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IN RECENT YEARS CHURCH and Christianity have faced a number of challenges, including two
crucial questions: How should the church respond to the religious quest in our time? And how should
the church be involved in the issues raised by the religious encounter and religious dialogues? The
two questions are closely related, since people are searching not only for Christianity but also for
other religions and philosophies.

My concern here is to consider how from a Christian perspective, and in particular via the
Fourth Gospel, we may be engaged in a dialogue with the religious diversity of our time. Throughout
the book I employ the terms “religious quest” and “religious encounter,” but with an emphasis on
the former. This is due to two considerations. First, the term “religious quest” is conceived of as
being more comprehensive than “religious encounter.” Second, while “religious quest” is primarily
linked to the personal aspect, “religious encounter” may point to an understanding of faith systems.
In other words: the first term is about faith meeting faith, while the second is more about the
encounter between religions.

The religious landscape today is undergoing a fundamental change, characterized in particular
by two trends: individualization and religious diversity. The religious scene is dominated by
globalization and pluralism, and when the world is “one world,” the religious encounter occurs
everywhere. No longer do the different religions live in splendid isolation in diverse places, now
they are potentially everywhere.
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The present situation is not unlike that in the first century AD. The Craeco-Roman world was
dominated by a common culture, usually called Hellenism. But at the same time Hellenism was
marked by a great variety of religions and philosophies, and Christianity was just one among many.
So what was the specific character of Christianity compared to other religious movements in the
first century?
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