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 Practising theological hospitality: building bridges not borders 
Dr Val Webb © 
Merthyr Rd UCA, Brisbane, March 5, 2016 
(This was a sequel address to the presentation also posted: “Testing Tradition and 
Liberating Theology” also given on March 5 at Merthyr UCA, Brisbane) 
 
I wrote “Testing Tradition and Liberating Theology: finding your own voice” to show 
there has never been only one theology over time. Certain schools of thought may 
have held sway in different places, but this is more about authority and control than a 
single correct truth. The plethora of Christian denominations shows that people have 
always separated out over different ideas and still do. Even if they do not separate 
out, indestructible walls are built within communities as theological sides square off. 

It is a relief for lay people to know this variation and take permission to do their own 
theology. However, if we each do our own theology, how can we live together in 
hospitable communities or even speak about issues of faith if we come to very 
different conclusions? And there are very different conclusions – for starters, about 
how we read the Bible. For some, the Bible is an infallible document word-for-word 
from God’s lips and historical eye-witnesses that must be taken literally. For example, 
in a three tiered universe, heaven and hell are real places; God tinkers with natural 
laws to save some from plane crashes and let others die; creation took six days; and 
we have many biblical mandates to go to war to protect God’s truth. For others, the 
Bible is simply a collection of books written by various anonymous human beings in 
all their frailty and cultural entrapment – their records of encounters with God in 
different places and times and not to be taken literally or even historically in many 
cases. When Albert Schweitzer applied to the Paris missionary society to be a 
medical missionary, the committee wanted to test his beliefs – a previous applicant 
had been rejected because he would not give an unqualified “yes” to whether the 
disciple John wrote the fourth gospel. Schweitzer was an important biblical scholar 
before becoming a doctor and he wrote of the interview: “The majority assured me 
that my theological standpoint made them hesitate for two chief reasons: I might be 
tempted to confuse the missionaries out there with my learning, and I might wish to be 
active again as a preacher. By my assurance that I only wanted to be a doctor, and 
that to everything else I would be muet comme une carpe (as mute as a fish), their 
fears were dispelled”. 

People also see faith and salvation very differently. For some, faith is about belief and 
certainty and salvation is about obedience to doctrinal positions for a heavenly 
reward. As one religious manual said: 

So most assuredly the time will return when obedience – that is, the submission to 
authority, full compliance without questioning motives, the simple telling and 
presenting of holy things rather than the endless asking and answering of questions – 
will freely be acknowledged and practiced as the basis of all religious training. 
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For others, faith is not so much about certain beliefs or certainty, but a lived process, 
an ever-changing journey where travelling is more important than arriving and truth is 
forever open to change. I once gave a talk offering a 3D survival kit for the faith 
journey – Doubt, Disobedience and Deliverance or freedom – the opposite of certainty 
and obedience. It is therefore not surprising we find theological hospitality difficult in 
an eclectic community of faith where both these positions live with many shades of 
grey in between. Buddhist writer Paramananda says – we should wear our beliefs like 
a suit of clothes not a suit of armour, and be ready to shed them if necessary. 
Loosening up and being open makes us naked before the world but also offers us the 
opportunity for change. 

In discussing theology hospitality, I first want to say something about labels and 
names. A deadly military weapon does its work even before troops are dispatched or 
shots fired – the naming of the other as the enemy and oneself as the norm. Such 
naming justifies aggression toward, or domination over, the other, whether in military 
battles or religious communities, where some think they have the correct beliefs and 
others are simply wrong. We have lots of names for different theological positions – 
liberal, conservative, fundamentalist, charismatic – but, although they make handy 
shorthand tools, they often become a negative naming of the enemy rather than 
useful descriptions; and this does not make for theological hospitality. The problem is, 
each of these labels encompass a variety of meanings, depending on the one doing 
the naming. A retired theologian who taught both in Brisbane and Melbourne 
theological colleges many years go told me recently he was labelled a “liberal” in 
Brisbane but a “fundamentalist” in Melbourne, even though he used the same lecture 
notes. Such labels also shelter a variety of positions rather than a single group of 
ideas. Some people can be “conservative” on one issue yet “liberal” on another, or 
“progressive” in social justice and “fundamentalist” in belief. By labelling someone, the 
stereotype of the label may not portray the whole person and may cause them to be 
accepted or rejected according to the label, which is certainly not hospitality. I have 
been labelled a “progressive” theologian, but I am a theologian. I have taught the 
spectrum of theology, as this latest book shows and, while I may favour many 
positions progressive theology takes, I also find other theologies helpful, such as 
Process Theology, and I also do not agree with all the positions some progressives 
take. 

For example, to show my colours, some progressives are calling themselves 
“atheists” to distinguish between a theistic understanding of God as a Being external 
to and intervening in the world, and a non-theist or a-theist description of God as 
working within the world, affecting and being affected by it. While I am entirely 
conscious of the difficulties of talking about God – I wrote two books about it – I do not 
find this term helpful or theologically hospitable because, to the majority of church 
goers and public, atheist means a total rejection of anything beyond ourselves that 
might be called God and can confusing to those who might be showing an interest in 
progressive ideas. It is also problematic because some who use this term actually 
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mean there is nothing beyond ourselves, not simply a non-theistic description of God 
– and they do not always make this clear. As a scientist in my earlier life, I find it over-
confident, in light of our evolving knowledge of our ever-expanding universe, to make 
definitive claims about what is not, rather than being open to live in the Mystery. While 
people should certainly have their opinions, those critical of the progressive 
movement have been quick to pick up such words as atheist to caricature the whole 
movement. I have had my writing dismissed by some in my own denomination and 
there are places I am not invited to speak because of being labelled a progressive 
theologian rather than a theologian and thus identified with whatever ideas of 
progressive thinking the namer wants to invoke. 

Although we do it all the time, I think our labelling of people builds borders rather than 
hospitable bridges. Instead, we can label particular positions someone holds on some 
issue, thus specifying what part of a label we mean, rather than describing their total 
personhood by one stereotype. For example, rather than dismissing a colleague as a 
fundamentalist, we can say, “She holds a fundamentalist position on scripture as the 
literal word of God”. Apart from anything else, this makes us think about what we 
actually mean by our labelling and does not dismiss people altogether when there 
actually may be more agreement than disagreement between us. If you Google 
“progressive Christian”, there is a plethora of people and groups describing 
themselves thus today, signifying that they are stepping beyond their usual doctrinal 
borders. We have evangelicals calling themselves progressives who are listening to 
wisdom in other religions but may not question the divinity of Jesus. We have 
Christians calling themselves progressive who have abandoned a theistic external 
Being tampering with the universe but who may not change their traditional liturgy. 
We have Christians calling themselves progressive because they are active in social 
justice work for the first time but still holding a literal interpretation of the Bible. 
Progressive Christianity has become an eclectic umbrella under which many small 
steps forward are sheltering. We can celebrate that there is so much forward 
momentum, a better word than a single movement, across a variety of theological 
persuasions today, even though they may not progress in the same way as you or I 
might do. The label is less helpful unless we specify exactly what we mean by it. 

In this session, I want to talk about theological hospitality in two settings – firstly within 
the progressive movement and then within church communities. It is not exactly a 
“how to do it” lecture but rather to raise issues. You may have heard me on some of 
these bandwagons before, but they are important, I think, if this momentum is going to 
survive and grow. Progressive Christianity as an entity has evolved. It began in 
America in response to the Religious Right’s influence on politics and claim to speak 
for all Christians. The Christians who challenged them called themselves progressive 
Christians. They were open to other faiths; questioned some traditional doctrines; 
advocated for women, GLBTI people and the care of the planet. They were more 
interested in the way Jesus lived and taught than theologies about his death. The 
movement came to Australia through its books and literature. The Centre for 
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Progressive Religious Thought in Canberra with Rex Hunt expanded into Sydney and 
Victoria and around Australia. The Jesus Seminar literature offered these groups new 
ways to think based on sound scholarship; and the groups provided an hospitable 
safe haven for questions, talking more about what they rejected than about creating 
new statements of belief. 

However, as I described once at Common Dreams, once such exploration begins in 
small groups, something like the Tour de France can happen with some people 
bursting from the starting block with enthusiasm to throw off everything that has given 
them problems theologically. They peddle off, not even looking to see if anyone is 
coming, exploring new territory without restriction. If they are group leaders, they may 
drag others with them, irritated if they don’t keep up – the “You don’t still think that, do 
you?” syndrome. Such pressure can become a reverse orthodoxy and the group 
simply a club for dissecting radical ideas, excluding those who can’t ride with the 
crowd. I have spoken to many progressive groups in Australia and have done two 
speaking tours in the UK, and it can be a mine-field to speak to some groups because 
they have established walls of correctness about what language and imagery we can 
and cannot use about God and whether or not we can mention the term God at all. 
This is not theological hospitality, especially to those taking first scary steps out of a 
traditional box. 

On the other hand, I have found that most progressive groups are operating within 
churches or at least using their buildings; and most members are working to bring the 
progressive message into their churches, so theological hospitality will be the key to 
their success – a gentle inviting of people to think in new ways. And part of this 
hospitality will be to continually evaluate just how progressives are different and not 
different from their mainline friends. Does it simply come down to different theological 
ideas about God, Jesus and the Bible, or is it more than that? When progressive 
groups first started, there were clear delineations as to different thinking, but I am 
finding that some progressive ideas are becoming more mainline in some churches – 
perhaps we are making a difference! Sometimes we have to stop and listen rather 
than continue to make assumptions about where others are. The late Marcus Borg 
said: “I am also convinced that there is a widespread hunger … among both clergy 
and laity in mainline churches for a way of seeing Christianity that makes persuasive 
and compelling sense … I think that this is the most important theological task of our 
time. What is at stake is both the credibility of Christianity and our vision of the 
Christian life”. 

Many Christians today work for change with identical goals as progressives, yet do 
not label themselves thus. In fact, as I have already said, labelling ourselves 
progressives often separates us from others in our communities who struggle for the 
same issues of justice, integrity and faith, but with different doctrinal understandings. 
Should “progressive” therefore be our primary label? Should I position myself with 
those working for justice and ecology, regardless of their ideas about the historical 
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Jesus, or with progressives, regardless of how they act on issues of justice and 
ecology? Should I sit with those in interfaith dialogue, despite their different 
understandings of God, or with progressives who may not be engaging with other 
religious traditions? If we are both working together for justice – living the way of 
Jesus – what separates us? Sometimes we can be in opposition, according to our 
labels, without realizing the opposition is actually coming to meet us. I find this at the 
grass roots. While church theological statements handed down from above may 
demand certain beliefs or theological interpretations, people on the ground are often 
open to new ideas, simply from their experiences of life. Recently, the Anglican 
Archbishop of Sydney addressed a prestigious Anglican girls’ school gathering, 
reiterating Sydney Anglican ideas about women as complimentary to the men who 
are leaders. There was an upsurge of public anger from staff and many of the female 
students who could see how regressive this was in light of their own education and 
life experiences. 

This leads me into the second consideration – theological hospitality in churches with 
diverse theologies. A big issue is certainty. In the past, we were taught that “having 
faith” equals “certainty” – the more certain we are, the greater the faith – which is why 
doubt was treated as the enemy, hence my book In Defence of Doubt. Doctrines of 
the church had to be believed without question. In a recent novel “The Anchoress”, 
the anchoress is confined for life in an enclosed cell. Listening to her male confessor 
sitting outside her window, she says, “Father Ranaulf’s voice sounds like stone that 
will not crumble. I have resented it, wanted to shout and scream at it, shake his dry 
words until they lose their order and then certainty”. In our postmodern world, 
however, certainty is no longer the virtue it was, although this lingers in many religious 
circles. A current brochure for Gideons International is entitled “Certainty”, quoting 
Matt 24: 35, “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away”. 
Their stated purpose is to provide “words of certainty in this age of uncertainty” for 
people in transient places. Their Bibles in schools and universities are “to provide 
direction as [people] make their journey through life and face an unknown future”. The 
donation page is headed “I want to help bring certainty”. Neurologist Robert Burton in 
his book On Being Certain: believing you are right even when you’re not says that 
“feeling certain” is a mental sensation rather than evidence of fact; and this feeling 
comes from areas of the brain independent of active, conscious reflection and 
reasoning. This should help us realize the basis of much of our certainties and why 
we should be open to change when other evidence comes along. However, in church 
circles, so many people are not to open to ideas other than their own, including 
progressives, which creates theological inhospitality. Richard Holloway, once Bishop 
of Edinburgh and Primus of the Scottish Episcopal Church, wrote: “The perils of being 
right points to one of the dangers of religion: our certainties – in a world where so little 
is certain – can make us haters and persecutors of the certainties of others, 
something that religion is all too prone to. But by contrast … our doubts and loves can 
cause all sorts of lovely flowers to bloom, such as tolerance and compassion … Faith 
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has to be co-active with doubt or it is not faith but its opposite, certainty”. 

Another problem for theological hospitality is the label ‘Christian.’ The question “Are 
you a Christian?” still bring guilty night-sweats for some stepping beyond traditional 
borders – the vision of an enthroned Christ dividing the sheep and the goats, 
although, when you reread the biblical passage, the righteous ended up being the 
goats! What is the definition of a Christian and are there minimum requirements of 
belief – and who decides? Diana Eck, Professor of Hindu studies at Harvard 
University and a Methodist, is often asked how she can walk between different 
religions. She says, “I define my faith, not by its borders but by its roots”. Rather than 
defending whether or not she has stepped beyond doctrinal limits, she refuses to let 
others define her and makes instead a positive affirmation by claiming her roots in the 
search for God or, in its original meaning, following the teachings of Jesus. 

But what of church confessional statements or statements from Doctrine 
Commissions? Do these breed theological hospitality in churches? Let me give an 
example from the Uniting Church. The Basis of Union is very open in its language 
about evolving theologically with the times, “[sharpening] its understanding of the will 
and purpose of God by contact with contemporary thought … being ready when 
occasion demands to confess the Lord in fresh words and deeds”. However, this 
statement was created at the height of the Ecumenical movement when church 
leaders hoped all churches would come together. The Uniting Church therefore 
needed to stay in line with Catholic, Orthodox and Reform doctrines. In 2009, an 
article “Nature of Doctrine and the Role of the Assembly” issued by the UCA 
Assembly working group on doctrine said, dogma from ecumenical councils 
articulated in fourth century creeds could not be challenged, because that “would 
effectively place [the Uniting Church] outside of the One Holy Catholic and Apostolic 
Church … For the UCA to change its stance unilaterally on an issue that is part of 
such an agreement would be discourteous at least, but also unfaithful, as it would be 
contrary to our identity which is shaped by the ecumenical imperative of the gospel. It 
would also seriously jeopardise a relationship that may have taken decades to build”. 
It further said, “There are certain central beliefs and practices which the church 
universal has decided are essential to being Christian. They include … that Christ is 
“of one being with the Father,” that Jesus is both fully divine and fully human, and that 
God is the triune One. Most of these issues were decided by the early Ecumenical 
Councils as they grappled with how best to represent the testimony of Scripture. They 
have been articulated in creeds, especially the Apostles’ Creed and the Nicene 
Creed”. 

Is this theological hospitality? Many Uniting Church people, clergy and lay, in good 
conscience and after serious study, no longer adhere to all these things said to be 
essential to being Christian. They see other interpretations and read theologians who 
reach other conclusions, focussing on the teachings of Jesus and the life of the early 
church as to what is essential to being Christian – proclaiming the reign of God, 
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feeding the poor, visiting the sick, doing unto others, loving God and neighbour. What 
does the uniting church do with such people, lay and ordained, many in high positions 
of authority in its state synods and national Assembly? Does this put these people 
outside Christianity, outside the church, not Christian, as this statement says? Should 
they leave or simply hide their ideas? Is their theology, held by many around the 
world, wrong and by whose judgment? Is the Uniting Church’s priority a set of 
essential beliefs decided by a few theologians as to what can and cannot change, or 
about the many ways to follow Jesus’ teachings in our contemporary world? Should 
the Uniting Church allow its theology to emerge from reflection on new contexts and 
thinking, as the Basis suggests, or must it stay in ecumenical conformity with fourth 
century churches from which our ancestors broke away? Are hospitable communities 
governed by minimum requirements or welcoming relationships? And, the million 
dollar question, who decides? May I be struck off a church register, but we have to 
raise these questions about theological hospitality before many of our brightest and 
best walk out the door. 

Whatever the denomination, control of theology by explicit or implicit claims of 
minimum belief requirements or adherence to non-negotiable doctrines needs to be 
challenged by both clergy and laity. Many clergy are afraid to raise new ideas in their 
parishes either because powerful lay people in their congregations expect theology to 
be what they believe; or because of possible reprimand from the church hierarchy. It 
is no secret, for example, that the Trinity is questioned in scholarly circles today. In a 
Facebook discussion, a retired biblical scholar was asked if he believed in the Trinity. 
While he agreed it was helpful in the philosophical framework of the fourth century 
and that the three entities could be found in the Bible, he did not detect a “three in one 
divine being” spelled out there, since biblical writers were not informed by the neo-
Platonic worldview of the later creeds. He pointed out that there are many biblical 
ways of understanding God not featured in the Trinitarian doctrine, yet this one has 
taken hold of theology, squeezing life out of other expressions and limiting our human 
imaginings of God. It was a well-considered comment but the responses, mostly from 
colleagues, scolded him for questioning a doctrine he promised to uphold in his 
ordinations vows; for suggesting historical church proclamations are passé or stifling; 
and for not affirming the Nicene Creed or Apostles’ Creed – in other words, about 
obeying the rules rather than debating the question. 

How can such theological “givens” be questioned if the rules say we cannot? History 
has proved that reverting to rules and control does not eliminate diversity of thought; 
and that homogeneity will only survive if the “other” is made to leave, but this leaves 
little room for novelty and more truth to be found. People quote mega-churches as 
examples of growing churches, but the issue is not so much how many attend, but 
how long they stay and how much staying requires conformity. Hospitable 
communities that allow their varied experiences of loving God and neighbour to be 
heard and to shape their theological reflection see doctrinal uniformity as secondary 
(if not third or fourth) to the hospitality of creating space for people on a journey. 
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Diana Butler Bass, who will be a keynote speaker at Common Dreams 4 here in 
September, points out that, for centuries, we have assumed religious commitment 
begins with an assent to a set of beliefs that also dictate how we behave. This 
believing and behaving made us eligible to belong. While this may have been the way 
in the past when obedience was prized, she suggests it should be the other way 
around. “Instead of believing, behaving and belonging, we need to reverse the order 
to belonging, behaving, and believing … the difference between religion-as-institution 
and religio as a spiritually vital faith”. 

Butler Bass’s reversal suggests how hospitable communities can allow for theological 
diversity – by celebrating belonging as our grounding rather than uniformity of belief. 

This does not mean we ignore theology and beliefs, however – we need more serious 
theological discussions in our communities where all ideas can be shared openly, 
rather than declaring “essential” beliefs, which is why I wrote my book. I see the drive 
behind the slogan “what we do is more important than what we believe” – that the way 
of Jesus is about doing unto others and how we live – but I do not see these two 
things in opposition, or think one can survive without the other. People need more 
help to find something that makes sense to them – it is not enough to simply move 
away from traditional claims by ignoring their existence and talking only about love 
and community. If outdated arguments are not challenged, their influence remains in 
minds trained from childhood to believe them. When slavery was challenged, it was 
not enough to stop talking about slavery – an argument against slavery had to 
supersede the old truth. 

And any outdated theology must be addressed and challenged directly from the 
pulpit, not just in study groups. I remember asking an Australian clergy friend why he 
used the Apostles Creed in worship when he did not believe all of its statements. He 
said he reinterpreted them in his mind when he said ‘born of the virgin Mary’ or ‘rose 
from the dead,’ so he could say “I believe.’ I said to him, “That is fine for you who has 
been to seminary and learned you can interpret the creed that way. But what is your 
responsibility to those in the pew who have to repeat it and do not know they don’t 
have to mean what they say?” The land mines strewn throughout our hymns, bible 
readings and creeds have to be diffused in preaching so that they do not continue to 
kill and maim conscientious Christians who do not know how to avoid them. This is 
theological hospitality. According to some ecclesiastical wisdom, sermons are to 
move and inspire, not for teaching. I disagree. We bemoan illiteracy in laity, yet most 
only go to church services and never study groups. If preachers cannot make serious 
theology engaging from the pulpit, they need to learn new tricks. Laity have 
responded overwhelmingly to the Living the Questions DVDs featuring theologians 
from around the world because they offer challenging thoughts to intelligent laity 
rather than bland milk. When people say the average church person doesn’t worry 
about theology, that is not my experience. I think many have simply given up after 
years of being expected to just believe. Inadequate and poisonous doctrines have 
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been part of our upbringing, with all the fear inherent in that, and we have to 
challenge them. We can’t jump this step. Any psychologist will tell us that people have 
to work through their past before deliverance can occur. 

What we believe is also important because it dictates what we do. If we go to India to 
help the poor, our beliefs determine whether our goal is compassion for fellow 
humans or to convert them. If we don’t believe in abortion on any account because of 
our theology, we cannot hear the plight of a raped pregnant young girl. In the early 
feminist movement, some women tried to reinterpret terrible bible verses about 
women while others ignored them, but some faced them head on to expose them as 
evil products of a patriarchal society, not eternal truth. We need Christians who are 
both literate and who live the Jesus way – it can be a cop-out to say what we do is 
more important as it can be an excuse for harmful theology that does not go away 
unless challenged. 

What can hold us together in a community if we cannot agree on doctrines? A friend 
who read my new book said the theological hospitality chapter was the hardest for 
him. As an American, he finds it difficult to have any empathy for a Religious Right 
determined to shape the country along their religious agenda. We also encounter 
people here whose religious ideas are anathema to us and dangerous to others. What 
is theological hospitality in this situation and when and how should we defend our 
ideas against ideas that are harming others? And, on the flip side, how can we diffuse 
negativity in many mainline churches towards our ideas, whatever they might be? As I 
have already said, I think the emphasis on belonging rather than believing is a good 
start – hospitality is about relationships rather than essential beliefs. 

Although it can be a cliché, I keep coming back to Jesus’ command to love God and 
love your neighbour or, if you have problems with the word “love”, have compassion – 
do to others as you would have them do to you. I often ask people in communities 
where theological diversity successfully exists, “what holds you together”? Invariably 
the answer is love and respect from shared experiences. Someone said of an eighty-
five year old lay preacher with a radical, thoughtfully-examined theology, “We don’t 
always agree with him, but he knows we love him!” Paul’s description of community in 
Corinthians lists all the gifts of the people but says, the greatest of all these various 
attributes is “love” (1 Corin. 13). Families that stay together seem able to say I love 
you and I’m sorry, even when the most unlovable things happen. The church family 
can learn to do the same. This morning, I mentioned Paul Tillich’s term for God – 
Ultimate Concern, that which concerns you ultimately. John Robinson in Honest to 
God borrowed this term for God and called what ultimately concerns us Love – that 
word keeps coming back and back so we need to know what we mean by it. 

Loving or compassionate theological hospitality demands we respect each other. 
Hugh Mackay says respect is the central human desire. It means we take others 
seriously, not overlooking or belittling them, especially not with obtuse theological 
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arguments or religious rules. The more respectful we are, the more each will feel free 
to contribute and both are transformed. The person who bludgeons another into 
believing their truth is as disrespectful as one who belittles someone for holding any 
convictions at all. Respect is also about true listening – caring enough to listen tells 
me you care what I think. According to Mackay, “Listening is a form of therapy we can 
all offer each other, if we choose to. In fact, if I had to identify one way to make the 
world a better place, I’d say: Listen more attentively and sympathetically to each 
other”. Not really listening or ”feeling with” means you do not hear what I am saying 
and I am not worth hearing. Hospitable listening is also not waiting for an opening to 
interrupt, argue, correct or leave, but genuine hunger to learn from the other. And we 
are not listening hospitably if we listen only through the filter of our beliefs and 
agenda. When we do talk, compassion does not judge or manipulate, but invites 
further revelations. Our views might be couched in different language and concepts, 
but our struggles as human beings are similar and we learn techniques for survival 
and flourishing from others. 

Hospitable listening leads to compassionate speaking. When someone said 
something mean to us as children, we chanted one of our earliest lies, ”Sticks and 
stones may break my bones but words will never hurt me.” Of course words hurt. 
Some people carry the hurt to their death. Do to others means speak as you would 
have others speak to you. Bullying is blossoming today with the ability on Internet and 
Facebook to trash others without eye contact or physical presence. Today’s media 
uses sound-bites and shock journalism to incite controversy, rather than nuanced 
arguments and fair presentation of issues, because controversy sells. Muslim 
colleagues tell me their moderate articles about Islam are rarely published and they 
are overlooked for interviews in preference to those who make provocative or 
fanatical claims. 

Loving hospitality is about nurture – which means nourishing, but it also means 
“bringing up” as in raising a child. Many church communities see nurture as child-
raising, the imposition of parental standards and beliefs, with threats to enlist 
conformity. To nourish, however, is to allow someone to tread a path different from 
our own – the bravest thing parents must do and what churches must learn to do. 
Theological hospitality allows someone else’s convictions to stand alongside your 
own. It is about tolerance, which some people think is wishy washy weakness when it 
comes to theological differences. There are many things about which we cannot be 
tolerant and must speak out – when someone is being hurt or demeaned by another – 
but we need to reflect on when such intolerance is an act of love or control. Perhaps 
this is one of the hardest things. Theologian David Tracy said: “In any authentic 
community of inquiry, pluralism is not merely tolerated but encouraged. But if that 
pluralism is not to decay into the mindless geniality of a “repressive tolerance” or a 
mere “let a thousand flowers bloom,” then a conversing, responsible theological 
community of inquiry where all are expected to provide plausible theological warrants 
for their proposals becomes urgent”. 



	   11	  

And so to finish. Theological hospitality begins with people being able to talk about 
what is in their hearts without being told they are wrong or unacceptable. It confronts 
when real issues are not allowed expression. It calls a halt in discussions when third-
person language never becomes first-person, or when anecdotes never give way to 
deeper experiences. It challenges when hard questions are dismissed with pious 
words, scolding, demeaning, inadequate scriptural quotes or by the authority of 
creeds and confessions. It does not use words like, correct thinking and minimum 
requirements for being Christian. It is to be the fool that invites the questions others 
are afraid to ask; that risks one’s status to free the tongues of others. I will leave it to 
you now to discuss how we can build communities of theological hospitality. Henri 
Nouwen said: “There are just as many ways to be a Christian as there are Christians, 
and it seems that more important than the imposition of any doctrine or precoded idea 
is to offer [people] a place where they can reveal their great human potential to love, 
to give and to create, and where they can find the affirmation that gives them the 
courage to continue their search without fear”. 

 

	  


