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“I am the way, the truth and the life: nobody comes to the Father, but by
me” (Jn 14:6). These words of Jesus Christ are well fit to qualify the self-
perception many Christian Churches have developed. The truth which is
handed down in the Church cannot be easily disposed of, because for Chris-
tians truth and salvation, Christ and eternal living, are intrinsically related
to each other. In Christianity the claim to universal truth is irreducibly
bound to the offer of salvation to all. In this paper I would like to reflect
upon the topic of religious truth and universality, and this from the per-
spective of the discovery of the very particularity of our religious tradi-
tions—a discovery, very much influenced by the heightened sensitivity for
(religious) plurality. My method will be both philosophical and fundamen-
tal-theological, however ultimately with an explicit theological finality.

I. The Discovery of Particularity as a Challenge for Theology

From the onset of modernity, a whole range of factors have contributed
to a growing doubt about the unquestioned bond between religious truth
and universality. These include the emergence of the sciences, the reli-
gious wars, the Enlightenment turn to the subject as regards the acquisi-
tion of knowledge and ethical-political praxis, and the critique developed
by the so-called ‘masters of suspicion.’ Indeed, religion (and tradition) has
been criticized and resisted precisely because of its attachment to such
universalist ‘pretensions’ which are regarded as the source of ignorance,
irrationality, subservience, oppression and alienation. Only human reason,
it was argued, can claim universality, and with it, objectivity, communi-
cability and intelligibility. Only a praxis directed by reason allows for
the emergence of freedom, liberation, and emancipation. All of these
terms then function as synonyms or substitutes for ‘salvation.’

In response to this critique, a number of thinkers (for example, Locke,
Kant, and Hegel) sought to ‘redeem’ religion by limiting its scope on the
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“The Sacramental Interruption of Rituals of Life,” Heythorp Journal, publication forth-
coming. See also H. Geybels, “Algemeen menselijk of eigen christelijk? Rituelen en de
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basis of reason, either by demonstrating the fundamental rationality of
religious traditions, or by seeking to root religious truth in reason.
Catholic theologians, too, engaged in this process. Nineteenth-century
apologists, for instance, made use of scientific schemes in an attempt to
demonstrate the truth of Christianity. Just as natural science appealed to
experience (on the basis of experimentation) to support its claims, so too
theology made an appeal to visible phenomena. Some of these were
supernatural in character (e.g. miracles), but others were not (e.g. the sur-
vival and the expansion of the Church). In any case, theology adopted
some strands from the methods of the prevailing sciences. After 1950, the-
ologians distinguished the truth of religious tradition from the truth pro-
vided by the natural sciences, but they continued seeking to confirm (or
ground) that truth, in an appeal to either anthropology (Rahner), or
Hegelian metaphysics (Küng), or the dynamics of modern emancipatory
movements (Metz, Schillebeeckx, Peukert). The truth of Christian tradi-
tion was demonstrated thus by relying on universal schemes developed
from and legitimated by human rationality.1

It would appear that each of these attempts was inspired by a con-
cern to come to terms with the growing realization of the particularity
of the religious tradition. It was feared that this particularity would
undermine Christianity’s claim to represent salvific and universal truth.
Or at least there was a concern for its compatibility with modern per-
spectives on the nature of truth or the necessary conditions for the
achievement of salvation or human liberation. Within such a view of
things, one holds to the claim that the particularity of Christianity can
at least be construed as ‘mediated universality.’2 Whether one adjusts
Christianity to modernity, or modernity to Christianity, Christian truth
is still linked to universality. Ultimately, then, neither the historicity, nor
the particularity, nor the contingency of Christianity impedes its claim
to objectivity, intelligibility and communicability—i.e. its claim to pos-
sess all the features characteristic of pre-modern and modern concep-
tions of truth.
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3 See J.-F. Lyotard, La condition postmoderne: Rapport sur le savoir (Paris: Minuit,
1979); idem, Le différend (Paris: Minuit, 1983); idem, Le postmoderne expliqué aux
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It would appear that the epistemological rediscovery of the particular
(often radicalized because of the acknowledgement of plurality) consti-
tutes the distinction between the contemporary quest for truth, and the
quests of pre-modernity and modernity. In the pre-modern worldview, the
particular was the place where the universal made itself known; in the
modern worldview, the particular was the place where the universal
achieved its fullest realization. In both cases, particularity was immediately
linked to universality, or at least conceived of in terms of universality.

The so-called postmodern critique (e.g. by Lyotard3) involved an
assault on every position which made any exclusive claim to universal-
ity. Truth is fragmented, the radical particularity and contingency of
human cultures and traditions is unmasked. What remains is a plurality
of particular, contingent traditions (whether pre-modern or modern), none
of which can lay any exclusive claim to truth.

In view of the rediscovery of particularity, it seems fair to say that the
structure prevailing in the pre-modern and modern perspectives of truth
has been inverted. Now the issue is whether, and how, universality can
be linked to the particular. The quest for ‘truth,’ especially the ‘truth’
about human existence, is characterized by renewed attention to particu-
larity, that is to say, to the role played by the concrete context, by his-
toricity and contingency in the conception of what truth is, and how one
proceeds to determine it.

It is clear that this line of thinking can (and does) give rise to both rel-
ativism and fundamentalism. There are those who argue that this posi-
tion—i.e. the acceptance of an irreducible plurality of particular narratives
and traditions—inevitably leads to relativism and subjectivism, and that
it offers no real perspective on reality. The loss of truth means the loss
of all hope of salvation (though some would claim to see in the post-
modern aesthete with his or her characteristic irony and penchant for self-
display the enlightened man or woman of the future). By way of a polem-
ical response to such relativism, others persist to identify their narrative
or tradition with the truth, and in so doing they bracket or fail to see the
particularity and contingency of their own views. The fruit of such a view
is the variety of religious and nationalistic revivals which occasionally
veer into fundamentalism, integralism and extreme nationalism. Here,
absolute truth and salvation are joined together.
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Both reactions, relativism and fundamentalism, betray a suspicion that
if the universal claims of the modern ‘grand narratives’ are abandoned,
there remain only particular and contingent traditions. It would seem that,
for some, the realization that one’s own tradition is particular, immedi-
ately leads to the denial of every truth claim. The one claiming truth then
would necessarily execute a dogmatic or fundamentalist hardening of
one’s own tradition—in most cases in order to protect it from relativist
destruction. This would imply an ‘absolutization of particularity’ instead
of its ‘universalization.’ Whereas, in the modern period, truth presup-
posed the universalization of particularity, in postmodernity the claim to
truth seems to imply the absolutization of contingent particularity.4

Against this background, the following questions may arise: what then
is religious truth about? What is its relation to the particularity of the tra-
ditions in which it is embedded? Or is the category of ‘truth’ no longer
really adequate to deal with religion in the contemporary context?

For me this question immediately has theological relevance: how to
think theological truth, how to think truth theologically? It is at this point
that theology is assisted by its ancilla of old: philosophy. Methodolo-
gically, philosophy serves theology both in situating the Christian faith
with regard to the (critical) reflexive consciousness prevailing in the con-
text in and from which one theologizes. At the same time philosophy
assists theology also to express theologically what is professed in faith.
Of course, philosophy and theology are discourses in their own right, and
the latter should not be thought of as either reducible to, or dominated by
the former. Theology, however, cannot simply dismiss philosophy—and
this for reasons proper to theological methodology: because in the on-
going theological reflection, as in Christian tradition in general, there is
a process of recontextualization at work. When contexts shift, theology,
because of its inherently contextual footing, is challenged time and again
to re-engage in its dialogue with contemporary critical consciousness,
which often takes shape in the philosophy of the time. For theological
plausibility is always also contextual plausibility. From its beginnings,
theology has adopted philosophical categories and conceptual frames to
structure its own dialogue. These have entered the theological discourse,
not to be baptized as crypto-theology, but to assist in constructing a the-
ology which was reflexively plausible for Christians living in those days.
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Once integrated into a theological discourse, these categories and frames
have become irreducibly theological, fitting within the rules of a dis-
course meant to be ‘fides quaerens intellectum.’ When contexts change,
however, theology is pressed to reconsider its relation to the context. That
is the reason why in our time of postmodern criticism of grand narra-
tives, of too-absolute and all-encompassing truth claims, theology needs
to recontextualize. This implies not only (1) engaging in a confrontation
with contextual critical consciousness (self-criticism) but also, and more
importantly, (2) searching for a contextually anchored understanding of
our Christian faith and its appeal to truth. In both, philosophy’s assis-
tance is both necessary and welcome.

II. Particularity and Thinking Truth in the Postmodern Context

The challenge of the renewed sensibility for particularity in matters of
conceptualizing and determining truth has engaged a lot of thinkers.
In what follows, I will sketch some positions taken in this regard, and
briefly evaluate them from a fundamental-theological perspective. Sub-
sequently I invoke some insights of Herman De Dijn, Richard Rorty,
Jacques Derrida, Jürgen Habermas and Radical Orthodoxy respectively
with regard to truth and particularity.

A.

For the Flemish philosopher, Herman De Dijn, who is very much influ-
enced by Wittgensteinian thinking, religion is not in the first instance
about truth.5 The latter category belongs to the cognitive-scientific realm,
which has very little to do with the realm of giving meaning to life (as is
done in religion). Living life as a meaningful whole is not about under-
standing true, legitimately founded, propositions. On the contrary, it is
about being immersed in a particular and contingent tradition, shared in
a particular community, and containing a complex of values, attitudes,
stories, habits and rituals which are immediately meaningful. Meaning is
not about universal and objectifiable truth, but about ‘truth-to-live-by,’
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unassailable and unmasterable, to be embraced in respect, loyalty, dedi-
cation and devotion. Meaning-giving and thus also religion, in the first
place has to do with a very particular praxis, and not with a complex of
teachings, theoretical insights, a world view, the latter always remaining
secondary to the former.

With regard to my question: for De Dijn religious truth is located in
the very particularity of a lived tradition, and has nothing to do with the
universalizing of insights stemming from that tradition. Religious truth on
the one hand, and particularity on the other, appear to be co-extensive.

Viewed from a theological-epistemological perspective of ‘recontextu-
alization,’ it would seem that De Dijn’s particularism results in a kind of
post-metaphysical traditionalism, in which the room for reflection, critical
assessment and conscious tradition development is very limited. It remains
even a question whether in such a view there is a place for theology, under-
stood as faith seeking understanding, as recontextualization, as a hermeneu-
tics of faith praxis and tradition in relation to the contemporary context.

B.

The same link between truth and particularity can be found in the neo-
pragmatist views of Richard Rorty, the outcome however being completely
different.6 To start with, Rorty relativizes the distinction between the cog-
nitive realm and the realm of meaning-giving, and thus the distinction
between objective, communicable, universally valid truth, and the ‘truth-
to-live-by’ enclosed in the particular tradition shared in a given commu-
nity. For Rorty the legitimation of all truth is not bound to ‘verification’
but to social practice, to conversation, to intersubjectivity. Truth is what
a particular community, by the standards prevailing in this community,
holds as true. Not ‘objectivity’ but ‘solidarity’ is the hallmark of truth.

Other than in De Dijn, the insight in the particularity and contingency
of truth, including De Dijn’s ‘truth-to-live-by,’ does not lead Rorty to a
traditionalist stance. On the contrary, it gives rise to a conception of iden-
tity formation in terms of the continuous auto-constitutive redescription
of the individual and collective self. This endeavor involves a creative
and selective reworking of traditions and the newness with which these
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7 See in particular Jacques Derrida, “Comment ne pas parler: Dénégations,” in Psy-
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are confronted. It gives raise to a variety of new ‘end-vocabularies’ and
narratives.

In Rorty’s view religious truth has no special status. For him, such a
claim would undo the discovery of the particularity and contingency of
our ‘end-vocabularies’ or narratives and both obfuscate and hinder our
attempts at creative self-constitution. In my opinion it is a question
whether these two critical observations do follow from all conceptions of
religious truth. That said, it remains true that from a theological per-
spective, it is difficult to maintain that tradition is merely material for an
auto-constitutive redescription, or that its truth is only bound to inter-
subjective recognition. Put differently, when one would want to take seri-
ously the irreducible particularity and contingency of a religious tradition
and its truth claim, does this automatically and immediately preclude any
possible reference to transcendence, be it divine or not?

C.

It seems that Jacques Derrida, especially in his more recent work on reli-
gion opposes this. In his reflections on negative theology7 he has
attempted to show the difference between the latter and his own theory
of deconstruction, claiming that ‘the prayer’ and ‘the praise’ as practiced
in negative theology stand between both. In this regard, he has developed
the concept of the ‘khora,’ in a re-reading of Plato’s Timaeus, stressing
its radically a-human and a-theological character. For Derrida, ‘khora’
points to a differential structure which both precedes and underlies neg-
ative theology. In his reflection on religion on the Isle of Capri,8 he devel-
oped a second—messianic—structure. Both structures, ‘khora’ and the
messianic, would seem to be the patterns preceding, enabling and under-
lying the existing particular religions, while at the same time always
exceeding them.

Deconstruction has made apparent the always already particular posi-
tion of all the theories and narratives we hold as true. In deconstructing
truth claims it has attempted to show that when languages are spoken, nar-
ratives told, and propositions claimed as true, one has already taken a
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9 J. Caputo, “Shedding Tears Beyond Being: Derrida’s Experience of Prayer,” in
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M. Olivetti, Biblioteca dell' “Archivio di Filosofia”, 59 (Rome: CEDAM, 2002) 443-459.

position; one has already made the passage to language, thus to particu-
larity. But at the same time, one could have the impression that Derrida
does more than this. Seemingly analogous to Heidegger, who in Phänom-
enologie und Theologie distinguishes between philosophy showing the
ontological structure and theology relating to it as an ontic discourse,
Derrida seems to point to structures of revealability (Offenbarkeit) which
would be filled in or qualified by particular revelations (Offenbarung).
From there it seems only a small step to identify the philosophical struc-
ture underlying particular religions with the rationale at work in religious
truth, something which would seem to be done more than once by often
American Derridaïsts. At least somebody like John Caputo would appear
to relativize the particularity of the Christian tradition in order to pin-
point within it a structure of revealability which itself becomes the touch-
stone for a kind of post-Christian non-indifferent agnostic spirituality.
Praying to an unknown God becomes then identified with praying, not
knowing whether there is a God hearing the prayer. This would then be
‘pure prayer’ featuring within a ‘religion without religion.’9

From the perspective of our reflection on ‘religious truth,’ it would
appear that the ambiguity in Derrida, which Derrida would willingly
acknowledge, not only points to the irreducible particular character of
our truth claims, but at the same time offers opportunities, at least for
some, to formulate new and seemingly more sophisticated truth claims
transcending particularity (something contested by most often continen-
tal receptors such as Hent de Vries).10

De Dijn and Rorty as well as Derrida have pointed to the irreducible
particularity of our truth claims (for De Dijn only in the realm of mean-
ing giving). But, at least in some of the receptions of Derrida’s ideas,
truth becomes again linked to universality. Whereas Derrida would show
us that all our truth claims are already posited, enabled and limited by the
differential structuring of language, some seem to develop this insight of
différance as a new starting point for a truth claim which would escape
this being posited—in casu for Caputo leading to a giving up of the very
particularity of Christianity as regards its truth value.
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D.

At least structurally speaking this move is similar to Jürgen Habermas’
theory of communicative action.11 The truth claims of particularity have to
be put to the test of intersubjective argumentation. Only those propositions
are true which result from the consensus-oriented, ‘herrschaftsfreie Kom-
munikation.’ Consequently, particularity is not irreducible but gives access
to universal truth, when made reflexive and argumentative in the commu-
nicative praxis. Although a lot of theologians have been charmed by Haber-
mas’ theory, Habermas himself has correctly pointed out that a consequent
use of it will abolish the particular character of Christian faith and tradi-
tion, and thus its specificity.12 For the appeal to revelation, because of its
inherent asymmetrical structure including an irreducible heteronomous
moment, can never be taken as an argumentative position in the praxis of
‘herrschaftsfreie Kommunikation.’ Specific theological truth claims do not
hold outside the particularity of the Christian religious discourse.

E.

Would the procedure of Radical Orthodoxy, the movement inspired by
John Milbank, offer a solution in these?13 Rather than substantiating the
Christian truth claim in front of the court of modern and postmodern rea-
son, this group of philosophical theologians denounces the legitimacy of
these courts. They welcome postmodern thinking only insofar as it makes
apparent the devastation caused by secular modernity, resulting in anxi-
ety, because of its lack of values and meaning. In the introduction to the
collection Radical Orthodoxy, it is stated that “the nihilistic drift of post-
modernism (which nonetheless has roots in the outset of modernity) [pro-
vide us with] a supreme opportunity… to reclaim the world by situating
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its concerns and activities within a theological framework.” “What
emerges is a contemporary theological project made possible by the self-
conscious superficiality of today’s secularism.” It gives up the project of
modern correlation theologies which seek—as it were—an internal link
with “universal accounts of immanent value.” It criticizes as well a (post-
modern) theological “baptism of nihilism in the name of misconstrued
‘negative theologies.’ Instead, in the face of the secular demise of truth,
it seeks to reconfigure theological truth.”14 Hereto it proposes a return to
Augustinianism, a Christian framework of conceptuality, in which the
modern aporias, brought to the fore by postmodern nihilism, are resolved.
The central key in this regard is the category of ‘participation.’ The finite
only preserves its own integrity—in fact even its worldliness—when it
participates in its infinite eternal source, whereas in modern epistemol-
ogy and postmodern nihilism the integrity of the finite ultimately dis-
solves. In their own words: “the theological perspective of participation
saves the appearances by exceeding them.”15 Truth, one could say, finds
in a radical orthodox perspective its epistemological pre-conditions in the
Christian vera philosophia.

It would be worth asking, however, whether one could not read the
broadening of the scope of phenomenology in what has been called ‘the
theological turn of French phenomenology,’ along the same lines—albeit
with a different outcome. By this I mean the insertion of philosophy in a
theological configuration as the criterion for good philosophy.16 Jean-Luc
Marion,17 as well as Jean-Yves Lacoste,18 analyze Heidegger’s phenom-
enological account of the world as closure. The world constitutes a hori-
zon of meaning without God. The logic of the gift (Marion) and of the
liturgical attitude (Lacoste), however, break open such a closed horizon
and reveal its posteriority. The world, beings and Being, is already given
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(Marion); its closure is radically opened up from the encounter with the
Absolute (Lacoste).

Whereas for Habermas the particularity of Christianity has to be laid
off—i.e. reflexively purified, and thus argumentatively universalized—to
enter the realm of truth, Milbank and his associates will oppose particu-
larizing the Christian truth, itself conceived of in a participationist neo-
Augustinianist theo-ontology. A lot of criticisms, from philosophers as
well as from theologians, have been ventured with regard to Radical
Orthodoxy’s proceedings. It not only practices an extremely one-sided
reading of Western intellectual history, especially of modernity and post-
modernity, but it likewise, in an a-historical and a-hermeneutic retrieval
of Christian tradition, reduces Christian faith and faith reflection to neo-
Augustinianism, which then is profiled as the theology for today.

To conclude: De Dijn and Rorty desire to respect fully the particular and
contingent character of traditions that accord meaning. Habermas and
Milbank also take this starting point but nonetheless deem it necessary to
ensure the truth contents of traditions in that which rises above that par-
ticularity and contingency. Milbank pushes a neo-Augustinianist theo-
ontology of participation. Habermas appeals to the criterion of intersub-
jectivity and immediately links this to a universal validity. For Rorty, on
the contrary, the intersubjective recognition of insights and attitudes does
not neutralize its contingent particularity. De Dijn, on his part, distin-
guishes the truth of the cognitive-scientific domain of knowledge, char-
acterized by demonstrable universality, and the ‘truth-to-live-by’ that can-
not be explicited and is always incarnate in concrete praxis. This
‘truth-to-live-by’ is proper to the domain of meaning-giving, and is nec-
essarily particular and contingent. A different demarcation line distin-
guishes Rorty and Habermas from De Dijn and Milbank: in contrast to
the modern Habermas, and to Rorty who seems to take a leap forward,
De Dijn and Milbank choose to return, in a ‘post’-modern way, to the
Christian tradition as a normative foundation for life and society. Milbank
does so by departicularizing this tradition. In the end it would seem that
only De Dijn has somewhat done justice to linking religious truth and
particularity, but he has done so at the high price of a traditionalism which
can no longer reflexively account for its truth claim.

Finally, in my sketch of Derrida’s position, I have pointed to its ambi-
guity, which is seemingly too easily done away with by some of his fol-
lowers. This ambiguity has to do with the fact that Derrida as well, when
evoking the differential structure of language, enters into language, and
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thus posits himself. His discourse then, being a discourse itself, seems an
attempt to bear witness to that which precedes, enables and exceeds this
discourse but cannot be spoken about without a discourse; indeed: ‘com-
ment ne pas parler.’ The truth engaged within this discourse may well be
intrinsically bound to its relation to that what it attempts to evoke, with-
out being able to escape language. This would imply that truth resides in
the particularity of his discourse inasmuch this particularity is able to
evoke this relationship.

In the following, I would like to develop a similar line of thought, but
from a slightly different starting point: i.e. from the standpoint of the
question raised by our current situation of plurality with regard to the
nature of truth, more specifically from the standpoint of the confrontation
with the truth of the other. The narrative (or the plurality of narratives)
of the other does not so much as make me give up the truth claim of my
own narrative, but points to the deficit in my truth, a deficit that cannot
be supplemented considering the inevitably particular and contingent
character of my narrative. It is owing to this that the truth is finally no
longer a matter of true content, but rather of our way to relate to this
deficit so much so that it precisely opens up the order of truth.

III. The Particularity of Christian Truth: Some Indications for a
Contemporary Theological Reflection on Truth

The renewed attention to the particular in matters of truth (including reli-
gious truth) has far-reaching consequences for theological epistemology.
There is a growing recognition that truth emerges not in spite of, but in
view of, the particular and the contingent. Theological truth is not sim-
ply disclosed in, but actually constituted by, particularity. Theological
truth, in theological terms, is radically incarnational.

What all of this means is that the theology of tradition (its development
and its hermeneutics) needs to be radically reconceived of as ‘recontex-
tualization.’ From a theological perspective, the transcendent is always
mediated in, and through, the concrete and the historical. Transcendence
cannot simply be equated with its historical particular mediation, but nei-
ther can it be ‘thought’ apart from it. This perspective provides a
hermeneutical key for a re-reading of the history of the determination of
theological truth, as well as a basic ‘intuition,’ so to speak, for a con-
temporary theological epistemology. In fact, the crises with regard to ‘tra-
dition,’ i.e., shifts in focus, attempts at reformulation, and so on, which
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have accompanied contextual changes (including the way in which truth
is understood), are best described as ‘ruptures’ or ‘interruptions’ in past
and present which, paradoxically enough, can also allow theological truth
to become manifest. It is precisely in the particular and the contingent that
something is ‘revealed’ which cannot be (or could not have been) con-
ceived of without the particular, but which is not reducible to it.

When the history of the search for theological truth is approached in
terms of the paradigm of recontextualization, it becomes clear that the-
ologians have always sought to define the truth of the Christian tradition
in terms borrowed from the prevailing context, whether they agreed with
the categories employed by that context or not.19 Concretely this means
that there is an urgent need for theological research into the question of
how (and whether) the relation between truth and particular traditions can
be justified in our day. Is it still possible to speak of truth? Is it possible
to conceive of truth without immediately thinking in terms of universal-
ity or of universalization? For those who stand within a particular reli-
gious tradition, another question makes its presence felt, namely: Is it
possible to conceive of truth without that truth being regarded as
absolute? Is it not the case that the truth claim propounded by a particu-
lar tradition necessarily extends beyond that tradition?

It is at this juncture that I will introduce an attempt to philosophically
think truth from the encounter with the other. The encounter with the nar-
rative told by the ‘other’ does not necessitate the abandonment of one’s
own narrative. Rather, it indicates a ‘deficit,’ so to speak, in that narra-
tive, a deficit which, in view of the inevitably particular and contingent
character of one’s own narrative, cannot be compensated. The other and
his or her claims to truth are not immediately a threat to my truth—as if
the deficit could be, and must be, compensated. Instead, the claims of the
other indicate the deficit in every truth.20 In other words, there is revealed,
in the midst of plurality, a fundamental heterogeneity, in so far as every
position that goes to make up the plurality is an expression of a deficit



194 BOEVE

21 Cf. L. Boeve, “Critical Consciousness in the Postmodern Condition: A New Oppor-
tunity for Theology?,” Philosophy and Theology 10 (1997): 449-468.

22 Cf. L. Boeve, “Postmodernism and Negative Theology: The A/theology of the ‘Open
Narrative,’” Bijdragen: Tijdschrift voor filosofie en theologie 58 (1997): 407-425.

in the order of truth. The consciousness of this deficit, and the attitude it
necessitates, enables one to respect both one’s own truth and that of the
other. I would describe this attitude towards the deficit as an openness to
otherness, to what cannot be contained in one’s own narrative, that what
constitutes the boundary of our narrative as well as its challenges.21 It is
when one recognizes one’s relationship to what cannot be contained in
one’s own narrative, and when one allows oneself to be touched by it
and to bear witness to it, that one’s own narrative qualifies both as par-
ticular, and as speech evoking the truth. Herein lies the difference with
pre-modern or modern narratives. The latter all too often sought to sub-
due or exclude otherness, and in so doing, make truth (once again) a mat-
ter of ‘true content.’ Traditions, including religious traditions, can no
longer function in the fashion of closed, hegemonic ‘true’ narratives in
which truth is merely a matter of true content. Their future lies in their
ability to function as ‘open narratives,’ narratives which are oriented to
what is ‘other’ than their narrative. This does not imply the relativization
of the truth of one’s own narrative, as one narrative among many others.
What it does mean is that the ‘truth-content’ of one’s own narrative are
qualified in view of the relationship to the inevitable deficit, the other-
ness that can never be appropriated, but which is, precisely in its other-
ness, constitutive of one’s narrative.

This approach to truth may be very useful for theology to reconceptu-
alize the category of theological truth. And this not only with regard to the
issue of interreligious dialogue, but as well at a more fundamental level,
namely, with regard to the ‘truth content’ of Christian tradition as such. The
object of the Christian discourse is, after all, to speak about the One who
cannot be contained in words and which, as apophatic theology teaches
us,22 remains beyond words even when it is (inevitably) spoken about. The
postmodern understanding of truth I brought forward displays a similar
structure. The deficit in the truth of the Christian tradition, its conscious-
ness of its particular and contingent character, are not, from a theological
perspective, indicators of its untruth, but rather constitutive of that truth,
to the degree that Christian truth relates itself to, i.e. remains open to, and
speaks about, the One, the Other who is ultimately beyond all words. When
it is viewed in this fashion, the theologian is able to appropriate a post-
modern understanding of truth in order to reconceptualize, recontextualize,
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the relationship between God and humanity.23 God as Truth, the true God,
would then be conceived of from the perspective of the postmodern ‘truth
about the truth.’ Every word about this Truth is, by definition, colored by
a deficit in its truth, and it is this very deficit which allows it to exist.

Obviously this does not mean that God would have to be identified
with what in philosophical terms is coined as the deficit. The reappro-
priation happens inversely: it is the conceptuality of the deficit in our
narratives—for Christians in the Christian narrative—which is used to
clarify a theological distinction, i.e. the theological distinction between
Creator and creation, the transcendence of God vis-à-vis human partic-
ularity and historicity. It is this very distinction which in the end teaches
Christians that, what philosophically speaking is a deficit, theologically
speaking testifies to this Christian distinction: the particularity of cre-
ation can bear witness to its Creator, but cannot grasp God nor be iden-
tified to God. In as much as the encounter with the concrete other reveals
this to believers, it is this very otherness of the concrete other which
reveals God as the Other of our narrative, both as its boundary and its
condition, both as its limit and its challenge. Theological truth then is not
a matter of true content but of a bearing witness through our very par-
ticularity to the God who, although referred to in our narratives, can
never be reduced to it.24




