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Response to Conference

Jayme Reaves

I feel honoured to have been asked to be present and respond to the papers 
that have been presented here at the conference.  Given the wide range of topics 
discussed here, a cohesive and integrated response won’t be easy, but I’ll certainly 
give it a go.

My specialty in my theological research is in hospitality, so the concept of ‘the 
other’ and the resources involved in reaching out to the other on a theological and 
academic level are familiar to me.  As a woman theologian who has four degrees 
behind my name and who was trained in and served as a minister in a local Baptist 
congregation, as a foreigner in a country that is not my home, as a white American 
Southerner who grew up on the wrong side of the tracks but still forbidden to enter 
the black part of town growing up, as someone who identifies herself as a feminist 
and liberation theologian, as a self-identified progressive who is a peace activist 
and committed to nonviolence, as an English-speaker who has worked in foreign 
language contexts, and as a heterosexual LGBT ally, I’d like to think I get what it 
means to be the other, but I know that what makes me other in some contexts 
makes me one of the same in other contexts. We all have our blind spots.  It’s part 
of being human.  So I concur with some of the statements about ‘other’ carrying 
negative weight – I don’t think that’s necessarily the case, but, as we talk about 
‘being the other, I think (as with almost anything else), we must tread carefully and 
with a great deal of humility.

I’ve found myself returning to Pádraig’s words spoken at the beginning of the 
conference on several occasions:  love or fear?  Does how we practise our traditions 
encourage our response to the other to be out of love or out of fear?  Or let’s ask 
it another way – does the other have reason to fear us or love us by how we treat 
them?  Has room been made for the other by our insights here these last few days?

As Glenn and others have pointed out, the textual tradition speaks to radical 
inclusivity, particularly in Trito-Isaiah1 as Glenn talked about and in Ruth, Jonah 
and other texts.  These witnesses within scripture give me courage, renew my vision, 
and push me further into the radically inclusive vision of God’s realm.  But we must 
also remember that they sit alongside Ezra, Nehemiah, and other texts which are 
radically exclusive.  The tension, contradiction, disagreement, and definition of who 
is in and who is out – who is one of us and who is other – is there, side by side, 
inviting us to wrestle with it and continue the conversation in our current context.  
As such, I appreciated Jason’s assertion that the conversation is never complete.  

1 Glenn Jordan read from Isaiah 56.
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These conversations have been taking place for millennia, there are outsiders 
all the time – but it’s no excuse for us in that we say “there’ll always be the 
Other” (much in the same way as Jesus said “there will always be the poor”), we 
must continually strive to work toward inclusion, to negotiate our own mutable 
boundaries and identity, and to push for a more dignified society committed to the 
common good that is marked by solidarity for those who are powerless.

And yet, as an educator and an activist, I have to observe that we have circled the 
question quite a bit over the past few days.  There’s no judgment in that – circling 
is necessary, parameters have to be set, definitions have to be decided upon, 
strategies must be determined.  But where does the rubber hit the road?  All this 
that we’ve said over the last 2 days. …………So what??

The death of Northern Irish police officer Ronan Kerr has been mentioned here.  
I could not help but think - as Chris referred to the dissenting Presbyterians in 
Scotland and their justified use of violence – of the so-called dissident republicans 
who are allegedly responsible for Kerr’s death.  When we speak of the other, it is 
easier for us to consider the somewhat ‘safe’ other: the asylum seeker, the LGBTQI 
person, the person of another ethnicity.  But we get kind of jittery when we think 
about the other who seeks to harm, to destroy, to threaten our safety.  Irish and 
Northern Irish now have a common enemy to ‘legitimately’ hate (as opposed to 
the racism that is shown toward migrant workers, etc).  It is socially acceptable to 
ostracize, marginalize, degrade and dehumanize dissident republicans.  Protestant 
and Catholic alike decry their aims, their methods, their very existence.  They are a 
threat to the peace.  They must be silenced and done away with.
 
What would we – as people of faith sitting here in our own relative safety thinking 
about what it means to be the other - have to say to them today?

John Caputo, a deconstructionist philosopher, talks about this a bit in relation to 
hospitality.  He describes hospitality as one of those ‘words that promise something 
that they do not quite deliver,’2 and he states that ‘[w]hat hospitality means 
seems simple enough: welcoming the other, welcoming the coming of the other 
into the same’ but he remarks that when most try to be hospitable, one usually 
invites friends and those ‘whose company we enjoy and from whom we can expect 
reciprocity…or else people whose favour we are currying.’3  But when hospitality 
is practised in this manner, ‘there is a good deal of inhospitality built into our 
hospitality’ as it tightens the ‘circle of the same’ and only welcomes those ‘who are 
welcome to begin with, not those who are unwelcome.’4  Later, Caputo says that 

2 John Caputo (2007), What Would Jesus Deconstruct? Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2007, pp. 75.
3 Caputo, pp. 75-76.
4 Caputo, pp. 76.



80

‘if hospitality is what we say it is – that is, welcoming the other – then ought it not 
be a matter of welcoming those who are unwelcome…[and] extended beyond our 
friends to our enemies?’5 and then he asks the inevitable question:  

But what is to say that I will not be murdered in my bed [or have my car, 
bus or café blown up] by all this hospitality? 6 

Caputo’s answer to these questions is found in Derrida who validates the questions 
but also says that ‘there would never be any way in principle to eliminate all the 
risk and still preserve the ideal of hospitality.’7  To broaden that, I would say that 
there is no legitimate way to make way for the other that does not also make way 
for substantial risk.

And the risk isn’t just related to physical safety.  For example, in the way 
homosexuality is often discussed, I’m struck by perceived risks to purity – ritual 
or cultic purity, spiritual purity, purity of identity – that somehow, welcome or 
inclusion of the LGBTQ person will taint one’s self, one’s faith or one’s community.  
And it makes me wonder how much issues of purity are caught up in fear?  And 
I’m just asking questions here – I don’t have the answers - but in relation to cultic 
practice and identity formation – both now and in biblical era – threats to purity 
are usually responded to with fear – fear of being cut off, rejected, stained or 
tainted.  Is there another way we can be concerned about purity without fear or is 
the relationship inevitable?  Do we give up purity for love? 

This question about love or fear reminds me of a story of two wolves - a Cherokee 
traditional story - that I keep in my office:

A tribal elder was talking to his grandson about the battle the old man 
was waging inside himself. He said, “It is between two wolves, my son. 
One is an evil wolf: Anger, envy, sorrow, greed, arrogance, self-pity, guilt, 
resentment, lies, false pride, superiority, and ego. The other is the good 
wolf: Joy, peace, love, hope, serenity, kindness, benevolence, empathy, 
generosity, truth, compassion and faith.” The boy thought this over for 
a minute, and then asked his grandfather: “Which wolf wins?” The elder 
replied simply: “The one I feed.” 8    

5 Caputo, pp. 76.
6 Caputo, pp. 76.
7 Caputo, pp. 76.  Caputo refers to a conversation had with Richard Kearney, Jacques Derrida and himself in God, the Gift, 
and Postmodernism, John Caputo and Michael Scanlon, eds. Indiana Series in the Philosophy of Religion. Bloomington, 
IN: Indiana University Press, 2000, pp. 130-136 which informed this statement.
8 This is a traditional story that is lacking in clear original sources.  It is most often attributed to the Cherokee nation, but 
may or may not have originated there.
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And so, in the end, what do we do that feeds love and starves fear? How can our 
identities and boundaries of inclusion and exclusions be formed in such a way that 
they are based in love and not fear?
 
I’m not a poet and wasn’t planning on doing the haiku – I’d never written one in 
my life!  But as I thought about what’d I’d say today and my reactions to what had 
been said the previous two days, it came to me and I’ll read it again:

God welcomes us to
the table, laden and full

Her apron dirty

For me, the answer to the questions about how to feed love and form our 
boundaries in a healthy way is in the practice of hospitality.  For me, the 
differentiation between assimilation and incarnation raised in discussions over the 
course of these days is in the practice of hospitality.  This means being willing to 
put ourselves, our identities, our communities at risk in radical commitment to 
welcoming the other, all the while rooting our actions in assurance of our identity 
as people of God. It includes providing sustenance, and perhaps most importantly 
forsaking purity for the sake of being willing to get dirty by joining God in God’s 
work in transforming and healing this world.  

© Jayme Reaves

Jason McCann

∞ dawns!
> ∑ our parts,

Come on, Bring it on. 
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