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INTRODUCTION
The study of interfaith is often seen as a niche subject, and for philosophy, something that hides underneath the wings of theology. But as a study of the space before, between, around and within religions, not simply focusing on the outcomes of interreligious dialogue but on how religions interact with each other, Interfaith Studies has a unique perspective in which to appropriate models of analytic study. Being able to view Interfaith Studies through the hermeneutics of philosophers is an invigorating if not daunting prospect. Where can we experience an intersection of the two fields? For this, I will explore the enormous portfolio of the philosopher Paul Ricoeur, and try to mine for interfaith gold. 
Ricoeur wrote prolifically on a wide view of subjects, such as morality, identity, time, religious discourse, phenomenology – to name just a few. To explore all of Ricoeur’s work in the light of its applicability for the discipline of Interfaith Studies might be a lifelong task, and I must admit to not wishing to do an injustice and comment too vaguely across all his major works. Therefore I will specifically hone in on only of his concepts to analyse – selfhood, narrative, language (specifically linguistic hospitality) and embodiment. 
I will also touch on those who may have shown promise on applying Ricoeur to Interfaith Studies. I study both Marianne Moyaert’s insight into how Ricoeur’s translation ethics could be transferrable to interreligious (linguistic)[footnoteRef:1], and I also attempt to analyse James Carter’s Moral Religion[footnoteRef:2] in the light of Interfaith Studies, as well as exploring some of the writing in which Ricoeur himself engages in interreligious dialogue.  [1:  Moyaert, Marianne Fragile Identities Towards a Theology of Interreligious Hospitality trans. Henry Jansen (Rodopi 2011) ]  [2:  Carter, James Ricoeur Moral Religion: A Hermeneutics of Life, (Oxford University Press, 2014)] 

TENSION AND DUALITY
Increased self-understanding was the lodestone to which Ricoeur used in his writings, never making a concrete singular theory of hermeneutics.  It was not his way, nor the way of the reflexive French philosophical school in which he had been initiated into, and deeply influenced his core. Although he wrote widely on a great number of topics, it was ultimately driven towards the individual and collective humanity to understand itself and its place in the world. 
Ricoeur has been analysed for worth by both philosophers and theologians alike, bearing much fruit in the evolution of his concepts. One could simply argue that what could be worthy for theology also has worth for interfaith studies, as in understanding the believer themselves helps to configure and reconfigure how they might interact with the religious other. I can see how Interfaith Studies could be interpreted this way, and yet it would I fear lean too heavily on one side or the other. Interfaith Studies is not Inter-Theological Study, although this can be included as one of many discourses. On the other hand, philosophical concepts are designed to engage and find structure in universal aspects of our world – or rather, they often are searching for and analysing how to explain a philosophical concept like the problem of evil in a way that can be applicable across the board. As is often leveled at philosophers, analysing universalizing concepts is still from within their own cultural leanings and has an influence – no one can ever be truly impartial or be solely working within reason.  Can someone therefore be a theologian and a philosopher, or is there a conflict of interest? 
An important aspect of Ricoeur that needs to be included in the discussion on Interfaith Studies is the structures of his own belief systems. Unlike many of his contemporaries, Ricoeur was a professed lifelong Christian, unafraid to consider and include the unknown and mysterious into his thinking, and his acceptance of this aspect helped him to straddle the worlds of theology and philosophy. He was of the Protestant French faith – and an aspect not often considered is that he would have therefore spent his formative years in a country to which his faith was not the primary tradition present, which may have inspired his ability to compartmentalise between philosophy and faith. He felt the need to delineate more than once his stance on a perceived ‘dual allegiance’ [footnoteRef:3], described by Henry Isaac Venema as “embodied in two different styles or orientations of thinking, rooted in different groups of texts that are subject to a hermeneutic of critical suspicion and affirmation[footnoteRef:4]”, Ricoeur describes this as philosophy being rooted in critical thinking because it is human first, whereas religion is rooted in experience (historical or present) that came from beyond oneself. Venema says this is how Ricoeur is able to hold the seemly at odds binary within himself. The Capable Man would be aware of the divine and respects the sacred, as well as being a critical thinker.  [3:  P.62 Venema, Henry Isaac “The Source of Ricoeur’s Double Allegiance.” A Passion for the Possible: Thinking with Paul Ricoeur, (Fordham University Press, 2010)]  [4:  P.64 Venema, Henry Isaac “The Source of Ricoeur’s Double Allegiance.” ] 

Ricoeur himself saw less issue with his Christian belief in the field of hermeneutics than others might, in a kind of resignation that his personal belief was more private than the attempts to philosophically systemize our world and our place within it. The religious aspects of his overall narrative would be part of the holistic whole of his self-realised selfhood.  He did not shy away from analysing religion but he did so in light of his philosophical concepts, and often on a bedrock of reflexive thinking. He didn’t explicitly explore the nature of G-d, but more the nature of the believer as an active and ethical agent in the world. 
EMBODIED SELF AND FAULT LINES
Where do the key aspects of interfaith studies and Ricoeur's work intersect? One could argue that his workings on the concept of the ‘self’ could be used as a launching point for interreligious dialogue; defining what a ‘good’ religious person would be like and therefore use this goodness to positively improve the dialogue between religions. 
Ricoeur keeps an element of subjectivity at the core of his philosophical work, and has been referred to as a ‘philosophical anthropologist’, keeping the subject firmly planted in the embodied physical state in which it is born into, self referenced and interdependent within and to its surroundings to exist. 
This embodiment of self is not objective but subjective, and our own self-understanding cannot be realised without interpreting ones imagination through symbols – a subjective exercise in itself. His answer to this it to accept we ultimately can never fully realise ourselves as embodied beings. We cannot observe from the ‘outside’ as we are not and never shall be fully aware of the myriad of threads that bind our lives together, or fully aware of another’s, and we cannot solely observe from the ‘inside’. 
One could be considered in thinking this weaving binds a life and sense of self together (one’s history, psychology, institutions, others etc.) into something supportive and concrete, yet Ricoeur is always keen to stress that there is a fragility in this assumption, especially at the intersections. Ricoeur called these ‘fault lines’, and ultimately these cross sectioning narratives give meaning over philosophical structures. The objective exists, but we are not capable of being able to fully realise it, nor understand ourselves only in relation to it. 
In the Gifford Lectures, republished as Oneself as Another[footnoteRef:5], 1992, he made an interesting supposition that the concept of selfhood should not be based in something actually embodied physically, but in relation to one perceived as themselves – they believes their own story, as it were. This identity narrative cannot form alone; it must do in relation to the other. Ricoeur’s explanation of how one meets the other and has the opportunity to evolve into a friendship is based on mutual and equal opportunities and viewpoints to come together. Each person is simultaneously the speaker and the listener, and in recognising this should bond more with the other.  [5:  P.11 Venema, Henry Isaac Oneself as Another or Another as Oneself?
Literature and Theology, Volume 16, Issue 4, December 2002] 

Henry Isaac Venema disagrees with this view, pointing out that this is an assumed equality, and never truly possible.[footnoteRef:6] In an age of feminist and post-colonial hermeneutics (amongst others), interreligious dialogue has the capacity (and even moral duty) to acknowledge the possible inequities between people.  [6:  P.12 Venema, Henry Isaac Oneself as Another or Another as Oneself?] 

Where can we find Ricoeur engaging directly with those of other faiths? Perhaps we could find some interreligious threads in which to follow. As a philosopher/theologian who saw WWII up close, like many Christians in post war Europe he is focused on building connections with the Jewish community. There are two opportunities to view this in the book Figuring the Sacred: Religion, Narrative and Imagination[footnoteRef:7]. [7:  Ricouer, Paul Figuring the Sacred: Religion, Narrative, and Imagination ed. Walter Brueggemann (Minneapolis, Fortress, 1995).] 

I refer first to his “The Memory of Suffering[footnoteRef:8]”, to which he comments at the beginning is a speech at a memorial event for the Shoah, to what would assume is a mixed religious and non-religious audience. He describes the use of myth across religions as a whole (although he gently makes a distinction between myth in other religions and the faith of Christians and Jews), and notes one task of the myth is as an explanation as to why we suffer. He respectfully uses the Hebrew Bible and Old Testament as a connective thread in which to comment on the role of the human in reflecting on the Shoah. How should we best not forget? He refers to memory and narration on the holocaust as a moral duty, for it not to be “levelled off by explanation[footnoteRef:9]” and hazards against oversimplification.  [8:  P. 289 Ricouer, Paul Figuring the Sacred: Religion, Narrative, and Imagination ]  [9:  P.280 Ricouer, Paul Figuring the Sacred: Religion, Narrative, and Imagination ] 

The second I wish to touch upon in Figuring the Sacred is Ricoeur’s analysis of Rosenzweig’s Star of Redemption[footnoteRef:10]. By embarking on interreligious study of other religious philosophers, Ricoeur demonstrates a willingness to embark directly into tackling the concepts themselves, and not just in conjunction and contrast to Christianity – staying within philosophical discourse rather than moving into the theological. [10:  P.93 “Ricouer, Paul Figuring the Sacred: Religion, Narrative, and Imagination ] 

I feel he is drawn to comment on the Star of Redemption primarily in recognising another opportunity for embodiment. He sees the embodiment of the star as figure and face[footnoteRef:11] as a way to understand the interactions between humans as well as between humans and G-d. He doesn’t take us through each physical attribute of the star and systematically describe each one, but uses this as a form of metaphorical imagery to emphasis the focus on the metaphorical embodiment and therefore situated in a form of its own space and time, rather than as absolute.  [11:  P.97 Ricouer, Paul Figuring the Sacred: Religion, Narrative, and Imagination ] 

INTERSECTIONAL INTERACTION 
Interaction can also mean intersection – where does my life begin and end in relation to yours? Although this could be true of any human interaction, religious belief presupposes a set of rules to live by, as outlined in tradition and enforced by culture or self-will, and vitally focused on what constitutes a ‘good’ (i.e. adherent) being. Ricoeur’s insight into how to navigate this could be taken from his Time and Narrative[footnoteRef:12], where he introduces the concept not only that our lives exist (are written) but they must also be interpreted (read).   [12:  Ricouer, Paul Time and Narrative, Volume 2, (The University of Chicago Press 1990)
] 

This cannot happen in an autonomous bubble, but with the knowledge that we are both written and reading each other interdependently. Narrative seeks to understand, both itself and the world around it, I am both the seeker and what is sought– what if this was expanded to include the religious other? Not as a way to assimilate or judge, but in the realization that one is not ever fully realised (rooms of selfhood not yet or ever opened) we need to take a brave step towards a compassionate approach to the other, in the way we ideally would to the hidden aspects of ourselves. 
Another aspect to explore can be where Ricoeur explores briefly a ‘theology of the self[footnoteRef:13]’, which could be seen as applicable for Interfaith Studies for both religious believers and their relations to others. By describing the interdependence of narrative through others as a kind of call and response, he describes how we need to be ‘summoned’ to social responsibility by the other, and vice versa.  [13:  P.188 – 190 Venema, Henry Isaac Oneself as Another or Another as Oneself?] 

Our attempts to live respectfully and towards a ‘good life’ can be supported by hermeneutical study into religious language and symbols, as these “liberates what is essential by suggesting what is possible[footnoteRef:14]”  [14:  P.15 Ricouer, Paul Figuring the Sacred: Religion, Narrative, and Imagination ] 

FOREIGN PILGRIMS
Based on Ricoeur’s ‘On Translation’ (2006), Moyaert infers that with a linguistic hospitality towards the religious other, ethical dialogue is possible, and that religious language is translatable. We must be aware of our own otherness and strangeness, be open to hope, trust and hospitality, and run the risk of betrayal. Moyaert highlights the similarities between translation and hermeneutics, drawing parallels with interreligious dialogue. 

Using Ricoeur’s work on translation ethics on linguistic hospitality and how the translator can be welcomed rather than assimilated, Moyaert uses Ricoeur’s stance on the mode of the translator as a mode to which someone engaging in interreligious dialogue can adhere to and therefore as a structure for interreligious hospitality. 

Hospitality infers an open, welcoming attitude towards both stranger and friend, and Moyaert makes a small leap in presenting hermeneutical hospitality as an “act of faith[footnoteRef:15]” in itself, because it promises welcome on one hand and trusts understanding from the other, and vice versa, in an “attitude of benevolence towards the stranger[footnoteRef:16]”.  [15:  P.23 Moyaert, Marianne Fragile Identities Towards a Theology of Interreligious Hospitality trans. Henry Jansen (Rodopi 2011) ]  [16:  P. 23 Moyaert, Marianne Fragile Identities Towards a Theology of Interreligious Hospitality ] 


Moyaert is inspired by Ricoeur’s curiosity for how the conversation on untranslatability is focused on identity and strangeness, and related this to the identity of those interacting with religions not their own. In highlighting some of the arguments seen in the theology of religions, Moyaert sees an opportunity in describing the impasse between pluralist and particularists (summarised below) to showcase an evolution using Ricoeur’s philosophy of translations as outlined in this book On Translation (2006). 

Pluralists think that all religions are aiming for the Ultimate Reality – even though we might not know what this might fully entail as its transcends us all mystically, most religions have trails of breadcrumbs within them that would all lead towards the same goal. The positives to this position have been to actively consider other religions as pilgrimage fellows on the road towards the same mountain, but from different angles, and to focus on the similarities over the differences. Always finding common ground. 
The backlash to this thinking has formed into particularist thinking – which says there is no common ground. They assert that belief practices and theologies cannot be mapped along the same route, and we should not assume to have the same meanings in religious languages. Particularists feel each religion should exist within its own silo, that you cannot comment or fully comprehend a religion unless you are a card-carrying member, saying the value of singular identity is more valuable than the commonalities[footnoteRef:17]. Particularists therefore would prefer we don’t go on a pilgrimage at all, and only learn the terrain of the area that directly relates to you. By accepting that we cannot translate religions makes it a lot easier to connect, for we all know where we all are on the map, all of the time. One could say it’s a form of never leaving home in the first place.  [17:  P.338 Moyaert, Marianne Fragile Identities Towards a Theology of Interreligious Hospitality trans. Henry Jansen (Rodopi 2011) 
] 


Ricoeur questions both particularist (relativist) and pluralist (universalist) stances, saying that although they go in different ways about it, they both have a “nostalgic longing for purity and unity[footnoteRef:18]” – with the particularist closing borders against any assimilation and the pluralist attempting to assimilate everything to find commonality and the familiar. Moyaert uses this impasse to outline her evolution of Ricouer’s translation ethics to describe[footnoteRef:19] how with hope (faith), meaning can be found, and create trust (compassion) by being benevolent towards the stranger, neither attempting to assimilate (pluralism) nor reject (particularism). Things are untranslatable because they are never ‘pure’ – but there’s no singular way to do a pilgrimage.  [18:  P.358 Moyaert, Marianne Fragile Identities Towards a Theology of Interreligious Hospitality  ]  [19:  P.359 Moyaert, Marianne Fragile Identities Towards a Theology of Interreligious Hospitality 
] 

In translation, we have to acknowledge there will always a part left behind – the road less travelled. Therefore in being a self-challenged critiquing embodied person with a specific history, will never be fully ‘at home’ somewhere they have had to translate. He asserts its perfectly acceptable to be a slight outsider - like a foreigner in a foreign land - and calls for an acceptance of the limitations of assimilation. 
Moyaert, in pointing out that interreligious dialogue the stakes are higher than in secular translations, says that without hermeneutical hospitality, the act of dialogue itself could become superficial.  She sees Ricoeur’s call to be a critical thinker as a call also for those engaging in interreligious dialogue. By being in a reckoning with your own tradition, in critiquing and challenging it with a suspicious hermeneutical approach, before you take yourself into dialogue spaces. 
THE GOOD LIFE OF MORAL RELIGION 
James Carter in his book ‘moral religion’ approaches Ricoeur’s anthropological hermetic from a different angle, reconstituting his work towards a ‘moral religion’. He presents this concept as applicable to all religions regardless of context, in so far that it would focus on the unifying idea of religious believers desiring the ‘good life’ within ‘just institutions[footnoteRef:20]’ above all else. He defines it as “Ricoeur’s architectonic of moral religion offers a timely framework for a universal religion of reason which is based on a bold reverence for life[footnoteRef:21].”  [20:  P. 140 Carter, James Ricoeur on Moral Religion: A Hermeneutics of Life]  [21:  P.134 Carter, James Ricoeur on Moral Religion: A Hermeneutics of Life] 

Carter’s system to reveal moral religion as the ‘architectonic’ of Ricoeur’s work is to describe 3 levels which attempt to tie in (a reduced version of) Ricoeur’s philosophical influences. Using the basis of reflexive philosophy, Carter uses Ricoeur's perspective on Aristotle, Spinoza and Kant to present moral religion as a consistent thread throughout Ricoeur’s work. 
Simply put, he describes the influences of Aristotle’s depiction of vulnerability as ‘anthropological’, Spinoza’s emphasis on human goodness deriving from joyfully accepting interdependence with others, which Carter describes as the ‘metaphysical’ aspect, and Kant’s’ categorical imperative, although directed towards answering the problem of evil, creates therefore the human aiming for good rather than evil – Carters ‘moral’. These together create the framework for a person to be fully morally realised. 
The term ‘religion’ here is not used simply to describe a new form of belief separate or similar to others, but to define a set of characteristics for humanity to adhere/aim for /to, that could be applicable across all religions. Carter does confess to using a ‘thin’ describer of religion here, rather than as ‘thick’ (e.g. Christian)[footnoteRef:22]. Although interreligious dialogue is not the main thrust of the argument from Carter, assuming a universal philosophical concept of religion would naturally affect any interaction or dialogue between religions.  [22:  P. 154 Carter, James Ricoeur on Moral Religion: A Hermeneutics of Life] 

This was interesting to read in the light of Moyaert’s Ricoeur on the impossibility of a global ethic[footnoteRef:23]’. Based on Hans Kung’s Declaration Towards a Global Ethic[footnoteRef:24]’, which was reflected upon by Ricoeur and ultimately left him wanting. He rejected this concept mainly on its Universalist leanings, leaving no room for religious distinctions to exist within it. But also there is an excellent insight into what Ricoeur thought on the good life itself. He describes the desire and drive t live the good life is a human, flawed law[footnoteRef:25] rather than the moral i.e. ethical law, and homogenizing this would cause religion itself to wither.  [23:  P. 4 Moyaert, Marianne Ricoeur on the (Im)Possibility of a Global Ethic ]  [24:  P.22 Moyaert, Marianne Ricoeur on the (Im)Possibility of a Global Ethic ]  [25:  p. 22 Moyaert, Marianne  Ricoeur on the (Im)Possibility of a Global Ethic ] 

So is there use in calling it ‘moral religion’? In applying this to Ricoeur’s own work, I found it still reductive in assumptions of the beliefs of the religious. If we are to take Ricoeur’s hermeneutics as not attempting to find a universal ethic but as an awareness of the fragility of the space between conflict and joy, and maintaining a ‘moral religion’ as a unifying concept would miss the intricacies and narratives across cultural and religious nuances. What constitutes a ‘good’ Muslim or a ‘good Baha’i’ may not reach the lofty ‘ultimate good’ of moral religion. In reflecting on the global ethic, Ricoeur says that the desire for the good life is built within a framework of cultural tradition, and not overarching ethics. 
Although the influences on Ricoeur were described in some depth, what was also missing was simply that his philosophy of narrative and identity was about acknowledging the vast complexity of selfhood, and how this presents personally rather than ultimately in the world. Only using a reduced triplet of philosophers to divine Ricoeur’s religious morality is too selective in the reading of Ricoeur. 
CONCLUSION
Ricoeur’s philosophical work is a huge undertaking in which to navigate. Discovering and delineating which key aspects are useful for Interfaith Studies has felt like a weighty task, although the process of applying philosophical methodology to the study of religious interaction has been fruitful to having a wider grasp of the approach to interfaith study. 
I feel as though this essay title could be a life long research project in itself, and academics such as AM Moyaert (need full name) have only begun to use Ricoeur in this field. Why is this? Could it be that Interfaith Studies always requires some form of practical application, or that the ‘between space’ of interaction/dialogue that lives between one religious other and another is unable to be simply reduced to singular forms such as cultural tradition or religious doctrine. This is where Ricoeur is an excellent choice for applying to this field. His innate recognition and respect for the fragile between-space, without a drive to annihilate it, is exactly the space where interfaith occurs – regardless of outcome. Even if religious interaction degrades to war or towards peace, the fragility still exists. 
This also shows in the fragility of absolutes – and Ricoeur’s writings live better in the awareness of the other than an attempt to syphon his work into over arcing truths – I used James Carter’s Moral Religion as an example, and briefly touched on why this doesn’t work. Ricoeur is always looking for the touch points between heaven and earth (his fault lines), and in many ways the interaction between peoples of different faiths should be considered these points. 
In conclusion, there could be more insight into interfaith studies from Ricoeur’s writings than we currently have. We may have more interest in the future, and therefore ‘ahead’ of ourselves in wishing for a weightier body of critical analysis on which to draw from. 
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