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1
Introduction

Church in a multi-cultural and multi-religious society – this topic takes us back to the beginnings of the Reformation. Because, in the 16th century, the foundations were laid for what characterizes our society’s life today:

· Democracy in the sense of equal participation as a consequence of the aspiration expressed in the “priesthood of all believers”;

· Plurality, the necessity of tolerating different modes of faith in order to ensure a peaceful co-existence;

· Social equality resulting from the fact that every human being is a creation of God and justified before Him.

Furthermore, it was in the 16th century when the 1555 Peace of Augsburg and the recognition of the existence of multiple Christian denominations made it possible to organize a life together under the conditions of diversity and thereby establish peace (at least the peaceful period in Central Europe after the Peace of Augsburg lasted quite long until 1618.) 450 years later, we and the process of globalization are facing the challenge of organizing the sudden, barely evolved encounter of very different cultural traditions and religious convictions in one place while maintaining a peaceful co-existence. The question arising from this: how do we as a Christian Church position ourselves in a multi-cultural and multi-religious society, what is our mission and how can we become a growing church through these challenges?

2
Biographical Experience
I would like to begin by telling you about my personal experience – as a child and adolescent, as a pastor in both West and East Germany, as a citizen of a city where 80 percent of the population don’t belong to any religious community and where there is a heated debate about the role religion should play in the public sphere.

2.1
Düsseldorf

I grew up with my four siblings in Düsseldorf (West Germany) in a decidedly Protestant home. As a child I learned of the existence of other religions through the stories of missionaries who would visit our children’s worship services now and then. They ultimately confirmed the impression: the religions of indigenous peoples are underdeveloped; everything that’s good comes from Christian Europe. This idea was exemplified by the “nodding negro”, a racist money box to collect donations for the “development” of the underdeveloped people in Africa. But then, in the mid-60s, critical questions started coming to the forefront: Isn’t the Christian missionary activity very much like colonialism, exploitation and war? Was the spreading of Christianity in Africa indeed a progress of civilization or wasn’t it rather the cause of the disorder that has affected the African states since the 60s until today? But at the same time I learned how much the Christian faith turned out to be a strength in the struggles for independence of oppressed people and peoples:

· the citizens‘ rights movement in the USA associated with the name Martin Luther King;

· the fight against Apartheid in South Africa associated with the names Mahatma Gandhi, Desmond Tutu und Nelson Mandela;

· and later the power of the prayers for peace that led to the Peaceful Revolution in the GDR in 1989/90.

But was it still about missionary work then? Or didn’t the Churches at the end of the 20th century rather try to practice a credible Christianity with an ecumenical orientation and directed towards the whole world? Didn’t the Churches try to include the people who live without religious ties just as much as people with different religious affiliations? That’s what the conciliar process of Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation stands for, which became an ecumenical movement in the 80s. It dawned on me at the beginning of my theology studies: there is no contradiction between the so-called missionary command of Jesus “Go therefore, and teach all nations…” from Matthew 28 and a global awareness of the fact that we as Christians and as Church are just one part alongside many other religious expressions in the one world of God.
2.2
Mannheim (with a short digression)

This notion became a conviction when I worked as a parish pastor in Mannheim (1977-1992). There I was confronted with a new religious community that had been growing since the 60s: Islam. However, in West Germany it first appeared as if especially the Turks had left their cultural and religious background at home. Who in the 70s ever thought about what the Turkish “guest workers” and their families thought and believed or how they practiced their religion? Teaching in school, I came face to face with the Islam: Turkish children attended my religious education classes. Back then, no one even thought of having specific Islamic classes in religious education. One day a Turkish family asked me if they could rent our parish community hall to celebrate their son’s circumcision. I agreed – not knowing what I was getting myself into. Their were supposed to be 250 people, but I didn’t realize that this number represented the number of families. The hall was more than crowded with far more than 500 people. I also didn’t know that the circumcision would be performed in the hall. There was a big bed set up with splendidly-ornamental decorations. After the circumcision rite came the celebration with Turkish folklore – but without alcohol. The party ended at night. I was happy the community hall was still in one piece. The news made the rounds and a few weeks later, another circumcision celebration took place. Then followed two Eritrean weddings – Christians. And what’s surprising: even more people, strange and exotic music, boisterous atmosphere – with alcohol. The wedding guests were dancing on the tables. In the kitchen, which had just been renovated, they were cooking mocha on an open fire. The community hall survived this, too. But I must admit: my wife and I stayed awake until the last guests had left the hall.

What did I learn from this? Intercultural learning is also required within worldwide Christianity. And: in a city’s society we all belong together. This realization comes at the price of some effort – but it mainly means seeing eye to eye with one another! That is the only way fears, preconceptions and reservations can be overcome. These hours in the community hall probably did more for a mutual understanding than many smart articles. I, of course, had to insist on certain rules being respected. At the same time, I noticed that integration means so much more than just adapting: integration from the “stranger’s” point of view means being open to the living conditions in the new homeland on the one hand, but on the other hand also finding possibilities to maintain your own roots, cultural and religious traditions. This means, integration is a mixture of adjustment and keeping your own identity. The same is of course true for the “natives” – they/we too want to preserve their/our identity but must also adjust to the changes that come along with “strangers”, immigrants and refugees.

2.2.1
Digression

When I consider the issue of identity and integration, the prophet Jeremiah’s letter to the Israelite exiles (Jeremiah 29) holds a special meaning. The historical background is as follows: In the middle of the 6th century bc, the leading class of Israel was expelled to Babylon (today’s Iraq). 1,000 kilometers away from the now destroyed temple, the people were anxious to leave again and were in the process of forming a parallel society. In this situation, the prophet Jeremiah came and reminded the exiles (Jeremiah 29):

Thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel, to all the exiles whom I have sent into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon: Build houses and live in them; plant gardens and eat their produce. Take wives and have sons and daughters; take wives for your sons, and give your daughters in marriage, that they may bear sons and daughters; multiply there, and do not decrease. But seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare.

Jeremiah 29:4-7

Applied to the 21st century, this contains an appeal to the migrants: integrate yourselves, allow your children to marry local women and men to start families who shape intercultural life, seek the welfare of the city – but keep your faith, your identity! This is not only an unmistakable plea for the migrants to integrate, it is also an appeal to the new citizens to keep their own identity. If we consider this story today, we learn to address the problems from the migrants’ perspective.

2.2.2
Construction of a Mosque

Let’s return to Mannheim: Already in the early 90s, the church-operated kindergartens in some parts of Mannheim had more Muslim children than Christian ones. It couldn’t come as a surprise to anyone that the idea of building a mosque came about. For me it was a matter of course to support the construction of a mosque in 1991. Muslims must have the opportunity to build their own house of worship and prayer. Therefore, I campaigned for the Protestant Church to support this construction plan. The mosque was indeed inaugurated in 1995 and the big chandelier was funded by the Protestant and the Catholic Church. The Yanus Sultan Selim mosque is the biggest mosque in Germany and stands opposite to the Catholic Church of Our Lady. Until this day I have not heard of any sort of “danger” emanating from this mosque. On the contrary, this parish, amongst others, has made many contributions to a multi-religious life. 

During the first Gulf War in 1991, I realized once more how important it is to say yes to a multi-religious co-existence – in order to prevent the fundamentalization of conflicts, radicalization of individuals and mutual isolation. In the context of the Gulf War, we organized many interreligious talks and events in January/February 1991. Back then, just like in the Iraq War in 2003, the military engagement was seen as a “clash of civilizations”, a war of the Christian west against the Islamic world. As such, the wars were heated up with ideology in a propagandistic way, especially by the USA. Until this day, the aftermath of these wars has strained not only interreligious dialog. The refugee movements in and from the Middle East have their root cause in these disastrous clashes – caused by those who now seal themselves off from the refugees.

2.3
Leipzig

In early 1992, I took the post of pastor at St. Thomas Church in Leipzig – and encountered a society where “religion” barely played a role and foreigners were hard to find. Only 12% of the Leipzig citizens are Protestants, 4% are Catholics and 7% are migrants. The overwhelming majority of the East-German population prefers to have nothing at all to do with religion. Often this is grounded in the preconception: religion is the root of all things evil – intolerance, violence, war. However, a lot has changed in the past years: the big cities have not only seen the return of Jewish life, which had been eradicated during the Nazi regime. There are also Muslim communities along with many other smaller religious groups. The topic of Islam and religion keeps shooting up like an eruption every time a religious group wants to build its own house of worship like the mosque or a Buddhist temple, or when refugees or immigrants cause a sudden increase in size for a religious community, as is currently the case with Islam. When the Ahmadiyya community announced in 2013 that they wanted to build a mosque in Leipzig, there was an outcry – the keynote was: we won’t allow the Islamization of our city. Naturally, neo-Nazis immediately picked up the topic for themselves.

Back then (October 2013), my colleague pastor Britta Taddiken and I engaged in the debate early on and issued a statement to underline that religion belongs in the public sphere and the freedom of religion established in our constitution doesn’t apply only to Christian Churches. We wanted to make it clear early on that the Protestant Church supports interreligious co-existence. I quote from this statement:

Nobody can deny a religious community the right to build a house of worship in a state whose constitution – thank God – establishes freedom of opinion and freedom of religion. On the contrary: it is very commendable that one or more mosques be constructed as a visible part of our city. This allows citizens of the Muslim faith to practice their faith in the open and come together for worship services. Making this possible should also be in all our interest. For it is exactly this publicness of religious life that makes it easier to have the needed discussions and debates – and thereby reduce preconceptions and fears that are expressed in the current protests against the construction.

In the meantime, the discourse in Leipzig has become less emotional. However, sometimes there are still provoking acts performed on the building site, such as putting up impaled pigs’ heads. It is quite revealing that most people who are afraid of Islam have never set foot in a mosque or know a Muslim in person. Therefore I want to stress once more: Nothing is more important than encounters.

To this end, we had an interreligious celebration in 2012 on the occasion of our anniversary “800 Years THOMANA.” Back then we were convinced: looking back at 800 years St. Thomas Church today, we also have to look at the current situation of religion in our city. This, however, we cannot do alone but only with the religious communities. So we asked the shops and restaurants around St. Thomas Church to take part in an experiment: after the Saturday motet, the religious communities would have the opportunity to introduce themselves in one of these locations. To conclude the day, there would be an interreligious prayer at St. Thomas Church. Almost all the shops took part and 15 Churches and religious communities, including the Orthodox Churches, Catholics, Israelite community, Bahai, Vedic community, the Takwa mosque and the Korean community. Unfortunately, the Independent Evangelical-Lutheran Church declined because an Islamic community was taking part. For the worship service, the following structure was predetermined: an organ piece would be played to begin and end the service, the introduction would be made by St. Thomas Church and at the end each religious group would say their usual blessing. Apart from this, every religious community had five minutes to introduce themselves – be it with music, readings or prayers. This “freedom” surprised the religious communities but, at the same time, they felt their own bounderies. And so the Imam of the Takwa mosque sang surahs from the Quran right in front of Jesus’ cross. And what happened? Nothing! Or: a lot. Now, there is a regular exchange between the Takwa mosque and St. Thomas Church. We take part in the fast-breaking, the evening prayer or Muhammad’s birthday (Mavlid, a kind of Christmas); members of the Takwa mosque attend our worship services, parish celebrations and public talks. Why do we do this? We consider interreligious encounters an important part of Church work.

3
Farewell to the Claim to Exclusivity

Of course, I have often been asked if it shouldn’t be our noblest endeavor to convert members of other religious communities, especially Muslims, to the Christian faith? My clear answer to that is: no. First and foremost it is about seeing eye to eye, respecting and getting to know each other. I wouldn’t want to be missionized in a foreign country, either. However: if people come to us seeking to be Christians, then we should allow them to be baptized. I have baptized numerous Muslims and have confirmed their children. And what happened? Nothing. Or again: a lot: Therefore, here are a few thoughts on the claim to exclusivity.

In the 22 years of my work at St. Thomas Church, I gave weekly baptism classes for adults. On the occasion of the baptism, the adults then publicly explained their reasons in the service. One young woman said:
I’m not getting baptized because I think that the Christian faith is the only possible religion or because I think that Christians are the better people. I’m getting baptized because I am convinced that the faith gives me strength in my life and perspectives that keep me from merely vegetating.
This woman understood something important: my own faith doesn’t depend on myself or others making it absolute. It doesn’t become more convincing when I devalue other religions, but because I trust in the Good News of Jesus Christ. Therefore, I have long stopped defining Christianity as the only important or right religion in this world. Furthermore, I don’t believe in a religion, not even in Christianity or the Church. I solely believe in the living God, the father of Jesus Christ. The reason of my faith is not that I am not my own in life and death but that God called me into this life by birth and to a responsible life by baptism and that I am surrounded in space and time by God’s blessing and the love of Jesus, which is stronger than death. That relieves me of all fears but also of the ambition to accomplish everything on my own.

3.1
Four Arguments for the Farewell to the Claim to Exclusivity

Now some may be surprised that I as a pastor am pleading for a farewell to the claim to exclusivity. Therefore, a few arguments:
1. In every service we say the Apostles‘ Creed. It contains the line: “I believe in God, the Father almighty, creator of heaven and earth.” If this is true, it means that also the people who adhere to a different religion than Christianity are beloved creations of the living God. Furthermore, I must believe it’s possible that God, the almighty, allows other ways of faith than the ones I’m familiar with.

2. It is one of the tragic aspects of our human existence that we are particularly relentless in opposing those who we have separated from. This has become apparent in a cruel way in the relationship between Christians and Jews (but also in armed conflicts between Catholics and Protestants in the 16th/17th century). It is, however, important that we as Christians never forget and never deny our roots: the faith of Israel. Nowhere in his teachings did Jesus distance himself from this faith or turn against the message of the First Testament.

3. Jesus says of himself: “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.” (John 14:6) Does this not mean that the way to God can only and exclusively be found through Jesus Christ? The sentence can be taken that way. But then it get’s dangerous: for Christians and non-Christians (see the inglorious forced Christianization after the conquest of Latin America in the 16th/17th century). I interpret this sentence within its context. Jesus answers to his disciple Thomas. He had asked Jesus: “Lord, we do not know where you are going. How can we know the way?” (John 14:5) Jesus is an answer to all question for the way, the truth and a meaningful life – an answer, that is, which brings us the promise of a future, salvation, forgiveness and life after death in the new world of God. I can feed on this answer for all my life and try to convince others – but without expecting or demanding that they think and believe as I do.

4. Jesus says: “In my Father’s house are many rooms.” (John 14:2a) This, to me, is one of the most beautiful sayings of Jesus. God’s kingdom is not one gigantic hall, nor is it a residential block in which all rooms follow the same standardized layout. No –God’s house has many rooms in many apartments with different designs and furnishings (everything from a simple one-room flat to a penthouse). This means: there are many ways to practice your faith. What luck that we can develop our faith in this plurality. This is the only way the concept of the “Priesthood of Believers” and of “Ecumenism” can make sense.

3.2
Two Requirements

Concerning the engagement with other religions, I see two important requirements:

1. If you want to deal with other religions, you need to be comfortable in your home. That means: The more convinced we are as Christians (and therefore know a lot about our faith and our traditions), the freer and more open we can co-exist and deal with people of other faiths without wanting to make them what we are. Consequently, we as Christians need to be able to own our faith in a way that non-Christians can understand. That is the beginning of missionary work which forgoes violence and bending consciences.

2. Before we form an opinion about a religion, we should acquire fundamental knowledge about it and always remember: what would we say if others judged Christianity one-sidedly, sweepingly and in a nutshell (for example, reducing it to the violent excesses of the crusades and burnings of witches)? We are facing the challenge of getting to know other religions in their variety and diversity.

4
Biblical Foundations

I would like to come back to the requirement of awareness of our own religious identity. We have a lot to catch up with in this regard. We are lacking the most important things: knowledge of the sources, knowledge of the traditions and also of the reforming achievements. I summarize these in three keywords: “freedom, education, responsibility”. That is why the call of the humanists and reformers is as topical as it was 500 years ago: “ad fontes”, back to the sources, back to the biblical message. Only if we are sure of our own faith, we can encounter each other free of fear and shape a life together in a multi-religious society. And this doesn’t mean a unified religious mishmash à la: “we all believe in the same God after all”. Instead, we must rather provide the conditions under which the differences, the conflict and the debate on the question of truth can be carried out in peace and respect. Therefore, I would like restate the basics of the faith: everyone is a creation of God, the liberation of the people of Israel from servitude in Egypt, the life and work, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Allow me to expand on this a bit:
4.1
Creation

In the first history of the creation we read:

So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him;

Genesis 1:27

The likeness to God of man means nothing other than that every human is a piece of God – in both meanings of the word: being a “part” of God and having been “made” by him. All human beings carry the divine inside themselves, which correlates to the phrase from the 8th psalm:

Yet you have made him a little lower than the heavenly beings and crowned him with glory and honor.

Psalm 8:5

In his “Small Catechism”, Martin Luther expressed this perfectly in the explanation of the first article of the Apostles’ Creed:

I believe that God has made me and all creatures; that He has given me my body and soul, eyes, ears, and all my members, my reason and all my senses, and still takes care of them.

Whoever says this creed or to whom it is spoken at the beginning of their life, cannot be denied human dignity and equal participation in life, income, work and education. Furthermore: when Christians of all denominations say the Apostles’ Creed and acknowledge God as the “creator of heaven and earth”, then it doesn’t only apply to Christians or the so-called Christian west. We must not suspect people with disabilities or atheists or Muslims as mistakes of creation. That’s why the Genesis story about humanity’s likeness to God stands like a preamble, a kind of original gospel, at the beginning of our Bible – without any national, cultural or religious limitation. All human beings can picture their life as a direct counterpart to the one God and the source of what we today call human dignity and democracy in the sense of equal participation. Whatever is valid for me, I cannot deny another, whether near or far away. This universality is also underlined by the other parts of the so-called Primordial History: the second history of creation, the Fall and expulsion from Paradise, Cain and Abel, the Flood and the tower of Babel. It is my firm conviction, that we can only interpret the beginning of our Bible in an interreligious and intercultural context. 
4.2
The Original Gospel: The Mercy of God

This leads to a second exegetical finding: we can only think of Earth as the one world of God – despite all national, ethnic, cultural and religious differences. This, however, doesn’t justify a claim to exclusivity or power for the faith that follows this principle. Instead, this statement underlines: All human beings live their lives in a global context and have to justify all their doings before God. This justification can be achieved by the mercy of God alone – no matter what the individual’s world view and religious convictions may be. All stories of the Primordial History have a common content: despite their transgression, their involvement in the conflict of good and evil, humanity is saved and the Earth is promised stability. Just think of God sparing the life of Cain, the murderer, or God explaining the end of the flood with the same words as the need for the flood:

… for the intention of man’s heart is evil from his youth.

Genesis 6:5 and 8:21

This means: even God cannot improve the situation by way of punishment. Change happens only by mercy. In other words: We humans can only survive (i.e. lead a meaningful life), if we make the mercy received from God the basis of our life together. Therefore, the measure of all human actions is: the mercy of God. This correlates to a basic conviction that is present in Judaism, in Christianity and also in Islam:

The Lord is merciful and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love.
Psalm 103:8

This mercy has not only become irrevocable through the life and work, death and resurrection of Jesus – it also cannot be bought by any means.
4.3
Jesus Christ

Therefore, we acknowledge Jesus Christ even in a multi-religious society. We are Christians and want to stay Christians. Seeing Jesus Christ as the salvation of the world means following the markers that we owe to him: mercy, peace, justice, non-violence, respect for life. This corresponds to man’s likeness to God, the double commandment of love and the golden rule. The latter can be found in many other religions. We should see the Christian faith in particular as an offering to lead a meaningful and fulfilled life. But we shouldn’t abuse the faith to delegitimize other possible modes of faith or fuel fears in this regard, as if only a Christian could be saved. That would contradict what the reformers in particular discovered: the freedom that overcomes all fears. Salvation is not the end result of a religious balance of performance – salvation comes by the grace of God alone. That’s how I understand the message of Jesus as it is expressed in the parable of the Lost Son, or in the promise to the one criminal crucified next to Jesus.

4.4
Paul on the Areopagus

And this is also how I understand the speech of the apostle Paul in Athens (Act 17) – a model sermon in an interreligious context.

So Paul, standing in the midst of the Areopagus, said: “Men of Athens, I perceive that in every way you are very religious. For as I passed along and observed the objects of your worship, I found also an altar with this inscription: ‘To the unknown god.’ What therefore you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you.

Act 17:22-23

Paul doesn’t suspect the people of adhering to a wrong faith. He speaks respectfully of the people’s religious orientation. He doesn’t say that things are either black or white. Instead, he went to the Areopagus, the playground of various world views, to learn about the different gods. And behold: he finds an altar that doesn’t depict a god. Instead it bears an inscription: “To the unknown God.” Straight to the point, Paul has spotted the religious vacuum present in quite a few people. And now Paul starts his sermon and serves as an example in it, too: he doesn’t trash the other deities but instead fills the empty altar with contents that he considers crucial and essential. In this, he formulates four basic statements:

1. God is the creator of all life.

2. God doesn’t live in temples, he isn’t a thing. God’s spirit seeks residence within us. (cf. Romans 8)

3. God doesn’t demand sacrifices. Therein lies the wonderful message of the cross: Jesus’ death has freed us once and for all from having to kill and having to sacrifice. What’s more: Not we have to make a sacrifice to God to propitiate him, but we receive God’s gifts at the Lord’s Table: the bread of life and the cup of salvation.

4. God is close to all people.

5
Conclusion

We should be glad and grateful that we can understand and communicate our faith in this universal, ecumenical and interreligious way. However, this requires that we are at home in it. Therefore, everything will depend on us as Church enhancing our profile and thereby gaining openness – in accordance to Meister Eckhart’s saying:

If you are aware of your center, you can draw wide circles.

Insofar as we are facing the challenge of missionary work that is primarily directed inwards: Christians should be encouraged to live openly according to their conviction without demanding that others must think and believe the same. As we rejoice about the diversity of God’s creation, we should also see the diversity of religious life within and outside of Christianity as a gift and a challenge – and always remember that, at the end of all days, it will be as it says in the gospel of Luke:

And people will come from east and west, and from north and south, and recline at table in the kingdom of God.

Luke 13:29

This promise is what the Church should communicate in a multi-religious society.

Christian Wolff, Pastor em.
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