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T

his text offers some reflections that stem
from my participation in the NSU Winter
Symposium ‘Feminism and Hospitality:
Religious and critical perspectives in dialogue
with a secular age’, held in Turku, Finland, 5–7
March 2020. Drawing from my previous experi
ences both in my native country and in my coun
try of residence, I first explain why this event
represented a welcome novelty to me. I then
highlight some of its major positive features. I do
not offer a resume of the presentations or a col
lection of some of them. Rather, I focus on what,
according to me, is the main strength of this kind
of event. Based on the revision of my own pres
entation, I conclude by saying it may serve as a
laboratory from whence to start the construction
of bridges through which the dialogue between
religion and secularism can really occur.

The dialogue between religious and sec
ular spheres of society is among the most
challenging of historical dialogues. Aware
of the risk of any generalization, we can
nevertheless easily perceive that many reli
giously informed people in my home coun
try, Brazil, have difficulty in hearing argu
ments from outside their own religious
perspectives and a tendency to appeal to
their religious leaders as the source of polit
ical authority. The links between religious
leaders and political constituted power
increases the gap between religiosity and
secularism.
The same kind of difficulty is perceived
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also in Italy, where I have been living
since 2015, although there are many dif
ferences with Brazil, beginning with the
variety of existing Christian denomin
ations, which is huge in Brazil, while the
vast majority of people in Italy are Roman
Catholics. An appeal to Catholicism in
Italy or to Evangelical denominations in
Brazil (mainly neo-Pentecostalist ones)
is strongly made by far-right parties and
movements. But by contrast with what hap
pens in Brazil, many people who prove to
be sensitive to such an appeal are not par
ticularly religious practitioners in Italy.
One key element to understanding this
apparent paradox is that recently in Europe
this specific appeal to Christian religios
ity and traditionalism, linked to far-right
parties, is often built against people of
Islamic credo, specially migrants and refu
gees.1 This issue is virtually absent in Brazil,
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This can be inferred from the findings of
a comparative research published by the
National Bureau of Economic Research at
Harvard, published in June 2018 (Alesina
et al. 2018). The misperceptions about the
characteristics of immigrants are very high
in all six countries where researchers con
ducted the survey (five European coun
tries plus the US). These are largely cor
related with the political orientation of the

193

although the tendency of putting Christian
religions against something else isn’t. This
‘something else’ is usually a non-religion,
often identified with secularism tout court.
Every perspective that is associated with
criticism of religiosity or, more specifically,
of the influence of religious views in the
political public arena is severely attacked
by a large number of evangelical (and the
more conservative wings of Catholic)
practitioners.
Defenders of secularism also fall into
the same closeness of dialogue, failing
to hear the reasoning of people inspired
by their religious beliefs (the classical
Rawlsian background culture). The general
feeling is that hearing those who think dif
ferently and engaging in a constructive dia
logue has become virtually impossible.
In light of this, it is easy to understand
why the NSU Winter Symposium, engag
ing religious and critical perspectives in
dialogue, represented a gratifying sur
prise for me. This may sound strange to
Nordic audiences, but it is a rare thing in
Brazil. Coming neither from theological
or religious studies, nor from a particu
lar feminist approach in my own doctoral
research, I nevertheless decided to send in
a proposal, stimulated by an event that wel
comed people coming from different fields
of study and backgrounds as well as by
the theme of the event, which was centred
around the meanings of hospitality.
respondents. Right-wing respondents have
the greatest misperceptions, and these more
commonly appeal to Christian traditional
ism, although, in actual fact, all groups of
respondents overestimate the proportion
of Muslim immigrants – in Italy, natives
think it is five to six times higher than what
it really is. This misperception is remark
ably higher for countries such as Poland
and Hungary (respectively 50 and 70 times
higher than in reality). See Allievi 2018: 47.

From the first day, I was amazed by the
excellent level of the presentations; many of
them were about recently finished or ongo
ing researches. Maybe the time granted
for each exposition – as in every academic
seminar – allowed for little engagement
between the presenter and the public fol
lowing each presentation, but in this we
were privileged, since we were granted
an amazing organization that enabled us
to spend a good amount of quality time
in excellent conversations (and excellent
food) outside of the official working hours.
The environment I found was open,
engaging, and particularly provocative.
Indeed, seeing people coming from differ
ent religions2 and – Christian – denomin
ations in a friendly dialogue with others
of no religious background was already
enriching. Even more important was noting
how both religious and critical perspec
tives can be strong aspects in the identity
of the same persons. I am not saying this
was something new to me – many of my
religious friends place themselves in what
we could loosely define the ‘progressive’
spectrum of religion, whatever this religion
may be. But seeing, for instance, feminist
women that are active in their respective
religious communities, without abdicat
ing from any of their beliefs, was somehow
inspiring.
My interest in all of this is not merely
intellectual but relates to a deep concern
about how people manage to reconcile
aspects normally considered irreconcilable
in their own practices. Aware of my own
male subjectivity, I understand the enor
mous importance of the role of women in
this context, marked by a high degree of
2
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The fact that there was no one of Islamic
faith participating in the event represents
perhaps its major limitation, especially con
sidering its central theme.
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patriarchal practices and resistance to any
challenge to their constituted morals.
The event lacked any form of ‘heaviness’
so typical of many academic symposia, and
this ‘informality’ is central to understand
ing its importance. I would like to focus on
this aspect, because it made me deepen my
thinking about the role of academia in pro
viding the tools for the construction of an
open and inclusive society. And this hap
pened through the revaluation of my own
presentation, which was purposely infor
mal and discussion-oriented.
Inspired by a text of a Brazilian preacher,
Reverend d’Araújo Filho, about the differ
ences between the morality of religion and
the ethics proposed by Jesus (d’Araújo Filho
2005), I had proposed a reading of a passage
of the book of Luke (10:38–42) in which
tells of an occasion when Jesus was hosted
by a woman named Martha. Her sister
Mary does not help her in ‘the preparations
of what needs to be made’, preferring to sit
and listen to Jesus. Martha’s complaints to
Jesus, however, are not accepted, as Jesus
replies that Mary had made the best choice.
As a host, Martha acted perfectly morally, doing what a woman of her status in
that society would be asked to do. A ‘heavy’
academic discussion on this passage could
start exactly around the attribution of the
qualifying adverb ‘morally’ to Martha’s atti
tude, a word which is, by the way, absent
from the biblical text. We could identify
Mary’s choice an ethical one, while call
ing Martha’s a moral choice. Conversely,
we could say Martha’s choice was accord
ing to the ethics of a group, while Mary’s
one was moral, because identified with
an individual path of her own. This dis
cussion would concentrate on the mean
ings of the Latin translation of two Greek
words: ἦθος (ēthos) and ἔθος (ethos), and
on our common uses of the words ‘moral
ity’ and ‘ethics’. This was part of my original

presentation, but I came to realize that if
we follow this kind of exposition, we are
almost certainly addressing an academic or,
in more general terms, a cultivated public.
Certainly, this public can be a religious
one, but it will rarely be the general public
to which religious leaders address them
selves. The challenge lies in the fact that, in
a democracy, this general public is part of
the mechanism that builds up the govern
ment and the institutions, both through the
ballots and through the different ways of
applying pressure to and influencing gov
ernmental policies and decisions.
We could follow another kind of ana
lysis: moving the focus from the meaning
to the nonconformist act of Mary. Indeed,
Mary’s act becomes capable of radically
contesting one’s groups’ own perceptions of
what it means to be moral, and opens up
the possibility of not being afraid of stand
ing against a certain kind of morality, one
that connects to any form of inherited
habits, perceptions and even beliefs. This
focus-change can appear to be meaning
less to the academic public, but it is not to
the general religious public outside univer
sities or study circles. Moreover, this per
spective can identify with others that have
historically been radically critical of religi
osity and of religion-based traditions, such
as those of feminist studies and feminist
practice. This is because they converge in
proposing a modified public praxis, one
that follows a rich culture of individuality,
capable of deserting the paths of conform
ism and mimesis of dominant models.
An academic event is just a small step
in the construction of this kind of iden
tification. But if it is an event such as this
NSU Winter Symposium, it helps to bridge
the gap between formal spaces of religion
and those of high education. In doing so, it
may become an important laboratory from
where to start the construction of bridges
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through which the challenging dialogue
between religion and secularism can really
occur. 
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