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This is it 
 

It came as a Christmas greeting in 1978, the small orange-reddish brochure “A Project,” in 

which Reinhard von Kirchbach introduced his dialogue project. I was immediately as if elec-

trified. That is it! I thought. Here someone sees the writing on the wall clearly – within the 

global development of our humanity. Here the great commission of our faith is widened so 

much that it is almost no longer recognisable, it is made relative (put in relation to), and in 

this it is taken more seriously than I had ever seen before. Here a path is taken in a dizzying 

and adventurous way which presupposes a renegade faith from adherents of the most divers 

religions, if they were to go with it. Here a faith was finding expression in the almost inexist-

ent possibility that a very small number of people could be found who would embark on this 

path almost single-handedly. Here someone believed in a future he could hardly describe, 

because he was sensing it at best, and yet he was able to sketch some details for it. 

 

Well, back then I will hardly have expressed it so emphatically. Reinhard’s “Expecting” (A 

Project, p. 25) was simply convincing to me, and I did not doubt that partners could be found. 

For myself, however, a pastor in a congregation in Flensburg-Mürwik who was devoting 

himself body and soul to projects for young people as well as adults and who was dedicated 

to a family of three growing children (13, 10 and 9 years old at the time), a time-consuming 

participation was inconceivable. But my relationship with Reinhard von Kirchbach was close 

enough for me to know vaguely about his preparations: his readings on the subject, his lan-

guage courses in England and France, and his searches in India, Sri Lanka and Malaysia. I 

saw from a distance how the dialogue took shape and that he was able to attempt a start in 

1980. During the first three dialogue meetings at Altenhof I enjoyed paying single day visits 

and hosted two visits of the participants to our church congregation. Superficially I followed 

the written reports of the meetings and thus stayed up to date without considering a deeper 

participation. Below I will show that things worked out quite differently.  

 

How we met 
 

I know Reinhard von Kirchbach too well to write about him. For 35 years, our lives were 

sometimes closely connected, sometimes passing within earshot of each other. I have always 
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enjoyed talking about him, but to write about him – should I not know him much better and 

know much more about him? Just consider that he was already more than 50 years old – and I 

only 26 – when we met. This means that more than half of his life remained essentially un-

known to me, even though I heard some things about it. 

 

I thus want to tell my story as I usually do: what I remember, what I have been told, and the 

conclusions I draw from both. But first I have to say something about myself, even if it is 

only to make clear just how different the environments of the Christian faith and of German 

society were from which each of us originally came, how little we were equal in terms of our 

backgrounds in the original sense of the term as “equal in birth and of equal standing” and 

how different the times had been through which we had lived. 

 

My parents both came from a Low Church background: my mother from Wuerttemberg, my 

father from the Fellowship Movement in Schleswig-Holstein. Through their families, both 

had connections with the foreign mission. My father, a newly married medical doctor, went 

to Tanzania with his wife and their little daughter into the then British mandate territory Tan-

ganyika as a missionary doctor. I was born in 1937 on a station of the Bethel-Mission 

amongst Christians, Muslims and members of African religions. Thus a life among different 

religions could have been my birth right, but the outbreak of WWII put an end to this reality 

of life. Together with many other Germans we were interned in South Rhodesia – today Zim-

babwe. Two years after the end of the war – in 1947 – we (I had five siblings by then) were 

forcibly transported back to Germany where people were still starving. I was then ten years 

old and adjusted only slowly to my new world in Neumuenster. This town was my father’s 

destroyed home town, and thus I now for the first time in my life had grandparents, aunts and 

other relatives. 

 

My youth was marked by school and life in the Christian Scout Club (CP), by the fellowship 

group and church, and by the large family with finally ten children. I wanted to become a 

missionary and thus started to study theology including mission studies from 1957 at Kiel, 

Bethel, Tuebingen, Berlin and – for the final exams – 1961/62 in Kiel again. A focus of my 

studies was Bible exegesis, especially the existential interpretation of New Testament texts. 

To this day I owe a lot to these studies. The aim of becoming a missionary had by then re-

ceded, for the young churches were becoming independent and were no longer looking for 

pioneers, but for people who could teach and lead, and I did not see myself able to do that. 

Additionally, the challenges at home had become more important to me.  

 

My fiancée, Christa Petruschke, had also studied theology. For her curate year she was with 

pastor Reinhard von Kirchbach in Gettorf, near Schleswig, in 1963. We married the same 

year and when I needed a few months of additional experience in a congregation before my 

second theological exam, I also moved into his vicarage. 

 

If I had only heard or read about pastor von Kirchbach, I would not have followed it up. One 

hears so much. If I had met him at a conference, he would have aroused my curiosity and I 

would have been impressed. I would have taken a few suggestions home and added some-

thing valuable to my thoughts and actions through them. But I would not have attached my-

self to his heels in the way it finally happened. On my own I would have never dared to visit 

this scholarly, sensible, noble man, nor to enter into an exchange of thoughts with him, much 

less to offer him my cooperation. Thus the state church council office had to become God’s 

handmaid and plant us right in the middle of his household.  
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It was then the norm that curates were boarding and lodging in the vicarage. Among other 

things we were supposed to learn from our “vicariate fathers” how an exemplary Christian 

family life was part of the life of the congregation and how it related to the official pastoral 

tasks. This happened impressively in its concretion in the von Kirchbach family with wife 

Margarete, their six children and the aged mother-in-law. We have benefitted immensely 

from it, even though we were unable to and unwilling to put into practice most of what we 

experienced there in our later life. A friendship developed which became deeper and deeper 

and which continues today in a brotherly relationship with grown-up Kirchbach children. 

 

When I became a country pastor in Huetten and later town pastor in Mürwik, the relationship 

was maintained through our visits to Gettorf and soon to Schleswig, and through Reinhard’s 

writings which he regularly sent to us. Reinhard baptised our eldest daughter and there was a 

godmother connection between his youngest and our youngest daughter, as well as invitations 

at birthdays. Just how close we had become only became apparent in the boundless pain 

which seized us in the face of the sudden death of Margarete von Kirchbach in 1975. In the 

same way Reinhard’s death in 1998 was very difficult for me to accept. 

 

With the vicariate father in a school of the Gospel 
 

Reinhard von Kirchbach’s nobility, his considerable height, his uncommonly well-groomed 

appearance, his broad education and his quiet seriousness may well have intimidated me. 

That, however, was impossible since I was meeting a man who had bright eyes, a happy 

countenance and whose entire being seemed to be one inviting gesture. In actual fact I do not 

at all remember our first meeting. But it cannot have been any different from what I later ex-

perienced again and again with myself and in his meeting other people. One is welcomed by 

the family as if one were a wonderful, special, enviable, happy person. Voices, eyes, gestures, 

everything expresses an almost exuberant joy, as if it was a reunion after a long time. And 

then I already belong to the family, share in the life of the family around me, I am liberated 

from any feelings of inferiority and any embarrassment of the stranger – and I do not even 

know yet to what I belong here! 

 

Now those days have become alive again for me through many conversations with my wife 

Christa. She was it after all the one who had won the hearts of the family members first. 

Through her I had been a sporadic guest in the house for over a year before I, too, moved in 

as a curate for just under a year. Many of the memories which are mentioned below have 

been awakened by her, other things I know only through her. She has critically accompanied 

this entire report during its development. 

 

Of course we met a way of life that was not familiar to us. Reinhard von Kirchbach came 

from a family which had rendered outstanding services to the state of Saxony in the 17
th

 cen-

tury and in consequence received a title. Until the end of WW II the interrelationships of the 

central German nobility had been significant for Reinhard as well. His mother-in-law Isa, 

who also lived in the vicarage and with whom one had to be on good terms, had grown up as 

a daughter of the Chancellor of the German Reich von Bethmann-Hollweg. Her daughter 

Margarete had grown up in the world of the emissaries in Bavaria, Finland and the Nether-

lands as a daughter of the German ambassador Julius Graf Zech-Burkersroda. Little of what 

we experienced in the von Kirchbach household conformed to my notions of nobility, since 

the loss of property, power and respect had not only been passively endured but performed 

actively by both him and her. The connection with German history and the culture of a noble 
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upper class, however, was still present and met us in relationships, souvenirs, furniture, paint-

ings, wall-hangings, stories and in everyone’s disciplined behaviour. I noticed least of the 

traces of the military past of these families. 

 

Before we were deemed worthy of receiving a nickname by the children, we had to pass tests, 

but we were allowed to make suggestions: my fiancée had made a beautiful cake and I now 

performed a dive roll, my specialty, on the beach in the bay of Eckernfoerde. I think I could 

not have made a mistake with this family: the lady of the house led the integrative work with 

disabled and non-disabled Girl Guides in Germany – together with the nickname that goes 

with such work – and soon took me into her generous heart, not least since I was starting to 

build up a Scout group in Gettorf. Thus we became – as my wife had already become – a part 

of the “family business” and were also drafted into housework (preferably my wife, of 

course), in as far as our profession allowed or Mammi’s external duties necessitated it. 

Whenever there was something to celebrate games were played, during Advent there was 

singing with the children every night and a serial story was invented on the spot. There was 

laughter and fooling around and there were little skits showing scenes from the family history 

where even such big personalities as the Prussian crown prince or the Nuntius Pacelli, who 

had meanwhile been Pope Pius XII, were wont to appear. Where possible we participated in 

the obligatory Sunday walks – which often involved a short drive in the car. Even the parents 

soon called us by our nicknames, but remained with the formal “Sie” – until we had our own 

vicarage and they were of the opinion that the friendship should last. 

 

Enough of such descriptions which may tempt one to put things into relief too sharply or to 

idealise that which may also have been difficult, arduous or problematic. To start with my 

conclusion right away: For me the months in the von Kirchbach household and in the Gettorf 

congregation became like an additional course in the “Gospel”. I experienced the pure free-

dom of the Gospel in where problematic pastoral situations were concerned. I experienced 

God’s absolute turning towards that person just there. I experienced great joy in the weekly 

discoveries in Scripture for the sermons each Sunday. On the other hand: I experienced a 

pastor who took liberties that were granted to him only hesitatingly: He withdrew into his 

“cell”, his personal study, if possible for several hours every day, in order to pray and study. 

During the 1950s and 60s he undertook long journeys to visit relatives and places of cultural 

and religious importance in France, Spain, Italy, Greece, Palestine and Canada during his 

holidays. He did much less than what was usually expected of a pastor in terms of work in the 

congregation – and he had to be glad that his parish helper and his wife took over quite a bit 

of what he did not do. In many ways, the partners in marriage were not suited to each other, 

but in my eyes they compensated this enviably. I only realised late that through living to-

gether in one house and congregation I had started to become Reinhard’s pupil. He did not 

have any pupils or disciples, he did not want any and allowed only a few people to be close to 

him for longer periods of time, but: if I did not lose touch with him, I would be able to take 

on a lot from him over the decades. Only in hindsight do I see clearly how this happened. 

 

Initially I mostly did not know exactly what Reinhard wanted to say when he allowed me, his 

curate, to participate in his theological considerations, and thus I often remained rather re-

served. At first I feared my theological knowledge and analytical intellect were insufficient. 

But then – it was in his house, halfway up the stairs to the upper floor – I took courage and 

put next to his thought one of my own which might fit. In this way we learned to speak to 

each other. I tried to sense what he meant, said something, then he continued the thread, and 

so did I and then we spun our thoughts in the most literal sense of the word around each other 

and into each other and thus came closer to our topic. This method was more suited to the 
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matter of faith than the familiar method of having to comprehend the thoughts of one person 

step by step and to force the partner on his part to follow my thoughts and arguments. His as 

well as my own thoughts were no firmly cemented terminologies but movable images and 

conceptions which looked for something that was not yet quite speakable. Our conversations 

liberated us from having to use systematic formulas of understanding even though the as-

sumptions of dogmatic theology were known and not brushed aside. 

 

One often heard at Gettorf that pastor von Kirchbach was difficult to understand and his ser-

mons were not appreciated. Maybe that was due to the fact that people struggled to follow his 

open, imaginative language and were looking for explanations and arguments instead. 

Reinhard von Kirchbach was really unable to speak about God since he was listening to God 

and having a conversation with God. Those who wanted to understand him had to try to move 

into the presence of God and into the conversation with Him. But they were not explicitly 

asked to do this. It either happened to them – and it did actually happen to many – or not. 

Later, when he was preaching in the Schleswig minster, Reinhard put more effort into ap-

proaching his listeners in their actual daily lives, thus making it easier for them to recognise 

themselves in his sermons. One of his younger pastors in the Schleswig church district how-

ever admitted later: “In the services held by Provost von Kirchbach, I understood most while 

he was reading the Bible text: then I heard God’s word as if for the first time. After that, no 

interpretation was really necessary anymore.” 

 

His “cell” – probably to distinguish from the pastor’s public office room – was a room on the 

upper floor, full of books and pictures on the walls. Also hanging from the walls were sheets 

of paper, mounted on linen and several metres in length, adorned with diagrams of the history 

of the universe, of the earth, of biological life and the population explosion, all drawn by 

Reinhard himself. On a lectern there was always one of three gigantic volumes of a multilin-

gual Bible. He put it together himself laboriously by cutting apart two copies of each transla-

tion and pasting the respective pages next to each other. Desk, lamps, a comfortable arm-

chair, a daybed, a small table on which he kept warm tea for himself at any time of day and 

night, a prayer rug and cushion on the floor: this is where he disappeared in order to be alone 

to pray, write, read or have conversations with people who were close to him. 

 

Only many years later I learned more about his praying. For hours he sat cross-legged or lay 

prostrate, he wrestled with God about his life’s circumstances, decisions, failings, perplexi-

ties. He tested Bible passages, tried before God what he thought to have understood, drawing 

on the history of the universe, of the earth, natural history, the history of humanity and the 

history of salvation in whatever way was just then relevant for him. Those who read just one 

of his writings that include prayers and words as he heard them from God can form an idea 

about what his praying may have been. I myself do not know it in any more detail. He never 

spoke about his praying, only quietly mentioned occasionally that he had again been lying 

prostrate for a long time. When I had to share a room with him for one night in Israel once 

since there were no more single rooms available, he was not very happy for he feared he 

would disturb me. When I briefly woke up before five a.m. I saw him sitting on the bed, 

moving his lips. When I awoke next, he was already sitting outside on the terrace in the first 

light of morning, writing down what had come to him at night.  

 

Apart from his regular reading of the Bible Reinhard von Kirchbach slowly read fundamental 

philosophical and theological works. Whether it was volumes of Kierkegaard or Karl Barth’s 

entire dogmatic writings, whether it was comments on the psalms, the works of St. Augustine 

in Latin or new commentaries on the Gospels: He worked through them, underlining words 
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and passages in different colours according to their significance for him and took notes on the 

inside cover and any free pages – at first at the back and if necessary at the front of the book. 

He belonged to that “old school”, people who had learned not to read any book without re-

peating the content to themselves and thus fixing it in their memory, even if it was with the 

aid of very short excerpts – in his case in his very individual shorthand. To this was then 

added literature about the natural sciences, especially geology and palaeontology. His pre-

ferred authors were Adolf Portmann, Carl-Friedrich von Weizsäcker and finally Teilhard de 

Chardin who inspired him particularly. Here one can see that his reading never just served an 

accumulation of knowledge, but always the extension and deepening of his grasp of the world 

in faith. He must have had a good memory and a strong energy for systematisation because 

he never allowed himself to be confused by all the numerous details, but always found new 

connections by trying to put the new in relation to all he had understood so far. Consequently, 

he now turned not only to Teilhard and Weizsäcker, but also to the religious scientists Rai-

mon Panikkar and others – and to the original scriptures of the main world religions them-

selves. But that happened after my time as his curate. At the moment I do not see how the 

plan for his dialogue project started to grow in him in detail, and how it developed. It can 

probably be researched on the basis of his writings and letters. 

Reinhard had those books that were especially dear to him bound lavishly. For my ordination, 

for example, he gave me a large study edition of the Greek New Testament which he had 

bound in pigskin just for me.  

 

Reinhard's ear for Jesus' voice 
 

In a full description of Reinhard’s life one would have to follow up those inner events 

through which he felt called to his particular path. I want to speak only about what he shared 

with me years later: As a student he had stumbled over a root while stalking deer in the for-

est. He found himself lying flat out on the ground, the gun barrel stuck in the mud – an inex-

cusable offence for a hunter, and he heard himself all of a sudden called by the voice of God: 

"Whom shall I send?" Instantaneously, he gave his inner consent. Since then it had never 

been in doubt for him that God had called him and sent him to his people, his peoples, as it 

later emerged for him. His mother Esther, to whom he confided the experience at the time, 

tried to understand him and thought that he must have been just then studying the call of the 

prophet Isaiah in Isaiah, chapter 6. No, he had to reply, this Bible passage was not at all on 

his mind. Only a few years later, in the prisoners' camp in Egypt, he experienced a descent 

into hell. At the time there was a mentally ill patient with him. When the young man was 

shaken once again by demoniac anxieties, Reinhard could no longer avoid the situation; he 

knelt at his bed and in prayer interceded with God for him. An abyss opened up for Reinhard. 

He fell unremittingly into the abyss, in terror and panic. Then, suddenly, he heard himself 

called by his name, with Jesus' voice. This caught him. He felt unexpectedly carried up again 

into the light and found himself again at the bedside of the young man who had meanwhile 

fallen asleep and was breathing quietly.  

 

These experiences changed Reinhard's life and put their indelible marks on it. His hearing for 

the voice of Jesus became sharper and sharper. He heard it when he read the Bible, when he 

so to speak read people and when he studied the history of nature and humanity. Inside him-

self formed the words of this voice and he put many of them down. These were no auditions, 

he did not hear "voices", he did not talk about visions nor did he use any conventional terms 

for that which happened to him. These words governed his behaviour. It seems to me that 

these inner experiences were the reason for his willingness again and again to go into risky 

situations in the area of relationships and pastoral care, if he felt it was necessary. He did not 



7 
 

have to fear that he would perish. That in these cases occasionally the other one also entered 

into a tremendous risk was part of the pastoral process for him.  

 

There were other far-reaching influences of different kinds. For example, he would trace his 

ecumenical opening, which finally embraced the breadth of all religions, back to his step-

mother Esther about whom he spoke to me with gratitude even on his deathbed. 

 

It has remained hidden to me whether his deep sense of sin had a particular trigger, too. I 

must admit that I never asked myself this question in the past, because it is part of my own 

faith, too. Almost certainly, the fact that it shook him until the very end how he had been a 

soldier and how he had, e.g., ignored terrible reports about the concentration camps, belonged 

to it – as also the many small acts of neglect as a father and in his office as pastor. But the 

deepest reason for it were not the normal feelings of guilt, but his knowledge of how great 

God's love for him was and how ugly the abysses of his own heart, how unfathomable the 

obedience of Jesus and how merciful the creative power of God who brings to life that which 

is dead and who was raising the lifeless rock, which Reinhard sometimes called himself, to 

new life every day. In his writings as well as in his occasional prayers among the circle of 

dialogue partners it became ever clearer that he took himself to task rather mercilessly and 

was then able to speak and act comforted and free in the next instant. If I now read in his 

writings that one only realises how lost one has been as someone who has been found, then 

my question above has thus been answered.  

 

I hope I do not cross the line of discretion when I say: Those who spent more time with 

Reinhard were able to see rather well that it was not simply in his nature to accept each per-

son as they are. For example, he found persons whose exterior offended his aesthetic feelings 

spontaneously unpleasant. Small minded people were also a displeasure for him, so much so 

that he would occasionally allow himself to make a deprecatory remark. He did not easily 

come to terms with the rejection he sometimes experienced among colleagues and from the 

church leadership. He knew that he did not do justice to those people whom he criticised, as 

well as hurting himself. He was sorry for it and usually he had cleared the issue in his heart 

and with God and those concerned before it influenced his attitude or even words. The entire 

register of arrogance, spite, contempt, dogmatism, impatience, tedium, indifference and of 

many other loveless emotions he knew from himself and he bitterly suffered from it. He was 

conscious that he had hurt many people, let them down in a moment of need or simply ig-

nored them. In order to survive he had to live off forgiveness, all the time. 

 

One may accuse me of throwing undue light on the shadow sides which everyone of us 

knows of him/herself anyway. One could ask whether it was not self-evident for a Protestant 

theologian to live off forgiveness. Both may be justified. But if such great aspects of a person 

may be told as in Reinhard's case, one does not have to be silent about the fact that he, too, 

had his limits and that his work unfolded all its blessings over an abyss of guilt. Whether he 

had more shadows than other people or less is entirely insignificant in this context.  

 

I do not know who brought Reinhard's attention to the psalms and Augustine. I am equally 

ignorant about how he came to study the Desert Fathers in Egypt, e.g. the "Philokalia" where 

he marked the "Prayer of the Heart", which was so important to him, in red and yellow. There 

must always have been strong impulses which consequently bound him to a subject with such 

tenacious thoroughness over long periods of time. The name of the person who had urgently 

brought the writings of Teilhard de Chardin to his notice was kept in particular esteem: His 

name was Künzel and was a friend from the American prisoners of war camp. But mostly he 
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left all references to his sources behind. He did not peddle his knowledge. Even when he was 

referring to Bible passages he often did not give the reference. But it seems that it was impor-

tant for him to give the date when a thought or prayer came to him: The date is a reference to 

one of the most important sources, namely an actual lived day of God when something hap-

pened about which the lines try to speak. If the reader then asks what happened on that day 

and in that night, no, what may have happened to him, the reader himself, on that day, then 

the reader has found a good key to a prayerful engagement with Reinhard's writings: to hear 

them today, with this day as a commentary. 

 

When visiting Altenhof 
 

One can say the same things about his meetings with other people that one can say about his 

behaviour towards me: He beamed at them, shook their hand and said the name with great 

warmth, e.g.: "Michi! How nice! Come in!" – and they were accepted and taken in as into the 

bosom of Abraham. He usually – over a cup of tea – quickly came "to the point". He did not 

really appreciate small talk and even the exchange about one's wellbeing he never allowed to 

get out of hand. The point was usually something that just then moved him. He mentioned his 

thoughts or read one of his small texts – and the conversation took its course. 

 

Saying goodbye was also special. He was very good at signalling when it was time to stop, 

even if it was a private visit. Outside the door he would say a kind word to everyone very 

quietly, drew the sign of the cross with the blessing fingers on the forehead of those who 

would tolerate it, embraced where it was appropriate – and then there was still a wild waving 

behind the departing car. What was this, this personal blessing which was not pre-arranged in 

a ritual, but was of course a ritual? If I listen into it, I think that Reinhard must have seen that 

person in front of him as God was looking upon that person with love and how Jesus Christ 

with his Jesus' voice was calling that person by their name and calling them out of all their 

previous and future entanglements into life. When Reinhard called me softly by my name, 

drew the cross on my forehead and breathed something so quietly that I rarely understood 

what he said, I felt as if he was saying: "The voice of Jesus is speaking to you when you are 

going and when you are coming!" Whether anybody ever asked him why he did this, I do not 

know. It was enough that he did. I heard that an entire pastors' convent once gratefully al-

lowed every single person to be blessed in this way at the end of a seminar. And sometimes I 

wish I, too, had the authority to do so. 

 

But let us return to the phenomenon how quickly he led over to his subject. This was strange 

for his visitor, but did not seem abrupt. My interpretation, which only came when he was 

already on his deathbed, is the following: It was because his personal prayer, which was al-

ways in the background inside him, never ceased when he welcomed visitors and started the 

conversation. His visitors were unwittingly lifted into the conversation which God was carry-

ing on with Reinhard and – actually equally permanently – with the visitor. The wall of the 

absence of prayer tore easily like a paper wall and one found oneself in the midst of the pres-

ence of God. This did not mean that the conversation took place in the atmosphere of a prayer 

communion. Nothing of the sort. It was a concentrated or also lively thoughtfulness. In such 

thought exchanges Reinhard was probably also interested in trying out whether his inner in-

sights would stand firm if they had to prove themselves against other people. He always 

wanted to progress and be corrected, not least by his family and later by his second wife 

Benita. 
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Into the fire of the Living Interreligious Dialogue 
 

Reinhard had found a simple form for his dialogue meetings where we lived together for ini-

tially eight, later four weeks. The pattern of the day was structured by times of private life, 

which included personal religious exercises, times of meditation, of religious instruction by 

one of the partners and discussion, of house work, meals, walks, watching the news together 

on television and finally time for music and other cultural pleasures in the evening. There 

was not time for everything every day. It was only important that we were not overfed with 

information and knowledge, but that the normal patterns of life essentially determined our 

learning and exchange. Reinhard described this in some of his talks himself. 

 

It is typical for Reinhard that he never asked me for my participation in the dialogue. He 

knew that he could not make such a demand from me or my family. But when he had once 

given a talk in our Flensburg pastor's meeting about his dialogue experience with the view of 

the next meeting being in a Buddhist monastery in Sri Lanka, I could resist no longer. A 

sense of adventure and a desire to enter into the fire of this path had taken hold of me and 

now I demanded of my family that they allowed me to travel to Sri Lanka for four weeks in 

the winter of 1984. And it did not stop there: until 1994 I participated in six further meetings 

of several weeks each in Israel, Pakistan, Japan, India and Germany. That was only about 

every second meeting, but inwardly and in terms of time commitment this placed such a de-

mand on me that this multi-religious dialogue became an essential part of my existence. 

 

After the meetings I returned completely exhausted: happy, discontent, satisfied, full of un-

processed experiences, confused, and with a mix of reproaches and gratitude towards the dia-

logue partners – and towards myself. Reinhard will have experienced this respectively 

stronger. How did he manage it all? We did not have much of a chance to talk about our ex-

perience. Each one of us had to see how we went through it. The demand was already high 

since abroad everything was strange: vegetation, climate, people with their unintelligible fa-

cial expressions and imagination. Just to mention one example: It was very strenuous to 

communicate only in English for weeks. Reinhard as well as myself – as of course also the 

other dialogue partners – were used to teaching. But now we were sometimes listeners and 

students for long periods of time, were fed extensively with information about a foreign relig-

ion and its cultural environment. If the person teaching was an authority and used to not be-

ing interrupted by their students, we could not restore our receptiveness in the course of their 

instruction by asking questions or adding something of our own to the conversation.  

 

People whose own religion had had to stand up for decades to the missionary endeavours of 

the Christians were happy that finally Christians now had to listen extensively and seemingly 

endlessly. We Christians had to bear not being asked so much about our own faith as I would 

have liked. I still see it in my mind's eye how we had run from one shady spot to the other in 

burning heat in the precinct of the King Faisal mosque in Islamabad, and I lamented to Heidi 

Aegerter (who then called herself Shanti) how little our Muslim hosts wanted to know about 

Christianity. At the time she rather roughly gave me a piece of her own mind, saying it would 

not be our turn again for a long time. It was very unpleasant to hear this, but she was right! At 

the end, all partners had received equally rich gifts – but it was often psychological torture. 

From where Reinhard took the energy to start out again the next year, I do not know. Even 

after two years I was still a bit sore.  

 

But I had joined the Living Interreligious Dialogue without reservations. Just like Reinhard's 

biography had led to the dialogue, my own theological and spiritual path, my interest in natu-
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ral sciences and history and my ideas about the progress of Christianity, religion and human-

ity, too, had reached a point where it was worthwhile to enter into this project. It was worth-

while to approach the innerworldly-outerworldly future of our faith in this way. With this it 

became possible to keep those hypotheses of development which Teilhard connected with 

theology at the back of our minds. My missionary theology which so far had assumed an 

eventual success of Christianity and which merely allowed dialogue, now received a consid-

erable push: Jesus Christ brings himself into the world and is, as God's devotion, already with 

those people to whom I will come. As His disciple, sent by Him, I am not an ambassador, but 

I am in a distant place amongst other religion His pupil who can always only testify to His 

Lord as a pupil. It has given me courage to know that I would meet Christ wherever I would 

go. My missionary theology has developed considerable over the course of the dialogue and 

has not yet reached its goal today.  

 

I was completely convinced by the agreement that the dialogue partners wanted to be close to 

each other and did not want to be artificially divided, yet not mix their religions and thus 

learn together and from each other. After I had received something like a taste of this in a 

friendship with a believing Muslim in Flensburg I wanted to get to know believers of other 

religions personally and expose myself to their faith testimony – especially if it was in their 

own environment where they were on home turf. I was half conscious that this would be hard 

and could potentially put my own faith through the mill. But I was inspired by a deep trust 

which I want to put in the following words: Jesus does not leave me ever and anywhere, and I 

will not join anything of which Jesus does not approve. In this trust I was not deceived over 

the following years. Maybe it was my heritage from the movement of pietism in Germany 

along with my permanently running theological reflexion which together enabled me to de-

tect whether my inner traffic lights were showing green or red when I silently cried: "Help! 

Jesus! What should I do now?" Certainly Reinhard also played a part, for at his side I felt 

right in the midst of the "community of saints". But I always had to decide for myself. My 

spirituality was different from his.  

 

The fact that I was soon able to initiate a local dialogue group among Christians and Muslims 

of my town which was not part of the project was an indispensable aspect for me and brought 

my own participation back and closer to our own work in the congregation.  

 

Take off your shoes 
 

Reinhard’s encounters with Muslims or Buddhists or Hindus which I only sporadically wit-

nessed at Altenhof, but later experienced in depth, did not differ in anything from his encoun-

ters with Christians. The same immediate joy. The same unreserved acceptance. Maybe an 

even bigger expression of joy about what he was receiving. That, which I often have to strain 

to realise and urge myself to do: to see in every human being an image of God and meet a 

brother or sister of Jesus in them – it just happened. At any rate I soon saw someone whom 

Reinhard had just welcomed with new eyes and met in him or her a mystery as yet unknown 

to me. When Reinhard, as it was often the case, received a gift, he was able to rejoice like a 

child, or also look at the gift in his hands like a jewel. Leave-takings naturally took a different 

shape than among Christians, but same in essence: No sign of the cross, but a quiet pause, a 

kind personal word, a touch or gesture not ritually prescribed but one in which he certainly 

gave his blessings. It did not have to be “understood”, but everybody will have taken some-

thing away. 

 



11 
 

A visit of a church or temple in our culture normally becomes a secular visit if outside of 

worship times. With Reinhard, it became an encounter with the sacred and an inner opening 

for that which that religion was potentially emanating in this place. For this, the other part-

ners also brought their specific behaviours into the picture. When Sheikh Rashid was speak-

ing about the great prophet Moses and reminded us of Moses’ calling at the burning of the 

thorn bush, Reinhard said: We should each realise that the sphere of the Other whom we are 

approaching, is sacred and should thus be entered into with humility and mindfulness. Every-

one, especially the Buddhist partners, then had something to contribute to the injunction: 

“Take off your shoes, for the place in which you are standing is holy ground.” We learned to 

take our shoes off also in a metaphorical sense, i.e. to put our previous knowledge and our 

weapons of discussion aside as well as our effort to “rule” everything and everybody and to 

file it within our previous worldview.  

 

To start with places, and to give some examples: In Reinhard’s presence it was easy for me to 

arrive at Golgotha in spirit in the Church of the Resurrection in Jerusalem , bustling as it 

was with tourists and pilgrims, to kneel there for a long time and to pray meditatively –

 without having to forget this world around myself. When someone stepped on my fingers, 

the pain just put me more under the cross. After our Silent Times, contemplations of the Bi-

ble and discussion in the morning or on the way in a park I was soon able even on my own 

paths to encounter the prophets and Judaism of millennia at the Western Wall, to be touched 

by the insufferable loneliness of Jesus in Gethsemane and experience how Maria is greeted 

by Elisabeth in the midday heat in En Kerim, drenched in sweat. In Sri Lanka  it was 

Deepal who through his devotion brought me in touch with something under the ancient Bo-

dhi Tree at Anuradhapura which I still do not quite understand, while I needed Reinhard’s 

presence in order to find an inner space of calm in bare feet on the stone- tiles around the 

mighty pagoda which then unlocked an Easter word from Timothy for me. There is much 

more that could be said, examples from each of the countries we visited. It has remained un-

forgotten to me how we walked through the sacred grove at Ise in Japan . The atmosphere 

beneath the ancient cypress trees was overwhelming, but all the details on the temples – now 

a box for sacred lots from which one could draw a small tablet which promised to read the 

future – were simply too interesting. Then I saw Reinhard silently sitting on a wooden beam, 

his eyes closed. I sat down, too, and at once became receptive for the essential.  

 

Before he was able to kindle incense sticks or offer lotus flowers in Buddhist places, or fi-

nally even to prostrate in front of a Hindu image of a deity, Reinhard von Kirchbach had been 

on a long inner path whose traces one can follow in his writings. This was not suitable for the 

church public in North Elbia and even today I am not entirely sure whether I should write 

about it here. Reverence, respect and devotion towards that which was sacred to his hosts 

sometimes became so similar to adoration that the difference was not noticeable. What may 

have been in reality? How was he to explain his behaviour with systematic theological rigour 

to those who had not had the opportunity to participate in his path or even follow it step by 

step? For him it was important that he had to be responsible for his actions primarily before 

God and then to put it into words for himself. There would be opportunities later where he 

would be able to bring this or that to individuals or groups.  

 

In the beginning he had simply silently spoken his own Christian prayers in sacred places or 

during religious ceremonies. Then he had once asked his host Govindh whether he would be 

allowed to say his own prayers to God and Christ during the loud invocation of the 1000 

names of Krishna in the home – and received the permission. Later he sometimes dropped 

any fear of gestures that could be misunderstood entirely: Remaining silently in the place of 
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worship of the other religion he prayed to his triune God on his knees or entirely prostrate on 

the floor and allowed whatever He Whom he knew would reveal to him of the one he did not 

know. When I once witnessed this, I did not ask him for an explanation. It was after all possi-

ble that I should have my own, similar, experiences. I noticed how I allowed the deity’s my-

thology, which was symbolised in the deity’s image, and the believers who entwined their 

lives with it to have room in the heart of the God I was calling upon. A reality started to open 

whose content and words could not yet be grasped.  

 

Reinhard did struggle with the different names of God in the other religions. But he did not 

stop there. Especially in connection with the names it occurred to him how different the ap-

proaches of human beings are to the God whom he knew as his Lord. In those of his prayers 

we have in writing one can start to understand how thoroughly he reflected everything in his 

faith and how thoroughly he took responsibility from a theological standpoint. He did not err 

from the commandment not to have any other Gods except the One who had revealed Him-

self to him through His path with the people of Israel and through Jesus Christ. And when he 

did what seemed outrageous for a Christian pastor, he did it quietly and without causing the 

attention of his friends, but fully present and as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. 

He did not at all practise a kind of “interreligious piety” in any of these places. Rather he fol-

lowed his Jesus from place to place – just like the disciples in Galilee, Samaria, Juda, Jerusa-

lem and even across the borders – and in all the places he carried the tremendous weight of 

the Christian tradition, of missionary history and the contemporary church. Perhaps he would 

add here: ‘This weight of which you speak has carried me there. But then I was allowed to 

leave it there and meet people without any burden.’ In this, he could not go any faster than 

this ‘burden’ and the necessity of what needed to be inwardly digested allowed him to. Some-

times he need a few hours for this inward process. He thus did not come along on some at-

tractive excursions and let the dialogue partners go alone.  

 

His beloved dialogue partners 
 

Reinhard discovered and won the dialogue partners from the non-Christian religions through 

his own searching. The majority of the Christian partners, it seems to me, came through their 

own interest, if they had not been invited by the hosts like the Catholic Harry Haas from Hol-

land in Sri Lanka, Donald Nicholl from Great Britain in Pakistan or Rabbi Léonard 

Sztejnberg in France. I do not know how Peter Fromm was found who participated as a hu-

manist in his critical position towards Christianity. 

 

When he spoke about his Buddhist friends Ananda and Deepal, about the Muslim friends 

Mehdi, Halima and Sheikh Rashid and about the Hindu friend Govindh, Reinhard’s eyes 

twinkled with joy and respect. For it had been through them that he had been invited further 

into their religions than he had ever dared to dream. They were representatives of their re-

spective religions, but naturally they could not represent them but only stand in for some of 

their expressions. They were outstanding personalities with very good intellectual, psycho-

logical and spiritual qualification and were, through their education and training and their 

human maturity prepared to meet the challenges of the dialogue. In their own environments 

they all played an important role. Those who felt unable to keep up with this circle stayed 

away sooner or later. 

 

I can happily admit that I myself always needed a few days until I had my English activated 

again, that I often could not follow the train of thought or only with a delay, that different 
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confusions rather often spoiled my mood, in short, that I often did not feel prepared to meet 

the demands. And yet – in spite of all my self-perceived inadequacies but with my existing 

qualities – I was wanted and called on as a partner. I write about this here so that those read-

ers who know themselves as similarly uneducated and clumsy do not allow themselves to be 

intimidated by the lofty ladies and gentlemen. If even I could be a part, it was not at all a “il-

lustrious circle”. As far as I know there was never a discussion about who was a potential 

partner and who was not. Everything just happened. No, I remember one exception: At the 

end of one of the meetings a respected new partner said in my presence to Reinhard that he 

should please be a little more careful in the future in selecting the participants. It became 

clear that he had experienced myself and Deepal as unsuitable. The remark would have hurt 

me even more deeply if even one of those present had said anything in reply. But the remark 

was silently passed over – and between my critic and myself a wonderful relationship devel-

oped in the years that followed which is still strong today.  

 

It was now and then critically remarked that Reinhard’s project had an elitist quality. It was 

difficult, it was said, to enter into this elite circle. The term “elitist” for me means high de-

mands on the participants, circumstances which only a few could fulfil and a closedness to-

wards outsiders. It is true that the circumstances of the project presented high hurdles to those 

who were interested: A duration of the meetings of one or two months: who can free them-

selves for that long? If possible, participation every year: even more difficult to fulfil. The 

cost of the meetings: for Europeans with a normal salary not as high as a holiday trip to simi-

lar destinations, but still considerable. English as common language; being thoroughly at 

home in one’s own religion – whether lay person or theologian –; willingness and ability to 

engage with at least three other religions at once: all that together poses a high demand. Add 

to that the limitation to a small number of participants in principle.  

 

The description of the dialogue as elitist is thus not easily brushed off. But it is not valid as a 

criticism if one accepts that any carefully planned project has to limit itself, if it does not 

want to destroy itself. And: Nobody who wanted to participate was rejected. There were often 

guests for a day or partners for a week. And it was never claimed that this was an exemplary 

dialogue. 

 

During interreligious visits with special dignitaries Reinhard always came forth with his own 

concern. In Japan, during a visit of the Zen monastery Bukkokoji I remember how he asked 

the abbot Roshi Tangen Harada: “Maybe this could be a question for you: Is the spirituality 

of Hinduism, of the Jewish faith, of the Muslim faith present in your life and in your teach-

ings? Or: How do the different spiritualities show themselves in your life?” After an answer 

which did not offer anything of what the Western partners would have expected, but which 

could have offered a deep point of departure for a further questioning, Reinhard thanked the 

abbot and said: “I understand this as an answer. As a real answer. And – I am a Christian.” 

 

Even the smallest contribution by a passing visitor at our meetings was weighed by Reinhard 

like pure gold. If people on the other hand simply loquaciously expanded their knowledge he 

could also be annoyed and had to make an effort to hide his impatience.  

 

If he met someone who obviously drew from the deep well of the wisdom of faith of his own 

religion he was hardly able to believe his luck. He then felt blissfully like that person’s disci-

ple and brother and learned with all his body, soul and mind as much as he could in the short 

time that was often only available. Reinhard took pleasure in how similar he was in many 

respects and felt very close to them. This was even true for people who told him when they 
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met that they thought his way of dialogue was the wrong path. He maintained his regard for a 

Jewish partner who repeatedly asked him to turn back. Reinhard took that person’s words to 

heart and – found himself strengthened in his path. He did not allow himself to be deterred, 

but realised in the dissident a person who equally had God’s blessings and grace. He contin-

ued to learn from him and kept in touch with him – and the other did, most wonderfully, too.  

 

I never had the feeling that he thought less of those whose intellectual faculties were possibly 

smaller or whose religious limitations were narrower or who found their approach to the faith 

in their religion on a level that was not so much his deeply inward one. On the contrary, he 

would have violently opposed such classifications. All of us, men and women, felt in his 

presence very special and indispensable, and lasting friendships with him and among our-

selves developed. It always grieved him that he could not turn towards everyone in his wider 

environment with the same intensity and that this disappointed may people.  

 

In all friendship there were conflicts enough 
 

Even after all these many years have passed, I have not forgotten the severe conflicts during 

our meetings. Our living closely together in growing friendship enabled us to risk being more 

and more open and to confront each other with sensitive questions. But we allowed ourselves 

to be lured into behaving boisterously, sometimes forgetting how strange we remained, and 

had to remain, to each other. Then it was possible that misunderstandings occurred and in 

their immediate consequence, hurt and insults. All the dialogue partners, whether women or 

men, had to weather inner storms, even if the Eastern partners hardly showed it directly. All 

contributed in their own way to the outbreak of conflicts – and to their resolution. It was not 

uncommon that a talk between two of us would continue deep into the night, especially if 

Peter Fromm was involved. I, however, needed my sleep and was only surprised the next 

morning that the air was clear again and some of us had so much to laugh about.  

 

If a conflict occurred, Reinhard comforted mostly the person who had allowed the conflict to 

escalate. Once a dialogue partner had hurt Reinhard deeply, even insulted him, and yet felt so 

much in the right that he was unable to say sorry. And what did Reinhard do? He tried pa-

tiently to understand him, to comfort him and to lift him up again. On another occasion I had 

hurt a host with an inconsiderate remark, following which he overreacted and was on the 

brink of declaring our visit to be over. After some helpful minutes of silence and a first con-

ciliatory round of conversation Reinhard went on long walks with him and straightened the 

relationship out on a new level. 

 

This ability to understand and comfort conflict partners of course also had its downside. It 

was impossible to argue violently with Reinhard. Among friends one occasionally wants to 

really argue or complain if one is angry about something. Once when I accused Reinhard of 

this, he told me that this was his weakness. In conflicts he often fell into an inward praying 

without even realising it and then tried to clear oppositions. Through this, he said, he proba-

bly avoided having to listen more extensively to the opinion of the conflict partner and of 

having to react more spontaneously.  
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A colourful bouquet of experiences  

in the ordinary and the special of the dialogue 

 
From the abundance of joint experiences, I put some together which illustrate in very differ-

ent ways who Reinhard was in this Living Interreligious Dialogue. I chronologically follow a 

choice of meetings. 

 

During their first meeting in Altenhof in 1980 the dialogue group visited us in Flensburg and 

we offered them cake and coffee on the grass of our lawn. Reinhard just wanted to take an-

other piece of cake, but the venerable monk Bhante Kassapa fell into his arm and said: Stop, 

the rest is for me! I will eat it tomorrow morning after sunrise! Reinhard was very amused by 

the fact that the Buddhist maintained his monastic rule only to take food in the morning until 

the zenith even in our Christian environment without having to miss out on too much. 

 

At the table in the large hall at Altenhof the guest would experience that suddenly his hands 

were taken from both sides. As if everyone – thus connected with each other and in a rhyth-

mical chant – would now break out into “Enjoy your meal!”, instead equally rhythmical and 

in exuberant happiness a: “Chain Around The World!” sounded forth. Like a “hooray” for the 

miracle of the dialogue this little ritual survived until the very last dialogue. It made it possi-

ble to be connected in that moment even with any dialogue partners who were not present 

and with all one’s beloved near and far and possibly with all human beings around the globe 

without using a religiously determined expression. I associate this chain with a verse from an 

evening prayer: “All who are related with me, Lord, let them rest in your hand. Everybody 

large and small may be commended to your care.” Everyone else will have associated other 

things with it from their religion and environment.  

 

On the way to the 4
th

 dialogue meeting in Sri Lanka Reinhard had planned to join my train 

from Flensburg at the station in Eckernfoerde. With two enormous fabric bags full of dia-

logue material he stepped in front of the door of my train carriage and exclaimed excitedly: 

“There is a kidney available for transplantation for Benita! I will take her to the hospital right 

now. If everything goes well I will try to come in two weeks. My regards to everyone!” I had 

hardly taken the bags before the carriage doors closed and the train rode on.  

 

When Peter and I had arrived in Sri Lanka without Reinhard, we became witnesses of a Bud-

dhist wish ceremony. Oil lamps were lit for the couple, accompanied by an “Act of Truth”: 

Accompanied by singing the spiritual merit which our Buddhist friends had accumulated 

through the practice of their faith was put in for the recovery of Benita von Kirchbach and 

Reinhard’s imminent safe arrival. The transplantation was successful, and Reinhard came.  

 

Once we had been instructed extensively about the Buddhist truth about the Eightfold Path 

which leads to the annihilation of suffering. Amongst ourselves again I aired my frustration 

about “so much legalism” in front of Peter and Reinhard: “I can’t take it anymore, I need a 

schnapps!” I exclaimed – I, who never has schnapps at home. Well, we had been bound to 

abstinence during our time in the hermitage – and none of us had brought alcohol. Thus noth-

ing remained to us but to turn to ourselves in our frustration. Is that which we from our Lu-

theran viewpoint in our Christian-Jewish-occidental culture self-critically interpret as ‘works 

righteousness’ and legalism possibly something entirely different in the Buddhist context? 

This questions brought me to another level of understanding.  
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“In our search for a Jewish partner we found friendly people who were approachable, but no 

partner who was able to free him/herself up for these weeks” Reinhard wrote after our meet-

ing in Israel/Palestine  in 1986. The Muslim, Buddhist and Hindu Partner had been unable 

to participate because the travel costs were too high and the political situation in the Near 

East was too insecure. We four Christians were thus alone in our short but intensive conver-

sations with Jews. “We had the impression that our questions and our request were too far 

outside the existential questions which at this moment seem to be most important for Jewish 

existence.” And Benjamin at the Jewish Orthodox Kibbuz Lavi, where we stayed for eleven 

days, learning and waiting for willingness to enter into dialogue, told us directly: “We are not 

yet ready. Over centuries you Christians have had “dialogues” with us in order to put us into 

the wrong by malicious discussions. Now you suddenly speak about a dialogue of equals. If 

you are serious, we can try it again in about ten years.” We had to accept that. Benjamin had 

escaped the Holocaust from Hamburg as a young person. And Reinhard wrote down a prayer: 

 

“Behold,  

We are children 

And even in our fear, 

We look forward to 

Your opening the doors, 

Right through the centre of the earth’s weight 

and changed and burdened with it, 

into that 

which You have called Your kingdom.” 

  

When we had visited the memorial Yad Vashem together and had also been reminded of the 

uprising in the Warsaw ghetto in 1943 Reinhard said afterwards quietly and with a broken 

voice as if to himself: “And I flew over it as a pilot in the German Luftwaffe and dropped 

flyers that called the Jews to give up!” 

 

In 1987 in Azad Kashmir, Pakistan, Reinhard wanted to hand over his present to the host, 

Sheikh Rashid, together with a picture postcard with an image of a wild boar. As a former 

hunter Reinhard loved this animal. His nickname was also “the little green piglet”. It came 

from a tapestry illustrating the return of the prodigal son into the arms of his father. Three of 

the pigs the son had looked after in his misery, a red one, a brown one and a green one, ac-

companied him and desperately wanted to enter the house of the heavenly father too. The 

green piglet was excitedly and joyfully pushing ahead. All of us friends from Germany, who 

always wanted to prevent Reinhard from committing a careless act, protested vehemently: 

You can’t do this! With the pig you will insult the Muslim! But Reinhard was not to be de-

terred – and the Sheikh laughed with all his heart. He understood the humility and humour 

which are expressed in this self-chosen nickname of an impure animal.  

 

When on Thursday evenings the Friday was being announced, the call for prayer “Allahu 

Akbar!” could be heard one after another from all the surrounding village mosques. Reinhard 

commented in his diary:  

“Yes, Lord,  

YOU are always 

The greater One 

And remain 

Always 

The Only One.” 
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And Ananda observed that even the pigeons on the roof were calling the Allah-Hu, Allah-Hu, 

Allah-Hu that we were speaking synchronised with our breath in the “dikr”, the meditation of 

the perpetual remembrance of God. 

 

A public celebration of the dialogue in the new large mosque in Bathroi was to be the high-

light of the meeting. Many guest speakers, singers and believers came – only poor Reinhard 

was still so weakened by an illness which had struck nearly all of us that he was unable to 

attend. The rest of us said our greetings, Halima Krausen even in the local language Urdu, 

starting with a recitation from the Quran in Arabic. This was a sensation since in this area no 

Muslim woman had spoken theologically in front of men for centuries. Peter said the words 

Reinhard had prepared. When we returned later and wanted to comfort Reinhard, we found 

him in “high spirits” as usual. He had missed nothing, he was feeling nothing but gratitude, 

he only wanted to hear everything we had to tell. And then he said with a smile: “Just like a 

great artist moulds a lump of clay God shapes us in his creative intelligence. It is up to us 

whether we will resist this creative process or open ourselves to His mystery and cooperate 

with His masterplan towards the point of culmination which is Omega.” This was at least 

what Ananda recorded.  

 

Reinhard never allowed his infirmity to deter him from furthering the dialogue. He would 

sometimes trip and fall and had to be led by the hand through rough terrain. And if a fracture 

of the clavicle had not yet completely healed he still embarked on his journey and could de-

pend on everyone gladly carrying his suitcase.  

 

The first meeting with Zen-master Hogen in Japan in 1989 was a memorable event. I joined 

Reinhard when he was introducing the master over a cup of tea to the history of our “Living 

Interreligious Dialogue” up to that point. When Hogen mentioned that each one of us and the 

entire universe was re-born in each moment, I said: “Yes, it is better to speak about this con-

stant re-birth than always just about re-birth after death.” Hogen: “I don’t like the re- in the 

term re-birth at all. It sounds like a repetition of the same. No. It is not the same, it is com-

pletely new!” And Reinhard, smiling: “This is one of my favourite subjects: God creates eve-

rything anew, in each moment, as a creation out of nothing. I am myself always like a rock 

which God brings to life.” 

 

Three of such “No!” occurred in this conversation which for me marked the arrival in Zen-

Buddhism. Here is the third of them: Reinhard asked Hogen how he saw himself and his par-

ticipation in the universal process into which our dialogue was trying to place itself. When 

Hogen did not give an answer, maybe because he did not understand, or because he did not 

want to answer in this way, he finally said: “In my place I have a few friends, a small number 

of monks and laypeople and: – I walk my path. But the meaning of life is this meeting with 

the two of you just now.” “And everything else is – in this moment – not important,” I tried 

to add. “No”, he corrected, “There is nothing else. The meeting with the two of you is every-

thing; the entire universe!” Reinhard understood quicker than I did. I wanted a clarification 

and said: “And we as partners in the dialogue are parts of the whole.” He had to correct 

again: “No, there are no parts! There is only one thing. And we, Reinhard and I, we belong to 

the one.” At that point, Father Oshida entered and said: “The hot bath is ready! Please, go 

together, all three of you!” And that was what we did. We lathered ourselves thoroughly next 

to the deep tub which was set into the floor, rinsed ourselves meticulously and then the three 

of us entered the very hot water. Reinhard felt as if he was in the middle of the ocean while 

we poured water over ourselves.  
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In none of the other meetings manual daily work played such a significant role as a constitu-

ent part of the dialogue as in Japan. Our host, the Catholic priest Father Oshida who in-

structed us as a Christian in Zen meditation, called it “Dhyana (or Zenna) in Activity (Medi-

tation in action)”. Soon after a sitting and a walking meditation he sent us to work and rec-

ommended that we should use the tools and movements as objects of meditation. We thus 

applied the sickle, set beans, wielded the hammer and cleaned the kitchen with utmost mind-

fulness. We learned to allow a tool to explain to us why its human creator had formed it just 

in this way and had, for example, given the shaft just this particular length. Since then I do 

not wield an axe frantically and with short breaths as I did before, but with concentration and 

in harmony with its function, with my breath and the length of my arm.  

 

But even in the context of this work our religious differences came into play: Ananda and 

Deepal were freed from the toil of having to wade bent over through the cold water of the 

paddy field to search each plant for the harmful little weevils in order to squash them be-

tween our fingernails. The vow to take no life, whether animal or human, had to be respected. 

But to write the record instead, that was allowed.  

 

From the last of the three Indian dialogue meetings which again took place in Govindh’s 

house in Cochin, Kerala, in 1993, I take a complicated event since I possibly learned more 

from difficulties than from wonderfully harmonious incidents. Our host had posed the fun-

damental question of the relationship between all-unity (a-dvaita) and dualism and Reinhard 

suggested to sit first in silent meditation together so that answers may possibly arise. The host 

was angry about this. He had posed a clear question and he felt one should not avoid such a 

question as long as we were still taking each other seriously. The question could not be an-

swered in silence. The emotions ran high, each one of us was annoyed in our own way and 

we all went our ways for the moment. The next day, the two opponents had a short conversa-

tion in the course of which Reinhard suddenly found an answer, albeit not yet to the question, 

but at least to what had really happened here. He had mixed up his own, Christian idea of 

meditation in which the dialogue continued in a different way, even in prayer, with that 

which the Eastern partners understood as meditation. He had not distinguished the two. Now 

he had realised: If silence and meditation, then a silence which each of us could experience in 

their own way. If discussion, then words, questions, answers according to the best of our in-

dividual abilities. For Reinhard the knot had burst, he expressed his thanks that his dialogue 

partner had insisted on an answer – and the communication between the two now just flowed. 

This, however, did not mean that even I or all the other participants at the time really under-

stood what had happened. I am only now able to advance a little while I am writing this, 

drawing on a note on the protocol from Reinhard’s literary estate.  

 

On Sundays, Reinhard interpreted the Gospel for the day if at all possible, just as the other 

partners celebrated their faith at their own times. In Cochin this once happened in the context 

of a celebration of the Eucharist in the home of our Hindu host. We heard the “call to disci-

pleship” from Mt. 11, 25 - 30. It turned into an invitation to be children of God, nothing but 

pure children. He ended his sermon approximately like this: “In the midst of the Eucharist we 

also are in the midst of the living dialogue, and the dialogue includes a direct inner relation-

ship with the divine. Each of us is brought up by the Lord like children independent of each 

other. But this happens through grace, through mercy and the power of the Lord.” I have 

often marvelled how Reinhard in principle was very careful not to mix the religions, but in 

sermon and prayer he only felt he was facing human beings and made no difference accord-
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ing to their religious background. It appears as if he left it to God Himself what each one was 

able to make of what they had heard within the possibilities of their own religion. 

 

At the 1994 dialogue at Wulfshagen in Germany, the subject of Christian missionary activity 

led to a conflict which we were unable to process adequately in the context of the dialogue 

project. After visiting a service in the Anschar Church in Neumuenster, where I had mean-

while become pastor, our Hindu partner had discovered a leaflet advertising a Christian mis-

sion in India. He had immediately grasped that this was an evangelical mission aiming at 

conversion. The pictures in the leaflets depicted Indians unfavourably in their poverty. He 

accused me of not having prevented that my colleague supported this mission and felt my 

behaviour to be a betrayal of our dialogue. Over the next few days old and new accusations 

against colonial and neo-colonial missionary endeavours erupted ferociously. Our relation-

ship was long lasting strained.  

 

Reinhard had always held this subject in view during the dialogue meetings, but he treated it 

very cautiously. He knew about the trauma it called forth in his Hindu friend. As early as 

1981 when the group participated in a prayer meeting in “my” church in Flensburg on Ascen-

sion Day, Reinhard advised me not to read the “great commission” from Matthew 28, 18 – 

20. At the time I did not want to be deterred and interpreted it in my own way. In how far a 

re-appraisal of the historic Christian mission was attempted in later dialogue meetings I do 

not know. It was generally accepted that each religion had a divine mission and thus a right 

and duty of public testimony of faith. But on the whole we treated each other cautiously and 

respectfully.  

 

Once we were all of the same opinion: The Catholic Father Oshida told us that he once spon-

taneously taught some Buddhist verses on a visit to a Buddhist nunnery since the Buddhist 

teacher was prevented. The abbess then paid him a return visit and was touched to the core by 

the celebration of the Eucharist. She remained sitting in the small chapel by herself for a long 

time. And one night, Jesus met her in a dream and only a short time afterwards she asked to 

be baptised. But Father Oshida declined – explaining: “Our church in Japan is not yet ready 

to accept Buddhists without uprooting them from their tradition. Continue on your path. Jesus 

is with you. And when you die, heaven will be open for you.” At the time, Govindh said Fa-

ther Oshida had expressed exactly what he felt. Reinhard certainly thought the same. And this 

testimony for Christ has never left me.  

 

I conclude this compilation. Reinhard does not always appear in the encounters I chose. But 

even meetings between the partners are meetings with him, for he brought us together. And I 

know hardly anything about the things each partner experienced individually. I see more and 

more clearly that the protocols should be evaluated and the dialogue meetings described in 

detail. They are a treasure trove, at least for me. And only for me? 

 

Unavoidable friction 
 

As important as the community was for Reinhard, he was not a community person. As impor-

tant as it was for him to consult his dialogue partners, he was not a team worker. Dialogue 

partner Peter Fromm from Bonn and I often chafed on the fact that Reinhard mostly made the 

final decisions about the continuation of the dialogue project alone. He consulted others, 

gladly took up some suggestions, rejected others – and decided. He did it like the abbot of a 
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monastery who hears all the brothers before making any decision and then phrases the joint 

opinion he has heard across the opinions.  

 

It remained uncontested that he was the initiator who had developed the concept, had found 

the last of his life’s tasks in the dialogue, spent most of his soul’s and spiritual energy, had 

the longest breath and invested the most money by far. But the concept envisaged that each 

partner was equal, that they would each develop their own concepts coming from their own 

different religions, that they would take initiative themselves and so on. Any contribution to 

that end, indeed each opposition, was thus highly welcome and was thoroughly considered, 

and they led to rather fortunate corrections of the project’s course. But on the whole Reinhard 

could not be led astray from his path. This was the limitation of this long-term project whose 

duration no one was able to foresee in the beginning. It could only remain consistent as long 

as the very different partners were able to expect a lot for their own life’s course in return for 

their considerable investment of time and energy. When Reinhard finally declared in 1995 at 

the age of 82 that the project from his perspective had reached its goal and should now in its 

present form be concluded all the participants will have been sad. But on the other hand, they 

were now free to follow their own trajectories in the future. 

 

Whenever we met in a country of another religion and that country’s and religion’s partner 

determined the subject and timetable the overall leadership often became unclear. It was clear 

that Reinhard was the true driving force. But the great reservation which Reinhard now im-

posed upon himself – and perhaps even enjoyed – frequently led to frictions or idling and in 

consequence to discontent with Reinhard’s “weak leadership”. When I had to take over the 

leadership myself at the penultimate dialogue which took place in Germany at Wulfshagen 

Manor in 1994 I had to experience this painfully myself. Reinhard was so weakened by his 

last illness that he had prepared himself well but was unable to take responsibility for the 

entire course of the meeting due to his curtailed participation. The conflicts among the long-

standing participants who were nearly all oriented towards Reinhard and each other, and 

those who were participating for the first time, were difficult to manage. My relationships 

with some of the old partners were put to an acid test. But since we saw such conflicts as part 

of life, and the dialogue as a necessary prerequisite for its success, they also bore fruit. Like-

wise the periods that had been perceived as idleness often proved to be beneficial in hind-

sight.  

 

Other points of friction will only be listed here in the form of open questions:  

 

 When meeting in another country, how much space should be given to encounters 

with the surroundings and with sights? Those to whom this was important had to see 

how they got their money’s worth – and would invariable miss other things.  

 How much allowance should be made for those who were unable to free themselves 

every year for a month, but did not like to miss a meeting? Their plea to agree on a 2-

year-rhythm did not correspond to the pace Reinhard was setting and was ignored. 

And it turned out that he was subjectively right: His life’s energy dried up three years 

after the final meeting. 

 How should we contribute our experience and insights from the dialogue to our 

church in Germany? Peter Fromm and I wished that we should fathom possibilities 

and develop templates for conferences, groups and publications. But we did not want 

to start without Reinhard. He on his part continued to pursue his path within the 

church as a loner. I only learned about the large number of his lectures much later, 

maybe because we rarely saw each other between the meetings.  
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All these difficulties were not due to personal weaknesses, but due to the fact that in this case 

a particular person with particular partners tried out something limitlessly great in a necessar-

ily limited way.  

 

A hermit amongst men 
 

Reinhard had only a few strong friendships that lasted over long periods of time. From the era 

before the dialogue friendships I only know of three men whom he explicitly called his 

friends. Many relationships outside the large family were confined to certain aspects of life. 

As a pastor and spiritual friend he stood by many women and men over years and decades 

and in return enjoyed their loyalty and help.  

 

Reinhard had always been a loner. As much as he loved company and celebrations, he en-

joyed withdrawing and studying by himself. I would like to call him a hermit who lived 

among other people. I do not know that he ever belonged to any organisation – except for the 

‘Brotherhood of St. Michael’ which he soon left again – or that he founded any groups. He 

did not allow others to claim him for their projects and he himself was careful not to yoke 

anyone to the cart of his dialogue project who did not get involved out of their own initiative. 

He allowed others to invite him, has given talks and led Bible studies at meetings in commu-

nities and groups, but did not organise conferences himself. Well, no, once in Schleswig he 

offered a seminar series about Teilhard de Chardin.  

 

His solitary walk was no isolation. He did not want to keep anything for and to himself. Gen-

erously and under mounting costs he passed on his thoughts and prayers that he had put 

down. You could visit him, with or without prior notice, you could invite him for talks or 

privately – he rarely came on his own initiative. The circle of people would have been too 

large, and too precious was the time he so enjoyed spending with his second wife Benita with 

whom he led a very happy marriage – or all by himself.  

 

One aspect of his solitariness was that he was understood only by very few people. Even his 

father, provost Arndt von Kirchbach from Saxony had little understanding for his son’s way 

of preaching even if he happily conceded it to him. Even his first wife Margarete had, at the 

time when we were living in their house, problems to find something in her husband’s writ-

ings which meant something to her. But she left him his long periods of prayer, reading and 

writing and protected him in his cell. I have already mentioned one reason for these difficul-

ties in understanding above. Another was how to relate to his inner experiences and insights 

about which he did not like to speak much and which were also difficult to communicate. 

Those who start to think on their own so much and to experience and to make fast progress 

with it are soon thought to be far away by those who try to have a conversation with them.  

 

On the understanding of his texts Reinhard himself writes in the preface of the book “Im 

Strom göttlichen Wirkens” (In the current of the acting of God): “This is less dependent on 

any intellectual talent, a special situation in life or a particular denomination. As there are 

innumerable expressions of life, there are also innumerable expressions of language and un-

derstanding. These differences can hardly be judged and in any case not be accounted for … 

It appears important to me that each one of us finds the way in which they can comprehend 

and develop themselves in the context of the whole – and can take in what meets them.” 
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One who wants to be understood and yet knows that this is not the most important, accepts 

his loneliness. And knows the loneliness of his reader. When Reinhard was understood, he 

was happy. In this way he replied to my short summary of his initial approach in 1997 in a 

letter: “It is simply astonishing to me to read this in black and white before me! And I am 

very happy about what you say, how you are saying it and the thoughts you are developing 

from it. I thank you very much from my heart. And it is true what you say, e.g. about my pray-

ing…” 

 

I suspect that over time he internalised his existence as someone who was not understood. 

Just as he was preceded by the reputation that it was difficult to understand him, he eventu-

ally also radiated something like: I cannot expect that you will understand me and I am sym-

pathetic of that. But he wanted to be understood because he knew that God wants to make 

himself understood. In his book “Was soll meine Arbeit sein” (“What is to be my work”) I 

read on page 214: 

 

“Take me,  

Lord,  

and write with me  

Your script. 

I myself cannot read it. 

But let others  

find in it 

Your name.” 

 

A retired pastor, Harro Ketels, now wrote: “In his book ‘Im Strom göttlichen Wirkens” (Now 

titled: Zelte bauen in reißenden Wassern = Erecting Tents in the middle of Sweeping Waters)  

Reinhard von Kirchbach opens up a new perspective on prayer for me: Here, Christ is talking 

to me in a different way. I hear His words. Since I started praying with and after the prayers 

of my friend Reinhard von Kirchbach – for the last five years approximately – my daily 

prayer has received a new depth.” And he quotes from the book page 64 from 1st May, 1997: 

 

“In the Gospel 

the resurrection is fulfilled 

from a world which rushes towards death. 

Go 

and proclaim the Gospel. 

It is the possibility, 

the permission 

and the invitation 

to build tents 

in a terrain flooded  

by rushing waters. 

Eternity shall live there,  

and faith feels 

that this is happening. 

01-05-1997” 

  

http://reinhardvonkirchbach.de/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Only-now-you-have-come-to-the-beginning-1.pdf
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And how does Reinhard’s dialogue continue? 
 

Even though Reinhard knew that I had essentially understood him, I knew – and soon he did, 

too – that I could not become his heir or successor. Only many together could become his 

heirs – or many, each in part. Anyone in whose faith the paradigmatic change in the realisa-

tion of truth and in the relationship between religions, where even the absolutely opposing 

belongs together and mutually needs the other, is happening can be his heir. It is certainly no 

coincidence that he never found a truly strong theological partner in his own church. Who 

should join Reinhard von Kirchbach in being a beginner every single day, to know nothing, 

let go of all insights and have empty hands for that which might be given to them today? 

How should an established theologian join someone who had lost himself to God, who had 

fallen for God and who could only think clearly and freely in prayer? Just as his dialogue 

partners accompanied the dialogue in their circumstances as single pioneers and were lonely 

in this endeavour, Reinhard initially had to walk alone in his circumstances. 

 

But Reinhard von Kirchbach had indeed given thought to possibilities of a continuation of his 

concern. In reports, talks and his spiritual works, which he sent to everyone who asked for 

them, he had opened up his experiences and insights for wider participation. But for the hand-

ing over of the practical process of the dialogue it would have been necessary to exchange the 

lived interreligious dialogue into smaller coins in order for the possibility for such insights to 

happen across a broader spectrum. This in turn was impossible to accomplish simultaneously 

with the 16 years duration of the dialogue project, it was only possible afterwards. It was 

clear that he would not be able to take responsibility for this himself: He was after all 67 

years old when he started the meetings in 1980, and 82 when he concluded the series of dia-

logues in Pisselberg in 1995. Thus it is left to others who allow themselves to be inspired by 

his path to continue its course. In the knowledge that many people in innumerable places 

were already treading the path of the dialogue in different ways he could be certain that all 

that he had discovered would fall into fertile soil and link with other approaches.  

 

In Reinhard’s dialogue files I found a sketch for a letter to Deepal from 07-10-1989. In it he 

writes: “You write that you have started writing a book about the dialogue. I am very famil-

iar with the desire to put to paper what moves me. More than only one book written by me is 

lying in the drawers of my desk. I do not think that any of them has a chance of being pub-

lished in West Germany. But still I would like to encourage you to write in the same way. I 

am sure it will be worthwhile for you. And, who knows who will benefit from it at a later date. 

With a wink I would like to say that someone once said that none of the great writers ever 

published anything.” It looks like the time has come for Reinhard’s writings. Then his im-

pulse can be taken up by many.  

 

On his deathbed, Reinhard was happy even though he was very weak. He complimented the 

nurses and community helpers in the hospital in Kiel and cheered them up. He was grateful 

that his wife, one of his children or one of his friends was always by his bedside. During one 

of those night watches he gave me his last work with a big smile. It had just been photocop-

ied. “During the last few weeks I´ve gone through everything that I have written down over 

the last decades once again”, he said. “I don´t have to take any of it back or change any-

thing. Everything is correct.” Halima came from Hamburg and sang those verses from the 

Qur’an which are recited at the bedsides of the sick and dying. One night when Reinhard 

woke up at three o’clock and couldn’t go back to sleep, his request woke me: “Let us hold the 

morning prayer.” So I sang a hymn, we read a psalm, spoke Luther’s morning blessing and 
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we prayed. It was probably in the same night that he told me again how the voice of God had 

struck him for the first time: “Whom shall I send to my peoples?” 

 

The next day he was to have yet another surgery. While his nurses together with his wife and 

myself pushed Reinhard in his bed into the lift and further through the corridors in the base-

ment to the operating theatre, I sang quietly and incessantly as he had asked me: “Laudate 

omnes gentes, laudate Dominum.” (Praise the Lord, all peoples, praise the Lord). Thus he 

went on this difficult journey amongst all his beloved peoples’ and cultures’ praise for the 

Lord. After just a few more days in hospital and finally at home he died on Friday, March 

20th, 1998 in his beloved Altenhof. Provost Knut Kammholz led the funeral in Gettorf, and 

Reinhard’s dialogue friends Mehdi Razvi, Sheikh Rashid, Peter Fromm and me were also 

able to participate. The remaining partners wrote letters in which they expressed the hopes of 

their faiths for Reinhard, their friend. 

 

After Reinhard’s death the dialogue friends continued to meet and visit each other. In Ger-

many we have so far held four “Mini-Dialogues” at weekends and once for a whole week. 

The funeral of Peter Fromm in 2004 also turned into a notable living dialogue. The term “dia-

logue” however is almost too technical if one is not only dealing with the subject of death and 

grieving, but with a death and grieving which can almost tear one’s heart apart. But that was 

exactly what Reinhard’s dialogue was: To live together and, if it was to be, to carry one an-

other to the grave. We have known each other for such a long time that we soon stopped 

showing each other only our pretty, loving face and were only able to present each other with 

the sunny sides of our religions and congregations, but knew equally about each other’s diffi-

cult life crises and about the ugliness present in each of our religious and professional envi-

ronments.  

 

I would like to conclude by leaving the word to Reinhard von Kirchbach. It is the beginning 

of his last lines. He had put them down on the 26th of February, 1998. Benita von Kirchbach 

found them on his bedside table after she had taken her husband to the hospital: 

 

“Pray to Me 

without words 

and without images. 

Pray to Me 

with the stream of your life. 

Again and again 

open the floodgates 

that are holding your life back. 

There will then be nothing around you 

but the openness of My presence.” 

 

 

- + - + - 


