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Christian W. Troll SJ
Born in Berlin on 25th December 1937, Father Christian 
W. Troll studied philosophy and theology as a diocesan 
seminarian of the Archdiocese of Cologne (Germany) 
in Bonn and Tübingen and subsequently took up the 
study of Arabic at Bikfaya under the supervision of the 
University of St. Joseph, Beirut.

After completing his early training in the Society of 
Jesus, Father Troll received a Bachelor of Arts (with 
honours) in Urdu literature from the School of Oriental 
and African Studies, London, where he also completed 
his PhD in ‘modern Islamic thought in South Asia’.

Father Troll has held the following teaching positions:

1976 to 1988 professor of Islamic Studies at Vidyajyoti 
Institute of Religious Studies, Delhi. 

1988 to 1993 lecturer at the Centre for the Study of Islam and Christian-Muslim 
Relations at the University of Birmingham, UK.
1993 to 1999 professor of Islamic Studies at the Pontifical Oriental Institute, Rome. 
He has given regular courses at the Theological Faculty of Ankara University, Turkey. 
In 2001 he became honorary professor at Sankt Georgen School of Philosophy and 
Theology, Frankfurt am Main. For many years, Father Troll was a member of the 
Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue’s Commission for Relations with Muslims.

Herman Roborgh studied Christian theology at the Jesuit Theological College,  
Melbourne, Australia and at Sanata Dharma University, Yogyakarta, Indonesia. He holds 
a PhD in Islamic Studies (Aligarh Muslim University, India, 2007). He was a tutor on Islam 
at several theological colleges (Melbourne, Yogyakarta and Jaffna, Sri Lanka). Currently, 
he is the head of the School of Religion and Philosophy, Minhaj University Lahore, 
Pakistan, and the editor-in-chief of the South Asian Journal of Religion and Philosophy.

Joseph Victor Edwin SJ obtained an M.A., Islamic Studies (Aligarh Muslim University, 
India, 2004), an M.Phil in Christian-Muslim Relations (University of Birmingham, UK, 
2011), and later his PhD in Islamic Studies (Jamia Millia Islamia, New Delhi, 2014). He 
teaches theology and Christian-Muslim Relations at Vidyajyoti Institute of Religious 
Studies, Delhi and edits Salaam, the Journal of the Islamic Studies Association.
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Interactive Theology
A New Paradigm for a New Constellation

Felix Körner SJ

In the following pages I am proposing a new theological 
paradigm, namely, ‘Interactive Theology.’ I will present it in view 
of a particular constellation: at several public universities in the 
German speaking world, institutes of “Islamic Theology” have 
been founded.

The universities are T bingen, Erlangen N rnberg, Frankfurt, 
Osnabr ck, M nster, Berlin (Humboldt) and Paderborn. One 
might add two Austrian universities, namely, those of Vienna and 
Innsbruck. The Swiss model, at Fribourg, is slightly different but 
in many ways comparable.

The newly founded institutions do not only study Islam’s 
religious phenomena. That has already been done for decades 
by institutes of Islamic Studies. Such institutes already exist in 
two dozen German speaking places,1 which have a long standing 
philological tradition and now work with various methods of 
literary and historical research and are involved in social and 
cultural studies. Theology is different from Religious Studies. 
Theology can be defined as “a religion’s rational discourse.”2 This 
implies that theologians belong to the religion they study and 
reflect on it in the light of their belonging. So, Islamic theology is 
by definition done by Muslims  and again, what they are supposed 
to do is not only Muslim theology but “Islamic theology.” They 

1 Austria: Vienna. Germany: Bamberg, Bayreuth, Berlin (FU), Bochum, Bonn, Erlangen/
Nürnberg, Freiburg, Göttingen, Halle, Hamburg, Hannover, Heidelberg, Jena, Kiel, 
Cologne, Leipzig, Marburg, Münster, Tübingen. Switzerland: Basel, Bern, Zürich.

2 Felix Körner, “Islamic Theology, Past and Present. A Comparative Perspective,” Studia 
Bobolanum 28, no. 4 (2017): 61–75.
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are not only to present their personal opinions but understand 
themselves as part of Islam’s history of self understanding. 
Islamic Theology is, in other words, “confessional,” just like the 
institutes or schools (“faculties”) of Christian theology, which exist 
also in all the universities that have launched Islamic Theology. 
“Confessional” does not mean that every proposition uttered there 
is an act of faith profession, or that it is contrasted with some other 
denomination. “Confessional” here means that religious teaching 
is being done in the name of the relevant religious community.

But how to assess the orthodoxy of the teaching? If the 
state claims neutrality in matters of religious doctrine, no 
political authority can decide on faith issues. The secular states 
in the German speaking world leave those assessments to the 
representatives of the respective religious communities. In the 
case of theology done at Christian universities, Church authorities 
determine such an assessment. For example, no institution may 
offer courses in “Catholic theology,” unless approved by the local 
bishop. He grants the necessary ecclesiastical authorization, 
endorsing the professors and the programs in collaboration with 
the Pontifical Congregations for the “Doctrine of the Faith” and 
for “Catholic Education.” Protestant territorial Churches also 
have institutionalized doctrinal procedures in Austria, Germany 
and Switzerland. But for Islam, who is authorized to say, in the 
name of the religious community, that a certain curriculum or 
professor is orthodox? For this reason, each university has 
found its own way to compose and authorize an Islamic faith 
commission. It is to be expected that such a commission (Beirat) 
will create difficulties. The main Muslim associations want to 
be represented but they are often problematically linked to a 
foreign state’s politics and so they do not represent concerns of 
local Muslims. Moreover, they tend to lack academic expertise 
and they may fundamentally disagree among themselves.

Why would a secular state, a pluralist society or an 
independent university allow a department of confessional 
theology to exist at public universities? The strategic advantage is 
that those who provide confessional religious education as well as 
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leaders of religious communities will have access to an academic 
formation. According to the German Council of Science, theology 
at the university is good for religious communities, for the public 
sphere and also for the university itself.  In spite of the difficulties 
involved, teaching has been going on for around a decade now at 
some of the aforementioned institutes of Islamic Theology.

In what follows, we will discuss three questions. What is 
the meaning of the view that theology is a religion’s rational 
discourse? Has there been anything like an “Islamic theology” 
in Muslim history before it was perhaps quite artificially
created in Western Europe? And finally, how should other faith 
traditions and other theologies deal with the new interlocutor, 
namely, with Islamic Theology? 

1 What is Theology? 
1.1 Faith Understanding 

First of all, we need to explore the concept of what we mean 
by theology. Many Christians would offer the suggestive formula: 
theology is . The formula is interesting because it 
can be read in two ways: we try to understand our faith and, 
faith is a particular way of understanding. That is to say, theology 
is the fruitful dialogue between understanding and believing: 
thinking which explores belief and faith as a key to a fuller 
understanding of life. Although such a formula is both beautiful 
and helpful in some contexts, it does not really lead anywhere 
when discussing the foundation of non Christian academic 
theologies. The formula speaks of faith, a word with which, say, 
Jews, would not commonly describe their own religious tradition  
and the formula says nothing about the institutional context.

1.2 A Religion’s Rational Discourse

That is why I propose the formula: “Theology is a religion’s 
rational discourse,” which seems to me to be sufficiently open 

3 Wissenschaftsrat, Empfehlungen zur Weiterentwicklung von Theologien und 
religionsbezogenen Wissenschaften an deutschen Hochschulen, Berlin 2010 (http://www.
wissenschaftsrat.de/download/archiv/9678-10.pdf).
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and provides some criteria to work with. Let us briefly consider 
the definition’s elements.

“Rational” is a regulative idea, as is “just” or “true.” We try to 
reach justice, truth, rationality  but the quest goes on. It is easier 
to say what is not just, not true, not rational. In that process of 
enquiry, we approach the ideal. This is why it is hard to say without 
further investigation that this or that “is rational.” Approximation 
must suffice. For our purposes, an explanation such as the 
following may be acceptable: the word ‘rational’ means that non
adherents of a particular opinion can follow its train of argument. 

“Discourse” can refer to (more or less) institutionalized 
rational endeavors  in our case, the whole range from debates 
and lectures to written material such as books. Rational 
discourse is made up of a productive tension, that is, the collision 
of what is common and what is individual, the encounter of past 
and present and also, according to a wide sense of the words, 
the ‘reflection’ of ‘scripture’ in the light of ‘experience.’ But what 
about the definition’s first word, namely, religion?

The word ‘religion” is a notoriously difficult concept but one 
might say that religions are ‘phenomena like Christianity.’ This is 
Eric Voegelin’s explanation of the term  but one wonders whether 
he wrote it tongue in cheek because he goes on immediately 
to admit that there is a lot of projection in our recognition of 
‘religions.’ What needs to be pointed out for our understanding of 
theology is that it is done in the name of a visibly corporate entity 
in contrast to concerns of a this worldly nature. Hence, religion 
refers to a community of witness within the public sphere.

1.3 Three Theological Agendas: Apologetic, Hermeneutic, 
Talmudic

Theology, a religion’s rational discourse, can be performed 
for different purposes. I propose to distinguish three types of 
theology according to three primary concerns. 

4 Eric Voegelin, Die politischen Religionen (Munich: 2007), 12.
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 If one wants to show that one’s religion is correct, one 
works apologetically not in the sense of asking for an 
excuse or showing a defensive reaction but in the sense of 
demonstrating, through rational, systematic arguments, 
the coherence of one’s belief’. (“Always be prepared to 
give an answer (apología) to everyone who asks you to 
give the reason for the hope that you have. (1 Peter .15)

 If one wants to present the meaning of one’s religion in 
the world of today, one is doing ‘hermeneutics’, that is, 
translating, interpreting and developing one’s tradition, 
proposing implications for action or even criticizing 
contemporary society or one’s own community.

 But there are also researchers who simply want to 
immerse themselves in their religious tradition without an 
‘apologetic’ or ‘hermeneutical’ agenda. They may explain 
themselves by saying: “I simply try to understand the 
logics of the sacred.” If that is one’s intent, one may still 
be called a theologian  and one could perhaps call one’s 
agenda “talmudic”– even if one is not studying the Talmud.

These three agendas can overlap in a theologian’s activity. 
However, if none of these three agendas is operating, I would say 
that such a person is not doing theology.

We must now turn to the historical question. Is there 
anything corresponding to the (not specifically Christian) concept 
of theology in Islam? Has there ever been an Islamic Theology, 
that is, a rational discourse in Islam? 

2 What is Islamic Theology? 

The famous ur’an researcher Rudi Paret5 once gave 
meaningful advice to his successor at T bingen niversity, Josef 
van Ess. He said something like this: you are young  if you find 
your research topic soon, your work can have something of 
global relevance. This proved to be wise guidance. Josef van Ess 

5 Josef van Ess, “Rudi Paret (1901–1983),” Der Islam 61, (1984): 1–7.
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dedicated his life’s energy to the first two centuries of Islamic 
religious thought. The first of his many conclusions may be 
summed up in seven words: ‘some early Muslims were indeed 
doing theology.’6 It would be interesting to find out why theology 
came into being at that period of time.

A glance at Christianity may be helpful here. Why did Christian 
theology come into being? Christians faced the theologically 
fruitful challenge of explaining the Easter experience, namely the 
insight that Christ is the ‘fulfilment’ of God’s covenant with Israel 
and of the Law’s intent as well as of the Prophets’ promises. Christ 
is the fulfilment of all human life. He is, therefore, the fulfilment 
of the search for understanding.

With Islam, the situation is different. The ur’an’s claim is 
more about common sense. Instead of being a game changer, 
the ur’an is the corrective confirmation of all earlier divine 
guidance. Hence, the ur’an is not as ‘scandalous’ as the gospel 
(1 Corinthians 1:2 ). One may say that it was a three factor 
constellation that gave rise to theology in Islam, namely, a triple 
‘responsibility’: 

 Debates were taking place with Christians and Jews. 
Muslims, especially nouveau riche trades people of non
Arab origin, wanted to prove how cultured and how 
Islamic they were. Thus they felt a kind of responsibility 
with regard to contemporary non Muslim neighbors 
and even fellow believers. This was the birth of Islamic 
‘argumentative’ theology, which was often expressed 
through debate ( , in Arabic, is probably a 
translation of the Greek dialexis). 

 A second type of responsibility and another factor that 
contributed to the origin of Islamic theology was an 
event, which became a trauma for early Muslims, namely, 

6 Josef van Ess, Theologie und Gesellschaft im 2. und 3. Jahrhundert Hidschra. Eine 
Geschichte des religiösen Denkens im frühen Islam, six volumes, Berlin, 1991–1997; and 
idem, The Flowering of Muslim Theology, trans. from the French (sic!) by Jane Marie 
Todd, Harvard 2006.



25Felix Körner SJ

the  or ‘heavy test’ of the umma’s division. Despite 
the fact that the community was meant to be the one, 
all unifying ‘caravan’ on the ‘straight path,’ guaranteeing 
salvation to those who kept to it, the community 
divided into two parts. Who was responsible for this 
tragedy? How could Muslims continue to understand the 
nature of human responsibility under an all powerful 
God? Such questions gave rise to a theology of human 
action, of freedom, of sin and even of something like a 
theology of history.

 The third kind of responsibility promoted a more 
institutional type of faith reflection in early Islam. This 
was the new responsibility that Muslims accepted upon 
themselves to run an Islamic state. Such responsibility 
needed a kind of court theology to justify the state’s 
decisions even though none of the rulers had come to 
power in ways that could be considered uncontroversial 
in Islam.

 In short, the need arose for a political theology. The 
courts favored scholars who could provide justification 
for the ruler’s authority. These scholars were not paid by 
the court for being theologians because they were jurists 
and other officials. They were paid by the court because 
they produced theological ideas.

It is now clear what we understand by Islamic theology, why 
it arose and that it has been around for a long time. 

3 A New Theological Paradigm

If, then, theology is nothing strange to early Islam, it is 
not surprising that today several Muslim majority countries 
have ‘Faculties’ of Islamic theology at public universities  Iran, 
Indonesia and Turkey have such a Faculty. The modern Turkish 
academic tradition of Islamic ‘divinity’ schools dates back to 
19 9. In that year, at the newly founded Ankara niversitesi, a 
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Divinity School was launched under title akültesi.  By 
now, Turkey has more than 100 such schools and much of what 
is done there resembles the activities of a similar ‘Faculty’ of 
Protestant or Catholic Theology in a country like Germany.

With a growing number of Muslims living in European 
countries that offer courses of Christian (and, to a lesser degree, 
Jewish) theology at public universities, it would seem appropriate 
to initiate regular courses on Islam as well. In this case, the 
different theologies would have some interaction. In the following 
section, I would like to reflect on the way theologians belonging 
to different religions have related among themselves in past 
history. I have identified three models of such inter relationship.

3.1 Theology in Encounter

(i) Theology of Refutation. One common theological 
attitude towards other faiths should be described 
as apologetic. According to this style of theological 
encounter, it was quite common for theologians 
to engage in debates about the beliefs of another 
religion. This was a characteristic of the relationship 
between Muslims and Christians, whose intention was 
to demonstrate that the other was simply wrong. In 
Arabic, such an attempt would be called radd  in Greek, 
elenchos and in Latin, refutatio.

(ii) Theology of Harmonizing. A second way of dealing 
with the other was the attempt to demonstrate that 
there was no contradiction between different beliefs 
and so the other religion was presented as quite similar 
to one’s own. When, for example the great theologian 
Cardinal Nicolas of Cusa (d. 1 6 )9 discussed the 

7 Felix Körner, Revisionist Qur’an Hermeneutics in Contemporary Turkish University 
Theology: Rethinking Islam (Würzburg: Ergon, 2005).

8 Cfr., the huge project edited by David Thomas, Christian-Muslim Relations. A 
Bibliographical History (Leiden: Brill 2009–).

9 Ian Christopher Levy et al, eds., Nicholas of Cusa and Islam. Polemic and Dialogue in the 
Late Middle Ages (Leiden: Brill, 2014).
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ur’an and Muslim faith practice, he found much that 
was similar to his own tradition. Conversely, many 
Muslims would say that Jesus’ message was basically 
the same message as that which was entrusted to the 
Prophet Muhammad – an attitude that is evident even 
in the ur’an.

(iii) Comparative Theology. Comparative theology may be 
characterized as being ‘positional,’10 that is, as a four 
step procedure with each step using the category of 
‘position. First, one declares one’s own belief: one’s 
position. A protagonist of the approach, Francis . 
Clooney, for example, professes that he “could not cease 
to be Roman Catholic.”11 This already distinguishes 
comparative theology from the allegedly neutral 
standpoint claimed by the discipline of ‘comparative 
religion.’ Secondly, comparative theologians would 
now look at another religious tradition.12 They are 
likely to encounter there an issue which touches them 
as a point of discovery: a ‘position’ significant for 
themselves. They would now, thirdly, put this issue in 
contact with a theme of their own religion, typically in 
the light of an esteemed thinker. Clooney, for example, 
presents Karl Barth’s view (‘position’) concerning 
Revelation.1  This concentration on one particular 
topic at a time is by some comparative theologians 
called their ‘micrological’ method.1  Finally, one listens 

10 Cfr., e.g. the over 50 occurrences of the word “position(s)” in a classic of comparative 
theology: Francis X. Clooney, SJ, Hindu God, Christian God. How Reason Helps Break 
Down the Boundaries between Religions (Oxford 2001), 7: “once believers hold that their 
positions are intelligible and plausible,” etc. In this section I will have to give some literal 
quotes in a fairly pedantic manner because some comparative theologians might doubt that 
my presentation is actually using the terminology of their discipline.

11 Hindu God, Christian God, vi.
12	 E.g.,	Clooney	ventures	to	“look	at	later	Vedānta	theologians”:	Hindu God, Christian God, 20. 
13 Hindu God, Christian God, 131–136. The formula “Barth’s position” is found in Hindu 

God, Christian God, 132 and 134.
14 Klaus von Stosch, “Comparative Theology as Liberal and Confessional Theology,” 

Religions 3, (2012): 983–992, p. 986; idem, “Komparative Theologie der Religionen als
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to what the other faith tradition has to say regarding 
the same theme. Especially when authors focus on that 
other tradition’s written, indeed classical expressions,15 
and thus less on its popular, performative, fluid, 
contemporary utterances, the object studied comes 
into sight as relatively stable: as a ‘position’. Since the 
approach can now identify similarities and differences  
and since it requires at least as much scholarly access 
to a foreign culture (linguistic competence, historical 
background) as the discipline of comparative religion, 
the procedure is called ‘comparative’ theology.16

If comparative theologians were doing only that, they 
would have to face a series of objections. Can theologians look 
own their own view of another as if they were two objects that 
you can compare like two unchanging mosaic stones?1  Do faith 
traditions really consist of inert elements that one can observe 
as objects? Is a religion not a living stream of evolving tradition? 
Does any one element of belief or practice really make sense if 
taken out of its context? Could a religion, theologically studied, 
not be seen as a systematic whole? Can a Christian theologian 
discuss revelation without at the same time doing Christology 
and eschatology, for example? Finally, are there no living partners 
representing the other traditions? Only then can the study of the 
classical texts become, for both sides, a reflection through which 

 Herausforderung für die Theologie des 21. Jahrhunderts,” Zeitschrift für katholische 
Theologie 130, (2008): 401–422; cfr. already Francis X. Clooney, “The Study of Non-
Christian Religions in the Post-Vatican II Roman Catholic Church,” Journal of Ecumenical 
Studies 28, (1991): 482–494.

15 Francis X. Clooney, ‘Comparative Theology,’ in The Oxford Handbook of Systematic 
Theology, ed. John B. Webster, Kathryn Tanner and Iain Torrance (Oxford 2007), 653–669.

16 Remarkably, Clooney also observed that “theology is rarely irenic”: Hindu God, Christian 
God, 121.

17 Christianity understands itself neither as a position, nor as set of separable positions. One 
might express this with a word from Paul of Tarsus: Christian faith is “knowledge of 
Christ” (Philippians 3:8). But, nota bene, that is neither the claim that we ‘know him fully’ 
nor ‘have his knowledge,’ it rather means, that we are coming to know Christ. Christian 
gnõsis (in German, Erkenntnis, rather than Wissen) is an ever continuing discovery. But is 
Christ not the fullness of all? He is. We do not, however, possess the full understanding 



29Felix Körner SJ

different views, and even different teachings, can change. That is 
in fact how several comparative theologians now proceed, and 
expressly describe their approach  namely, as ‘learning from each 
other’ leading to an ‘intensification,’ ‘rectification,’ ‘recovery,’ 
and ‘reinterpretation’1  of elements present in one’s own faith 
tradition  and indeed as a ‘dialogical’ and ‘interactive’ event.19 
These last two designations will now lead us to a couple of other 
approaches. 

3.2 Theology of Dialogue

The character of Christ’s fullness, which still hidden 
is also the theological reason for a striking formulation the 
Church has been using ever since 19 , that is the encounter 
of two believers of different religions can become for both 
sides ‘purification and enrichment.’20 How do such encounters 
happen in theology? Benedict VI offered a two dimensional 
scheme for interreligious dialogue.21 He spoke of the face to face 
and the side by side dimensions.

Some objections may be raised against this. The face to face 
dimension might lead into the ‘personality trap.’ That is to say, we 
may lose out of sight of the fact that we are not only encountering 

 of that fullness yet. This is why the Letter to the Colossians can confess that in Christ 
“are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” (2:3). In the risen Christ, the 
completion of creation’s history is anticipated. But in order to see and understand it in 
detail already now, history has to go on and make visible what is being anticipated in 
the Easter event. In other words, the Christian faith is, quite fundamentally, “historical.” 
By now, some proponents of comparative theology may see the danger of an overly 
static vision of religions self-critically. So is there a different way of doing theology in 
interreligious encounters?

18 Catherine Cornille, Meaning and Method in Comparative Theology (West Sussex: 2020), 
117, 124, 129, 131.

19 Klaus von Stosch, “Zur Lage Komparativer Theologie. Ein Literaturbericht zu ihrer 
internationalen Entwicklung in den letzten fünf Jahren,” Theologische Revue 115, (2019): 
355–371.

20 Secretariat for Non-Christians, Dialogue and Mission, n° 21; Benedict XVI, Christmas address 
of December 21, 2012 (http://w2.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/it/speeches/2012/december/
documents/hf_ben-xvi_spe_20121221_auguri-curia.html); Evangelii Gaudium, n° 250. 

21 http://w2.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/speeches/2010/september/documents/hf_ben-
xvi_spe_20100917_altre-religioni.html.
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‘my’ and ‘your’ private point of view, but through the two of us, 
two different traditions are meeting.22 And in the side by side 
dimension, we might fall into the ‘actionist trap,’ which does 
not allow us to explore and celebrate our differences. In short, a 
third dimension seems necessary: the back to back dimension.2  
Such a tri dimensional setting face to face, side by side, back to 
back can be fully expressed in an interactive theology. 

3.3 Interactive Theology

An interreligious theology that does justice to the three 
dialogical dimensions of face to face, side by side and back
to back needs fine tuned ‘frameworks of interaction.’ They are 
particular forms of reciprocity, rationality, responsibility and 
the capacity for reform. Each of these four frameworks needs 
investigation.

(i) Reciprocity. If believers of two religions meet, both 
sides are alive and active. That is why they can interact. 
But a need for genuine reciprocity can be felt in 
theological dialogues between Christians and Muslims 
with interlocutors of embarrassingly diverse quality. 
So, both sides need, first of all, representatives of equal 
linguistic capacity. If a parish in Austria invites the local 
imam who hardly knows German and has little grasp of 
the area’s current intellectual discourse, the audience 
that evening may return home thinking that there 
was no theological culture at all in Islam. Reciprocity 
is granted if both sides have academic institutions 
where there is space and time for profound study and 
reflection.

22 Secretariat for Non-Christians, Vers la rencontre des religions: suggestions pour le 
dialogue, Rome 1967, Italian translation, Guida al dialogo, Brescia 1968, 91: interreligious 
encounters between persons have always taken place, the particular thing that has now 
become possible is encounter between religions as such. 

23 Felix Körner, Rücken an Rücken. Die dritte Dimension interreligiösen Miteinanders, in: 
George	 Augustin,	 Sonja	 Sailer-Pfister,	 Klaus	 Vellguth	 (Hgg.),	 Christentum im Dialog. 
Perspektiven christlicher Identität in einer pluralen Gesellschaft, Festschrift Günter Riße, 
(Freiburg: Herder 2014), 235–242.
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  But within the framework of reciprocity, another 
dynamic becomes possible, namely, that dialogue is 
a continued process. It does not demand immediate 
results. Conceptual proposals from one side can be 
useful for the other. Examples of how to remain faithful 
to both, one’s religious tradition and to the demands 
of modernity can be inspiring for the interlocutor. 
What at first seems negative can prove to be fruitful 
at a later time. In short, criticism, mistakes and 
misunderstandings are part of the history of learning 
and discovery. 

(ii) Rationality. It is, by contrast, not necessary to 
predefine a particular framework which indicates which 
argumentative strategies are allowed. Philosophy, for 
sure, is a great help in interfaith discussions but one does 
not have to share a particular school of thought before 
starting to talk. If one really tries to understand the 
other, one will also see how many misunderstandings 
need to be clarified. The best framework of rationality 
is that of a public university where one has no written 
code of what is rational and what is irrational. In a 
university setting, other features (rather than artificial 
definitions of rationality) create what might enable a 
culture of learning. Such features include the plurality 
of views even within one and the same Institute of 
Islamic theology as well as challenges from other 
departments, which may even doubt whether theology 
is a scientific endeavor or whether it should have a 
place in the modern university. Discussions about such 
issues can be tiresome but can often prove helpful in 
the end.

(iii) Responsibility. An important step on the way to 
establishing Islamic theology in public universities 
was the aforementioned expertise shown by a German 
scholarly state commission in 2010. It discussed the 
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place of Theology and Religious Studies in the public 
forum. Academic theology received a positive evaluation 
there as an enrichment of the other academic disciplines 
within the university. A tradition of rationality becomes 
alive in concert with other forms of rationality but it 
also has a good effect on each religious community. 
Believers are more likely to get thoughtful leaders if 
they come from different schools of theology. According 
to the 2010 paper, theology in public universities was 
good for the public sphere as well because civil societies 
will more easily find religious interlocutors to explain 
faith issues in a generally comprehensible language and 
to point out the relevance of beliefs in contemporary 
ethical debates.2  So theologians should not limit their 
horizon of responsibility to the academia. Students of 
theology at the university are the future teachers of 
confessional religious education and future leaders 
of religious communities. Theology takes place in an 
environment of academic freedom in which the future 
representatives of religion receive their education. So 
the particular responsibility of interactive theology is 
the public sphere in which students will be representing 
their religion. However, serious theology has a particular 
responsibility to the students’ religious communities. 
This requires skill in maintaining relationships because 
responsibility means loyalty to human authority but does 
not demand submission to it. This aspect is highlighted 
in the last means of interaction presented below.

(iv) Theology of Ongoing Reform. As has been said, one 
task of today’s university theology is to form responsible 
leaders for religious communities. For this reason, 
theology should not simply restrict itself to a religion’s 

24 Wissenschaftsrat, Empfehlungen zur Weiterentwicklung von Theologien und 
religionsbezogenen Wissenschaften an deutschen Hochschulen, Berlin 2010 (http://www.
wissenschaftsrat.de/download/archiv/9678-10.pdf).
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present state of self understanding. Tension between 
the community’s representatives and academic theology 
is by no means detrimental but can be advantageous 
if released through good communication. But since 
academic theology should not be completely separate 
from the religious community, scholarly insights will be 
fed into the community, especially through students who 
subsequently become faith teachers. In the interaction 
with other religions, these insights and critiques will, in 
the long run, also shape the mentality and teaching of 
those religions.

  Academic theology is not simply re inventing the religion 
that is its source and subject but has a significant influence 
on its ongoing reformation. The reform of a religious 
community like the Church or the Muslim Umma does 
not result in uncritical adaptation to modernity nor 
in the imagined return to the life of the forefathers. 
Reform, according to sound theological understanding, 
is the process of becoming more what one has always 
professed to be. This is because critical faithfulness is 
not focused on a set of formulations but on the message 
of one’s religion as identified by means of the best 
available methods of enquiry.

  The paradigm of interactive theology may be a suitable 
paradigm for a critical religiosity in contemporary 
societies that are religiously and culturally diverse. It is 
a theology that works in all three dimensions, viz., back 
to back, face to face and side by side. Secular society 
is in need of religious representatives who have been 
trained in their own confessional theology in separate 
study centers as well as through exposure to occasions 
of interreligious togetherness and by jointly facing the 
challenges of the present world.
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