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In response to the religious other 
Levinas, interreligious dialogue and the otherness of the other 

Marianne Moyaert (F.W.O.-Vlaanderen) 
 
Our age is characterised by a growing interest in religious plurality. Several reasons can 
account for this. There is the increasing knowledge of other religious traditions and 
particularly the vivid contact with people belonging to other religions and cultures1. The 
religious other is no longer an abstract figure, but shows himself in all his concreteness as a 
neighbour, a colleague, a friend, a partner, etc. The consequence is that “more and more 
Christians, along with peoples of other faiths and ideologies, are experiencing religious 
pluralism in a new way – that is they are feeling not only the reality of so many other religious 
paths, but also their vitality, their influence in our modern world, their depths, beauty and 
attractiveness”2.  
  Most people claim to be positively prejudiced towards religious and cultural diversity. 
The reason for this is probably that it is politically and culturally correct to value religious 
plurality as a unique opportunity for enrichment. In this perspective, it does not come as a 
surprise that pleas for interreligious dialogue and cooperation, whether they are socio-
political, philosophical or theological, happen in rapid succession. A thereby constantly 
reoccurring assumption is that the basic condition for interreligious dialogue is openness for 
the otherness of the other3.  
  The religious other reports himself with a normative pretension. He claims to have a 
right to our attention. Or to put it differently, he makes an appeal, thereby putting us in 
response4. Recognition hence becomes a matter of responsibility. For indeed, it seems that 
one should not only tolerate the other, but also respect and learn from him, without reducing 
him to a mere duplicate of ourselves. The other deserves our attention, interest and 
appreciation. To not take such an interest in the religious other equates to injustice and 
amounts to a form of irresponsibility. Thus, openness for the religious other seems to have 
something to do with ethics5, hence, the often-made analogy between openness and 
hospitality6. Just as we should be hospitable for the stranger looking for shelter, we should 
treat the religious other who is looking for recognition and appreciation for his particular 
differences with hospitality. The appropriate attitude towards the religious other is not that of 

                                                 
1 W.C. PLACHER, What About Them?, in W.C. PLACHER (ed.), Essentials of Christian Theology, Louisville, 
Westminster John Knox Press, 2003, p. 298. 
2 P.J. GRIFFITHS, Problems of Religious Diversity (Exploring the Philosophy of Religion, 1), Malden, Blackwell, 
2001, p. 78. 
3 C. GEFFRE, De Babel à Pentecôte. Essais de théologie interreligieuse (Cogitation Fidei, 247), Paris, Cerf, 2006, 
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passive tolerance, which far too often degenerates into indifference7, but rather that of an 
active concern8. 
 

In the encounter the face of the other makes an appeal to me. The 
other asks for my reaction and reflection. And this is the basis for 
movement and change. The other helps us to transcend our limited 
and rusted cultural and religious patterns. The other challenges us 
to broaden our horizon. Because of this the other becomes a 
mirror enabling us to leave the confinements of our world and to 
free ourselves from the power of naturalness9. 

 
The above phrases call forth reminiscences of Levinas, who is known for his ethics of the 
other10. It is furthermore not unusual that Levinas is called upon as the pre-eminent 
philosopher for, promoting the appropriate attitude towards religious plurality, understood as 
“a posture that valorises otherness and nurtures and sustains religious difference”11. It seems, 
at least at first glance, that Levinas’ philosophy indeed dovetails with the post-modern 
preoccupation with difference12. Is it not Levinas who beckons us to recognize the otherness 
of the other? Is it not Levinas who is warning us not to reduce the other to the same? Is not 
Levinas the philosopher of dialogue par excellence13? Levinas calls upon us to be hospitable 
to the stranger, so why not also to the religious other? 
  This contribution reflects on the relation between Levinas’ ethics and interreligious 
dialogue. The question I take up is whether one can actually conceive Levinas’ reflections on 
alterity as an argument for openness in the context of interreligious dialogue. Do we not 
wrong Levinas’ ethics by immediately applying it to interreligious dialogue? Is the same 
otherness at stake, the same responsibility? This contribution argues that this is not the case, 
by showing that in the discourse on interreligious differences on the one hand and Levinas’ 
reflections on alterity on the other, two different forms of otherness are at stake. To not see 
this, is to miss the point of Levinas’ ethics.  
  I structure my argument in five steps. (1) First, I expound some of the basic premises 
of Levinas’ thinking. I extend my attention especially to the crucial distinction Levinas makes 
between alterity (face) and difference (form). This distinction forms the foundation for the 
subsequent line of reasoning. (2) Next, I analyse two current approaches of religious plurality, 
each offering an original interpretation of what it means to be open for the (religious) other. 
Respectively, I touch upon the pluralistic and the particularistic approach of religious 
plurality. Whereas pluralism understands openness for the religious other in terms of 
reciprocity, complementarity and mutual enrichment, particularism focuses on openness as 
the recognition of the irreducible and even incommensurable uniqueness of each particular 
religion. Though both approaches set themselves up to be the true treasurers of ‘openness’, 
Levinas would criticize both for not taking the ‘otherness of the other’ seriously enough. 
Levinas’ ethics resonate equally faintly with pluralism as with particularism. The reason for 

                                                 
7 C. KUKATHAS, Liberalism and Multiculturalism: The Politics of Indifference, in Political Theory 26 (1998) nr. 
5, p. 686-699; M. TEN HOOVEN, De lege Tolerantie. Over vrijheid en vrijblijvendheid in Nederland, Amsterdam, 
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8 S. STEVAERT (ed.), Ander geloof: naar een actief pluralisme in Vlaanderen, Leuven,  Davidsfonds, 2005. 
9 http://www.vluchtelingenwerk.nl/895-Lezing_Halleh_Ghorashi_over_het_belang_van_ontmoeting.html.  
10 M.F. BENDLE, The Postmetaphysics of Religious Difference, in Pacifica 11 (1998) nr. 1, p. 18.  
11 Ibid., p. 16. 
12 For an analysis of the way Levinas resounds in the contemporary discourse on the religious and cultural other 
see R. VISKER, Levinas, Multiculturalism and Us, p. 159-169. 
13 T. TOSOLINI, H.-G. Gadamer and E. Levinas. Two Philosophical Approaches to the concept of Dialogue, in 
Studies in Interreligious Dialogue 12 (2002) nr. 1 p. 37-62. 
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this is straightforward: both pluralism and particularism are exemplary in their fixation on 
differences (form) as opposed to alterity (face). Levinas both distrusts and contests this 
fixation. (3) Yet, this contribution goes further than simply contrasting Levinas’ ethics of 
alterity with the focus on (religious) differences at stake in interreligious dialogue. I also show 
how Levinas’ ethics can form a primary foundation for an interreligious hospitality towards 
the religious other. In a fourth step, I move beyond Levinas’ position, by raising several 
critical questions concerning the way he opposes alterity and difference. I suggest that 
Levinas’ distrust of particularity, is, though understandable, somewhat one-sided. For, 
depending on the context, the other does not simply want to be recognized in his alterity 
(face), but also wants appreciation for his particular differences (form). This specific longing 
for appreciation points at a problem which Levinas’ ethics cannot solve, thus showing the 
limits of his contribution to the context of interreligious dialogue. (5) Moving beyond these 
critical reflections, I conclude by showing that interreligious dialogue gains a lot when it is 
placed in a broad religious perspective, which both recognizes the tragedy and the hope of 
interreligious relations.  
 
“If you have seen the colour of the eyes you are not in relationship with the other” 
 
Levinas’ ethics revolves around the injunction to reduce the otherness of the other to the 
same. Central thereby is the distinction between alterity and difference. It is only by bearing 
this distinction in mind that one can gain insight in the relation between the contemporary 
socio-political, philosophical and theological discourse on the openness for the 
religious/cultural other and Levinas’ ethics. In the following I will elucidate the distinction 
between alterity and difference in view of the distinction between face and form (looks) (VA 
92-97/106-111).  
  The alterity of the other reveals itself in the epiphany of the face. By hearing the term 
face, one spontaneously thinks of appearance: human features, colour of skin, form of mouth, 
nose and ears, but perhaps also of sex, character, the social function and origin of a person. 
This is not what Levinas has in mind when he talks about the face (EI 89-90/85-86). 
According to Levinas, such specific qualities constitute the form of a person— this includes 
everything that is visible, touchable, and knowable of a person. The form makes comparisons 
between me and the other person possible. Thus, the other is different from me or on the 
contrary just like me. The other is a man, I am a female; the other is black, I am white; the 
other is tall; I am short, the other is Jewish, I am Christian. These comparisons are possible 
because there is a third term – a genre – of which both the other and I are examples: race, 
religion, culture, profession, origin, etc. In this way people analyse, compare, judge and 
categorize one another. As a consequence, the other either belongs or does not belong to the 
in-group. 
  The alterity of the other cannot be defined on the basis of his particular qualities. The 
other does not coincide with his form. When highlighting the irreducible otherness of the 
other, Levinas speaks about the face as opposed to the form. According to Levinas, the 
alterity of the other – the face – breaks through the form. Form and face are not 
interchangeable. “The face of the other at each moment destroys and overflows the plastic 
image it leaves me” (TI 21/50-51). The face does not manifest itself by these qualities, but 
kath’auto. Its formal characteristic, to be other, makes up its content (TI 5/35). “The other qua 
other is the other (person)” (TI 42-43/71). The other is the invisible, unknowable, 
untouchable, incomprehensible par excellence. 
 

The other as other is not only an alter ego: the other is what I 
myself am not. The other is this, not because of the other’s 
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character, or physionomy, or psychology, but because of the 
other’s very alterity. The other is, for example, the weak, the poor, 
‘the widow and the orphan’, wheras I am the rich or the powerful. 
It can be said that the intersubjective space is not symmetrical. 
The exteriority of the other is not simply due to the space that 
seperates what remains identical through the concept, nor is it due 
to any difference the concept would manifest through spatial 
exteriority. The relationship with alterity is neither spatial nor 
conceptual (TA 75/83-84). 

 
The other and I have nothing in common. We do not belong to the same genre. The other is 
not other than I. He is not relatively other – this is related to a third term enabling comparison. 
The other is absolutely other (TI 9/39). 
  Openness for the other implies the injunction to reduce the other to his form. This is an 
ethical demand whose pertinence proves itself when reflecting on the reality of racism. The 
racist discriminates against the other because of the colour of his skin, his origin, culture or 
religion. The other is seen as a black man, a Muslim or a non-European, and hence, he is not 
welcome. The racist reduces the other to the sum of his characteristics. Through the epiphany 
of the face the other utters his protest: I am not simply black, I am a person. This protest is 
what Levinas calls the appeal. In this appeal the other shows both his strength and his 
vulnerability. The strength of the other exists in the fact that the other is capable of 
questioning me and my natural egocentrism. His vulnerability is evinced in the fact that the 
response to this appeal cannot be enforced.  
  In my natural condition (conatus essendi) I endeavour to comprehend and grasp the 
surrounding environment in order to gain mastery and control over the chaotic world. Thus, I 
act as the centre of the world, relating everything to myself and making everything that is 
strange familiar and everything that is new common14. It seems that “everything is here, 
everything belongs to me; everything is com-prehended. The possibility of possessing, that is, 
of suspending the very alterity of what is only at first other, and other relative to me, is the 
way of the same” (TI 8/37-38). This form of natural ego-centeredness enables me to maintain 
my own selfsame identity throughout all my activities. This identity constitutes my 
singularity, consisting of my specific qualities, traits and characteristics15. Of course, because 
of this singularity, inevitably barriers form between the other and me. The differences 
between human beings determine inclusion or exclusion. Though the endeavour of self 
maintenance is normal – it is implied in the spontaneous natural human condition – the 
drawback of it is the totalisation of the other, the reduction of the other to the same (le même). 
The other is categorised with the ‘the familiar’ and thus becomes stripped of his strangeness. 
  The strength of the other exists in the way he questions the naturalness by which I 
present myself as the measure of everything. The other succeeds in making me feel 
uncomfortable about the fact that I relate everything to myself. Under the gaze of the other I 
feel ashamed for approaching and appreciating everything from my perspective alone. The 
other confronts me with my own egocentrism and thus puts my own existence into question. 
The other teaches me that he is not reducible to what is known and familiar to me. The other 
orients me toward my own closure. The way the other manifests himself as the interruption of 

                                                 
14 Levinas associates this natural condition with the struggle for survival (Darwin) (AE /4/4). 
15 VA 97/110: “Consequently, a principle of individuation is necessary to identify a aspecific – or more exactly, 
an individual – difference. Humanity comprises exactly a principle of individuation, as do tables, chairs, or 
stones”. 
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my conatus is what Levinas calls the epiphany of the face16. This is a heteronymous 
experience, for the other takes me by surprise. I cannot foresee or plan the epiphany of the 
face. Furthermore, his appearance is always inconvenient. The face interrupts my conatus. It 
is thus not a pleasant experience. This is even more so, since the epiphany of the face causes a 
crisis of the being of beings: my very existence is put into question (DVI 248/165). From that 
moment on it is no longer natural that I act as the law.  
  The other is not only vigorous and strong, but also vulnerable. Vulnerability is the 
characteristic by which the other approaches me. That is why Levinas speaks of the nakedness 
of the face, shivering from the cold (TI 47/75). The naked face is destitute. Levinas 
emphasizes this thought when he compares the other with the stranger, the orphan, poor or 
widow (TI 50/78). With this comparison Levinas first of all points out that the other is pre-
eminently non-interesting. The other is a burden and an obstacle. In that precarious situation 
the other makes an appeal to my responsibility: treat me as a human being and not as an 
object. Because of his vulnerability, it is always possible to ignore the appeal. Indeed, when 
facing the other I can comply with the appeal, but I can also disregard it. However, the 
moment I am seduced by the face of the other to abuse him in his vulnerability, I experience 
that that which is possible, is prohibited. In the face, the other makes an appeal to me, 
forbidding me to kill him (EN 188/146). Because the other cannot enforce this forbiddance, 
it takes the form of an entreaty. The responsibility provoked by the face remains an appeal 
not to violate the other, but it is an appeal which I can lay aside. The other thus depends on 
my responsibility. 
  It is important to note that one cannot not receive this appeal. I can ignore the appeal, 
but I cannot avoid hearing it. I can turn away from the other, but I cannot refuse to answer 
him17. Even before I have decided to answer the other, I have already received, heard and 
answered the appeal. There is a responsibility no matter what18. The appeal is thus something 
that happens to me, despite my intentions or choice. The other arouses my responsibility, a 
responsibility through which I realise that I may not act the measure of the other (DVI 
254/169). It is clear that Levinas does not think of responsibility in terms of an active 
openness for the other. Passivity precedes activity. “In the proximity of the face, the 
subjection precedes the reasoned decision to assume the order that it bears. The passivity of 
this subjection is not like the receptivity of the intellectual operation that turns back into the 
act of assuming - into the spontaneity of receiving and grasping” (EN 190/148). In the appeal 
the subject is affected by the other.  
  It seems that the epiphany of the face also teaches us something about the subject— 
namely, that beneath the natural closure of the conatus, the subject is actually receptive, open 
and responsible. For the only way the otherwise than being can make its entrance into the 
conatus essendi is if the subject has already been marked by this otherness, enabling him to 
receive the appeal of the other. This ‘primary ability’ to receive the appeal points at a bond 
between the subject and the other – a bond which neither one of them has chosen or 
constituted. It is a religious bond, which finds its origin in creation. This creational 
interconnectedness is the primal condition for the responsibility of the ethical relation. 
Because I am created by God, I am always devoted to the other (DVI 250/166). He always 
already concerns me (DVI 255/169-170). Even before I engage in a conversation with the 

                                                 
16 R. BURGGRAEVE, Affected by the Other The Levinasian Movement from the Exteriority to the Interiority of the 
Infinite, in Proceedings, Roma, Università Sapienza II. Title of the Conference “Visage et Infini / Face and the 
Infinite" – 24-27 mei 2006. 
17 For this formulation see B. WALDENFELS, Der Anspruch des Anderen. Perspektiven phänomenolgischer Ethik, 
München, Fink, 1998, p. 46. 
18 R. VISKER, Is Ethics Fundamental? Questioning Levinas on Irresponsibility, in Continental Philosophy 
Review 36 (2003) nr. 3, p. 263-302.  
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other, I am already ethically oriented towards him. One could also speak of a primal ethical 
passivity, which entails that I am always my brother’s keeper. For Levinas this means that the 
ultimate foundation of ethics is religious. For it is God who reveals Himself through the face 
of the other and enjoins me to attend to the other unconditionally. I hear the voice of God in 
my neighbour. The other, begging me not to kill him, is in the trace of God and reveals me my 
creatureliness. Responsibility as receptivity or as openness for the other is primal, but is only 
discovered at second instance (DVI 54-55/28). Creation precedes choice: as ethical being I am 
a creature, and this createdness precedes every act of my consciousness and knowledge (DVI 
57/30). 
  The question of this contribution is how this ethical openness for the other relates to 
the contemporary debate on interreligious dialogue. There seems to be a broad consensus on 
the fact that openness is the appropriate attitude to meet the religious other. Opinions diverge, 
however, on the precise interpretation of this openness. In the following I discuss two 
approaches to interreligious dialogue and analyse how Levinas’ ethics relates to them.  
 
Pluralism and particularism 
 
In the relevant literature on interreligious dialogue a discussion between pluralism and 
particularism is taking place.19 Both approaches develop a specific interpretation of religious 
plurality and interreligious dialogue. The stake of this discussion is the question “how we can 
speak of the foreign, without robbing it from its foreignness.”20 Otherwise put, what does it 
mean to be open for the otherness of the other? How can we take the religious differences of 
the other serious? How can we open ourselves to the other without reducing him to familiar 
religious categories?  
  It is conspicuous that pluralists and particularists both accuse each other of a lack of 
openness. The particularists reproach the pluralists of indifference toward differences. They 
are said to focus too much on commonalities at the cost of interreligious particularities.21 The 
pluralists for their part state that particularism is actually a form of confessional parochialism. 
They treasure their religious roots in such a way that it results in an exclusivist closure.22  
  In the following, I not only present both pluralism and particularism and their 
respective understanding of the value of dialogical openness, I also criticize both approaches 
from a Levinasian perspective. The guiding principle thereby is the above explained contrast 
between face and form of the other.  
 
Unitive Pluralism: appreciation and critique 
 
According to pluralist theologians, all religions are historically and culturally determined 
interpretations of the one ultimate divine reality.23 Epistemologically speaking, the pluralist 

                                                 
19 Y. HUANG, Religious Pluralism and Interfaith Dialogue: Beyond Universalism and Particularism, in 
International Journal for the Philosophy of Religion 37 (1995) 3, p. 127-144; M. MOYAERT, Interreligious 
Dialogue and the Debate between Universalism and Particularism: Searching for a Way out of the Deadlock, in 
Studies for Interreligious Dialogue 15 (2005) nr. 1, p. 36-51.  
20 B. WALDENFELS, Topographie des Fremden (Studien zur Phänomenologie des Fremden 1), Frankfurt, 
Suhrkamp 1997, p. 50. 
21 G. D’COSTA, The Meeting of Religions and the Trinity, Edinburgh, Clark, 2000. 
22 P.F. KNITTER, Introducing Theologies of Religions, New York, Orbis, 2002, p. 224-229. 
23 J. HICK, God and the Universe of Faiths, Londen, Oneworld, 11973, 31988, p. 138: “(…) hypothesis suggests to 
us that the same divine reality has always been self-revealingly active towards mankind, and that the differences 
of human responses are related to different human circumstances. The circumstances – ethnic-geographical, 
climatic, economic, sociological, historical – have produced the existing differentiations of human culture, and 
within each main cultural region the response to the divine has taken its own characteristic forms.” 
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theory is inspired by the Kantian distinction between the noumenal and the phenomenal.24 
The pluralist philosopher of religion, John Hick, applies this distinction to the religious 
sphere, making a distinction between the divine Ultimate as such and the way it is interpreted 
within the various religious traditions. As such, the ultimate reality is ineffable, mysterious 
and unreachable. Each and every attempt to imagine it falls short. Hence, the different 
religions do not “describe the ultimate as it is in itself but as it is conceived in the variety of 
ways made possible by our varied human mentalities and cultures.25 Thus, all religions go 
back to one common ground, which they interpret differently. Despite their obvious 
differences, one and the same saving process is taking place within the religions, namely, the 
transformation from ego-centeredness to reality-centeredness. The religions are said to be 
different paths to salvation. A Christian salvation, Buddhist Enlightenment, Nirvana within 
the Hindu tradition, etc., are in essence different forms of the same soteriological process. 
With regard to this, it seems that the various religions are on equal footing.  
  Pluralism sees religions as having various limitations, though more or less equally 
valuable perspectives of the Ultimate. It states that they do not so much contradict, but rather 
complement each other. The singularity of the religions should not be sought after in their 
religious and cultural differences, but rather in that which transcends these differences. 
Consequently, religious identity is not something one has, but rather is something to obtain by 
opening up to the religious other. According to the pluralist, the religious other “reminds us in 
his benignly otherness that the project of our existence is richer in possibilities than we had 
hitherto imagined.”26 The religious other is not an enemy, but rather a friend, for he can fill 
the lack in my truth. It is in the openness for interreligious differences, in the preparedness to 
be challenged by the religious other, in the courage of running the risk of losing oneself and in 
the strength to convert oneself to the truth, shared by all, that one finds oneself and gains 
insight one’s religious destiny. Identity thus becomes an interreligious project. Openness, 
entailing a willingness to transcend one’s own parochial perspective by showing an interest 
and appreciation for other religious perspectives is said to be an expression of adult faith. Not 
summoning this openness is a sign of conservatism, dogmatism, absolutism and all sorts of ‘-
isms’, showing some affinity with ethnocentrism and racism.27  
  Still, although Levinas criticizes all possible forms of ethnocentric egoism, the 
pluralists will not find an ally in Levinas. On the contrary, even. It may be that the pluralist 
view on openness at first glance resonates with Levinas’ ethics, but a more thorough analysis 
shows clearly that they do not make a match. The reason for this is simple: pluralism focuses 
on differences, leaving the alterity of the other out of the picture.28 A Levinas-inspired 
analysis exposes the narcissistic structure of pluralism by pointing at the way it reduces the 
otherness of the other to the same. Pluralist discourse on openness cannot conceal that it is 
actually a quite typical expression of the conatus essendi of the subject. In confrontation with 
religious plurality and otherness, the initial concern of the subject is the maintenance of one’s 
own religious identity. The goal is to structure and order the chaotic religious plurality. 
Pluralism tallies perfectly with this concern. The implicit presupposition of pluralism is that 
the other is a bearer of interesting qualities. But the religious other is only interesting insofar 

                                                 
24 ID., An Interpretation of Religion. Human Responses to the Transcendent, New Haven, Yale University Press, 
1989. 
25 ID., Disputed Questions in Theology and the Philosophy of Religion, London, MacMillan, 1993, p. 165. 
26

 R. V ISKER, Truth and Singularity: Taking Foucault into Phenomenology (Phaenomenologica, 155), Dordrecht, 
Kluwer, 1999, p. 359.  
27 J.R. RANADA , In Search of an Adequate Christian Theology of Religions: The Question of Jesus’ Uniqueness 
in Paul F. Knitter’s Pluralist Theology Considered,(unpublished Phd), Leuven, 1998, p. 23-27. 
28 M. MOYAERT &  S. VEULEMANS, Van de herkenning van het verschil naar de erkenning van de alteriteit. Een 
ethische reflectie op de pluralistische interreligieuze dialoog vanuit het denken van Levinas, in Ethische 
Perspectieven 14 (2004), 4, p. 393-405. 
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as he contributes to one’s own ‘religious identity’. Only to the extent that the religious other 
resembles ‘my religious perspective’ does he deserve my appreciation. Religious differences 
are only valued when they bring about a spiritual or religious enrichment or broadening of my 
religious horizon.29 The confrontation with the religious other is thus not an experience of 
heteronomy, but remains controlled from the autonomous centre of the subject. Indeed the 
pluralist subject shows itself to be quite active in its openness for the other. The self is master: 
active, free, dynamic, strong-willed, etc. This does not mean that alterations are repressed, but 
it does mean that they are mastered from the centre of the Same. “The self measures 
everything by itself and denies that anything is fundamentally alien to itself. It follows that the 
self will, in the end, only allow criticism from itself. That is what its ideal of autonomy 
prescribes, and this is what commits it to a project of reducing all otherness to sameness, i.e., 
to a rejection of ultimate plurality in favour of intelligible unity.”30 The self ends up turning 
around itself and its own interests, determined to shape everything else in its image.  
Interreligious dialogue becomes a rendering of narcissism.31 The outcome is that the other is 
reduced to a mere affirmation of, or perhaps a complement to, the self.  
  Moreover, as a philosophical system, pluralism shows itself to be a totalising form of 
discourse, cutting back plurality to unity. Pluralism understands all religious traditions merely 
as different interpretations of one and the same common ground and as variations on the same 
soteriological theme. Thus, it reduces the plurality of religions to phenomenae of the same.32 
As such, pluralism forces awkwardly unstable religious realities into a Procrustean bed of 
untrammelled homogeneity.33 The pluralist presumption of an Archè underlying religious 
diversity is subtly oppressive. “Indeed particularity becomes subsumed under an ‘ethic of 
openness’ which quickly becomes rigidly ideological. By defining in advance the canons of 
acceptable religious value in a multi-faith world, the normative pluralist project has already 
determined, and therefore controls, the response which the other can make.”34 The pluralistic 
discourse on openness turns out to be a strategy: it constitutes order and thus giving a 
sentiment of comfort, because it takes away the interrupting and confronting, yes even the 
discomforting character of the encounter with the foreign.   
  It is clear that Levinas would not subscribe to pluralism. For him the other pre-
eminently non-interesting, meaning that the other interrupts my interests, even disputes them.: 
“The neighbor does not satisfy the approach. (…) Proximity, immediacy, is to enjoy and to 
suffer by the other” (AE 114/90). He does not talk about the enriching other, but of the one 
who resists my ego-centeredness. From a Levinasian perspective, to appreciate the other 
because of his differences, is just as problematic as the racist tendency to expel the other 
because of his differences. Thus, the pluralistic openness for the otherness of the other is as 
problematic as an exclusivist closure. The alterity of the other remains out of the picture in 
pluralistic thought. For Levinas, the other is: 
  

The other is not other because he would have other attributes, or 
would have been born elsewhere or at another moment, or 

                                                 
29 R. VISKER, Een begrensde dialoog, in L. BOUCKAERT &  M. COLPAERT (ed.), Dialoog zonder grenzen. 
Emmanuel Levinas en het debat over interculturaliteit (Spes cahier 7), Antwerpen, tertio, 2006, p. 15. 
30 S. SMITH , The Argument to the Other: Reason Beyond Reason in the Thought of Karl Barth and Emmanuel 
Levinas (American Academy of Religion Academy Series), Chicago, 1983, Scholar Press, p. 3. 
31 J. RIEGER, God and the Excluded: Visions and Blind Spots in Contemporary Theology, Minneapolis, Fortress, 
1989, p. 131.  
32 M. BARNES, Traces of the Other: Three Philosophers and Inter-Faith Dialogue, Chennai, Satya Nilayam 
Publications, 2000, p. 9. 
33 ID, Theology and the Dialogue of Religions (Cambridge Studies in Christian Doctrine, 8), Cambridge, , 
Cambridge University Press, 2002, p. 10. 
34 Ibid., p. 13. 
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because he would be of a different race. The other is other 
because he is unique and in some manner different than the 
inidvidual belonging to a genus. It is not difference which makes 
alterity, alterity makes difference (VA 92/106). 

 
Particularism and the irreducible otherness of the other 
 
After pluralism, the question remains: “how to account for a relationship with the other as 
other, without assimilating the other to the category of sameness?”35 In reaction to the 
pluralistic homogenisation of interreligious differences, another model emerged. We call this 
model particularism, because it gives priority to particularity above universality and to 
diversity above unity. The notion ‘particularity’ refers to an irreducible difference, meaning a 
difference which cannot be brought back to a common or universal structure. Particularism 
does not probe after the fundamental essence underlying all religions, but rather after what it 
means to be a Christian, Jew, Buddhist, Hindu, etc. Important here is especially the idea that 
people are never religious ‘in general’, but always in particular.36 To believe is always to be 
engaged in a particular tradition. “The overall concern [of the particularists] is that the raw 
and often galling confessional differences found among the actual beliefs and practices of 
different religions be preserved to ensure each religion’s fidelity to its own tradition.”37 
  Particularists understand religion as an all-encompassing scheme, which forms and 
moulds the religious identity of the believer. When particularists speak of religious identity, 
they do not so much intend the personal faith of the believer, but rather the religious 
commitment to a particular tradition. From this perspective faith convictions do not reveal 
themselves as relative expressions of the same, but rather as absolute and exclusive. In 
contrast with the formal character of interreligious differences, the relativity of faith 
convictions and the idea of interreligious complementarity characteristic of pluralism, 
particularism emphasizes the non- exchangeability of beliefs, the absolute character of 
convictions and thus the exclusivity of religious commitments. Religions do not relate to each 
other as yin and yang, or as different but complementary perspectives of the one ultimate 
divine reality. Statements on complementing one’s own religious identity with elements of 
other religions do not take the tradition-specific character of these elements seriously and 
ignore the fact that these religious elements cannot be simply detached from the 
encompassing religious frame. Plurality entails conflict and irreconcilable differences. 
  For the particularist, openness does not entail a pursuit of interreligious symmetry, 
understood as interreligious parity, but implies rather the recognition of the distance between 
the various religions. Speaking of symmetry or equivalence always presupposes a third 
neutral term, which immediately contaminates the singularity of the religions. The non-
recognition of the fissure between the religions, by filling up the distance between them by 
presumed commonalities, is a form of oppression— namely, the oppression of irreducible 
religious differences. Thus, particularism is an argument for the acknowledgment of 
interreligious discontinuity. The recognition of the otherness of the other, is not based on the 
assessment of interreligious resemblances or correlations, but rather concerns the 
acknowledgment of interreligious differences. This also means that interreligious encounters 
are not an opportunity to broaden one’s own religious perspective by complementing it with 

                                                 
35 M. BARNES, Theology and the Dialogue of Religions, p. 26. 
36 G. LINDBECK, The Nature of Doctrine: Religion and Theology in a Postmodern Age, Philadelphia, Westminster Press, 
1986, p. 23. 
37 H-D. LEE, Interreligious Dialogue as a Politics of Recognition: a Postcolonial Rereading of Hegel for Interreligious 
Solidarity, in Journal of Religion 85 (2005), 4, p. 556. 
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elements form other traditions. They are rather occasions for reinforcing one’s own 
commitment and conform to one’s own religious roots.  
  The fundamental idea of particularism is the recognition of the irreducible otherness of 
the religious other. From this, one could come to the conclusion that particularism fits in with 
Levinas’ s critique of the pluralist proclivity of totality. Such a conclusion would however be 
evidence of a rather superficial reading of Levinas. For pluralism and particularism are 
actually different sides of the same coin. The aim of pluralism and particularism is in a certain 
sense analogous: the maintenance of the religious identity of the believing subject who finds 
herself in the midst of religious plurality. From this perspective the only difference is that the 
narcissistic structure of particularism takes another appearance than in pluralism. Pluralism 
copes with religious plurality by stating that all religions entail essentially the same. Hence, I 
spoke previously of unitive pluralism. Particularism follows a somewhat different strategy 
toward religious plurality. It tries to protect the identity of one’s own religious tradition 
against the threat of relativism and excavation coming from outside.38 Whereas the pluralist 
subject opens herself up, the particularist closes herself off. Particularism repudiates the 
‘grand narratives’ and absolutizes interreligious differences. The world’s religions are 
incommensurable, incompatible and untranslatable, thus making dialogue actually impossible. 
The outcome of particularism is a dichotomy between insiders and outsiders. From this 
perspective, I cannot discard myself of the impression that particularism is marked by a 
certain hosophobia. This model “considers the in-between as a sort of cultural condom which 
protects and shields the reality of one’s own enjoyment and turns it into the mere enjoyment 
of one’s own. Hidden behind the so-called xenophilia is actually a xenophobia which 
experiences the alien not merely as differing from the familiar, but also as threatening to such 
familiarity.”39 Thus the particularist runs the risk of lapsing into ethnocentrism. “In granting 
the other his place and homeland [particularism] can thus rest assured and turn its back on 
him.”40 It does not come as a surprise that the motto of particularism is Good fences make 
good neighbours. There are clear barriers to openness and the willingness to be questioned by 
the religious other. The answer of the particularist to the plurality of religions does not smack 
of a so-called ‘adult’ faith, which relativizes the differences. Particularlists would rather a 
return to their own soil. This soil determines what the particularist recognizes and appreciates. 
World citizenship, as promoted by pluralism, is turned down because it denies or ignores the 
importance of these particular religious roots. The particularist accepts her own provincialism 
and carries her religious origin with pride. Here a new from of exclusivism originates, where 
the religious other is permanently relegated to his difference and subsequently excluded. The 
religious other is, because of her own particular roots, not-interesting and meaningless, and 
thus the conversation ends². 
  Levinas is especially allergic to any discourse glorifying differences, because it evokes 
the association with a blood and soil discourse (VA 98-99/110-111)41. In this perspective 
Levinas always warns against the danger of emphasizing the importance of cultural or even 
religious roots. Levinas does not deny what he calls the tribal character of the human 

                                                 
38 M. MOYAERT, De rol van verhalen en rituelen in de interreligieuze dialoog, in P. KEVERS &  J. MAEX (ed.), 
Toekomst voor verhalen en rituelen? Op het snijpunt van Bijbel en geloofscommunicatie, Leuven, Acco, 2005, p. 
240. 
39

 R. V ISKER, “Transcultural Vibrations”, in Ethical Perspectives 1 (1994) 2, p. 91. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Levinas’ fear for the immanence of particularity is not unjust. He associates the glorifying of culture and 
religion with the danger of racism and ethnocentrism, which relegates people to their particularities and reduces 
them to their cultural, religious or racial roots. The memory of anti-Semitism especially forms the driving force 
behind Levinas’ mistrust of every tendency towards a blood- and soil culture. In anti-Semitism “the pathetic fate 
to be Jewish becomes a fatality. He can no longer escape, for the Jew is inescapably bound to Judaism”. 
E.LEVINAS, “L’inspiration religieuse de l’ Alliance”, in Paix et droit 15 (1935) 8, p. 4. 
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condition. He does not even deny that the tribal has much value (VA 96/109). His point is 
rather that human dignity ought not to be sought in the tribal. The uniqueness of a human 
being and thus human dignity lies precisely in the fact that the person does not coincide with 
her particular differences and hence cannot be reduced to her root – religion, origin, nation, 
culture. Particularism may never amount to a forgetfulness of humanism. 
 
The Ethical foundation of interreligious Dialogue 
 
Levinas would state that as a meeting place, interreligious dialogue is an ethical space. The 
face manifests itself in her word. The other speaks via her word. The inter-creatural 
connection commits the dialogue partners to an authentic, non-totalitarian conversation. To 
listen to the word of the other and to speak with the other, is to receive the appeal of the other: 
treat me as a human being and not as an object. “To renounce the psychology, demagogy, 
pedagogy rhetoric involves, is to face the other in a veritable conversation” (TI 42/70). Of 
course, violence, which shows itself mainly in rhetoric, is absent in no discourse. One could 
also say that a veritable conversation begins with the acknowledgement of the always-present 
violence towards the other, trying to squeeze her into familiar categories. Or better still, it 
requires the acknowledgement that the other can never be fully understood and that the 
moment one thinks to have comprehended the other is the moment one will have done her 
injustice. “The ethical relationship with the other, which is not only sensitive to the other but 
also tries to do justice to the other, forms the condition for authentic knowledge of the other as 
other, meaning to say without the other being reduced to the same – to ‘my self’ – (in the 
sense that what is interesting and exciting about the other would only be that which is fitting 
to me)”42 Our attitude towards the other is not that of trying to understand or comprehend the 
other, but rather that of listening: the other is my master. The absolutely other instructs me, or 
even more radical: “The absolutely foreign alone van instruct us” (TI 46/73). 
  In this perspective I underscore Levinas’ pertinent notes on the overly active 
approaches of the other, which fail to break the conatus essendi. I have pointed at such 
activism with both pluarlists and particularists. The pluralist discourse on openness and the 
particularist discourse on closure remains within the sphere of self-maintenance and threatens 
to end in the totalisation of the other. The initiative rests at the activist subject, deciding either 
to open up or to close herself off. 
  Beyond activism, Levinas states that the appropriate way to approach the other is to 
treat him with caution. The other is not waiting for our enthusiasm, but rather deserves a 
certain prudence or circumspection, prompted by the acknowledgement of the violence 
inherent to interpersonal relations and hence to interreligious dialogue. Each appreciation of 
the religious other, whether positive or negative, presupposes prudence. 
  In line with Levinas’ thinking, I prefer to speak of being hospitable towards the other 
rather than of openness. For hospitality presupposes (1) asymmetry, rather than symmetry. (2) 
Beyond the often chanted arguments for openness for the enriching the other, the practice of 
hospitality acknowledges that the strangers often announce themselves as uninvited guests, 
who disturb. (3) In this context, I also uphold the idea that the experience of a certain 
resistance towards the other is not necessarily a bad thing, but rather points at the obstinacy 
and recalcitrance of the other, refusing to be included or excluded. To experience this 
recalcitrance is an expression of being interrupted by the other who announces herself 
unexpectedly. (4) A dialogue aiming at reducing the strangeness of the other is a dialogue 

                                                 
42 BURGGRAEVE, “Alterity Makes the Difference. Ethical and metaphysical conditions for an authentic 
interreligious dialogue and learning”, in D.POLLEFEYT (ed.),  Interreligious Learning, Leuven, Peeters, 2007, 
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which cannot bear the asymmetry between one’s own identity and the strangeness of the 
other.  
  In line with the above insights, one could argue that the appeal of the other forms the 
foundation and the condition for interreligious dialogue as an ethical encounter. Thus, 
Levinas’ ethics is relevant for interreligious dialogue insofar as the otherness of the other 
(face) assists the word of the other and makes an appeal not to objectify her. This is the first 
responsibility within interreligious dialogue.   
 
The vulnerability of the other in her difference 
 
In the above I have analysed the relation between Levinas’ ethics of alterity and the 
contemporary discourse about the need to recognize the religious other in her otherness 
(difference). I have showed that Levinas’ ethics tallies neither with pluralism nor with 
particularism. Levinas’ ethics belongs to another register than both pluralist and particularist 
interpretations of otherness, openness and dialogue. The face is not the religious form of the 
other. The other makes an appeal to be recognized in her alterity, and this is despite her 
particular properties. She is not to be reduced to her visible cultural or religious decoration. 
“Alterity is strangeness. The other has no tribal link with no one” (VA 96/109). Humanity 
implies a certain detachment towards particularities. For the other does not does not derive her 
dignity from her particular qualities, but rather from the fact that she finds herself in God’s 
trace. The interconnectedness between the subject and the other, is not based on a shared 
context (culture/religion), but presupposes creation. Thus, Levinas reminds us that 
interpersonal connectedness, and thus universality, precedes particularity (DL 39/20). (Over 
deze verwijzing en interpretatie heb ik mijn twijfels. Ik lees in DL p. 39-Franse versie: “Il 
s’agit d’un particularisme qui conditonne l’humanité” – “It is particularism that conditions 
universality” – wat betekent dat de particulariteit van het asymmetrisch ter 
verantwoordelijkheid geroepen zijn voor de wereld – van Israël - (ook ‘uitverkiezing’ 
genoemd) de universaliteit mogelijk maakt. Maar ik vermoed dat jij hier universaliteit – 
namelijk het verantwoordelijk gesteld zijn als algemeen menselijk – en particulariteit anders 
verstaat). Following Levinas, one could build an argument against certain relativist positions, 
which in the name of a religious or cultural attachment, allow human dignity to be abused. It 
happens that in name of the right to an own culture or religion, nothing is being done 
regarding the poverty of Africa, the lack of education and housing of Roma-gypsies, the 
circumcision of women and child labour in India. An ideology of difference all too easily 
leads to indifference. From this perspective Levinas’ intuition that the other is done injustice 
when she becomes reduced to her particularity, is pertinent. 
  Despite these promising intuitions, Levinas’ focus on alterity in the context of 
religious and cultural plurality is not entirely satisfying, and this because of the following: I 
think the relation between the other and the subject is more intricate and that the in-between is 
more ambiguous. The reason for this is, first and foremost, that the way people relate to their 
‘differences’, their particular properties, their cultural and religious attachments, is more 
complex than Levinas’ ethical anthropology presupposes.  
  Levinas starts from the idea that the other only makes one appeal: she wants to be 
recognized in her alterity. The appeal entails the injunction to reduce the other to her 
differences. The dignity of the other is implied in the face. Humanity entails detachment. The 
face is naked.  
  I would rather argue that there exist many different appeals and furthermore that the 
appeal coming from the other depends on the context in which she finds herself. Each time the 
relation of the other to her particular qualities, properties and attachments is different, which 
also has an import on the relation between the other and the subject to whom she points her 
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appeal. Sometimes the other wants to be loved with or despite all her specific differences, 
sometimes the other wants to be respected irrespective of her differences, and sometimes the 
other wants to be recognized in her differences43.  
  We have already highlighted situations where the other wants to be recognized in her 
alterity, this is despite or regardless of her differences. Both positive and negative 
discrimination ignore this given. A woman does not want to get a job simply because she is a 
woman, a black man protests when he is turned down simply because of his blackness. 
Levinas is right to have pointed this out. This is, however, only one side of the story. For there 
are also situations where the other does not want to be recognised irrespective of her 
difference, but precisely because of her difference. It is true that the other does not coincide 
with these differences, but she is not detached from them either. There is an entanglement 
between the other and her particular qualities. The other is connected with them in a very 
particular way. For they too signify her singularity. These particular attachments are 
meaningful to the other. Levinas’ statement that man is not a tree and humanity not a forest is 
correct, but he minimalises the fact that the person is not without roots. Individual persons are 
not without a context. True, she does not want to be reduced to her roots, but she also wants 
them to be recognised44. To recognize the dignity of the other also entails a certain 
recognition of her particular attachments.  
  These particular attachments and religious roots are at stake in interreligious dialogue. 
There it seems that recognizing the vulnerable otherness of the other also implies the 
recognition of the vulnerable differences of the other. This becomes clear when analysing the 
nature of faith testimony within the context of interreligious dialogue.  
 
Interreligious dialogue and the frailty of testimony 
 
In interreligious dialogue believers of different religious traditions participate because of their 
particular faith and their commitment to an ultimate concern45. In interreligious dialogue, 
understood as a context of difference and dispute, believers attest to their particular faith 
commitments46. It belongs to the nature of attestation that it wants to convince47. A witness 
does not want to be left alone with what commits him. She hopes others can also see what she 
sees, hear what she hears, and find meaning in what strikes her as meaningful48.  For it cannot 
really be that what is valuable is only accessible for her and her in-group. To witness is to take 
on a non-relativistic attitude. The witness hopes that what commits her can also become of 
value for others. She hopes that others too can show appreciation for what moves her. She 
hopes to be recognized in her difference. 

                                                 
43 A. HONNETH, Kampf um Anerkennung. Zur moralischen Grammatik sozialer Konflikte, Frankfurt am Main, 
Suhrkamp, 1992. 
44 For this thought see R. VISKER, The Inhuman Condition. Looking for Difference after Levinas and Heidegger, 
(Phaenomelogica, 175), Amsterdam, Kluwer, 2004, p. 142-186, 255-299.  
45 P. TILLICH , Dynamics of Faith (Harper Torchbooks, 42), New York, Harper and Row, 1958, p. 4: “Faith as 
ultimate concern is an act of the total personality. It happens in the center of the personal life and includes all its 
elements”. 
46 T. SUNDERMEIER, “Grundlagen und Voraussetzungen für das interreligöse Gespräch”, in Ökumenische 
Rundschau 49 (2000) nr 4, 318-331, 328. “Der Dialog ist der Raum für authentische Zeugnis – auf beiden 
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47 Here Levinas would point at the danger of rhetoric: TI 42-44/70-72. 
48 RICŒUR, “The Hermeneutics of Testimony”, in L.S. MUDGE (ed.), Essays on Biblical Interpretation, 
Philadelphia, 1980, p. 119-154. 
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  It is important to note that the motive of the witness is neither egoistic (she does not 
defend her own interests) nor altruistic – it is not her intention to help others. The witness is 
committed to something which transcends her own existence and that still, or rather because 
of this, binds her. What is at stake here is rather a commitment to a transcendence that has 
attached itself in a very specific way to the identity of the witness. The witness finds herself 
being engaged by something which precedes her and urges her to speak. The witness intends 
that that to which she dedicates her life can also move others. 
  A faith testimony is marked by strong existential meaning, for a faith commitment also 
signifies personal identity49. Who one is, is inextricably connected to one’s commitments. 
Because of this personal engagement, the witness is also very frail and vulnerable50. The other 
is not only vulnerable in her alterity, but also in her difference, precisely because she is 
committed with all her personality to what she esteems valuable. The other is not a tree, but is 
also not without roots and those roots singularise her. Her singularity exists precisely in this 
complex relation to her attachments, roots, particularities. The consequence is that the risk of 
rejection reflects on the other. “That people seem so vulnerable in their own idiom seems to 
indicate that such injury has something to do with a lack of distance between an idiom and its 
so-called ‘user’ – a lack which might also be formulated positively by stating that the idiom 
leaves its trace in the ‘user’, that it not only ex-presses, but also first of all impresses itself 
upon whatever or whoever it is supposed to simply express”51. Injuries are inevitable. Because 
the witness always runs the risk of injuries due to rejection, it is clear that the question for 
recognition cannot simply be understood as a from of ego centeredness.  
 
The Tragedy of Interreligious Dialogue 
 
This risk of rejection cannot be avoided, because authentic recognition is gratuit. It cannot be 
enforced. “Indeed, there is something self-contradictory about the notion recognition on 
demand. (…) If one’s recognition of another is produced purely by the force of will following 
a sense of moral imperative to respect difference as such, it is patronizing of not downright 
condescending. I do not know why or on what grounds I should recognize you, but I will 
grant you recognition anyway because you need it”52. This means that “the desire for 
recognition is only successful if both parties manage to ignore it and if it does not play a 
direct role in the interaction”53. Though people long for recognition, they do not want to be 
appreciated because of their longing. Appreciation is an event of grace, hence the great 
gratitude when it occurs54.  
  However, the gratuity of appreciation also reveals the tragedy of interreligious 
relations, which relates to the reality of a certain incapacity to respond to the appeal of the 
other, asking to be recognised in her difference. I know that this or that difference is 
meaningful for the other. I know that the other is committed by something which transcends 
her and which at the same time signifies her singularity. I also know that the other wants to be 
recognised in her difference. I also understand the contingence and thus relativity of all these 
attachments, including my own. But all of this is not enough to be able to give the other what 
she wants. All of this is not enough to detach myself from what singularises me in order to 
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recognize what singularises the other. There is a fissure between the other and me, which 
cannot voluntarily be bridged.  
  Unlike Levinas’ ethics, where I cannot not respond to the appeal of the other, it seems 
that the possibility of a non-responsibility55 should be taken into account in the context of 
interreligious dialogue. This non-responsibility does not, however, entail an unethical closure 
as the outcome of the choice to ignore the appeal of the other, which is always received. In 
interreligious dialogue there exists something like the inability to respond – an inability which 
cannot be brought back to an evil closure. In this perspective one can also speak of a non-
privative irresponsibility56. Thus, wounds are inevitable in interreligious dialogue. Unlike 
Levinas, who emphasises the creatural interconnectedness, this analysis also point at the 
fissures.  
 

We are all familiar with situations in which, for instance, we are 
confronted with others whom we understand but who also escape 
us, to whom we don’t really have access, who are too strange or 
too banal to be alternatives for us, to captivate or interest us. We 
do not turn our back on them, not all the time, or at least not in 
principle. Sometimes we keep listening in silence because we 
respect the fact that there is something not getting through us. 
Sometimes we lend our help, even if we do not know what happens 
to this help, even if we know that in this bizarre world of the other 
our help is received in a way which we would rather not witness. 
That respect or that help is there, not in site of but by virtue of our 
feeling of being dissociated from those others of from those 
phrases.57  

 
Here we reach the limits of Levinas’ ethics for interreligious dialogue – his discourse on the 
vulnerability of the face belongs to another register than the discourse of the vulnerability of 
the religious other in her difference. The other does not simply want to be recognized in her 
otherness, but also in her difference. The religious other longs for appreciation for what her 
religious attachments are in themselves. The appeal for appreciation is not an ethical 
imperative. Thus, in interreligious dialogue one has to take account of a certain non-
responsibility, which should not be understood in terms of an unwillingness, but rather as an 
incapacity to respond. It is a matter of a non-ethical irresponsibility.58 It is not (necessarily) a 
sign of an unethical closure when I find myself to be unable of responding to the appeal of the 
religious other to appreciate her religious attachments. It is not necessarily a sign of an ethical 
failure when I cannot see nor hear what strikes the religious other as meaningful and moving. 
The inevitable irresponsibility causes grief and disappointment.  
 
The religious dimension of interreligious dialogue  
 
It seems that what drives believers of different religions towards each other at the same time 
drives them apart. Indeed the somewhat tragic reality of non-recognition belongs to the heart 
of interreligious encounters. What we are facing here is a problem which cannot be solved in 
a definite way, at least not in the present. This may sound somewhat fatalistic and dramatic, 
but this is not necessarily the case, as long as one finds a way to deal with this given in an 
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appropriate way. I do not think, however, that ethics can help us here. In order to address this 
challenge, I believe interreligious dialogue gains by being placed in a broad religious 
perspective, which helps the dialogue partners to face and deal both with the tragic and the 
hopeful elements of the encounters between believers committed by different traditions. For it 
is typical of religion to name and cultivate tragedy and hope; impossibility and possibility; 
brokenness and solidarity; division and unity, etc. By ritualising these somewhat contradicting 
tendencies of life, people can at once assent to them and find the strength to defy them. 
Interreligious dialogue should not be reduced to verbal conversations. Room should be made 
for naming these tendencies which believers of the various traditions do not seem to control; 
for the longing after appreciation from those others who are not able to give it; for naming the 
irresponsibility which is not a matter of bad will … 
  One way to do this is by adjourning the interreligious conversation now and then by 
bringing believers of different religious traditions together in a feast. By doing this, I argue, 
they do not solve the reality of irresponsibility, but they can save interreligious dialogue from 
fatalism. Feasts do this not by denying interreligious irresponsibility nor by inflating it, but 
rather by ritually cultivating human vulnerability and powerlessness. By doing this, they 
indirectly form a source of empowerment and thus of hope. There are several reasons for this.  
The first reason is that feasts bring people in connection with the cosmic dimension of 
existence. Feasts probably find their origin in the human confrontation with powers which 
human persons cannot control and with events greater than themselves. Feasts are the human 
response to the amazement, the fear, the joy, the sadness and distress over the overpowering 
and transcendent character of certain events, feelings and experiences. In feasts people 
endorse that there exist dimensions of the existence which transcend them, and which escape 
human control. And although this thought is disappearing in our secularised society, feasts 
ritualise the cosmic dimension of life. There people not only relate to each other but also to 
what is greater than them, thus enabling them to acknowledge their own finiteness and frailty. 
There human beings can recognize that they are part of game of powers, stronger than 
themselves and which both drives them apart and towards each other. It belongs to the 
structure of feasts to cultivate the tragic dimension of existence. Because of this, I believe, 
interreligious feasts can also become places where believers of various religious traditions can 
make room for the tragedy entailed in interreligious dialogue. The importance of this should 
not be underestimated. By ritually cultivating the tragic dimension of interreligious dialogue 
one can avoid it taking on the form of a problem out of all proportion, leading to the end of 
dialogue. At issue is to situate the reality of non-recognition without inflating it. This can be 
done in a confessional form, entailing the recognition of the non-recognition and the thereby 
caused wounds. If one is not capable of giving the other the recognition she longs after, then it 
seems to be appropriate to confess this incapacity, even though no guilt is at stake. For is it 
not also a form of recognition, to at least see and name the non-recognition of the other 
without giving up the possibility of dialogue? This recognition is already a balm for the soul, 
because by naming this problem the different believers are not left alone with it and thus the 
possibility of inflation is reduced. The festive confession is thus an important step in warding 
off the threat of fatalism.  
  However, the religious cultivation of interreligious dialogue entails more than this 
confessional moment, which focuses mainly on the ‘brokenness of the in-between’. The 
reality of interreligious dialogue also points at a certain a longing after interconnectedness59. 
Believers taking part in dialogue are also driven by the hope that tragedy will not have the last 
word over interreligious relations. This hope should be cultivated, and again, interreligious 
feasts present themselves as appropriate environments for doing just that. For feasts do not 
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only point at the cosmic dimension of existence but are also essentially utopic. Feasts 
discontinue the rules of daily life. They create room to enable that which is dismissed in the 
day-to-day. Against the impossibilities of everyday, the feast places possibilities and 
opportunities. In a certain sense, it could be said the feasts stir the imagination: they show 
what is possible. “Whilst celebrating, there seem to be no limits to what is possible.”60 What 
was thought of as impossible during the day-to-day, becomes possible in the feast. 
More specifically, feasts do not only acknowledge the reality of struggle and conflict, they 
also temporarily adjourn them, hence making room for interconnectedness between the 
guests. What often seems to fail in daily life becomes possible in a festive context: being 
together. Victor Turner speaks in this perspective of a communitas-experience.61 New 
relations are formed, existing relationships strengthened and wounded bonds repaired. Thus, 
people are reinforced in their hope not to give tragedy the last word. In showing people a 
reality which is not yet, but could be, feasts belong to the optative mood, referring to the hope 
of what is yet to become. By tasting the strength of this hope in the festive context, people 
gain the power to transform the present interreligious relations. To a certain extent they 
become empowered to not give fatalism the last word, but rather to hope for the 
interconnectedness between religions, which can already be experienced, but is not yet 
fulfilled.  
 
Conclusion 
 
In this contribution, I have first of all tried to shed some light on the relation between Levinas 
and the contemporary discourse on interreligious dialogue. I have showed that Levinas’ ethics 
of the otherness of the other does not tally with the demand for openness in the context of the 
interreligious encounter. Levinas would probably distrust the fixation on interreligious 
difference and one can expect that he would point at the more fundamental ethical dimension 
of the alterity of the other. No matter what his religious commitment may be, Levinas reminds 
us not to forget that what is first of all at stake in the encounter with the other, is her 
recalcitrant and incongruent alterity62. The responsibility for the face of the other forms the 
ethical foundation for interreligious dialogue. In this perspective I have claimed that an 
attitude of hospitality is the appropriate way of taking op this responsibility in the context of 
interreligious dialogue.  
  Though Levinas helps to define the first responsibility for the alterity if the other 
within interreligious dialogue, I have also pointed at the limits of his ethics of responsibility. 
My main concern has been that Levinas ignores the given that human beings are not only 
vulnerable in their alterity (face) but also in their difference (form) for which they also long 
appreciation. Moreover, I have also argued that an ethical discourse on responsibility is not 
very helpful in this perspective and even misses the tragic dimension of interreligious 
relations due to a specific form of (interreligious) irresponsibility.  
  In trying to take this tragic dimension into account without inflating it to a form of 
fatalism, I have suggested that interreligious dialogue should be placed in a sort of broad 
religious perspective. Such a religious perspective both acknowledges tragedy and cultivates 
the hope for interconnectedness. As I have argued, interreligious feasts where the religious 
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62 M. MOYAERT &  S. VEULEMANS, Van de herkenning van het verschil naar de erkenning van de alteriteit, p. 
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other is welcomed in a hospitable way to share a meal can form pre-eminent contexts to 
celebrate this religious dimension.  


