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A TRANSDENOMINATIONAL ECCLESIOLOGY?
Simultaneous Plural Allegiance in African Christianity and Its Implication for Ecumenism 

Opening salvo
If you have been following the trend of large-scale, youth-involved religious activities in Africa and in African diáspora with the ecclesiological lens, then you would have encountered any, or all, of the following:

Some examples of transdenominational ecclesial praxis 
- Halleluya Challenge – Pastor Nathaniel Bassey [PPT 2]
- New Seasons Prophetic Prayers and Declarations (NSPPD) – Pastor Jerry Eze [PPT 3]
- The Experience – House on the Rock [PPT 4]
- The Unusual Praise – Catholic Church of Divine Mercy Lekki [PPT 5]

What you find in these gatherings is something slightly different from previous Pentecostal and/or charismatic events. Most Pentecostal churches or ministries are always denominational. Gradually some of these gatherings were considered as either inter-denominational or non-denominational. At that time, the idea is to play down the denominational boundaries and create more inclusive ecclesial space.
The success of inter-denominational and non-denominational ecclesial communities are yet to be measured, but what is happening in the examples I have shown is slightly different. And I have chosen to signal it as a practical example of a transdenominational ecclesial gathering. This is because it is marked, at the subjective level, by a simultaneous plural belonging or multiple religious identity [I shall return to this]. 
The idea of transdenominationality, and in fact of a transdenominational ecclesiology was proposed by the Jesuit theologian, Roger Haight as the quest for the fundamental elements of ecclesiology that cut across the different ecclesial communities in a way that transcends the diversity that one finds in Christianity today, and the goal is “to reach for the historical and qualitative substance that binds the churches together as church.”[footnoteRef:1]. [PPT 6] [1:  Roger Haight, Ecclesial Existence: Christian Community in History, vol.3 (New York: Continuum, 2008), 13. Haight’s attempt at a transdenominational ecclesiological project is founded on ecumenical interests that are present in WCC’s Faith and Order with its attempt to articulate a common ecclesiology for all churches. We find examples both in the 1982 Lima document Baptism, Eucharist, and Ministry as well as the 2013 The Church Towards a Common Vision. The search for commonalities in the understanding of the church and constructing an ecumenical relationship on that basis has at most remained experimental and never improved the reception of a common identity among churches or denominations. See also, Tommy Davidsson, Lewi Pethrus’ Ecclesiological Thought 1911-1974: A Transdenominational Pentecostal Ecclesiology (Leiden: Brill, 2015), 12.] 


One can raise the question of whether transdenominationality could be considered as a theological paradigm as such. For the Anglican ecclesiologist, Paul Avis, it would at best be considered a sociological term, just as its parent concept denomination, which according to Avis points to a recognition of “the unique position of the churches in modern civil society – a society that is characterized by the radical differentiation and pluralization of institutions.”[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Paul Avis, “Denomination: An Anglican Appraisal,” in Paul M. Collins and Barry Ensign-George, eds., Denomination: Assessing an Ecclesiological Category (London: T&T Clark, 2011), 23.] 


Since transdenominationality is marked by simultaneous plural belonging at the subjective level, then the concept goes beyond mere plurality to a reality of interrelatedness among the different ecclesial identities. Although this does not resolve the sociological categorization of the concept, it nonetheless sustains the possibility of interaction of an ecclesial nature.

I now return to the idea of multiple religious identity 


Foregrounding Multiple Religious Identity as the consequence of intersectionality

In the early 2000, two edited volumes pioneered the development of the concept of MRI within the theology of religions. The first is Vivre de plusieurs religions: promesse ou illusion? by Dennis Gira and Jacques Scheuer, and Many Mansions? Multiple Religious Belonging and Christian Identity by Catherine Cornille. [PPT 7]

Cornille proposes three [PPT 8] theological means of addressing and resolving the challenges and complexities that are associated with multiple religious belonging. The first deals with “focusing on the ultimate religious experience” that is fundamental in all traditions.[footnoteRef:3] This is predicated on the unicity of religious experiences irrespective of the tradition one belongs to. The assumption is that there is a universality to religious experience both in the different religions and within the different denominations in each religion.  [3:  Catherine Cornille, “Introduction,” 1-6 in Catherine Cornille, ed., Many Mansions? Multiple Religious Belonging and Christian Identity (Mayknoll: Orbis Books, 2002), 5.] 


The second, according to Cornille, requires “remaining faithful to the symbolic framework of one tradition while adapting the hermeneutical framework of another.”[footnoteRef:4] Douglas Pratt’s Being Open, Being Faithful: The Journey of Interreligious Dialogue (2014) immediately comes to mind. Anyway, Cornille provides an example of this presupposition in Francis Clooney’s intertextual reading that established a point of convergence between Hinduism’s Tamil tradition and Christianity’s Jesuit spirituality.  [4:  Cornille, “Introduction,” 5.] 


The third way by which theology recognizes the possibility of multiple religious belonging is by “acknowledging the complementarity of religions.”[footnoteRef:5] Perhaps this is the most evident factor within the inner-Christian context of multiple belonging in which we can find examples of such complementary practices. For not only are there intersections of the doctrines (as evident in the many ecumenical joint agreements) but equally in the hermeneutical (exegetical) approaches to the scriptures as well as ethical questions. [5:  Cornille, “Introduction,” 6.] 


Beyond the presuppositions that undergird a theological appreciation of the possibility of multiple religious belonging, Cornille in a later essay develops a context-based five forms of multiple religious belonging [PPT 9]. These include cultural belonging, family belonging, occasional belonging, believing without belonging, and asymmetrical belonging. While cultural and family forms of belonging are considered involuntary, the rest three are determined by voluntary, subjective choices.



I will skip these others, and comment on the final form of multiple religious belonging, asymmetrical belonging. Asymmetrical belonging emerges as an outcome of “asymmetrical identity” since “it involves belonging primarily to one religion while also identifying with another.”[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Cornille, “Multiple Religious Belonging,” 327.] 


Like other forms of voluntary belonging, the individual subjective self plays a central role of choice-making. However, unlike others, the individual, first of all, grounds its identity and belonging in a particular religious tradition “which becomes the basis and norm from which one comes to selectively identify with elements from one or more other traditions.”[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Cornille, “Multiple Religious Belonging,” 327.] 


While this form of belonging may be marked by unequal identification, it is also possible that it may lead to “a shifting of a sense of primary belonging from one religion to another, or to a genuine sense of dividedness between two traditions, one tradition being normative in certain areas of life and the other in other areas.”[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Cornille, “Multiple Religious Belonging,” 327.] 


Francis X. Clooney would argue that this model does not “entail any repudiation of or unfaithfulness to prior, enduring commitments. It is rather a kind of awakening, a maturation within Christian identity and vocation.”[footnoteRef:9] The asymmetrical belonging is quite evident in the praxis of transdenominationality from the subjective perspective as Christians negotiate between being embedded in their primary denominational constituency and affiliating with other denominations on the basis of the ‘extra’ spiritual gifts (charisma) that they offer.  [9:  Francis X. Clooney, “Hyphenated Christians: Towards a Better Understanding of Dual Religious Belonging,” Theological Studies 75, no.1 (2014): 191-193; 192.] 


With this, we come to the inner-hybridization of Christian identity



Transdenominationality as an inner-hybridization of Christian identity?

The question that is posed here is: Is there anything like a ‘pure’ denominational identity? 
[PPT 10] In her article “Religious Hybridity and Christian Identity: Promise and Problem”, Cornille declares that “we are all hybrids”[footnoteRef:10] as she outlines the examples of popular mixing that constitutes religious identity. The idea is that Christianity, like some other religions, have been “borrowing from Judaism, Zoroastrianism, Greek philosophy and elements of mystery religions in its own historical formation.”[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Catherine Cornille, “Religious Hybridity and Christian Identity: Promise and Problem”, Currents in Theology and Mission 48, no.1 (2021): 8-13; 9.]  [11:  Cornille, “Religious Hybridity and Christian Identity,” 10.] 

The flexibility and dynamism of the Christian faith and identity does not only apply to its exchange with other religions and cultures but also includes its internal exchange-movements among the different ecclesial communities that claim the Christian identity. The relationship among the different ecclesial communities has often been defined by the negative element of division and the consequent quest for unity, variedly defined. However, there is often a total lack of attention to internal movements/ exchanges or transformative hybridization that happen among the churches. The ability to still maintain the central representative elements of each ecclesial community may have contributed to this neglect, yet the subjective accent to ‘conceptual blending’ of believers imply shifts in the questions of identity and belonging.

It is exactly this internal transformative hybridization movements that we have identified as transdenominationality. The motive is often the identification or perhaps perception of a ‘lack’ within the praxis of a particular denomination. The ‘lack’ need not be officially recognized since each church/denomination lays claim to some sort of self-sufficiency in terms of the requirements of salvation. 

What this means is that the recognition of a ‘lack’ is a subjective judgement of individual believer who reserves to himself or herself the right to determine what is needed to satisfy a spiritual need. This gets interesting when analyzed from the perspective of African Christianity.

Transdenominationality as the ecclesiology of the ‘actual faith’ of believers

Within African Christianity, the inner-hybridization of identity is lived out in the ‘actual faith’ of believers. Of course, this ‘actual faith’ may not be fully articulated in “any adequate or academic theological language.” However, this faith possesses “its own internal plausibility structures and logic and is alive and constantly evolving beyond the restrictive sacramental systems and defined boundaries of what is spiritual or profane, or what is orthodox or syncretistic outside the normative canon of a particular denomination.”[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Stan Chu Ilo, “Receptive Ecumenism in Africa: Lessons Learned from the Actual Faith of Everyday Christians,” 65-84 in Virginia Miller, David Moxon, and Stephen Pickard, eds., Leaning into the Spirit: Ecumenical Perspectives on Discernment and Decision-making in the Church (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), 72-73.] 


[PPT 11] Stan Chu Ilo in words that reminisce Karl Rahner reminds us that when it comes to African Christians, “The actual faith of the people may not always be identified with the official faith, and the official faith many times is at variance with the actual faith or is often not fully intelligible to the faithful. This creates a challenge in many cases in terms of the normativity of what is presented in official teaching and the actuality of what the people believe and live.”[footnoteRef:13]  [13:  Ilo, “Receptive Ecumenism in Africa,” 70.] 


From a systematic theology perspective, in transcending ecclesial boundaries the praxis of African Christianity, particularly expressed in the ‘actual faith’ of the believers produces a list of criteria for a transdenominational ecclesiology that have ecumenical implications, namely. [PPT 12]

a) The praxis of transdenominationality is dependent on the ‘actual faith’ of the people rather than dogmatic provisions, consequently, there is no systematic articulation of the nature of such ecclesiology outside praxis. 

b) The mechanism of ‘displacement’ and ‘non-replacement’ of normative denominational ecclesiology lies in the ability of believers to a ‘going-out’ (egressus) and a ‘coming back’ (regressus), without the need for a ‘re-entrance’ (re-ingressus). 

c) Transdenominational ecclesiological behaviour is evident at the level of individuals and masses but never a communal or ecclesial decision. For these individuals a new way of being church is to-be-in and to-be-with, that is, an existential blend of ‘habitation’ (dwelling) and ‘negotiation’ (seeking), to use Robert Wuthnow’s concepts.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Cf. Robert Wuthnow, After Heaven: Spirituality in America Since the 1950s (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1998).] 


African fluid spirituality as the foundation of the ‘actual faith’
Going further, the ‘actual faith’ of an African believer is derived from the fluid spirituality that defines the African worldview marked by interrelatedness of reality, which functions within the ambivalence of the African understanding of reality and identity, defining therefore the African particularity. [PPT 13]

When applied to African ecclesiological models (e.g., family), the principle of interrelatedness bridges the dialectical separation of identity and difference, characterized by “warmth, solidarity, and intimacy”[footnoteRef:15] that is not limited to intra-ecclesial life but essentially aimed at transforming the world.  [15:  Elochukwu E. Uzukwu, A Listening Church: Autonomy and Communion in African Churches (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1996), 109.] 


What this means is that there is no room for Christian exclusivism in this grand vision since the pursuit of wholeness involves a certain level of disinterestedness that is rooted in the African metaphysic of interrelatedness of all reality.

This fluidity, which allows the phenomenon of multiple religious identity, is a product of the specific African Monotheism that is marked by the belief in “the Supreme Being under whom subordinate divinities serve.”[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Joseph O. Awolalu, “What is African Traditional Religion,” Studies in Comparative Religion 10, no. 2 (1976): 1-10; 9. Bolaji Idowu calls this pervasive recognition of the ‘One and the many’ in the African religious consciousness regarding the being of God as either ‘diffused monotheism’ or ‘implicit monotheism’. According to Bolaji Idowu, “here we have a monotheism in which there exist other powers which derive from Deity such being and authority that they can be treated, for practical purposes, almost as ends in themselves.” Bolaji E. Idowu, African Traditional Religion: A Definition (London: SCM Press, 1973), 135. The sociological studies that precede Idowu’s would include R.S. Rattray’s study among the Ashantis, Geoffrey E. Parrinder’s study of the notion of God in West African languages, as well as the works of Noel Baudin, Diedrich Westermann, and T.A Talbot.] 


And so, in the context of African religion, “[a]sserting that there is only one god may be quite compatible with accepting, and even worshipping, other gods, so long as the relationship between god and gods is understood to be one of subordination, not exclusion. Exclusion is the decisive point, not oneness.”[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Assmann, The Price of Monotheism, 34] 

The fluidity of African spirituality exhibits several values that make up its diffused nature. I shall thematize of these values. [PPT 14]

1. The pluralistic nature of African spirituality

The multiple divinities in African religion define the pluralistic nature of African spiritual praxis, which makes it possible “to adapt to change and allow itself to absorb the wisdom and views of other religions”, unlike other religions that are resistant to such adaptation. For a typical practitioner, “there is no conflict in his mind between his traditional African spirituality and another faith. They are not mutually exclusive.”
2. No exclusive claim to the Truth

African spirituality recognizes the vestiges of truth in many other religions and so does not make exclusive truth claims.  There is therefore no absolutization of any knowledge or experience of the divine, perhaps because of the absence of any unique figure or community as the definitive recipient or embodiment of the revealed truth. 

3. The Tradition of orality

African religion is not bound to any written text, unlike Christianity, Islam and Judaism. Its tradition of orality highlights a fluid epistemological approach that opens the space where religious practices can easily shift, change or reinterpreted as long as it serves the needs of the adherents.
4. There is no space for evangelization

African spirituality is not based on an evangelical religion, and so does not require preaching, conversion, crusade/jihad with the possible arrogance and intolerance that come with bad evangelism.
5. The priority of the human agency 

From an anthropological perspective the traditional African understands the role that the human person plays in the ‘definition’ of God. It is not God who defines Godself but human persons who define God. Faith discernment in this context becomes the responsibility of the individual, who takes ownership of this anthropological, existential mandate. This individual accepts that the locus credibus is not in the Absolute being but rather in the space between the individual and the many manifestations of the Absolute, in the truths that are accessible to many. 




6. The consequent ‘utilitization’ of faith

In African spirituality, faith is largely utilitarian, always oriented to producing tangible results. Its prayer formulars are pragmatic, and the praxis of faith is oriented towards two factors, among many.

Conclusion: On the possibilities of ecumenism’s future [PPT 15]
At the level of praxis, transdenominationality in African Christianity transcends any conceptualization of an aggregation of diverse churches that share a single identity. It also goes beyond the ecumenical commonality of Roger Haight as well as Tommy Davidsson’s unfinished project on Pentecostal spirituality that seeks confine transdenominationality to the Pentecostal ecclesiology. 

African Christianity with its traditional religious resources, namely, the fluid African spirituality, crosses the boundaries of denominational normativity to create fluid spaces for multiple belonging that is expressed in the transdenominational Christianity.

In constructing fluid spaces, the praxis of transdenominationality in African Christianity has the prospect of shaping the ecumenical future of the church, at least in Africa.

As a ground rule, participation in such events remains non-discriminatory and an individual’s primary ecclesial identity is neither denied nor suppressed.

The realization of the common nature of the ‘actual faith’ of believers could, at the subjective level, inspire greater tolerance and a re-reading of ecclesial division within the historical context of African Christianity. This means recognizing that ecclesial division in Africa was introduced by the missionaries who came to the mission fields in their already divided states.

Another implication for ecumenical dialogue is that it would serve to refocus dialogue on the areas of everydayness (‘dialogue of life’) as well as the socio-political questions rather than on the often church-dividing doctrinal debates.

The ‘actual faith’ of believers has a way of downplaying division while recognizing difference. It operates on an alternative logic, namely the logic of efficient pragmatism (what works for me) rather than the principle of consistency. This could feed into the already existing ecumenical method of differentiated consensus in advancing ecumenical dialogue/encounter.

To conclude… [PPT 16]

Transdenominational ecclesiology emerges in today’s plural and liquid society to challenge ecclesial rigid boundaries that have frustrated harmonious co-existence among Christians and stagnated ecumenical dialogue over the years.

At the same time there are still unanswered questions of whether this is the best means of seeking ‘wholeness’ through ‘relationality’ – some sort of catholicity. We are equally confronted by issues relating to the practice of subjective syncreticism, ‘cafeteria Christianity’ as well as the unclarity about the pneumatology that grounds this practice. 
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