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The possibility of a stranger-
centered theology 

The theme for this lecture, "extend hospi
tality to strangers," is taken from St. Paul's 
Epistle to the Romans 12:13. The New 
Testament word for "hospitality" is 
philoxenia, to love strangers. One of the 
most remarkable stories in the Bible is 
Abraham's hospitality to the traveling "three 
persons"atMamre(Gen 18:1-8). TheNew 
Testament comments: 

Do not neglect to show hospitality to 
strangers, for by doing that some have 
entertained angels without knowing it 
(Heb 13:2). 

The incident of Abraham has been immor
talized by the 15 th century great icon of the 
Holy Trinity painted by Rublev for the 
monastery of the Trinity and St. Sergius of 
the Russian Orthodox Church. The biblical 

tradition strongly urges "extending hospi
tality to strangers." In these pages I will 
suggest a stranger-centered theology. The
ology to be authentic must be constantly 
challenged, disturbed, and stirred up by the 
presence of strangers. 

When I say this I feel immediately an 
acutely embarrassing gap between the theme 
of this paper and our everyday life. The 
Union Theological Seminary Community 
Handbook of 1992 opens with a chapter on 
"community security" which says, "Never 
open a door to someone you don't recog
nize." "Even if your door is self-locking, 
your apartment will not be secure unless 
you use the key to turn the deadbolt." How 
do we reconcile the biblical exhortation, 
"extend hospitality to strangers," with our 
life which in nearly every aspect is so well 
symbolized by the ubiquitous deadbolts? 

The seminary community's response 
to this challenge is to invite "every person 
connected with the institution—staff, stu-
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dents, alums, administration, faculty, board 
members, partners—to participate in a care
fully planned immersion into a local com
munity of citizens actively involved in 
changing their social, economic, religious 
or political environments." The 1993 aca
demic calendar has been adjusted to allo
cate time to do this. Eight concrete immer
sion themes have been advertised to the 
whole community: (1) Wall Street, (2) 
Korean/African American Race Issues, (3) 
Public Schools, (4) Health Care/Power Is
sues, (5) Harlem Initiatives Community 
Organizing, (6) Housing/Homelessness and 
AIDS related issues, (7) Action for Com
munity Empowerment, and (8) Manhattan 
Borough President's Office. I trust that 
there will be an increasing number of M.Div. 
theses related to these themes of local im
mersion. The decision of the seminary, an 
educational institution, to invest time and 
resources in this undertaking is a demon
stration of its response to the painful gap it 
feels in its soul. 

"Stranger" (xenos) means someone who 
is "foreign," "alien," "appearing strange," 
and "creating distaste." Do you feel distaste 
when you hear English spoken with accent? 
The stranger is considered as enemy ( Isa 
29:5). Paradoxically, however, the stranger 
can become the guest if we can overcome 
the fear of the hostile alien by way of 
making friendship. Thus, the stranger car
ries a possibility of future reciprocal hospi
tality. The stranger is not welcome but 
fascinating. This is "the magical power of 
what is foreign."1 Do you feel fascinated 
when you hear English spoken with accent? 
According to The Odyssey of Homer, the 
quality of civilization can be decided by its 
attitude towards strangers (Bk. 9:175). The 
quality of religion is also determined by its 
attitude towards strangers. 

I am not advocating a condescending 
ethics of the bourgeois mentality or a senti

mental moral perfectionism. It is patently 
not easy to invite to your dinner party "the 
poor, the crippled, the lame and the blind" 
instead of "your friends or your brothers, or 
your relatives or rich neighbors" (Lk 14:12-
14). The way of extending hospitality to the 
stranger may even become the way towards 
martyrdom (Phil 2:8). Jesus was crucified 
because he extended hospitality to strang
ers so completely. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 
Martin Luther King Jr., Steve Biko, and 
Oscar Romero suffered martyrdom follow
ing the way of Christ's extending hospital
ity to strangers. Martyrdom suffered be
cause of extending hospitality to strangers 
is profoundly Christ-like. That is why this 
lecture is titled "Missiology of Theologia 
Crucis" 

In truth, the apostolic instruction is 
prefaced by these solemn words: 

I appeal to you therefore, brothers and 
sisters, by the mercies of God, to present 
your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy 
and acceptable to God, which is your 
spiritual worship (Rom 12:1). 

Our "extending hospitality to strangers" 
happens "by the mercies of God," and when 
this happens our life becomes a "living 
sacrifice" which is "holy and acceptable to 
God," and it is an essential part of our 
"spiritual worship." There is a living con
nection between "extending hospitality to 
strangers" and "loving your God and loving 
your neighbor" (Mk 12:28-34) of which 
Christ says "there is no other command
ment greater than these" (see Lk 14:12-14). 
And his directive to love enemies (Mt 5:44) 
is the ultimate of extending hospitality to 
strangers. 

lTheological Dictionary of The New 
Testament, Vol. 5, ed. Gerhard Friedrich 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1967), 3. 



"Extend Hospitality to Strangers"—A Missiology of Theologia Crucis 

167 

Τ heology to 
be authentic 

must be constantly 
challenged, disturbed, 
and stirred up by the 
presence of strangers. 

There is a striking suggestion in the 
New Testament that Jesus himself is a 
Stranger. In the 53rd chapter of The Rule of 
St. Benedict (written in 540) we read: "All 
guests who present themselves are to be 
welcomed as Christ, for he himself will say: 
I was a stranger and you welcomed me (Mt 
25:35)." When Christ himself is presented 
as the stranger "who needs to be fed, clothed 
and visited," the gospel suggests a revolu
tionary displacement of "the center." 

Christ the center-person comes to us in 
the true form of a periphery-person. "For 
our sake he was crucified under Pontius 
Pilate" (Nicene Creed). This is the funda
mental element of the gospel which St. Paul 
calls "scandalous" (1 Cor 1:23). It is scan
dalous because it exposes and challenges 
the human sense of power-structure and 
prestige system (Col 2:15). Christ is "scan
dalous" because he, the physician, came "to 
call not the righteous but sinners" (Mk 
2:15-17). It is this scandalous Christ who 
has the power to destroy our self-idolatrous 
center-complex. The gospel radically dis
turbs our hierarchical distribution of power 
and prestige. A "hierarchy-in-reverse" is 
consonant with the mind of Christ (Phil 2: 
5-11). 

The kings of the Gentiles lord it over 
them; and those in authority over them 
are called benefactors. But not so with 
you, rather the greatest among you must 
become like the youngest, and ¿he leader 
like one who serves. (Lk 22:25) 

This is the basic orientation oí theologia 
crucis. The key insight of Luther ' s theologia 
crucis is that the true knowledge of God 
comes from the knowledge of the suffering 
of Jesus Christ. This happened concretely 
when Christ loved strangers and gave his 
life for them (Rom 5:6-8). The "form of 
Christ" (Gal 4:19) is the form of "extending 
hospitality to strangers." This form is the 
essence of the Christian gospel. It is the 
vision of ecumenism. It is that which in
spires Christian mission. Mission is "ex
tending hospitality to strangers." 

The faith of Israel said it this way: 

You shall not wrong or oppress a resi
dent alien, for you were aliens in the 
land of Egypt. You shall not abuse any 
widow or orphan. If you do abuse them, 
when they cry out to me, I will surely 
heed their cry, my wrath will bum, and 
I will kill you with the sword, and your 
wives shall become widows and your 
children orphans. (Ex 22:21-24) 

This extraordinary thought cultivates and 
expands the horizon of the human soul. It is 
derived from a theologically informed ex
perience of conversion (metanoia). It re
veals the truth about the creation and main
tenance of shalom (wholesomeness, well-
being, integrity) in human community. "You 
shall not oppress a resident alien," a socially 
marginal people. This command has re
mained relevant throughout the history of 
human civilization, and it is becoming even 
more significant in our own day as the 
number of uprooted people from political 
and racial oppression, inhuman poverty and 
ethnic conflict, civil war and natural disas
ter has been steadily increasing. 
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Τ 
JL r 

he ecumenical 

movement is a 
movement towards a 
fuller conciliar commun
ion as an expression of 
the apostolic koinonia. 

For the theologia crucis the Exodus 
text cited is important (see also Lev 19:34, 
Deut 10:19). The passage is related to the 
great story of the crossing of the Red Sea in 
which the salvation of the helpless Israelites 
was achieved by a miraculous intervention 
of God, the experience Emil Fackenheim 
calls in his God's Presence in //¿story,2 "the 
root experience." According to him, the 
crossing was "an historic event affecting 
decisively all future Jewish generations" 
(p. 10). Perhaps Egyptians did not "extend 
hospitality to the stranger (resident alien) 
Israel." Israel cried to God (Ex 3:7). God's 
wrath burned and destroyed the army of 
Egypt, the soldiers' wives became widows, 
and their children orphans. 

But the theologia crucis, inspired by 
the thought that "[Christ] saved others; he 
cannot save himself (Mk 15:31) cannot 
end with the song, "I will sing to the Lord, 
for he has triumphed gloriously; horse and 
rider he has thrown into the sea" (Ex 15:1). 
Ancient Israel, meditating upon the resi
dent aliens living among them in the light of 
its own previous experience of having been 
resident aliens in Egypt, strikes me with a 
spiritual force more meaningful and univer
sal than the root experience Fackenheim 
named. 

Israel reaches a higher plane in the 
moving words of Ex 23:9: 

You shall not oppress a resident alien. 
You know the heart of an alien for you 
were aliens in the land of Egypt. 

This is in line with the Servant Songs in the 
Book of Isaiah and the words of the prophet 
Micah urging Israel, in the name of God, "to 
do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk 
humbly with you God" (6:8). Israel's con
templation on their relationship with the 
stranger offers us a relevant evangelical 
counsel. It is an ancient vision of "extend
ing hospitality to strangers." It is the begin
ning of mission and ecumenism. 

After five thousand years of throwing 
each other "into the sea," the consensus 
hominum (unanimous human opinion) is 
that this must come to end. "You shall not 
kill" (Ex 20:13). The story of the Passover 
night in which all the first born of the 
Egyptians, even the domestic animals, were 
destroyed by the hand of God disturbs us 
when we think of Fackenheim's "root expe
rience." This story of genocide presents an 
agonizing ecumenical and theological prob
lem. Was it necessary and justifiable? 
Wasn'titoverkill?(Ex 12:29-30). How are 
we to interpret this massacre? Is notEx 23:9 
more in line with the passage in the gospel, 
"Look, here is the Lamb of God!" (Jn 1:36) 
than the story of the Passover night? Speak
ing from his African soul, Steve Biko writes: 

We do not believe that God can create 
people only to punish them eternally 
after a short period on earth.3 

Theologia crucis agrees with this deep Af
rican theological emotion. It is the theology 

2Emil Fackenheim, God's Presence in 
History (HarperTorch Books, 1970). 

3Steve Biko, / Write What I Like (Harper 
& Row, 1978), 44. 



"Extend Hospitality to Strangers"—A Missiology of Theologia Crucis 

169 

of "extending hospitality to strangers" as 
the Lamb of God did. It rejects the language 
of threat. It proclaims the ultimate power of 
self-giving love (hesed, agape). 

The only way open to us to stop the 
violence of genocide in our world is by 
"extending hospitality to strangers" as the 
Lamb of God did. Humanity has been 
aware of this, with or without the biblical 
instruction. The great documents in the 
history of the human soul, such as Magna 
Carta (1215), Bill of Rights (1689), Decla
ration of Independence (1776), Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights (1948), and 
Earth Covenant (1992) express the spirit of 
the Exodus text on the treatment of the 
stranger. "Ex-Egypt" is a possibility, but 
"Ex-Earth" is not. Humanity must now 
learn to live together since there is no other 
way (Gal 5:15). 

The stranger-centered theology ex
presses the spirit of the biblical faith and it 
is rooted in the church's understanding of 
the person and work of Jesus Christ. 

Missiology of theologia 
crucis 

The aim of mission is the creation of com
munity centered by the peripheralized Christ 
for all people. Christ creates the "koinonia" 
(communion, contribution, fellowship, part
nership, sharing, participation). In the mind 
of St. Paul, koinonia is based on the suffer
ing of Christ. "The bread that we break, is 
it not a sharing (koinonia) in the body of 
Christ? (1 Cor 10:16). In Baptism, Eucha
rist and Ministry (Faith and Order Paper 
No. I l l , World Council of Churches, 1982) 
we read: 

The eucharist embraces all aspects of 
life. It is a representative act of thanks
giving and offering on behalf of the 
whole world. 

In the eucharistie koinonia the community 
of faith is representing the whole world. 
Christ's way of extending hospitality to 
strangers must be the way for the whole 
world. In the koinonia of the self-giving 
Christ there is no struggle between unity 
and diversity. Both unity and diversity are 
signs of the blessing of God as manifested 
in the Body of Christ. "... we who are many 
are one body, for we all partake of the one 
body" (v. 17). The missiology of theologia 
crucis aims to create the koinonia of the 
whole creation. 

The Seventh Assembly of the World 
Council of Churches (Canberra in February 
1991) expanded the theological orientation 
of the Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry 
document: 

The unity of the church to which we are 
called is a koinonia given and expressed 
in the common confession of the apos
tolic faith; a common sacramental life 
entered by the one baptism and cel
ebrated together in one eucharistie fel
lowship; a common life in which mem
bers and ministries are mutually recog
nized and reconciled; and a common 
mission witnessing to the gospel of 
God's grace to all people and serving 
the whole of creation.4 

The ecumenical movement is a move
ment towards a fuller conciliar communion 
as an expression of the apostolic koinonia. 
In koinonia theology, theologies of "ex
tending hospitality to strangers" and of 
"sharing in the body of Christ" are insepa
rable. Both nourish Christian missiology. 
But how can we speak about "sharing in the 
body of Christ" without first "extending 
hospitality to the stranger"? ( Isa 52:7, Rom 
10:14f.) 

4Signs of the Spirit (WCC Publications, 
1991), 173. See also Aram Keshishian, 
Conciliar Fellowship (WCC Publications, 
1992), xv. 81. 
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Minority theologies extend hospitality 
to strangers. People of economic, racial and 
political minorities are themselves strang
ers. Blacks, Womanists, Feminists, Native 
Americans, and Latin American Libera-
tionists are resident aliens. They have 
brought into the theological discussion the 
voices of those who have been ignored for 
centuries. Black theology is a stranger-
centered theology. It brings the life experi
ence of the most marginal population to the 
center of their theological concern. For too 
long the church had not extended hospital
ity to strangers' theologies, including even 
women's experience and expression of the 
Christian faith. Aylward Shorter, the Catho
lic missionary theologian in Africa, writes: 

For nearly sixteen centuries, from late 
Roman times until our own, a monocul
tura! view of the world held sway among 
bishops, theologians and thinkers of the 
Catholic Church.... When classical 
Graeco-Roman philosophy came to be 
applied to the truths of revelation during 
the high Middle Ages, the immutability 
of the Christian cultural ideal was 
sealed.5 

In our time, after 1600 years, both the 
"bottle" (cultural container) and the "wine" 
(substance of the gospel itself) are seriously 
examined by those who want to extend 
hospitality to strangers. Minority theolo
gies are challenging theological interpreta
tions, formulations, symbolization, and lit
urgies of the dominant groups which have 
long been colonially and monoculturally 
presented and accepted. Their critical stud
ies probe to the essence of the biblical faith 
itself. 

Thus, the horizon of theology has been 
suddenly expanded. But the church is still 
not entirely sure whether it should extend 
hospitality to these theological resident 
aliens when they dare to attack "the im
mutability of the Christian cultural ideal." 

It has not fed and clothed these theological 
resident aliens when they were hungry and 
naked. 

I have suggested that the stranger is a 
crucial key to the understanding of the gos
pel. Philoxenia—friendship to strangers— 
is the way of theologia crucis. Christian 
theology will remain meaningful only as 
long as it takes the stranger seriously. Now, 
let us focus on what it means to "extend 
hospitality to strangers" in the inter-reli
gious context. This will give us an impor
tant example for our stranger-centered the
ology. I realize that this subject is by itself 
overwhelming. What I am intending to do 
is only to sketch how the apostolic exhorta
tion may be brought into the discussions we 
have as we live in a religiously plural world. 

Stranger-centered theology 
in the inter-religious context 

The religions have been a persistent ele
ment in the conscious separation of groups 
from one another. 1.8 billion Christians in 
the world today are strangers to 950 million 
Muslims who, in turn, are strangers to 300 
million Buddhists. There is a sense of 
mutual alienation among peoples of differ
ent religions. Intra-religion divisions are 
plentiful also. We hear a familiar confes
sion: "I was brought up as a Presbyterian 
who tended to regard Catholics as ignorant, 
dirty, dishonest and often drunken ! "6 Within 
"one" religion, there are many religions. 
Intra-religious differences are as complex 
as inter-religious differences. So far I am 
thinking of the world religions, the young
est of which is Islam. 

5Aylward Shorter, Toward a Theology of 
lnculturation (Orbis, 1989), 18. 

eNew Religious Movements and the 
Churches, ed. A. R. Brockway and J. P. 
Rajashekar (WCC Publications, 1987), 13. 
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We should add what the 1986 confer
ence sponsored by the Lutheran World Fed
eration and World Council of Church calls 
"New Religious Movements." Harold 
Turner, dean of a world-wide study of new 
religious movements, noting the amazing 
prolifícation of these movements in our 
days, writes: "the world has never seen 
more religious innovation and creativity 
than in the second half of the present cen
tury."7 

Let me list some of the new religious 
movements: Theosophical Society, Tran
scendental Meditation (TM), Divine Light 
Mission of Maharaj-ji, Bhagwan Shree 
Rajneesh Society, International Society for 
Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON), Erhard 
Seminars Training (EST), Soka Gakkai, 
Unification Church, Rastafarians, The 
Vodou, New Age Movement, Scientology, 
Jehovah's Witnesses,TheLatter-Day Saints, 
The Worldwide Church of God, the Chris
tian Science, The Baha'i, and so on. I am 
simply calling to your attention that the 
religious life of humanity today is far more 
varied and chaotic than a scholarly paper on 
the concept of the Buddhist nirvana com
pared with that of the Christian Kingdom of 
God based on the critical study of the re
spective texts. 

Living in the "Rush Hour of the Gods" 
(MacFarland), how should Christians hear 
the apostolic exhortation to "extend hospi
tality to the stranger"? Does it mean to be 
open to all kinds of religious teachings and 
experiences of salvation? It is reported that 
Mircea Eliade, in one of the last interviews 
he gave before his death, called for our 
openness to recognize the sacred wherever 
it appears: "It is quite possible that some 
day we will see absurd, strange things ap
pearing which may well be new expressions 
of the experience of the sacred."8 Harold 
Turner suspects that human history would 
have been considerably different if Chris

tians had taken new religious movements, 
such as that of Muhammad in Arabia in the 
7th century, and the Taiping Revolution in 
China in the 19th century, more positively 
(p. 9). He also observes that "from secular 
historical, phenomenological and sociologi
cal points of view the Christian church was 
another religious movement" (p. 4). 

Must we extend our hospitality to the 
followers of these "strange" religions? If 
the aim of mission is the creation of the 
koinonia of the whole of humanity centered 
by the peripheralized Christ, what should 
be our attitude towards people of other 
faiths? Christians are generally hostile to 
the followers of other world faiths and par
ticularly to those of the new religious move
ments which are still pejoratively called 
"sects,""cults,""heresies,"or"deviations." 

Hence, one Christian response would 
be: "Do not extend hospitality to the people 
of sects, cults, heresies, and deviation." 
After all, false teachers, pseudo-prophets 
and other mendicants abused the hospitality 
of Christians (Didache 12). One may go 

nNew Religious Movements, 8. 
*New Religious Movements, 66f. 
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back to the Nehemiah tradition that de
mands the separation of the people of God 
from strangers. Some of us may quote the 
words of St. Paul: 

I do not want you to be partners with 
demons.... You cannot partake of the 
table of the Lord and the table of de
mons. (1 Cor 10:20f.) 

But the demons here are the spirit of idola
try. There are the table of the Lord and the 
table of idolatry. The apostle urges that 
Christians must be keenly aware of the 
perils of idolatry. "Flee from the worship of 
idols" (1 Cor 10:14). If you reject idolatry, 
then, you can truly "extend hospitality to 
strangers." This connection is missiologi-
cally important. Our attention should not be 
so much with condemnation of the Unifica
tion Church or Krishna Consciousness, but 
with "fleeing from the worship of idols." 
Idolatry can take place in Christian life as 
easily as in the life of the followers of 
Muhammad or of Christian Science. Be
fore we speak against the people of the 
Krishna Consciousness, we should tell our
selves to "flee from the worship of idols." 

Should not Christians extend hospital
ity only to Christians or "good people" who 
are not deviates? This position would imply 
that 64 percent of the world population of 
5.3 billion are at the table of the demons 
while "Christians" are not! Scholars tell us 
that the world population will be 6.35 bil
lion in 2000, and 30 billion by the end of the 
21st century. In The Devastation of the 
Indies by Bartolomé De Las Casas we read: 

Their reason for killing and destroying 
such an infinite number of souls is that 
the Christians have an ultimate aim, 
which is to acquire gold, and to swell 
themselves with riches in a very brief 
time and thus rise to ahigh estate dispro
portionate to their merits. It should be 
kept in mind that their insatiable greed 

and ambition, the greatest ever seen in 
the world, is the cause of their villain
ies.9 

The self-idolatry of "insatiable greed and 
ambition, the greatestever seen in the world" 
distorts and destroys the gospel of the Christ 
to whom people came "from every quar
ter," who ate "with sinners and tax collec
tors" and who was crucified between two 
thieves (Mk 1:45,2:16,15:27). Comment
ing on the parable of the unforgiving ser-
vant(Mt 18:23-35) ReinholdNiebuhr writes: 

Forgiving love is a possibility only for 
those who know that they are not good, 
who feel themselves in need of divine 
mercy, who live in a dimension deeper 
and higher than that of moral idealism, 
feel themselves as well as their fellow 
men convicted of sin by a holy God and 
know that the differences between the 
good man and the bad man are insignifi
cant in his sight.10 

Theologia crucis remembers that what is 
important in our sight can be "insignificant 
in his sight" (see 1 Sam 16:7). Encouraged 
by Bartolomé De Las Casas and Reinhold 
Niebuhr, I am ready to make a method
ological suggestion. In the context of "ex
tending hospitality to the people of different 
religious persuasions," we must primarily 
look at our human reality, both personal and 
collective, and not at the doctrinal or insti
tutional aspects of the religions. 

The human reality of Buddhist people 
who feel jealousy should be the primary 
point of concern, not some abstract Bud
dhism which cannot be troubled by jeal
ousy. Muslims, who think, speak, eat, sleep, 

'Bartolomé De Las Casas, The Devasta
tion of the Indies (1552), tr. Herma Briffault, 
31. 

10Reinhold Niebuhr, An Interpretation of 
Christian Ethics (Crossroad, 1935), 139. 
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meditate, marry, divorce, laugh, cry, com
plain, pray, and fast, are the central reality, 
not Islam. Christians, who can be people of 
"insatiable greed and ambition," should be 
taken up as the primary reality, not some 
doctrinal or institutional formulation of 
Christianity, such as the Two Natures of 
Christ or the Papacy or Presbyterian polity. 
I would suggest that we should apply the 
same methodology to the people of new 
religious movements. Our primary interest 
should be with the human reality of Tran
scendental Meditators, not the doctrinal and 
ideological message of Transcendental 
Meditation. 

Still, a difficult problem persists. What, 
precisely, is the relationship between Bud
dhism and Buddhist, and Islam and Mus
lims, and so on? The answer does not come 
easily. Buddhism is a body of moral and 
religious teaching. It has expressed itself 
through its elaborate system of symbols and 
institutions, and it has created one of the 
great civilizations of humanity. The same 
thing could be said about Christianity and 
Islam. 

Obviously there would be no Buddhists 
apart from Buddhism. There would be no 
Catholic faithful apart from the papacy. Yet 
it is not Buddhism but Buddhists who make 
Buddhist culture and civilization. There is 
no such possibility as "Buddhism by itself 
or "the Papacy by itself." Buddhism cannot 
speak to Christianity, but Buddhists can. 
Inter-religious dialogue is between Bud
dhists and Christians, not between Bud
dhism and Christianity. Not for the sake of 
Christianity, but "for our sake" Christ gave 
his life. The concept of a world of plural 
religious truths is a theoretical construc
tion, one step distanced from humanity's 
religious life. Apart from the concreteness 
of the people whose lives demonstrate plu
ral religious truths, it would be pure abstrac
tion. 

Seen from the angle of this methodol
ogy, we find ourselves, whatever our reli
gious commitments, to be much alike, lam 
saying that human beings who call them
selves Buddhists or Hindus or Christians or 

Inter-religious  
dialogue is 

between Buddhists and 
Christians, not be
tween Buddhism and 
Christianity. 

Transcendental Meditators are alike, for 
instance, in their greediness or in their self-
righteousness. To say that Buddhists are 
less greedy or self-righteous than Chris
tians, or to suggest the opposite, would 
plainly contradict what we experience. In 
the people of other religions, we see, to our 
embarrassment, undesirable parts of our
selves. This may be one of the reasons why 
we hate other religions. 

Though Christians passionately recite 
"terrible things" of other religions, the hu
man reality of greed and self-righteousness 
is indisputably there across the board. 

...in passing judgment on another you 
condemn yourself, because you, the 
judge, are doing the very same things. 
(Rom 2:1, and see Mt 7:3.) 

Thus for Christians, the need for repentance 
(metanoia) appears in the context of inter-
religious dialogue. We must renounce our 
centuries-old "teacher's complex." The 
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proclamation of the gospel and teacher's 
complex do not go together. In metanoia 
we accept Jesus' words, "Why do you see 
the speck in your neighbor's eye, but do not 
notice the log in your own eye?" (Mt 7:3). 
In 1934 Reinhold Niebuhr wrote: 

There is no deeper pathos in the spiritual 
life of man than the cruelty of righteous 
people. If any one idea dominates the 
teachings of Jesus, it is his opposition to 
the self-righteousness of the righteous.11 

Christians' understanding of the people of 
other religions, then, begins with Chris
tians' own repentance. Only when we re
pent, can we truly "extend hospitality to 
strangers." In metanoia we will see the 
universal sin of greed and self-righteous
ness in ourselves as well as in others. We 
must not simply be against Vodou or 
Scientology, but against greed and self-
righteousness that are found in all human 
religious realities including Vodou and Sci
entology. Christian criticism of greed 
and self-righteousness comes from the ven
erable tradition of Israel and the church at 
the center of which stands the crucified 
Christ. Paul Tillich will help us to under
stand how Christ stands here: 

...he accepts the title "Christ" when 
Peter offers it to him. He accepts it 
under the one condition that he has to go 
to Jerusalem to suffer and to die, which 
means to deny the idolatrous tendency 
even with respect to himself. This is at 
the same time the criterion of all other 
symbols, and it is the criterion to which 
every Christian church should subject 
itself.12 

I would suggest that this should be
come the criterion of the symbols of all 
religions. This is a scandalous criterion 
because it is a crucified criterion, a criterion 
of radical self-denial. It is the criterion that 
theologia crucis upholds. In the light of this 

criterion, I am bold to examine the truth 
about the visit of the Japanese emperor 
Akihito to China (October, 1992) when he 
expressed only sadness but not an apology 
to the Chinese people for the wartime atroci
ties in which 20 million were injured or 
killed. In the absence of genuine repen
tance it is difficult to restore a healthy 
international relationship. 

Still a number of questions persist. 
Will not the theologia crucis orientation 
encourage the syncretism of religions? Does 
it have a strong evangelism thrust? Is it not 
too "romantic" about inter-religious reali
ties? Must we not decisively reject the way 
of salvation by religions other than Chris
tianity? What is the position of the stranger-
centered theology on the kidnapping and 
deprogramming of the captives of the 
Moonies? When Bhagwan Rajneesh says 
that Christianity is "death oriented"; when 
the Japanese True Light Religion (Mahikari) 
says that it was Jesus' brother, not Jesus 
himself, who was crucified; when the Uni
fication Church claims that it is re-populat
ing the world with a new sinless humanity 
by way of mass weddings, should Chris
tians remain silent? How are we to respond 
to the financial and moral messes involving 
a number of religious bodies? 

It is imperative for Christians to pub
licly state what they believe. This is an 
essential part of "extending hospitality to 
strangers." Missiology of theologia crucis 
must make it clear how the teaching of 
Buddhism or that of Scientology differs 
from the Christian proclamation. Thus the 
study of Christian theology becomes a con
stant responsibility of every Christian. The 
theologia crucis inspires the Christian act 

"Niebuhr, An Interpretation, 138. 
12Paul Tillich, Theology of Culture 

(Oxford University Press, 1959), 67. 
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of clarification which safeguards Christian
ity from becoming indiscriminately con
fused with different doctrines. 

But still we have uneasy stirrings within 
us. Is it not a part of evangelism to attack 
and even anathematize other religious teach
ings? "Woe to you, the Taoists, Muslims 
and Moonies..."! Does not evangelism re
quire some negative campaigning? How 
can we speak positively about our own faith 
unless we speak negatively of others? Isn't 
it essential in our evangelism to expose all 
of their unclean spirits, and promote our 
own clean spirits ? Does not biblical theol
ogy support this? Hasn't such missionary 
activity been precious Christian tradition 
practiced from ancient times, and with a 
particular boldness throughout the whole 
world since the event of Columbus in 1492? 
Do we not evangelize the world because 
there is no other name than that of Jesus 
Christ through which the world can find its 
salvation? Exactly 200 years ago, in what 
might be called his "Oversea Mission Mani
festo," the great Baptist missionary Will
iam Carey based his missiology on the 
understanding that 

Before the coming of our Lord Jesus 
Christ the whole world were either hea
thens, or Jews; and both, as to the body 
of them, were enemies to the gospel.13 

This is a clear and powerful position. Does 
it represent our missiology today? Is this 
where we stand after the painful and confus
ing history of the West's expansive colo
nialism in Asia and Africa, after the event of 
the Parliament of World Religions held in 
Chicago 100 years ago, after Hiroshima and 
the Jewish Holocaust 50 years ago, after the 
two World Wars in this century, after the 
gigantic population explosion, and the eco
logical crisis we find ourselves in today? 
Does our dedication to mission and evange
lism derive from the theology that those 

who are not Christians are "enemies of the 
gospel"? 

And how can we appeal to Christian 
congregations for support of "oversea mis
sion/evangelism work" if we do not tell 
them that "people over there" are living in 
darkness, and need their help? 

It is, according to the apostolic faith, 
the Spirit of Christ that energizes our evan
gelistic proclamation. I doubt strongly 
whether the idea that "people over there are 
enemies of God" is central to the Spirit of 
Christ. The Spirit of Christ does not support 
the spirit of greed to conquer others and 
self-righteousness to demonstrate our own 
superior piety. The gospel-message is not a 
human creation (Gal 1: If). The message is 
that in Jesus Christ God extended hospital
ity to strangers to an unimaginable extent 
and to an unsearchable depth (Rom 11:33). 
This must be the Spirit of Christ today as 
well as 2000 years ago. Our appeal to 
congregations for support of mission/ evan
gelism work must be presented in terms of 
the theology of "extending hospitality to 
strangers" which is the essence of the gos
pel, and not in terms of the damnation of the 
heathen who are seen as the "enemies to the 
gospel." 

How does the missiology of "extend
ing hospitality to strangers" understand the 
18th Article of the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights? 

Everyone has the right to freedom of 
thought, conscience and religion; this 
right includes freedom to change his 
religion or belief, and freedom, either 
alone or in community with others and 
in public or private, to manifest his 
religion or belief in teaching, practice, 
worship and observance. 

13William Carey, An Enquiry into the 
Obligations of Christians, to use Means for 
the Conversion of the Heathens (1792), 14. 
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The 18th Article which expresses the West
ern liberal Enlightenment spirit is, in fact, 
being violated every moment. Religious 
passion cannot be tamed by these cool ratio
nal words. How do the spirit of the Euro
pean Enlightenment and the Christian the
ology of repentance intersect? This is a 
challenging problem particularly for those 
who live in the United States whose politi
cal philosophy was much influenced by 
Enlightenment thought. 

The 18th Article protects the "freedom 
to change," for instance, from Islam to 
Christianity, and vice versa. Change of 
religion takes place only as a result of com
plex factors—cultural, social,political,psy
chological, racial, and so on. Conversion to 
any religion is of little substance unless it 
brings some liberation from greed and self-
righteousness to the life of the convert. 

Christians may insist that the change 
which is crucial is the change from the 
allegiance to Muhammad to Christ. But 
what is the substance of allegiance to Christ? 
Does not Christ emancipate humanity from 
the power of greed and self-righteousness? 
Or shall we draw a sharp line between 
Christian faith and greed/self-righteousness, 
and declare that they have nothing to do 
with each other? While it is true that the 
gospel is the power that saves us in spite of 
our greed and self-righteousness, the fruit 
of our salvation will be seen in the evidence 
of the destruction of greed and self-righ
teousness in our lives. This must be true if 
we insist on the historicity of the Christian 
faith. The destruction of greed and self-
righteousness must be historically demon
strated. 

Greed and self-righteousness are not, 
of course, the only universal problem that 
religions recognize. It is true, however, that 
all of the great world religions take them 
seriously. Buddhism is centered on the 
problem of greed, and Christianity on that 

of self-righteousness. In my view, it is these 
two factors that are destroying the shalom 
of human life upon the earth. 

If this is true, the primary focus of 
Christian meditation in the inter-religious 
discourse must be upon human greed and 
self-righteousness. Saying this, I do not 
mean that in every inter-religious situation, 
we should immediately address these is
sues. But it is important to know deep in our 
hearts the seriousness of human disintegra
tion caused by these two forces. In fact 
these two forces are one force, since wher
ever there is greed there is self-righteous
ness, and vice versa. Where there is greed 
or self-righteousness, there is idolatry. "Flee 
from the worship of idols." 

How difficult it is to "flee from the 
worship of idols"! It is with the deep sense 
of repentance that Christians "extend hos
pitality to strangers." In this context of 
hospitality, Christian critique of the Chris
tian religion and of other religions can be 
both sharp and meaningful. "For God shows 
no partiality" (Rom 2:11). This is the back
bone of the missiology of theologia crucis 
in the inter-religious context. 

The stranger-centered theology inspires 
a new ecumenical movement based on the 
Christian theology of repentance. Repen
tance (metanoia) is a creative moment in 
which missiology of theologia crucis be
gins. In repentance, we can truly "extend 
hospitality to strangers." This is the spirit of 
the stranger-centered missiology. 
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