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[bookmark: _gjdgxs2]Introduction 
“How can we live in harmony? First we need to know we are all madly in love with the same God.”
										- Thomas Aquinas
For centuries humans have reflected on their place in this world, their origin, and the origin of the universe. What is our origin, what caused it and what does that mean for humans? These questions are explored by many at many times, from Plato to Stephen Hawking. Similarly, the three Abrahamic traditions, Christianity, Judaism and Islam, address this question in their scriptures and theology. They share similarities, but their accounts are also diverse and sometimes even contrasting (Schalkwyk, 2013). While debates about the origin of the universe have continued throughout many years, in the field of Theology and Religious studies the practice of interreligious dialogue (IRD) emerged during the late 19th century, and is still developing today. In this practice, people from different faiths engage in dialogue to learn from and about each other. This essay considers to what extend the different creation narratives can form a fruitful basis for interreligious dialogue. 
Because IRD is still a developing field, there is still a lack of, as Marianne Moyaert would put it, ‘robustness’; there is a need to ground IRD in a methodology (Hedges, 2016). In this exploration of how creation stories can form a basis for IRD, I will for the sake of space delve into one particular stream of thought which clearly attempts to connect creation stories to IRD; ecological religious dialogue. This stream of thought debates the extent to which all religions -and non-religions- share a common creation story which could form a united platform from which global concerns, such as poverty, human suffering, and climate change, can be challenged and perhaps even solved. What follows examines how this method -which leans heavily on the notion of human responsibility in relation to the act of creation- can function as the link through which the creation narratives support the practice of IRD. It is clear that the Christian tradition is at the forefront of reaching out to other traditions, and takes the lead in developing methods to engage with other traditions. The practice of IRD is similarly developed most noticeably in this tradition. The focus of this essay therefore, starts from the Christian tradition, drawing on old and new thinkers.
Through critically examining modern day Christian scholars in the ecological religious dialogue debate, this article argues that ecological religious dialogue does to a certain extent enlarges the urge and inclination to sit around the table with representatives of different religious traditions, but does not necessarily amount to the practice of IRD. Following Catherine Cornille, IRD should not be viewed as a tool to create consensus, but is the place where space and appreciation for diversity is created. It is exactly the appreciation for the diversity which bridges the gap between a creation tale and the dialogue table. 

In order to grasp the novel background against which this discussion is situated, a short description of the practice of IRD is delineated. After this, a brief introduction is made to the Abrahamic creation stories. This is followed by a discussion of  the work of Paul Knitter which is used to enter into the discussion on the ecological religious dialogue debate and its relation to IRD. The final section critically reviews the status quo, after which conclusions are drawn. 

[bookmark: _j0zll2]A Brief Introduction to Interreligious Dialogue
IRD is the dialogue between people of different faiths, both at the individual and institutional level. This practice emerged from Christian scholarship out of the need for people of different religious backgrounds to coexist, cooperate and create a mutual understanding of and between each other. IRD is practiced among people whom are open to the possibility of understanding other religions in addition to the one they themselves adhere to. Tolerance and respect are crucial during this practice which focuses mainly on religious practice instead of theory. The goal of the dialogue is never to convince others that one is right or wrong. Rather, the dialogue allows critical debates to take place, and new insights to be born, while allowing every person to uphold their personal religious convictions with distinction and dignity. It is therefore important that when practicing IRD, that all participants acknowledge people of other religions in ‘their otherness’ (Cheetham, Pratt & Thomas, 2013). This is also called ‘hermeneutical openness’; the preparedness to truly open oneself up to understand the ‘other’ (Moyaert, 2008). Without this preparedness the purpose of IRD would be lost. This includes that religious differences should be acknowledged, and that one should be aware of the danger that the dialogue can be to focused solely on finding similarities among religions. The acknowledgement, respect and acceptance of the ‘other’ as someone significantly different from yourself is key. This implies that no participant of IRD should claim to know or have found the ultimate truth; such absolute truth claims will not foster dialogue. The latter automatically refers to another rule of engagement, which states that during the practice of IRD, the purpose should never be to pursue someone to convert. Catherine Cornille (2013) describes the preconditions for IRD in five concrete points. 
Humility: When practicing IRD one needs to make room for the idea and acknowledge the possibility that your own religion might transform.  No one has found a complete truth, and therefore there is always room to grow in your understanding of other faiths, and in the understanding of your own faith. 
Commitment: One needs to be committed to a religious tradition. 
Interconnection: One needs to acknowledge that different religions can have things in common, and that they all deal with existential questions. 
Empathy: One needs to be able to understand another across religious traditions, you need to stretch your imagination beyond what is known to you. 
Hospitality: One should recognize and acknowledge that there is truth in other religions. This also implies that one should be humble about the truth in one’s own tradition.
In sum, IRD is more a practice than a study, during which people from different faith traditions meet and enter into dialogue. One of the topics of conversation can be the different creation narratives. Even though IRD engages more on the level of practice than the study of theology, it is important to set a brief theological framework from which the discussion can continue. The following section briefly touches upon the different creation narratives found in the three Abrahamic traditions and how they can relate to each other. 

[bookmark: _fob9te2]The Big Bang and Beliefs 
Abrahamic scriptures provide an often complex insight into how the universe came to be. Philosophers, theologians and scientists have tirelessly debated this question in and outside of scripture; Galileo used to say about the Bible that it describes how to get in to heaven, not how heavens go. To explore to what extent creation stories can serve IRD, it is crucial to touch upon what Jews, Christians and Muslims might believe to be the truth behind the beginning of everything. The following section provides a brief narration of these views, starting from the Christian tradition. It should be noticed that, for the sake of space, this summary is a great under-appreciation of all the works devoted to this issue; this is theology in a nutshell, to proceed towards discussing the (im)possibilities -in other words the ways in which we can or cannot use the creation stories in IRD- of using the creation narratives in the practice of IRD. 
Even though the Christian creation story is often described with the first few sentences of the Bible, a later passage reveals more about the nature of creation in relation to the discussion which follows:
God made the beasts of the earth after their kind, and the cattle after their kind, and everything that creeps on the ground after its kind; and God saw that it was good. Then God said, “Let Us make man in Our image, according to Our Likeness; and let them rule over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the sky and the cattle and over all the earth and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth. (Genesis 1:25 – 1:26)
One of the most influential Christian philosophers and theologians, Thomas Aquinas bend over backwards to wrap his mind around the beginning of time, and all the consequences such an understanding would imply for us humans. Aquinas’s notion of creation is theological, and draws from Medieval Jewish philosophers, such as Maimonides, and Islamic philosophers such as Averroes and Avicenna. Aquinas sees the act of creation by God as the act of making things which did not exist before; everything other than God, gets its being from God. This is also known as creatio ex nihilo (creation from nothing). To help understand the nature of our current environment (such as our rainforests and backyards), and its relation to the act of the creation of the universe by God,  Aquinas states that ‘the act of creation’ is different from the act of creating by men who build machines, cities and yes, backyards (Caroll, 2016). Here we arrive at a question which holds one of the most sought after answers; what is our relation as humans to creation? Coming back to Aquinas, he believes God is the number one creator, and he is always at work in his creation. Our relation to that creation is that we are dependent on God for every creation ‘we’ bring about, but humans do have a certain amount of autonomy which, important to note, does not reduce God’s power. Rather, the fact that we are allowed autonomy, demonstrates God’s goodness (Carroll, 1998). Within Christianity, this has become a popular and now widely accepted view, which is closely related to the story of creation. As will be discussed later, this notion will drive our discussion forward. 
Looking at how this notion of creation and responsibility is situated in the other Abrahamic traditions, and because we approach IRD in today’s context, it is useful to consider the modern-day work from the Jewish perspective, through the work of Kenneth Seeskin (2011). He states that autonomy and responsibility have always played a central role in Judaism; humans are created by God, with the responsibility to obey his orders, and the autonomy to disobey (which did not work out all too well for them when reading into the Jewish tradition, but that is a story we will not elaborate upon here). Within the third Abrahamic tradition, the Mutazilites formed the earliest Islamic school, which combined Islamic philosophy (falsafa) and theology (kalam) in their understanding of creation. They believed in absolute rationality and complete human agency; God created atoms, and human beings were in full control over these atoms; how else could we as humans be held responsible for our actions? This view of radical agency did not sit well with all the Mutzalitiles. Ash’ari was one of the men who developed a different opinion about the nature of creation. According to him God did indeed create everything (all the atoms in the universe) and God is also still in complete control over what happens to these atoms. Human beings however, are given the power by God, to act out certain behaviors, good or bad. Ash’ari’s thoughts grew in popularity, and by the 9th century this was one of the mainstream schools of Islamic theological thought, and still is today. 
At first sight, the greatest commonality among the three traditions in light of creation is that we are created by God, but are responsible for our own actions. This is the key part to take away from this short introduction in the light of the following section and its relevance to IRD; the idea that in general, the belief is held that Yahweh, God, or Allah created everything, and we as humans have a certain amount of autonomy in choosing what we do with, and how we treat these creations. Although this is the general thought, over time different opinions, new discoveries, rulers and religious authorities have shaped the interpretation of the divine creation stories, and, this account is therefore by no means exhaustive (Burell, 2004). However, for the sake of space, this is the basis, in particular the notion of ‘human responsibility’, from where we start our inquiry into the (im)possibilities of the creation narratives in serving IRD. 

[bookmark: _znysh72]A Common Creation Story and Ecological Religious Dialogue 
The previous section concludes with a hopeful, yet mindful message; there are great commonalities in the Abrahamic creation stories, but there are also different streams of thought, different times and different contexts in which these narrations were and are to be understood. Moving forward to our question; what are the (im)possibilities of the creation stories as a starting point for IRD, in this section it is discussed how the creation stories have been used in debate with and about different religions and how this can be viewed as a possible basis for IRD, bearing in mind the challenges this brings forward. As will become clear, some emphasize similarities to the extent of claiming universality, while others are more cautious about the dangers of absolutism and advocate appreciation for diversity.  
“For the first time in history, we have empirical evidence for a common creation story!” This was uttered by a group of diverse religious representatives in the nineties, which constituted one of the first steps into the  development the document which laid some of the groundwork for IRD; the Earth Charter (Knitter, 2000). 
From in and outside the discipline of theology, the idea that all religions more of less share the same creation story has evoked the impression that religion can form a fruitful basis to tackle modern day global issues; poverty, climate change and human suffering. Some, like the famous Thomas Berry, opted to do this with the help of science; the terms ‘Universe Story’, ‘Great Story’, ‘Everybody’s Story’ and ‘the New Story’ all to some extent refer to the idea that all creation stories, religious or scientific, share a common ground and do not exclude one another (Hefner, 2009; Miller, 2004). Our shared responsibility for the earth’s wellbeing is key in this reasoning. Most of the authors coining these used them for the purpose of inciting people to create a better world, through getting everyone, the Torah, Bible, Quran and all other creation stories, ironically applicable, on the same page. This is called the ecological religious dialogue debate (Knitter, 2000). 
Even though this united view seems a to be a positive and even profitable perspective in which the creation stories are placed at the very front of dialogue as a common source, there are some reservations to be made, particularly about diversity. A number of scholars have endeavored to bring faiths together through addressing their commonalities, with respect to the differences in their creation stories, linking it to some degree to the practice of IRD. (Brajovic, 2007; Martin, 2005; Schalkwyk, 2013; Knitter, 2000). We will turn to the work of Paul Knitter, who in his work ‘A Common Creation Story? Interreligious Dialogue and Ecology’, addresses the delicate balance one must keep between urging a common history for the greater good, and the importance of diversity between traditions. 
The biggest reservation for Knitter (2000) against establishing a common creation story, in the manner described above, lies in the lack of diversity and therewith, lack of truth this would bring about. Here Knitter clearly draws on Gadamer when he speaks about the limitations imposed on us by language; it does not only limit how we speak and of what we speak but also determines what we come to know. If we were to create a universal meta-creation story, we would be restricted by that framework in the search for truth. Somewhat like the North-Korean dictatorship, establishing an (apparent) united, all-encompassing framework of the truth in which everyone is bound to live and think, constrains us from revelations and discovery; without them we might enter into a dangerous situation of absolutism. In other words, language is power, and by unifying this power the dangers of imperialism or the effects of (conscious of unconscious) white/Christian privilege, lurk around the corner. 
[image: image3.jpg]Drawing further on Knitter, he proposes a solution to the lack of diversity. As he explains, we can still call upon the creation stories to bring people from different faiths to the dialogue table, but not by starting the conversation with the idea that this is a universal story. As a matter of fact, religion is not the place to start at all. Rather, we should begin with ethics. Figure 1 illustrates the relation between ethics and religion, based on Knitter’s work. If we are to view the relation between ethics and religion as a flower, the soil from which the flower grows, are ethics, or in other words, our beliefs. We cannot see our belief or ethics, these are ‘underground’ and lie at the foundation of what is to come. Religion, is the flower which we can see, smell and touch, which grows from these ethics, and resembles our behavior. IRD should start from ethics, not from religion (Knitter, 2000). 
To explain Knitter’s argument in more details, imagine you are walking by a deep well, and you see a child playing on the edge of the well and she is about to fall into the well. Knitter argues, that practically everyone in the world, no matter which faith, culture or race you adhere to or stem from, will react in the same way; you hurry to catch the child and prevent her from falling. This inner reaction, this moral understanding of what is good, is what Knitter calls our universal ethical responsibility, to the earth and to each other. The ‘soil’ (ethics) as depicted in figure 1, is therefore universal. Daniel Maquire helps Knitter to bring this notion in relation to the creation story; scholars who seek the ‘common essence’ among all religions, overlook the ethical responsibility, on which religions already meet, before ever talking about religious dogmatics. Bringing this idea even closer to IRD, Max Oelschaeger states that each religious tradition articulates her own creation story, but finds solidarity in the common universal ethical responsibility. With the help of these scholars, Knitter continues his argument by stating that ethical engagements bring about a greater possibility to arrive to one common creation story. In other words, according to Knitter, ethics can be key in understanding the creation story in the light of IRD, The overreaching, underlying ethical responsibility -which is not the same but coincides with the diversely articulated religious creation stories and their common account of human responsibility-  unites all traditions. 
Summing up Knitter, the doctrine of creation is not the beginning of interreligious interaction, but rather forms a fruitful outcome of dialogue. In order to talk constructively about creation, one must not start by focusing on a meta-narrative, but instead focus on the meta-problems the earth and all its inhabitants are facing today; climate change, war and suffering. From there on out we can create a shared narrative trough ethics and shared responsibility, which will inspire action in favor of a better world. Knitter recapitulates this by stating: “If the earth is first a common ethical story for all religions, it has greater possibilities of becoming a common religious or creation story for all religions” (Knitter, 2000, p. 10).

[bookmark: _et92p02]The Place for Creation Stories in IRD
The key point of Knitter as described in the previous section, is that we all share a certain set of ethics which are perceived by Knitter as ungraspable, mystical, border-crossing and above all, uniting. As Jeannine Fletcher puts it in her words:
The source of existence and force that courses through creation is so expansive, so overwhelming and truly awesome, that the mind cannot contain it. Continuing Aquinas’s understanding of God’s mystery, Karl Rahner explains that incomprehensibility “follows from the essential infinity of God which makes it impossible for a finite created intellect to exhaust the possibility of knowledge and truth contained in this absolute fullness of being (Fletcher, 2007, p. 21). 
What Knitter provides with his work, is a way to address and include all traditions in a dialogue; because everyone in this world feels responsible for their actions, people will be inclined to enter into IRD; not based on a common creation story but on the basis of the underlying ethics. Through dialogue, the possibility of creating a shared creation narrative would be enlarged. The place of the creation stories in this practice can be found in the responsibility of humans for their actions and dealings with the earth, provided by the autonomy given by God. Which, as explained a previous section, is something witnessed in most mainstream Abrahamic ideas about creation. This places the creation stories, other than in the accounts of for instance Thomas Berry, at the end of  IRD, as an outcome of the practice. 
Although this sounds captivating, and seems like the solution to our question, I argue that to a certain extent, approaching the discussion from the angle of unifying, unexplanatory  ethics, would simply  mean that we shift the level of conversation towards a more abstract level, on which no party involved can bring into words what they feel of think about it. In other words, this could be described, using Knitters own words, as ‘mystifying’ the dialogue and keeping it rather vague. In order to illustrate this point, one could state that if we keep adding colors (different creation stories) to the painting palette, in the end the mixture of paint will be ‘mystically’ black. At that point we can all agree that our colour (tradition) is somewhere in there, but no one can actually see and point out their own color (tradition) anymore. Because the purpose of IRD is to create understanding of and about the other, the question which is raised here, is whether we can still identify the ‘other, in all its otherness’ if we approach IRD from a universal ethical perspective. The conditions described by Cornille as the basis of IRD, such as empathy, hospitality and humility, all refer to a certain attitude towards the ‘other’; where is this ‘other’ in the abstract notion of a shared creation story, or in the notion of a shared ethical responsibility? And can true understanding take place, when the conversation is held on an abstract level concerning ethics? 
[bookmark: _tyjcwt]In addition, one must be critical in asking; is this really our goal? Do we attempt to create a common narrative about creation? I would argue that reasoning from the field of IRD the answer is ‘no’. Because the true power of IRD lies in the fact that one does not need to agree upon theological issues, one does not need to create consensus or unity of thought. As Cornille (2013) explains, it  is the nature of IRD to respect that ‘the other’, is simply ‘the other’, and the goal is therefore never to push for a shared narrative to serve as an umbrella for all religions. If we do use IRD for the sole purpose of creating a shared narrative, we would automatically re-enter the deep trenches of the pluralist versus particularist debate Knitter is hinting at when he addresses the threat of universalism/absolutism. As Moyaert explains in her work, trying to ground IRD in pluralism met great criticism from the particularisms scholars, arguing that this approach reduces all religions to an undesirable sameness (Moyaert, 2008). 
In sum, the place for creation narratives in Knitters work is the outcome of IRD, wherein IRD as described by Cornille, the diversity of thought would be the beginning of IRD.  We must acknowledge here that Knitter is attempting to foster the ecological religious dialogue debate, which is different in nature than IRD. However, Knitter is using the term IRD in his work, which causes some confusion on this matter. 

[bookmark: _dy6vkm2]Conclusion and Discussion 
This essay set out to answer the question: to what extent can creation stories form a fruitful basis for IRD? After touching upon the theological debate about creation and human responsibility and delving into the work of Paul Knitter about ecological religious dialogue, some conclusions can be drawn. 

As has (hopefully) become clear, it is crucial to determine the goal of the interreligious interaction, which sets the tone for the conversation. Simply put, it is a matter of choosing to search for similarities, differences, or both. Where most scholars in the ecological religious dialogue debate attempt to find universal similarities, Knitter argues that this is too limiting and restricting. His proposal for a universal ethics brings the creation stories closer to IRD, but is not completely checking the boxes of IRD as described by Cornille. The key reservation with this concerns the fact that IRD’s aim is not to create a common creation narrative. Just the opposite, it exists because of, and for, diversity in religious thought and experience. The role of the creation narratives are therefore a fruitful beginning of the conversation, in which both the commonalities, as the differences are respected, and welcomed. 

This attempt to understand where the Abrahamic creation stories fit into IRD is by no means complete. Knitter’s work proposes a curious relation between the Abrahamic traditions and the creation stories in the light of IRD, which could be delved into deeper by using his later works. Furthermore, I acknowledge that the groundedness of the ecological religious dialogue debate in the Christian, Jewish and Islamic theology can be, and should be strengthened. In addition, the proposal for the exact use of creation stories in IRD, in the form of a method, can be deepened. 
Further research could take different paths into understanding the possibilities of IRD and creation stories. By delving into the ecological religious dialogue debate, this essay did for instance not address the possibility of viewing the Abrahamic religions as a sequence of revelations stemming from the same source; such research could shine a new light upon both IRD and the ecological religious dialogue debate. In that light, as we approach IRD in a modern-day context, this essay falls short of discussing the current tendency of the Abrahamic traditions to be ‘lumped’ together, at least in the public sphere; the Netherlands are for instance not described anymore as a Christian country, but rather a Judeo-Christian country. What these developments mean for creation stories and their relation to other religions in the midst of dialogue, can be studied in further research. 
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Figure 1. Relation between ethics and behavior, between belief and religion




