Christian art. 

Thursday January 141
h, 1999, Flemish Radio morning news show: a woman is giving 

a report on a meeting which took place the previous evening. The woman is involved with 
an ecclesial movement striving for a true multi-cultural society and had been invited by a 
Moroccan community in Brussels to celebrate the 'breaking of the fast'. The same 
community upheld the tradition of organising a festive meal every evening after sundown 
during the month of Ramadan, to which non-Muslim guests were also invited. The woman 
reported that the conversation around the table quickly became serious and absorbing, 
especially when religious themes such as the importance of 'fasting' and 
Muslim/Christian relations were introduced into the discussion. She was surprised to 
note, for example, that the discussion surrounding 'fasting' tended to accentuate the 
diffirences between Islam and Christianity, even though both groups appeared to 
maintain a similar tradition on the issue. Far from relativising matters and concluding 
that fasting is fasting whatever form it takes, the group preferred to respectfully recognise 
these differences and the unique value of each approach. The woman pointed out, in 
addition, that the Christians present at the discussion, living in a increasingly secularised 
Flanders, were even moved to question the earnestness of their own faith experience in 
this regard: was their experience offasting,Jor example, sufficiently authentic? "Truly an 
unexpected and far-reaching experience", she concluded. 

1 Translation by Dr. Brian Doyle. 
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l. The Widening Gap between Faith and Culture 

The two situation we briefly outlined in our introduction illustrate the point of departure of 
the present contribution. In Western (European) societies there is a widening gap between 
the Christian faith and the cultural context in which Christians live. Awareness of this gap 
has provided much cause for thought among Christians in recent years. 

In a society which is increasingly subject to secularisation, or better 
'detraditionalisation'2 and in which the Christian perspective has taken its place as one 
among many, people no longer tend to take their Christian identity for granted as something 
automatically given at birth. Indeed, the formation of a Christian identity no longer follows 
the same preconceived and unquestioned patterns as it used to some decades ago. Individual 
free choice (even if it is explained in a religious way as vocation) is increasingly becoming 
an important element in such formation. Culture and society today no longer intrinsically 
support being a Christian: the common Christian horizon has more or less vanished together 
with our familiarity with Christian discourse. Secularisation, de-traditionalisation and 
individualisation: the process of modernisation is heading unimpeded towards completion. 3 

2 In the last centuries, the relationship between theology and culture was most often thought of in terms of a 
dialogue (or refusal of dialogue) between theology with a secularising context. The secularisation thesis, however, 
has nowadays been placed under serious doubt Two of its former protagonists, Harvey Cox and Peter Berger, 
distance themselves from it because they perceive a world wide religious revival. Cf. H. Cox, The Myth of the 
Twentieth Century. The Rise and Fall of 'Secu/arisation', in G. Baum (ed.), The Twentieth Century. A 
Theological Overview, New York, 1999; P. Berger, 11te Desecularisation of the World: A G/abal Overview, in 
Idem (ed.), The Desecularisation of the World. Resurgent Religion and World Politics, Washington D.C., 1999. 
The secularisation thesis itself; more specifically the so-called zero-sum-theory, held that modernisation consisted 
of a continually progressing process which would gradually exclude religion from modern society and culture. 
Indeed, the sum of modernisation and religion would always be zero: the more religion, the less modernisation; and 
especially the reverse: the more modernisation, the less religion. Religion did survive modernisation, however, even 
in the most hypermcdernised places such as Japan (Cox, The myth, p. 135-136). It is quite remarkable, however, 
that Berger subsequently admits that there are two exceptions to the 'desecularisation thesis'. In this regard he 
mentions first of all a kind of international subculture of intellectuals who were educated in the West, and, 
secondly, Western Europe. The situation in Europe, however, remains ambiguous. There can be no doubt that a 
significant number of Europeans have left and are still leaving the Christian churches, first in the Northern 
countries of Western Europe and in more recent years also in the South. Berger sees here the emergence of a 
massively secular Euro-culture'. Nevertheless, together with European sociologists of religion, he wonders whether 
'secularisation' is an appropriate term to analyse and defme the European situation: "a body of data indicates 
strong survivals of religion, most of it generally Christian in nature, despite the widespread alienation from the 
organised churches. A shift in the institutional location of religion, then, rather than secularisation, would be a 
more accurate description of the European situation" (Berger, The Desecu/arisation, p. 10). He continues: "All 
the same, Europe stands out as quite different from other parts of the world, and certainly from the Unites States". 
Whether these process can be termed as secularisation or the changing of institutional locations (and probably both 
at the same time), it is legitimate to speak in the European context of processes of detraditionalisation and 
individualisation, linked to pluralisation. 
3 As for Belgium, this is clearly shown in the results of the European Value Study. The titles of the three 
subsequent books reporting these results are particularly telling. In 1984, the research group in charge of this study 
published for Belgium: 'The Silent Tum', showing that Belgium had turned away from a more traditional Roman 
Catholic profile (J. KerkhofS & R. Rezsohazy (ed.), De stille ommekeer: oude en nieuwe waarden in het Belgii! 
van dejaren tachtig, Tielt, 1984). In 1992 the same group published 'The Accelerated Tum', claiming that the 
change was evolving faster than ever (J. KerkhofS, K. Dobbelaere & L. Voye, De versnelde ommelceer: de 
waarden van Vlamingen, Walen en Brusselaars in de jaren negentig, Tielt, 1992). The title of the third book, 
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Society is becoming increasingly pluralised, and Christian faith, from the socio-cultural 
perspective at least, is just one option among many.4 

In the preceding decades, Christians have reacted to this social and cultural 
transformation in a variety of ways. Between the overtly traditionalist reaction of the radical 
rejection of modern culture and the all too facile surrender of Christianity to modern thought 
and behaviour, many, inspired by Vatican II, have endeavoured to redefine their Christian 
faith in the dialogUe between Christian tradition and modern - secular - culture. Inspired by 
the Council's most outspoken and influential text in this regard, the pastoral constitution 
Gaudium et spes5

, they started this dialogue based on the presumption that the values of 
modern culture and of Christian faith should not exclude one another, sharing as they do the 
same dynamics. For Christians, forces for good in society and culture might even be 
considered more than objective allies on the journey towards the realisation of God's dream 
for humanity and the world. What was considered good in human terms ought to be 
identified in Christian terms as part of God's plan. According to this perspective, faith and 
(secular) daily life in modern culture and society participated in an intense interaction with 
one another, to the mutual benefit of both. The Christian narrative was thus successful in its 
integration (and, in a number of cases, recuperation) of modern developments. This 
'(critical) correlation' between faith and modern culture provided vigour to modem 
theology. which had disengaged itself from the traditional neo-Thomistic framework. We 
refer here to well-known theologians such as Karl Rahner, Edward Schillebeeckx, Hans 
Knng, Jtirgen Moltmann and David Tracy. In other words: living in and participating in 
modernity, Christians endeavoured to provide a constitutive place for modern rationality and 
its thirst for knowledge and emancipation in their faith reflection. As such they have been 
able to reconcile culture and faith. 

The cultural shift from modem to postmodern, however, coincides with the loss of 
plausibility of modernity's 'grand' or 'master narratives' of knowledge and emancipation. 
'Rationality', together with 'humanity', 'freedom', 'autonomy', 'emancipation' and 
'solidarity', have become polysemic concepts which can nowadays be explained from a 
variety of sometimes even conflicting perspectives. Because of the collapse of a common 

'Lost Certainty', indicates that the processes of detraditionalisation are reaching their end In no more than a few 
decades, Belgium has evolved from a society perceived in general as Catholic into a detraditionalised and 
pluralised country ( cf. K. Dobbelaere, M. Elchardus e.a., Verloren zekerheid. De Belgen en hun waarden, 
overtuigingen en houdingen, Tielt, 2000). Some of the research group's results are foffered here by way of 
illustration. When Belgians are asked to define themselves in terms of religious affiliation, 47,4 % describe 
themselves as Catholic, 1,2% as Protestant and 15,3 %as Christian without being Protestant or Catholic (p. 119). 
In 1967, 52 %of the Flemish people (for Belgium 42,9 %) attended Sunday services on a weekly basis, in 1998 
this was reduced to 12,7 %(Belgium 11,2 %) (p. 126). In 1967, 96,1 %of new-born children were baptised in 
Flanders, in 1998 73 %. The Belgian figures for 1998 are still more than 8 % lower ( 64, 7). Marrying in the church 
(and~ only in a civil marriage): for Flanders 91,8% in 1967, 51,2% in 1998; for Belgium 86,1 %in 1967, 
49,2% m 1998 (p. 123). 
• Cf. L. Boeve, Onderbroken traditie: Heefi het christelijke verhaal nog toekomst?, Kapellen, 1999, pp. 36-14 
and 46-53. An English translation is in preparation. 
' See my: Gaudium et Spes na de crisis van de moderniteit. Het einde van de dialoog met de wereld?, in J. 
Haers, T. Merrigan & P. De Mey (ed.), 'Volk van God en gemeenschap van de gelovigen '. Pleidooien voor een 
zorgzame kerkopbouw (Fs. R. Michiels), Averbode, 1999, 246-261 
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horizon, Christian theologies which were the result of the dialogue with modern culture, and 
thus formulated against .the background of this horizon, are experiencing increasing 
difficulty in maintaining their credibility. The 'truly Christian' and the 'truly human' no 
longer coincide to any significant extent.6 

In our current Western postmodern context, society and culture tend to confront 
Christians with difficult and often pointed questions concerning the identity of their 
Christian narrative. A great deal of criticism still stems from the time in which the Church 
enjoyed a monopoly in matters related to the establishment of meaning. Indeed, the 
alienation this has occasioned is often the focus of popular censure. At the same time, 
echoes of the specifically modern lament that faith and the Church are 'out of step with the 
times' continue to resound today. Together with such evident reproaches, however, the very 
(so-called postmodern) transitions at work in society and culture as a whole likewise 
demand that Christians thoroughly reconsider their Christian identity. (1) Why should one 
continue to be a Christian today? The dissolution of a once evident cultural Christendom has 
signalled a similar dissolution of any obligation to be a Christian. Many individuals have de 
facto abandoned the Christian narrative for what it is. What is there to prevent other 
Christians doing the same? In addition, contemporary Christians are increasingly being 
confronted with other world religions and fundamental life options which can no longer be 
dismissed as unimportant. (2) What then does being a Christian mean? How do Christians 
distinguish thentselves from non-Christians? Is the Christian faith simply a narrative 
duplication of a lifestyle or value orientation which people could have access to elsewhere 
without this narrative or ritual? Does this mean that Christianity, in principle, can be 
abolished? What is the 'more', 'better' or (is it a question of) 'otherness' of Christianity? 
(3) How can Christians give witness to their potential 'otherness' in society at large? If 
culture no longer supports and buttresses the Christian faith, how can we continue to 
account for it in a reasonable, dialogical fashion? How do we make the Christian 
perspective plausible and comprehensible as full participants in public debate? 

2- Being a Christian: From Ui!!questioned Given to Optional Alternative. 
Consequel!lces for Theology 

Recent transformations in modern culture and the virtual disappearance of the cultural 
givenness of the Christian faith - opposite sides of the same coin - raise questions 
concerning any overtly facile correlation between faith and culture as practised in modern 
theology. While this need not imply the end of the dialogue between Christian faith and 
culture as such, it does imply that the results of this dialogue might be other than we 
expected. From the perspective of contemporary culture, in which present day Christians 
continue to play an ongoing part, it is no longer the case that an evident Christian faith 

6 I elaborated this point in De sacramentele onderbreking van de levensrituelen, in L. Boeve, S. Van den 
Bossche, e. a. ( ed. ), Levensrituelen en sacramentaliteit. Tussen continufteit en discontinufteit (Meander), Til burg, 
2002. A French version of this article will appear in Questions Liturgiques- Studies in Liturgy 83 (2002) nr. 2. 
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stands open to be challenged by the modern rationality of knowledge and emancipation. 
Reality, in fact, would appear to suggest the opposite: in a culture of plurality, Christians are 
becoming more and more aware of the uniqueness of their tradition and of the optional 
character of belonging to the Christian narrative community. The fact that being Christian is 
no longer evident has compelled believers - once again from a cultural perspective - to 
reflect on their Christian identity. This new situation questions the basic presumptions of 
modern theology: a ·modern theology of correlation can only fimction where there is 
sufficient overlap between culture and faith, where human experience (even if only 
implicitly) continues to appeal to images and explanatory frameworks which have their 
roots in and resonate with the Christian tradition. It is this very overlap which would appear 
at present to be on the decline. 

From time immemorial, shifts in the context have caused Christians to think about their 
identity in relation to these contextual changes. Far from being a mere intellectual diversion, 
such reflection has tended to have a renewing effect on the Christian self-understanding in 
confrontation with the novelty of the modified context. The many documents which go to 
make up the New Testament bear witness to this renewal as do the works of Augustine, 
Anselm of Canterbury, Thomas Aquinas as well as modern theologians such as Karl 
Rahner, Johann-Baptist Metz and Edward Schillebeeckx. In each case, the theologians in 
question undertook to recontextualise the Christian faith in a new context.7 The nature of 
the shifted context which confronts us today, however, urges a twofold inquiry, because the 
cultur.ally unquestioned givenness of Christianity - which de facto, to a significant extent, 
has remained in place throughout modernity -, is also disappearing. Dialogue with present 
day culture, therefore, must imply, at the very least, that the particular position of the 
believer and his/her Christian faith is recognised and clarified within this same culture. It is 
for this reason that, in the postmodern context, Christians have begun to reflect on their faith 
almost of necessity, thus consciously engaging in a process of .fides quaerens intellectum. It 
is precisely at this point that dialogue with the present day context takes off. 

3. What Does the Context Teach Christians about their Faith? 

(I) Plurality. Philosophers of culture like to employ the term 'plurality' in describing our 
contemporary context.

8 
With the disappearance of the 'master narratives' we no longer 

enjoy a unifying, all-inclusive perspective on reality: from now on, nobody can still claim to 
hold the epistemological observer's position. One's perspective changes according to the 
standpoint one takes. There is no longer a 'supra' -perspective which can subsume all other 
component perspectives. The plurality of religions and the impossibility of achieving any 
kind of 'religious Esperanto' illustrates this fact at the macro-level. Even media reports 
regarding the 1999 war in Kosovo made it evident that objectivity was impossible (in a way 
analogous to the philosophical tenet that the interpretation of a text is undeniably coloured 

1 For the concept of'recontextualisation', see L. Boeve, Onderbroken traditie, pp. 25 ff. 
•ct:,forexample, W. Welsch, UnserepostmoderneModerne, Weinheim, 1987. 
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by the standpoint of the interpreter). Where plurality was hitherto restricted to inter-cultural 
matters, inunigration and de-traditionalisation have now raised plurality to an unmistakably 
intra-cultural characteristic. in our contemporary situation, for example, there are many 
forms of partner-relationships, many patterns to follow in raising and educating one's 
children, many ways to earn a living, many possibilities to enjoy one's leisure time, and 
many preferences and values which inform and determine the concrete options and 
judgements of the individual. 

In the same way, there are many ways to explain (i.e. 'narrate') human existence; 
Christianity (which in its turn conceals a plurality of Christian lifestyles) is only one of them. 

(2) Particularity. Whatever a person's attitude and lifestyle, the unavoidable fact of plurality 
necessitates that it is considered particular and bound to a very concrete context. Because 
no one can withdraw to an observer's position, claiming objectivity and neutrality, we are 
all direct participants whether we like it or not. From the start, all of us have already 
adopted a specified position, located in a specific time and space and bound up with a 
variety of concrete factors and circumstances. A Christian is not a Buddhist and a Christian 
who becomes a Buddhist is no longer a Christian. The fact that for many this is far from 
evident, only supports the point we are making: relativism reveals the absence of objective 
criteria. 

The fact that today manifold options are available among which one can legitimately 
choose, highlights the particular character of our personal option. Refusing to choose is 
either impossible or already a choice. Even if we are satisfied with our personal options and 
could not even imagine that we would have chosen differently, the very fact that other 
options are possible makes the particularity of our own specific position as participants all 
the more evident. 

Moreover, everything could have been different. If we had been born in Asia, for 
example, our identity would have been drastically other. The fact that things are as they are 
today, therefore, is not the result of some kind of necessary development, it is due rather to 
contextual historical factors, choices, chances, events, etc. -identity is not only particular, it 
is also contingent. 

Christians must also be aware of the fact that they confess their participation in a 
particular narrative which itself is the result of a historical-contextual development. 

(3) Awareness of our own particularity (and that of other positions) and its optional 
character result, when reflected upon more deeply, in a renewal of the way in which we 
appropriate this particularity. Far from illustrating some kind of universal law (as if 
Christianity - and Buddhism for that matter - conformed to a general religious blueprint), 
particularity is perceived as irreducible, something which ought to be taken seriously for its 
own sake, should we wish to understand what it is about. Instead of leading to relativism, a 
deepened reflective awareness of plurality and particularity achieves its very opposite: if 
there is nothing other than particularity, contingency and contextuality, then we cannot do 
without it. Relativism, by contrast, continues to maintain the observer's position. In order to 
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play one particular perspective off against another one has to abstract from one's own 
particular perspective as participant. 

Therefore: insight into the particular character of the Christian narrative does not lead 
Christians to relativise their religion but rather results in a renewed attention and respect for 
its very particularity. 

(4) Otherness, conflict and irreconcilability. Continuing our reflection further: because of 
our unavoidably participant's perspective the resulting 'plurality of context-bound 
particul~ties' can in no way be considered a static set of entities. It involves, rather, a 
dynamic mterplay of particularities standing in different relations to each other. Even more: 
radi~al plurality implies conflict and irreconcilability. The very fact that other options are 
posstble does not only point to the limited and determinate character of our own choices but 
also calls th~ into question. One option often excludes another. To take up one of the 
examples menti~ne~ above: other forms of partner-relations, leisure, value judgements etc. 
c~a~lenge us to JUstify our personal options, and do so with respect to both our apparently 
tnV!al preferences and the more significant, fundamental life decisions we make. With the 
absence of a fo~dational and legitimating meta-narrative, the other - in light of its 
otherness - constitutes the boundary to our particularity, a boundary which we cannot make 
our own, which constantly recedes from us and which we cannot overtake. There is always 
otherness (another option) revealing the limits of our own position, which cannot be made 
?ur own. There is always something which escapes, always something which happens and 
Interrupts our own narrative. Plurality and conflict lead to a fundamental awareness of a 
persistent remainder of otherness- alterity, difference- which escapes every effort to make 
ttourown. 

An impo~ant question addressed to the Christian faith and stemming from our 
contextual-cntical awareness thus concerns Christianity's attitude to otherness. 

4. The Key to Postmodem Critical Consciousness 

The so-called postmodern 'thinkers of difference' have drawn attention to this otherness 
which always escapes our efforts to make it our own. It is perhaps here that we can. locate 
the specifici~ of ~ostmodern critical consciousness: i.e. in the sensitivity for irreducible 
otherness which Withdraws whenever we attempt to grasp or integrate it.9 

. M<>?ernity's 'grand' or 'master narratives' were guilty of paying scant attention to the 
rrreducible character of otherness and the other. These very narratives endeavoured, often in 
a plann~ 

1
8fd syst~atic way, eith~r to absorb otherness, or, if they did not succeed, to 

exclude It. For the master narratives of knowledge' (e.g. Hegel's philosophy, Comte's 

' For the following p~graphs see L. Boeve, Bearing Witness to the Difforend. A Model for Theologizing in the 
Postmodern Context, m Louvam Studies 20 (1995) 362-379; Critical Consciousness in the Postmodern 
Condition. ANew Opportunity for Theology?, in Philosophy and Theology 10 (1997) 449-468. 
10 

Cf J.-F. Lyotanl, Le dijferend, Paris, 1983. 
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positivism etc.) the other is either knowable and thus rationally explicable, or irrational and 
thus unreal. For the 'master 1,1arratives of emancipation' (the 19th and 20th century societal '
isms' striving for emancipation from oppression and alienation, such as Liberalism, 
Communism, Feminism etc.) the other forms either an absorbable potential for liberation or 
is a hindrance thereto and must be conquered Each of these narratives has established all 
inclusive and compelling patterns designed to integrate and give meaning to 'everything'. 
Humanity, history, society, nature and cosmos are comprehended and thus circumscribed by 
their schemas. They pretend to maintain an observer's position which enables them, on the 
one hand, to formulate a universal and cognitively conclusive thesis and which 
simultaneously permits them, on the other hand, to evaluate the past and the present and 
prescribe the future. In the last analysis, otherness is either included or excluded. 
Concreteness, particularity and contingency are immediately integrated in the all-embracing 
logic of the narrative and thus reduced to 'more of the same'. The other, then, is stripped of 
its very otherness. For this reason, such 'master narratives' may correctly be described as 
'closed narratives'. 

The experience of the 20th century, however, has shown that these attempts to integrate 
the totality of existence in one narrative and thus to grasp the whole, paradoxically resulted 
in its opposite. Mastering gave birth to the emergence of the 'munasterable'. Many attempts 
to humanise and develop society and the world have gone hand in hand with new forms of 
dehumanisation and devastation. The master narratives, it would appear, have been unable 
to live up to their promises and have often created the opposite of what they intended. Too 
many counter examples show the failure of our modern projects: the ecological crisis 
questions technocratic rationality; the fall of the Berlin wall brought an end to the caricature 
which 'real' communism had become; the expanding gap between the first and the third 
world criticises globalising capitalist economic solutions to problems of poverty, the 
repartition of wealth, etc.. Although their initial intuitions and intentions often remain 
praiseworthy, they have lost their plausibility as all-inclusive, programmatic narratives. 
These modern failures have especially contributed to the current increasing consciousness 
of, and focus on plurality, contingency, contextuality and otherness. The current 
('postmodern') critical consciousness stems from learriing these lessons of recent history. It 
is this critical consciousness which is activated when people today question the regenerated 
(i.e. postmodernised) master narrative of economisation.11 

Our attitude to otherness has thus become the key of postmodern critical 
consciousness. When one immediately considers otherness - encountered in an always 
concrete other- either as something which one can or must make one's own, or as a threat 
to one's own identity and thus to be avoided, then one approaches this otherness using the 

11 'Postmodem' because (1), at the end of modem master narratives, this narrative no longer experiences the need 
to legitimate itself in an inclusive philosophy of history; (2) it has integrated the new situation of plurality and the 
focus on otherness in its new profile: 'plurality' has become a synonym for the abundance of the market and 
'otherness' for the attractiveness of its merchandise. Thinking in terms of supply and demand, evaluating 
everything in monetary terms and identifYing the construction of identity (choosing) with purchasing: all of these 
make today's economising narrative a very efficient pattern for dealing with plurality and otherness. For further 
reflections see my Market and Religion in Postmodern Culture, in Theology 52 (1999) 28-36. 
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patterns of 'grand', 'master' or 'closed' narratives. The question remains, however, whether 
an alternative attitude to the other is even possible. In our encounter with the other is it not 
inevitable that we automatically reduce him/her/it to a familiar element of ~ur own 
narrative? Is it not the case that we see the 'other' always with our 'own' eyes? How do we 
see African dance groups, for example, or the ethical decisions of those whose options differ 
fro~. our o~? In what way do we understand religious plurality and aspects of other 
religions which seem analogous or conflicting to our own? The ultimate question, therefore 
run~ as ~ollows: is it . possible to conceive of a 'narrativity' (irreducibly marked b; 
particulanty, contextuahty, and contingency) which does not immediately undo otherness 
from its very otherness in reducing it to 'more of the same'? Can a narrative be structured 
on ~e. basis ~four sensitivity to the otherness which constitutes its borders and interrupts it 
by Its Irreducible otherness- so preventing the narrative from closing itself too easily? 

In the attempt to develop such an alternative mode ofnarrativity, we propose the model 
of the 'open narrative'. I have endeavoured to answer these questions, remaining conscious 
of the _f~ct that ~e pitfall of the closing of narratives see1ns to belong to the very structure of 
narrativ1ty. In this model of the 'open narrative', one concedes that the other is encountered 
in terins of one's own particularity. Nevertheless, even if one is unable to leave the 
p~icularity and contextuality of one's own narrative behind, it is still in the very encounter 
With ~th~ess that this narrative is interrupted, taken to its boundaries (showing the 
?arratlve_'s Insurmountable particularity). While it is also true that one can only discuss this 
mterruptlon and boundary experience (a) in terms of one's own narrative, the encounter still 
makes one aware that (b) this narrative has been interrupted and has reached its boundaries. 
~recisely this intense intrinsic link between (b) interruption by irreducible otherness and (a) 
msurmountable particular expression constitutes the kernel of the structure displayed in the 
model of the open narrative, combining - relating - (b) the postlnodern sensibility for the 
otherness of the other (open) and (a) the particular and contextual format in which this 
encounter takes place and is borne witness to (narrative). 

Structurally speaking, an 'open narrative' stands for a way of living that is characterised 
?Y three qualities which one can distinguish methodologically, but which in practice are 
mterwoven. (l) F~st of all an 'open narrative' is generated by a broadened sensitivity for 
otherness, a capacity to let oneself be touched by that which interrupts. This concerns in 
other words, a basic attitude of openness, susceptibility, and vulnerability, i.e. a sensiti~ity 
for what 'happens', on the one hand, and results, on the other hand, in the fundamental 
r~al to immediately integrate this 'happening' in one's own narrative. (2) Moreover: 
precisely because of this sensitivity, the basic challenge with which the narrative is 
confronted is to put this interruption of the narrative into (one's own particular) words. This 
means: to give witness to it ~ word, deed and life while respecting its interruptive nature, 
and to res~cture. the nan:attve as a consequence. Caught up in its own particularity and 
co~te~~· ~ne s narrative thus becomes broken open in order to give witness to that 
which m prmc~ple already escapes our (necessarily particular and contextual) witness. (3) 
At the same time and from the very outset, this generates an intense self-criticism and 
~o~ld-criticism. Where th~. o~er is restlessly included or excluded, and thus not respected 
m Its otherness, the sensitlVIty for otherness gives rise to a critique of closed narrative 
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patterns. Obviously, this critique also can only be expressed in terms of one's own 
narrative. One is never able.to go beyond one's particularity, arriving at the meta-narrative 
realm. 

The 'open narrative', therefore, does not exist as such. This model concerns rather the 
structure of narrativity. Many particular narratives, including perhaps the Christian 
narrative, may have the capacity to foster this sensitivity for otherness and provide an 
openness towards the other in their own narrative pattern. (a) It is this openness which 
generates genuine mutual tolerance and dialogue between people of different religions and 
philosophies. Although an all-encompassing and reconciling meta-narrative must be 
excluded as illegitimate, the recognition of reciprocal kinship as regards the open structure 
of one's narrative (which leads to the appreciation rather than the abolition of 
particularity12

) can be the outcome. (b) It is this openness which should enable particular 
narratives to deal with plurality and otherness in a non-totalising way. Given the lessons 
learned from the loss of plausibility of the master narratives of modernity, it would appear 
that respect for otherness or the absence of this respect is the final criterion enabling us to 
determine whether a narrative is totalising and thus harmful, or less totalising. Only thus can 
the resistance offered by the latter sort of narrative to the former be said to have any degree 
of reflexive plausibility. A sharp distinction between the two sorts of narrative, however, is 
far from evident: self-criticism remains a primary condition for open narratives. (c) It is also 
this openness which must offset the postlnodern slogan 'anything goes' as well as every sort 
of relativism. Indeed, also the master narratives of postlnodernity do not take the other in its 
otherness seriously, assuming it to be simply 'more of the same'. Only when concrete 
particular narratives are considered to be concerned with the otherness which escapes them, 
and are able to discern the happening of this otherness in the concrete other who confronts 
them, will they avoid being submerged by particularism and contextualism. (d) To 
conclude, to the extent that a plurality of narratives and no single narrative determines our 
identity and that of our community, we might even assume that, in our present 
circumstances, many 'small open narratives' give form to our relationship with plurality and 
the other. 

As we have already noted, however, the open narrative as such does not exist. There are 
only particular narratives which must learn the lessons of our recent past. This is also true 
for the Christian narrative. The question arising from the context then reads: can the 
Christian narrative reformulate itself as a consciously particular, and contextually 
embedded way of dealing with plurality and otherness? 

" See, for example, the round table discussions between Muslims and Christians on the occasion of the 'breaking 
of the fast' of Ramadan to which I refer in the introduction. 
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5. Faith in Search of Understanding in Dialogue with the Current Context: a Twofold 
Challenge 

Recontextualisation implies not only (1) engaging in a confrontation with contextual critical 
consciousness but also, and more importantly, (2) searching for a contextually anchored 
understanding of our Christian faith, i.e. developing a theology for today. 

(1) ru we have already noted, dialogue with contextual critical consciousness teaches 
Christians in the first instance that their faith is, culturally speaking, a particular narrative 
among other narratives. As such, the Christian narrative enjoys its own perspective on 
reality (the perception of which is irreducibly determined by this narrative from the outset): 
Jesus, confessed as the Christ, whose story, witnessed to by the apostles, teaches Christians 
that the mystery of reality is called Love. More concretely this means that, structurally 
speaking, Christians in our present day culture are opting for a specific narrative (including 
a community bearing this narrative) which is one among many. Culture as such does no 
longer support this choice as in the past. Even more: dialogue with culture does not lead to 
the construction of a sort of common denominator (a encompassing consensus) but rather to 
the recognition of the specific and unique identity of the Christian faith. This means, among 
other things, that in general faith and life no longer simply overlap: in present-day culture, 
'life' has become a highly pluri-interpretable concept. This also implies that 'God' is only 
to be included in the definition of 'human being' for 'those who believe in God'. Human 
depth-experiences are no longer automatically perceived as Christian experiences of God's 
involvement with humanity. Even for Christians, experiences are often only interpreted in 
terms of the Christian narrative a posteriori, after the facts. If one too easily forgets this, one 
will very likely arrive at a merely human narrative, which in essence has little to do with the 
Christian narrative, because it is nothing more than a duplication of another narrative. 
Basically, it is familiarity with the Christian narrative and integration into the Christian 
community which make Christians Christian. 

The Christian faith, moreover, cannot claim an absolute perspective since this would 
lead, of necessity, to totalitarianism. Contextual plausibility can only be gained when it 
structures itself as an open narrative. This is a narrative which has learned to perceive itself 
as a respectful, particular witness to radical otherness (apparent in the otherness of the 
concrete other) and develops a praxis of the open narrative (implying openness to the other, 
witness to the other, and self- and world-criticism). It is precisely here, in the relation to 
otherness, that truth claims find their anchor: the truth of a narrative then is no longer a 
matter of true propositions, it is perceived according to the quality of its relation to 
otherness. In other words: the truth of the Christian tradition is bound to the authenticity of 
the tradition's stance towards the other. It should be clear, however, that confronting these 
aspects of the contextual critical consciousness has far reaching consequences for the way in 
which narrative and community ought to function. This implies, for example, a Church 
which resolutely rejects, even internally, master narrative patterns, a Church in which 
narrative and community submit to the critique of and constitute a multiform witness to the 
God who, as the irreducible Other has made himself known as Love. This brings us to the 
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second step (to be distinguished, not to be separated) of the recontextualisation process 
which the present contribution has been treating. 

(2) While the critical consciousness of our time might possibly lead us to the borders of 
engaging faith, it cannot, however, take us beyond the leap offaith. The belief that God has 
come close to us in Jesus cannot be rationally determined nor enforced. After all, it remains 
an act of the will, a surrender which, especially in our days, can be accompanied by often 
recurring doubt. This does not mean, however, that faith is a matter of a (fldeistic) leap into 
the irrational. On the contrary: it is precisely in the dialogue with contemporary critical 
consciousness that theologians can discern the patterns and conceptual models which in 
tum, when theologically received, can demonstrate the rationality of the faith. It is at this 
level that the unique character of the Christian narrative can be reflexively clarified for 
contemporary Christians. 

While the fact that the Christian narrative should be an open narrative, can (and should) 
be motivated on contextual grounds, nevertheless this can only be done legitimately on 
theological grounds (i.e. in the narrative's own terms): does the structure of the open 
narrative also enjoy theological validity? Is it conceivable for Christians to understand the 
Christian narrative as witness to the 'other' who as 'event' continually interrupts the 
narrative and challenges us to develop a critical praxis? What place does God have in such a 
scenario? I have endeavoured to make clear elsewhere that the very structure of the open 
narrative offers promising opportunities for formulating a contextual and theologically 
plausible stance with respect to God and the place of Jesus Christ. 

God is then understood as the Other who becomes visible in the concrete other, 
especially in the excluded otherY God becomes impalpably revealed 'as absent presence' 
in the 'graced event' which interrupts our narrative. As the interrupting, open-breaking 
Other, God calls us out of our closed narratives and summons us to conversion, to open up 
our narrative for God's coming. Precisely because God does not have a place in our 
narrative, God becomes the driving force behind the critical praxis of openness, bearing 
witness and engagement which constitute a Christian open narrative. 

In his life, words and deeds, Jesus of Nazareth taught us to recognise this Other God as 
interrupting Love.14 However, it was only the experience of the resurrection - i:e. the 
experience of faith that God has reopened the closed and bloody narrative of Jesus - which 
led the first witnesses to proclaim Jesus as the Christ and to make him the normative 
perspective for their lives. The Christian tradition is, in essence, nothing more than the 
historical development, from context to context, of this perspective on the relationship 
between humanity and God. 

"Cf. Onderbroken traditie, chapter 8 (pp. 115-126). See also my Postmodernism and Negative Theology. The 
Altheologie of the 'open narrative', in Bijdragen. Tijdschrift voor filosofie en theologie 58 (1997) 407-425; 
and Post-Modern Sacramento-Theology: Retelling the Christian Story, in Ephemerides Theologicae 
Lovanienses 74 (1998) 326-343. 
14 Cf. Onderbroken traditie, chapter 7 (pp. 91-114). See also Christus Postmodernus: An Attempt at Apophatic 
Christology, in T. Merrigan e.a. (ed.), The Myriad Christ. Plurality and the Quest for Unity in Contemporary 
Christology (BETL, 152), Leuven, 2000, 577-593. 

Bulletin eT 12 (2001) 258-270 



270 Katholisch in Europa 

All this prevents us from identifying the accentuation of the faith option on the one hand, 
and the particular character of the Christian narrative on the other with traditionalistic 
trends. On the contrary, these accents imply a dynamic concept of tradition which succeeds 
in handing down Christian faith in a recontextualised way, held up against the praxis of the 
open narrative of which it is the concrete fonn. 

The past has seen a variety of methods for rationally clarifying God and God's 
involvement with humanity. In a context in which belief in God is no longer evident as such, 
the conceptualisation of God as the Other, as the One who always escapes and only comes 
to us as unmasterable interruption, offers a conceptual structure which can help us come to 
terms with our actual condition. The fact that God does not have a 'place' in the Christian 
narrative but can only be evoked in God's ungraspability, prevents us from falling anew into 
the trap oftotalitarianism. At the same time, however, Christians today are also postmodern 
people, participants in a culture in which God's role has been played out and in which 
profoundly human or religious experiences no longer refer us directly and automatically to 
the God of Jesus Christ. If it were not for the fact that we possess the transmitted witness of 
God's engagement in the history of the world and of humanity, together with the 
communities which have made this witness contextually their own, then this God would be 
truly inaccessible. Every context provides both opportunities and dangers for a 
recontextualisation of Christian faith; this is also the case in our so-called postmodern 
context. 

Prof. Dr. Lieven Boeve ist Professor fur Fundamentaltheologie und Dogmatik an der 
Katholieke Universiteit Leuven. 
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WARUM DAS LEHRAMT UND DIE THEOLOGIE DAS DBRIGE YOLK GOTTES 
BRAUCHEN, WOLLEN SIE KREATIY WERDEN 

Rainer Bucher, Graz 

O.Tbema 

Dieser Beitrag will einen Hinweis auf Genese, Struktur und Konsequenzen eines eigentlich 
recht einfachen, aber eben doch ausgesprochen konsequenzenreichen, wenn nicht gm 
revolutionliren Umstandes im Yerhaltnis von Lehramt und Theologie geben. Er laute1 
schlicht: Theologie und Lehramt - sie sind nicht mehr allein. 

Natilrlich waren sie das im strengen Sinne nie, gab es irnmer neben Theologie und 
Lehramt in Sachen Kreativitat des Glaubenswissens noch das fibrige Yolk Gottes, gab es 
etwa die Eigendynmniken der YolksfrOmmigkeit oder die Interventionsflihigkeit des 
politischen Systems von den religions- und theologiepolitischen Interessen der spatantiken 
Kaiser bis zu jenen Napoleons oder Bismarcks. 

Aber dennoch galt: In der Definition dessen, was Theologie ist, worin ihre Gegenwart 
und Zukunft, also ihre Kreativitat bestfinde, waren Theologie und Lehramt mehr oder 
weniger unter sich. Die Kreativitlit der Theologie entschied sich weitgehend im 
Binnenverhliltnis von wissenschaftlichem und apostolischem magisterium. 

Doch mit diesem Duo-pol ist es vorbei. Seit einiger Zeit jedenfalls gilt: Die Beziehungen 
von Lehramt und wissenschaftlicher Theologie sind nicht mehr zweipolig, sondern Teil eines 
mehrpoligen Kommunikations-, Rezeptions- und Kreativitlitsgeflechts. Oder noch einmal 
anders und theologisch gefullter gesagt: Die Volk-Gottes-Realitiit beider, Theologie wie 
Lehramt, hat sie nunmehr auch empirisch eingeholt. Wie gesagt: Es gibt Indizien, dass sie 
beide gerade erst dabei sind, das zu realisieren. 

Worin ist die jetzige Situation zwischen Lehramt und Theologie wirklich neu, wie wares 
vorher, worin besteht dann die Herausforderung fur Theologie wie Lehramt und was konnte 
es bedeuten, beide als Funktionen des Yolkes Gottes in neuer Lage zu begreifen? 

I. Genese 

Theologie und Lehramt sind herausragende, aber nicht die heiden einzigen Akteure im 
zentralen, existenzlegitimierenden Aufgabenprogrmnm der Kirche, den Glauben an den Gott 
Jesu in Wort und Tat darzustellen. Das gilt zum einen sehr grundsatzlich und wird dann in 
den Begriffen sensus fidei, sensus :fidelium oder consensus :fidelium reflektiert.1 

Das gilt aber eben neuerdings auch historisch, ist seither kirchengeschichtlich erhebbar 
und betrifft die Pastoraltheologie unmittelbar. Denn die Handlungen und Erfahrungen der 

1 Vgl. dazu: D. Wiederkehr (Hrsg.), Der Glaubenssinn des Gottesvolkes- Konkurrent oder Partner des Lehrarntes?, 
Freiburg!Br.-Basel-Wien 1994 (QD 151). 
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