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A Muslim and a Christian-turned-Hindu-turned-Buddhist-while-remaining-Christian walk into a bar… : An Imagined Conversation Between Eboo Patel, Raimon Panikkar and Paul Knitter
  Okay, maybe not a bar, but a nice little cafe, somewhere they can talk.  They wave to the Protestant sitting in the corner, a friend of theirs.  Our Muslim’s name is Eboo, our complex guy’s name is Raimon, and our good Protestant mediator is called Paul.  They’ve come together to talk about the interfaith question (though Eboo persists in calling it the Zone).  Paul doesn’t really have much to say, but he thinks that since he’s got a good global perspective on things, he can moderate the discussion between Eboo and Raimon effectively.  He is pretty expansive and open-minded for a Christian, after all.

They settle into the cozy leather bench encircling the round table in the corner, and Eboo jumps right in: “Religious pluralism is neither mere coexistence nor forced consensus.  It is a form of proactive cooperation that affirms the identity of the constituent communities while emphasizing that the well-being of each and all depends on the health of the whole” (Patel xv).  
Paul nods his head in agreement, thinking how right Eboo is, since we all share a planet and the ending of suffering—both of individuals on it and the planet itself—is central to the reason for an interfaith dialogue.  Raimon listens attentively, his own internal plurality easily hearing Eboo’s thoughts.  Eboo continues, “Religious pluralism is the belief that “the common good is best served when each community has a chance to make its unique contribution” (Patel xv).  
Raimon says, “Pluralism today is a human existential problem which raises acute questions about how we are going to live our lives in the face of so many options.  Pluralism is no longer the old schoolbook question about the One and the Many; it has become a concrete day-to-day dilemma occasioned by the encounter of mutually incompatible worldviews and philosophies.  Today we face pluralism as the very practical question of human coexistence” (Panikkar Myth 56). 

“True,” says Eboo, “but we still have this faith line, this boundary with religious totalitarians on one side who think their way is the only way and pluralists on the other, who hold that people of differing communities and creeds need to learn to live together” (DA, Patel xv).
Raimon replies, “The problem of pluralism is in a certain sense the problem of the other.  How can we tolerate, or even understand, the other when this is in no way—rationally, reasonably or intelligibly—feasible?” (Panikkar Myth 57).

“Well,” says Eboo, “one of the places we must begin is with our youth.  They will inherit the Kingdom of Babel and must be taught how to build roads between the individual communities instead of trying to create some metasolution that will draw everyone under one banner” (DA).
“As a theorist, mostly, and certainly an academe, I don’t spend much time with kids,” says Raimon.  “But I think I can agree that youth will play a significant role in the formation of the future of pluralism, and children are certainly nearer being ‘rooted in the deepest nature of things’—until they are taught otherwise by their tribe.  Still, without a fully-developed adult prejudice, they likely may be shown how to create and sustain identity while simultaneously creating for themselves an embrace of the other as other, with no particular need to change the other.  And I like the notion, Eboo, since no purely theoretical solution can ever be adequate to the problem of pluralism. . . a problem which has a theoretical answer is not a pluralistic problem.  Your theory has within it a praxis, which is essential to the issue of pluralism” (DA, Panikkar Myth 55).
Eboo nods, smiling.  “Part of my journey has been realizing that my own Muslim-ness had to find a way to reside in a foreign country, so to speak.  When I was a teenager, I failed to defend a Jewish friend of mine under social attack; I still feel the pain of my failure.  I eventually realized that I didn’t need to be Jewish to defend a Jew: I realized that I needed to be fully human, without some of the interreligious, unconscious biases that permeate all cultures when it comes to the other.  For me, part of becoming fully human was becoming fully Muslim.  There is something inherent in each of us, to each of us, that makes us unique.  But as we share the same global tribe, there must also be ways to exist as a confident, competent individual in the midst of swirling diversity.  I feel that youth are well-suited to begin and carry forward this work.” (DA).
Raimon chuckles.  “Indeed.  My path to becoming fully human meant engaging directly with faiths and cultures foreign to me, and as I was raised holding a dual citizenship of faiths, as it were, I explored many other countries.  I became a Hindu, then a Buddhist, and discovered at the end of that path that, like a priest who marries and can yet serve God, I could retain my singular Christianity and become plural, myself” (DA).

Paul can’t resist piping up: “When we approach the other in dialogue, it is not sufficient to affirm and open ourselves to difference.  Besides affirming that difference, we must also affirm [the other’s] freedom and dignity.  And if such freedom and dignity are lacking, then we must act to make them possible.  To delight in difference but to be unconcerned about dignity is to be only half-human in reaching out to the other” (Knitter 86).  “Dialogue demands a commitment to both difference and to emancipation” (Knitter 87).
Eboo and Raimon turn to Paul, brows cocked and attentive.  Paul shrugs humbly, if a bit nervously, awkwardly, pressing himself back into the padding of the bench.  After a moment of waiting to see if Paul has more to say, Eboo resumes.

 “So, Raimon, is there anywhere we significantly differ?”

“I don’t think so, Eboo.  Our primary difference would be fieldwork, I think; you’re more of an activist than I though, as with pluralism, all facets are necessary, from my works and writing in theory to your works on the ground with activism to Paul’s works within the framework of his own faith.”

Paul perks up a bit, smiling to be thus included.  

“My father would avoid certain rituals of Islam,” says Eboo, “but I came to see how deep his faith really was when I learned how many acts of service he had done, motivated by his faith.  His practice of faith was about service, not rituals.  He may have declined the prescribed, outward expressions of his faith, but he put that faith on the ground, among people, where it mattered” (DA, Patel 29).  “The two—faith and works—are inextricably linked; one informs the other.”
“That’s exactly the crux, Eboo,” says Raimon.  “Our faiths will be the very things, in praxis, that allow us to build roads of communication rather than some gigantic new empire, ways of communion instead of coercion, paths which might lead us to overstep our provincialisms without tossing us all into a single sack, into a single cult, into the monotony of a single culture.  We must come to understand that while our faiths and actions inform each other, we should avoid the superiority complex and dominion of the intellectual as much as that of the Man of action.  Theoria and praxis are as mutually subservient as they are consistent” (DA, Panikkar Myth 55).
Paul looks at his watch, and Eboo and Raimon get the hint.  They ready themselves for departing.  Paul says, “Gentlemen, if I may, I’d like to warp up this little klatch with a thought?”  Eboo and Raimon nod, saying “Certainly…of course, Paul go right ahead.”  

Paul smiles, putting on his best orator’s face, and says, “To put such insights [as you’ve expressed] into practice can be messy, unsettling and painful, for they require that we match our intense commitment to our own notions of justice and salvation with an equally intense openness to the views of others.  On the practical, ethical levels where people’s lives are at stake, where ecosystems are being devastated, this isn’t easy.  It requires that we be genuinely open to brand new ideas, to utterly different ways of realizing, or even conceiving, the human good.  We have to be ready to be surprised, stretched, maybe humiliated” (Knitter, 131).
Raimon stands, nodding.  “One must face the challenge of conversion.  If the encounter is to be an authentically religious one, it must be totally loyal to truth and open to reality.  The genuinely religious spirit is not only loyal to the past, it also keeps faith with the present.  A religious Man is neither a fanatic nor someone who already has all the answers.  He is also a seeker, a pilgrim making his own uncharted way; the track ahead is yet virgin, inviolate.  The religious Man finds each moment new and is but the more pleased to see in this both the beauty of a personal discovery and the depth of a perennial treasure that his ancestors in the faith have handed down.
Eboo and Paul listen raptly, feeling, each in his own way, the resonance of Truth in what Raimon is saying.

“And yet, to enter the new field of religious encounter is a challenge and a risk.  The religious person enters this arena without prejudices and preconceived solutions, knowing full well he may have to lose a particular belief or particular religion altogether.  He trusts in truth.  He enters unarmed and ready to be converted himself.  He may lose his life—he may also be born again” (Panikkar Dialogue 27).
Eboo rises, clapping Raimon on the back.  “Well said, my friend.  Well said.”  Paul scootches out of the booth, pleased and honored to be at the same table as these fine minds.  Chatting amiably, the three men leave the café, taking their theories with them out into the world, thinking perhaps one of these days they’ll invite a woman to the table, too.
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