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‘object of the Church’s missionary efforts is or may be aheady yineone on the
way towards his salvation, and someone who in certain circuny ances finds it,
without being reached by the proclamation of the Church’s m¢ssage—and if it
is at the same tnne\h_ue that this salvation which reaches, hnn in this way is

Christ's salvation, sinice there is no other salvation—then it piust be possible to-

be not only an anonymous theist but also an anonymous Chnstian And then it
is quite true that in the last'analysis, the proclamation of the Gospel does not
simply turn someone absolutely abandoned by God and Chnst into a Christian,
but turns an anonymous Christian into someone whonow also knows about his
Christian belief in the depths of his’ grace -endowed bemgby objective reflection
and in the profession of faith which is.given a social form in the Church.

It is not thereby denied, but on the.contrary implied, that this explicit self-
realization of his previously anonymous Chnshamty is itself part of the devel-
opment of this Christianity itself--a higher' stage of development of this Chris-
tianity demanded by his being—and that it is:therefore intended by God in the
same way as everything else about salvation. Hence, it will not be possible in any
way to draw the conclusion from this conception ?hat since man is already an
anonymous Christian even without it, this explicit-preaching of Christianity is
superfluous. Such a conclusion would be just as false (and for the same reasons)
as to conclude that the sacraments of baptism and penance could be dispensed
with because a person can be justified by his subjective acts of faith and contri-
tion even before the reception of these sacraments.’ _

The reflex self-realization of a p1ev10usly anonymous Christianity is
demanded (1) by the incarnational and social structure of grace and of Chris-
tanity, and (2) because the individual Who grasps Christianity in a clearer,
purer and more reflective way has, other things being equal, a still greater

“chance of salvation than someone who is'merely an anonymous Christian. If,
however, the message of the Church is/directed to someone who is a “non-
Christian” only in the sense of living by an anonymous Christianity not as yet
fully conscious of itself, then her missionary work must take this fact into
account and must draw the necessaly conclusions when deciding on its mis-
sionary strategy and (actics, . :

© FOURTH THESIS

It is possibly too much to hope, ori the one hand, that the religious pluralism
which exists in the concrete situation of Christians will disappear in the fore-
seeable future. On the othet hand, it is nevertheless absolutely permissible for
the Christian himself to inferpret this non-Christianity as Chlisﬁanity of an
anonymous kind which he dges always still go out to meet as a missionary, see-
ing it as a world which is té be brought to the explicit consciousness of what
already belongs to it as a divine offer or already pertains to it also over and
above this asa dlvme gift of f grace accepted umeﬂectedly and 1mp11c1tly
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man of the grace of his Christ;-and to interpret it as anonymous Christianity;
they may thirtdt presumption for the Christian to regard the non-Christian as
a Chuistian “’hO\ES not yet come to himself reflectively. But the Christian can-
not renounce this ‘presumption” which is really the source of the greatest humil-
ity both for himself and for the Church. Foritis a profound admission of the fact
that God is greater than man and the Church. The Church will go out to meet
the non-Christian of tomouow with the attitude expressed by St. Paul when he
said: What therefore you do not know and yet worship [and yet worship!] that 1
proclaim to you (Acts 17:23). On such a basis one can be tolerant, humble and
yet firm towards all non- Chrlsﬁan religions.

‘\‘

STU_DY‘QU_EST[ONS

)l . \

1. What is Rahner’s first thesis 1egard1ng Christianity, and how does Rahner qualify
this thesis in terms of the historical development of religion?

2. In his second thesis, what does Rahner mean by a lawful religion?

3. What implications does the religious nature of human beings have for under-
standing those who practice religions? For the truth of any given religion?

4. What does Rahnel mean by “anonymous Christian”? Cotld believers from a reli-
gion other tiian Christianity apply the term anonymous x tda person who has not
yet encountered their religious tradition?

JOHN HICK Religious Pluralism

John Hick (b. 1922} helieves that the various world faiths embody different views
of Ultimate Reality and thus provide different ways to attain what is called salva-
tion in some religions and liberation or enlightenment or fulfillment in others. To
those who object, insisting that Christianity is unique because it was founded by
God incarnate in Jesus, Hick replies that God can act through many individuals
who are open to God. For Hick, then, Jesus was not uniquely divine but was merely
one of many-such persons. To those who point out that the different religions pro-
vide incompatible descriptions of reality, he responds that each tradition believes
that reality exceeds our creaturely understanding. Hick explains that each person
experiences reality as it appears to him in his unique cultural situation. In other
words, each religious tradition conditions its adherents” understanding of reality
and prowdes authentic and appropriate ways for them to respond toit.
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I-V;’lislf;:;in(i‘anmeﬂv Smith in his work on the concepts of religion and of religi
pas b esp onsﬂ')le , more than any other one individual, for the change whi
as taken p{ace within a single generation in the way in which m fus]
ceive the religious life of mankind. R
. dSEfn th.rough PFe—Can’fwell' Smith eyes there are a number of vast 16
e .SfOI‘ICEll entities or organisms known as Christianity, Hinduism ’I 1
Buddhism, gnd 50 on. Each has an inner skeletal framew0ri< of beliefs g 4
shape toa .d1sﬁncﬁve form of religious life; wrapped in a thick instituﬁol E?km
which c.11v1cles it from other religions and from the secular world withi;: fu '
_they ex1st..Thu§ B.uddhism, Islam, Christianity, and the rest, are seen as c‘:ri'
gx?es:?drz?imgreh‘gg)ius‘ entit.ies which are the bearers of distinctive creeds; an
eve )g(rou ;;S. us individual is a member of one or other of these mutually exglg
] This way of seeing the religious life of humanity, as organised in a numbeg
of communities based upon rival sets of religious beliefs, leads to the posing
?uestions ;b](;uft religion in a certain way. For the beh‘efs’ which a re]jgif;n g
esses are be '_e s about God, or the Ultimate, and as such they defi
lc'lml?ﬁn salVfltlon or libel.'afion and are accordingly a matter of);pﬁ*ilgzﬁlgeagﬁg
fa} . Lookmig at thg religions of the world, then, in the plural we are presentec
gulti 1 competing claims to possess the saving truth. For each comrmmif}'r
elieves that its own gospel is true and that other gospels are false in so far a:
_they differ frorzn it. Bach believes that the way of salvation to which it Witne;sz
1s. the authqr}hc way, the only sure path to eternal blessedness. And so thy
proper question in face of this plurality of claims is, which is the true religion‘f
- In pre?ctlce, those x«tho are concerned to raise this question are hormall.
\4 convm(?e.d that theirs is the frue religion; so that for them the task i ty
show_th('a spiritual superiority of their own creed and the consequent 1 oral
superiority of .the community which embodies it. A great deal ofq the mn?éa
cr1t1c1'sm of religions, and of the derogatory assessment of one b u ;
been in fulfilment of this task. y another e
enﬁﬂ'l;i;lse ::ﬁle qf 1}*1ank1nd’s religious ‘lif.e as divided into great contraposed
oy of ,S cach o ;;riu?g to be‘the t'rue religion, is not however the only possible -
way of I'4 eligious situation. Cantwell Smith has offered an alternative -
. bfget fi(:gsb f;:j(t :hai the pll'esently dom.jnant conceptuality has a history that :
can be traced ba (i' ; he Buropean Rei_w.ussa.mce. 1t was then that the different -
streams of rel hgllous ife begant to be reified in Western thought as solid struc-
wes calle istianity, Judaism, and so forth. And having reified their own
aith in this way Westerners have then exported the notion of “a religion’ to the -
re'st of the world, causing others to think of themselves as belonglin t the
H.mdu, or the Confucian, or the Buddhist religion, and s0 on, over fgaiisf oth?
e;;sl. But an altem..at:we pe%'ception can divide the scene differently. It sees some-
thing of vital religious significance taking different forms alt over the world
qulu.n the .con_tt‘axts of the different historical traditions. This “something o‘fvx?iltal
;e‘hg{('n.ls s1gmﬁc§m'ce” Cantwell Smith calls faith. I would agree with some of
his cutlcg that this is not the ideal word for it; for “faith” is a term that is y
at home in the tSemitic than in the Indian family of traditions and which h:;me
his own historical researches have shown, become badly overmteilectua]js:ezs
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But I take it that he uses the term to refer to the spiritual state, or existential con-

dition, constituted by a person’s present response to the ulfimate divine Real~
ity. This ranges from the negative response of a self-enclosed conscioushess
which is blind to the divine presence, whether beyond us orin the depths of our
own being, to a positive openness to the Divine which gradually transforms us
and which is called salvation or liberation or enlightenment. This transforma-
tion is essentially the same within the different religious contexts within which
it occurs: ] would define it formally as the transformation of human existence
from self-centredness to Reality-centredness. This is the event or process of vital
significance which one can see o be occurring in individuals all over the world,
taking different forms within the contexts of the different perceptions of the
Ultimate made available by the various religious traditions.
These cumulative traditions themselves are the other thing that one sees
with the aid of the new conceptuality suggested by Cantwell Smith. They are
distinguishable strands of human history in each of which a multitude of reli-
gious and cultaral elements interact to form a distinctive pattern, constituting,
say, the Hindw, Buddhist, Confucian, Jewish, Christian or Muslimn fradition.
These traditions are not static entities but living movements; and they are not
tightly homogeneous but have cach become in the course of time internally
highly various. Thus there are large differences between, for example, Bud-
dhism in the time of Gautama and Buddhism after the development of the
Mahdyana and its expansion northwards into China; or between the Christian
movement in Roman Palestine and that in medieval Europe. And there are large
differences today between, say, 7Zen and Amida Buddhism in Japan, or between
Southern Baptist and Northern Episcopalian Chuistianity in the United States.
Indeed, since we cannot always avoid using the substantives, we might do well
to speak of Buddhisms, Christianities, and so on, in the plural. A usage conso-
nant with Cantwell Smith’s analysis has however already become widespread,
and many of us now often prefer to speak not of Christianity but of the Chris-
tian tradition, the Hindu tradition, and so on, when referring to these histori-
cally identifiable strands of history.

These camulative traditions are composed of a rich complex of inner and
outer elements cohering in a distinctive living pattern which includes structures
of belief, life-styles, scripfures and their interpretations, liturgies, cultic celebra-
tions, myths, music, poetry, architecture, literature, rememibered history and its
heroes. Thus the traditions constitute religious cultures, each with its own
unique history and ethos. And each such tradition creates human beings in its
ownimage. For we are nothumanin general, participating inan eternal Platonic
essence of humanity. We are human in one or other of the various concrete ways
of being human which constitute the cultures of the earth, Thereis a Chinese way
of being human, an African way, an Arab way, a European way, or ways, and so
on. These are not fixed moulds but living organisms which develop and interact
over the centtiries, so that the patterns of human life change, usually very slowly
but sometimes with startling rapidity. But we are all formed in a hundred ways
of which we are not normally aware by the culture into which we were born, by
which we are fed, and with which we interact.

Let us then enter, with Cantwell Smith, into the experiment of thinking, on
the ane hand, of “faith,” or hwmnan response to the divine, which in its positive
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and negative forms is salvation and non-salvation and, on the other hand, of the
cumulative religious traditions within which this occurs; and let us ask what
the relation is between these two realities—on the one hand salvation /libera-
tion and on the other the cumulative traditions. . . .

{We omit Hick’s discussion of the relation between the realities, labeled
“exclusivism”.}

However, we may now turn to a second Christian answer to our question,
which can be labelled “inclusivism.” This can be expressed in terms either of a
juridical or of a transformation-of-human-existence conception of salvation. In
the former terms it is the view that God’s forgiveness and acceptance of human-
ity have been made possible by Christ’s death, but that the benefits of this sac-
tifice are not confined to those who respond to it withan explicit act of faith. The
juridical transaction of Christ’s atonement covered all human sin, so that all
human beings are now open to God’s mercy, even though they may never have
heard of Jesus Christ and why he died on the cross of Calvary. .. .

Rahner’sis a brave attempt to attain an inclusivist positiori which is in prin-
ciple universal but which does not thereby renounce the old exclusivist dogma.
But the question is whether in this new context the old dogma has not been so
emptied of content as no longer to be worth affirming. When salvation is
acknowledged to be taking place without any connection with the Christian
Church or Gospel, in people who are living on the basis of quite other faiths, is
itnota somewhat empty gesture toinsist upon affixing a Christian label to them?
Further, having thus labelled them, why persist in the aim of gathering all
humankind into the Christian Church? Once it is accepted that salvation does
not depend upon this, the conversion of the people of the other great world faiths
to Christianity hardly seems the best way of spending one’s energies.

The third possible answer to the question of the relation between salva-
tion/liberation and the cumulative religious traditions can best be called plu-

ralism. As a Christian position this can be seen as an acceptance of the further—

- conelusionto-which inclusivism points. If we accept that salvation/liberation is
taking place within all the great religious traditions, why not frankly acknowl-
edge that there is a plurality of saving human responses to the ultimate divine
Reality? Pluralism, then, is the view that the transformation of human existence
from self-centredness to Reality-centredness is taking place in different ways
within the contexts of all the great religious traditions. There is not merely one’

_ way but a plurality of ways of salvation or liberation. In Christian theological
terms, there is a plurality of divine revelations, making possible a plurality of
forms of saving human response. .

What however makes it difficult for Chiristians to move from inclusivism
to pluralism, holding the majority of Christian theologians today in the inclu-
sivist position despite its evident logical instability, is of course the traditional
doctrine of the Incarnation, together with its protective envelope, the doctrine
of the Trinity. For in its orthodox forn, as classically expressed at the Councils
of Nicaea and Chalcedon, the incarnational doctrine claims that Jesus was God
incarnate, the Second Person of the Triune God living a human life. It is inte gral
to this faith that there has been (and will be) no other divine incarnation. This
makes Christianity unique in that it, alone among the religions of the world,
was founded by God in person. Such a uniqueness would seem to demand
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Christian exclusivism--for must God not want all human beings to enter the
way of salvation which he has provided for them? However, since such exclu-
sivism seems so unrealistic in the light of our knowledge of the wider religious
life of mankind, many theologians have moved to some form of inclusivism,
but now feel unable to go further and follow the argument to its conclusion in
the frank acceptance of pluralism. The break with traditional missionary atti-
tudes and long-established ecclesiastical and liturgical language would, for
many, be so great as to be prohibitive. .

Thereis however the possibility of an acceptable Christian route to religious
pluralism in work which has already been done, and which is being done, in the
field of Christology with motivations quite other than to facilitate pluralism, and
on grounds which are internal to the intellectual development of Christianity.
For there is a decisive watershed between what might be called all-or-nothing
Christologies and degree Christologies. The all-or-nothing principle is classi-
cally expressed in the Chalcedonian Definition, according to which Christ is “to
be acknowledged in Two Natures,” “Consubstantial with the Father according
to his Deity, Consubstantial with us according to his Humanity.” Substance is an
all-ornothing notion, in that A either is or is not composed of the same sub-
stance, either has or does not have the same essential nature, as B. Using this all-
or-nothing conceptuality Chalcedon attributed to Christ two complete natures,
one divine and the other human, being in his divine nature of cne substance with
God the Father. Degree Christologies, on the other hand, apply the term “incar-
nation” to the activity of God’s Spirit or of God’s grace in lunman lives, so that
the divine will is done on earth....In so far as a human being is open and
responsive to God, so that God is able to act in and through that individual, we
can speak of the embodiment in human life of God’s redemptive activity. And in
Jesus this “paradox of grace”—the paradox expressed by St. Paul when he wrote
“it was not I, but the grace of God which is in me” (I Corinthians 15:10)—or the
inspiration of God’s Spirit, occurred to a startling extent. The paradox, or the
inspiration, are not however confined to the life of Jesus; they are found, in vary-
ing degrees, in all free human response to God. . . .

These modern degree Christologies were not in fact for the most part
developed in order to facilitate a Christian acceptance of religious pluralism.
They were developed as alternatives to the old substance Christology, in which
so many difficulties, both historical and philosophical, had become apparent.
They claim to be compatible with the teachings of Jesus and of the very early
Chuurch, and to avoid the intractable problem, generated by a substance Chris-
tology, of the relation between Jesus’s two natures. But, as an unintended con-
sequence, degree Christologies open up the possibility of seeing God's activity
in Jesus as being of the same kind as God's activity ity other great human medi-

ators of the divine. The traditional Christian claim to the unique superiority of

Christ and of the Christian tradition is not of course precluded by a degree
Christology; for it may be argued that Christ was the supreme instance of the
paradox of grace or of the inspiration of the Spirit, so that Christianity is still
assumed to be the best context of salvation/liberation. But, whereas, starting
from the substance Christology, the unique superiority of Christ and the Chris-
tian Church are guaranteed a priori, starting from a degree Christology they
have to be established by historical evidence. Whether this can in fact be done
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is, clearly, an open question. It would indeed be an uphill task today to estab-
lish that we know enough about the inner and outer life of the historical Jesus
and of the other founders of great religious traditions, to be able to make an :
such. claim; and perhaps an even more uphill task to establish from the morally
%alrrﬁng?us }ﬁstlorlifs cgeach of the great {raditions, complex mixtures of goog

evil as each has been, $ iti i :
Saporior to all aths , that one’s own tradition stands out as mamfestly

I think, then, that a path exists along which Christians can, if they feel so
drawn, move to an acceptance of réligious pluralism. Stated philosophically
such a pluralism is the view that the great world faiths embody different eZ
ceptions and conceptions of, and correspondingly different responses to Pi%he
Real or the Ultimate from within the major variant cultural ways of b’ein o
human; and that within each of them the transformation of human existencg .
fror.n self-centredness to Reality-centredness is manifestly taking place—and
taking place, so far as human observation can tell, to much the same extent
Thlf,s the great religious traditions are to be regarded as alternative soteriolo, i—'
cal sPaces” within which, or “ways” atong which, men and women can ﬁIgld

__salvaBtionl/ liberation/enlightenment/fulfilment.

~But how can such a view be arrived at? Are we not pr i icture -
reminiscent of the ancient allegory of the blind men and?tht}; ecl)é);l?a?‘ﬁ E1lnp xflfl;léﬁ
each runs his hands over a different part of the animal, and identiﬁe’s it differ- -
fenﬂy, aleg as a tree, the trunk as a snake, the tail as a rope, and so on? Clear! :
in the story the situation is being described from the point of view of :gomeon):a’
who can 'observe both elephant and blind men. But where is the vantage-point.
from which one can observe both the divine Reéﬁfy and the different limited -
human standpoints from which that Reality is being variously p‘érceix}e'd’? The
advocate of the pluralist understanding cannot pretend to any such cosmic
vision. ﬁow then does he profess to know that the situation is indeed as he
depicts it? _The answer is that he does not profess to know this, if by knowledge
we mean infallible cognition. Nor indeed can anyone else 1;r0per1y claim gto
have knowledge, in this sense, of either the exclusivist or the inclusivist picture
A]l‘ of the‘m are, strictly speaking, hypotheses. The pluralist hypothesis is;
a-rnved_at .mductively. One starts from the fact that many human beings expe-
tience life in relation to a limitlessly greater transcendent Reality—whether Jt;’hqe
direction of transcendence be beyond our present existence or within its hidden
depths.. In theory such religious experience is capable of a purely naturalistic
analysis which does not involve reference to any reality other than the human
afld the nat&u‘al. But to participate by faith in one of the actual streams of reli-
gious .experlence——in my case, the Christian stream—is to participate in it as an
experience of transcendent Reality. I think that there is in fact a good argument
for the rationality of trusting one’s own religious experience, together with that
of the lz_u‘gef tradition within which it occurs, so as both to be;lieve and to live on
the bf‘iSI'S of it; but I cannot develop that argument here. Treating one’s own form
gf ;‘e_hgmus experience, then, as veridical—as an experience (however dim, like
seeing through a glass; darkly”) of transcendent divine Reality--—one ’theI; has
to take account of the fact that there are other great streams of religious experi-
ence w.luch take different forms, are shaped by different conceptualities pand
embodied in different institutions, art forms, and lifestyles. In other W!ords.
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besides one’s own religion, sustained by its distinctive form of religious experi-
ence, there are also other religions, through each of which flows the life blood
of a different form of religious experience. What account is one to give of this
plurality? . . .

But if we look for the transcendence of egoism and a recentring in God or
in the transcendent Real, then I ventiire the proposition that, so far as human
observation and historical memory can tell, this occurs to about the same extent
within each of the great world traditions. .

If this is so, it prompts us to go beyond inclusivism to a pluralism which
recognises a variety of human religious conteéxts within which salvation/liber-
ation takes place.

But such a pluralistic hypothesis raises many questions. What is this divine
Reality to which all the great traditions are said to be oriented? Can we really
equate the personal Yahweh with the non-personal Brahman, Shiva with the
Tao, the Holy Trinity with the Buddhist Trikaya, and all with one another?
Indeed, do not the Eastern and Western faiths deal incommensurably with dif-
ferent problems?

As these questions indicate, we need a pluralistic theory which enables us
to recognise and be fascinated by the manifold differences between the reli-
gious traditions, with their different conceptualisations, their different modes
of religious experience, and their different forms of individual and social
response to the divine. 1 should like in these final pages to suggest the ground
plan of such a theory—a theory which is, I venture to think, fully compatible
with the central themes of Cantwell Smith’s thought.

Rach of the great religious traditions affirms that in addition to the social
and natural world of our ordinary human experience there is a limitlessly
greater and higher Reality beyond or within us, in relation to which or towhom
is our highest good. The ultimately real and the ultimately valuable are one, and
to give oneself freely and totally to this One is our final salvation/liberation/
enlightemnent/ fulfilment, Further, each tradition is conscious that the divine
Reality exceeds the reach of our carthly speech and thought. It cannot be
encompassed in human concepts. It is infinite, eternal, limitlessly rich beyond
the scope of our finite conceiving or experiencing. Let us then both avoid the
particular names used within the particular traditions and yet use a term which
is consonant with the faith of each of them—Ultimate Reality, or the Real.

Let us next adopt a distinction that is to be found in different forms and
with different emphases within each of the great traditions, the distinction
between the Real ar sich (in him/her/itself) and the Real as humanly experi-
enced and thought. In Christian terms this is the distinction between God in

. Cod’s infinite and eternal self-existent being, “prior” to and independent of cre-

ation, and God as related to and known by us as creator, redeemer and sancti-
fier. In Hindu thought it is the distinction between nirgtina Braluman, the Ult-
mate in itself, beyond all human categories, and saguna Brahman, the Ultimate
as known to finite consciousness as a personal deity, Iévara. In Taoist thought,
#The Tao that can be expressed is not the eternal Tao” (Tno-Te Ching, 1). There
are also analogous distinctions in Jewish and Muslim mystical thought in
which the Real an sich is called en Soph and al Hagq. In Mahayana Buddhism
there is the distinction between the dharmakaya, the eternal cosmic Buddha-
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nature, which is also the infinite Void (§#nya3), and on the other hand the realm
of heavenly Buddha figures (samblogkiya) and their incarnations in the earthly
Buddhas (nirmanakaya). This varied family of distinctions suggests the perhaps
- daring thought that the Real an sich is one but is nevertheless capable of being
humanly experienced in a variety of ways. This thought lies at the heart of the
pluralistic hypothesis which I am suggesting.
The next point of which we need to take account is the creative part that
thought, and the range of concepts in terms of which it functions, plays in the
formation of conscious experience. It was above all Immanuel Kant who brought
this realisation into the stream of modern reflection, and it has since been con-
firmed and amplified by innumerable studies, not only in géneral epistemology
but also in cognitive psychology, in the sociology of knowledge, and in the phi-
losophy of science. The central fact, of which the epistemology of religion also
has to take account, is that our environment is not reflected in our consciousness
in a simple and straightforward way, just as it is, independently of our perceiv-
ing it. At the physical level, out of the immense richness of structure and detail
around us, only that minute selection that is relevant to our biological survival
and flourishing affects our senses; and these inputs are interpreted in ‘the
mind/brain to produce our conscicus experience of the familiar world in which
we live, Its character as an envirorunent within which we can learn to behave
appropriately can be called its meaning for us. This all-important dimension of
meaning, which begins at the physical level as the habitability of the material
world, continues at the personal, or social, level of awareness as the moral sig-
“nificance of the situations of our life, and at the religious level as a consciousness
of the ultimate meaning of each situation and of our situation as a whole in rela-
tion to the divine Reality. This latter consciousness is not however a general con-
sciousness of the divine, but always takes specific forms; and, as in the case of
the awareness of the physical and of the ethical meaning of our environment,
such consciousness has an essential dispositional aspect. To experience in this
way rather than in that involves being in a state of readiness to behave in a par-
ticular range of ways, namely that which is appropriate to our environment hav-

ing the particular character that we perceive (or of course misperceive) it tohave.

Thus to be aware of the divine as “the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ,”
in so far as this is the operative awareness which determines our dispositional
state, is to live in the kind of way described by Jesus in his religious and moral
teaching—in trust towards God and in love towards our neighbours,

How are these various specific forms of religious awareness formed? Our
hypothesis is that they are formed by the presence of the divine Reality, this
presence coming to consciousness in terms of the different sets of religious con-
cepts and structures of religious meaning that operate within the different reli-
. gious traditions of the world. If we look at the range of actual human religious
experience and ask ourselves what basic concepts and what concrete images
have operated in its genesis, I would suggest that we arrive at something like
the following answer. There are, first, the two basic religious concepts which
between them dominate the entire range of the forms of religious experience.
One is the concept of Delty, or God, i.e. the Real as personal; and the other is the
concept of the Absolute, i.e. the Real as non-personal. (The term “Absolute” is

by no means ideal for the purpose, but is perhaps the nearest that we have.) We |

Religious Pluralism 615

do not however, in actual religious experience, encounter either Deity in gen-
eral or the Absolute in general, but always in specific forms. In Kantian lan-
guage, each general concept is schematised, or made concrete. In Kant's own
analysis of sense-experience the schematisation of the basic categories is in
terms of time; but religious experience occurs at a much higher level of mean-
ing, presupposing and going beyohd physical meaning and involving much
more complex and variable modes of dispositional response. Schematisation or
concretisation here is in terms of “filled” human time, or history, as diversified
into the different cultures and civilisations of the earth. For there are different
concrete ways of being human and of participating in human history, and
within these different ways the presence of the divine Reality is experienced in
characteristically different ways. -

To take the concept of God first, this becomes concrete as the range of spe-
cific deities to which the history of religion bears witness. Thus the Real as per-
sonal is known in the Christian tradition as God the Father; in Juda-
ism as Adonai; in Islam as Allah, the Qur’anic Revealer; in the Indian traditions
as Shiva, or Vishnu, or Paramatma, and under the many other lesser images of
deity which in different regions of India concretise different aspects of the
divine nature. This range of personal deities who are the foci of worship within
the theistic traditions constitutes the range of the divine personae in relation to
mankind. Each persona, in his or her historical concreteness, lives within the
corporate experience of a particular faith-community. Thus the Yahweh per-
sona exists and has developed in interaction with the Jewish people. Heis a part
of their history, and they are a part of his; and he cannot be extracted from this
historical context. Shiva, on the other hand, is a quite different divine persona
existing in the experience of hundreds of millions of people in the Shaivite
stream of Indian religious life. These two personae, Yahweh and Shiva, live
within different worlds of faith, partly creating and partly created by the fea-
tures of different human cultures, being responded to in different patterns of
life, and being integral to different strands of historical experience. Within each
of these worlds of faith great numbers of people find the ultimate meaning of
their existence, and are carried through the crises of life and death; and within
this process many are, in varying degrees, challenged and empowered to move
forward on the way of salvation/liberation from self-centredness to Reality-
centredness. From the pluralist point of view Yahweh and Shiva are not rival
gods, or rival claimants to be the one and only God, but rather two different
concrete historical personae in terms of which the ultimate divine Reality is
present and responded to by different large historical communities within dif-
ferent strands of the human story.

This conception of divine personae, constituting (iri Kantian language} dif-
ferent divine phenomena in terms of which the one divine nowmenon is
humanly experienced, enables us to acknowledge the degree of truth within the
various projection theories of religion from Feuerbach through Preud to the
present day. An element of human projection colours our mental images of
God, accounting for their anthropomorphic features—for example, as male or
female. But human projection does not—on this view—bring God into exis-
tence; rather it affects the ways in which the independently existing divine Real-
ity is experienced. :
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Does this epistemological pattern of the schematisation of a basic religious
concept into a range of particular correlates of religious experience apply also
to the non-theistic traditions? I suggest that it does. Here the general concept,

 the Absolute, is schematised in actual religious experience to form the range of
divine impersonae—Bralman, the Dharma, the Tao, nirvana, dayatd, and so on—
which ate experienced within the Eastern traditions, The structure of these
impersonae is however importantly different from that of the personae, A divine
persona is concrete, implicitly finite, sometimes visualisable and.even capable
of being pictured. A divine impersona, on the other hand, is nota “thing” it con-
trast to a person. It is the infinite being—consciousness—bliss (saccidananda) of
Brahman; or the beginningless and endless process of cosmic change (prafitya

samutpada) of Buddhist teaching; or again the ineffable “further shore” of

nirvina, or the eternal Buddha-nature (dharmakaya); or the ultimate Emptiness
(8riryatd) which is also the fullness or suchness of the world; or the eternal prin-
ciple the Tao. It is thus not so much an-entity as a field of spiritual force, or the
ultimate reality of everything, that which gives final meaning and joy. These
non-personal conceptions of the Ultimate inform modes of consciousness vary-
ing from the advaitic experience of becoming one with the Infinite, to the Zen
experience of finding a total reality in the present concrete moment of existence
in the ordinary world. And according to the pluralistic hypothesis these diffei-
ent modes of experience constitute different experiences of the Real as non- or
trans-personal. As in the case of the divine personae, they are formed by differ-
entreligious conceptualities which have developed in interaction with different
spiritual disciplines and methods of mediation. The evidence that a range of
impersonae of the one Ultimate Reality are involved in the non-theistic forms of
religious experience, rather than the direct unmediated awareness of Reality
itself, consists precisely in the differences between the experiences reported
within the different traditions. How is it that a “direct experience” of the Real
can take such different forms? One could of course at this point revert to the
““exclusivism or the inclusivism whose limitations we have already noted. But

the pluralist answer will be that even the most advanced form of myslical expe-

rience, as an experience undergone by an embodied consciousness whose
mind/brain has been conditioned by a particular religious tradition, must be
affected by the conceptual framework and spiritual training provided by that

tradition, and accordingly takes these different forms. In other words the Real-

is experienced not at sich, but in terms of the various non-personal images or

. concepts that have been generated at the interface between the Real and differ-

{_ent patterns of human consciousness.

) These many different perceptions of the Real, both theistic and nontheistic,
can only establish themselves as authentic by their soteriological efficacy. The
great world traditions have in fact all proved to be realms within which or
routes along which people are enabled to advance in the transition from self-
centredness to Reality-centredness. And, since they reveal the Real in such dif-
ferent lights, we must conclude that they are independently valid. Accordingly,
by attending to other traditions than one’s own one may.become aware of other
aspects. or dimensions of the Real, and of other possibilities of response to the
Real, which had not been made effectively available by one’s own tradition.
Thus a mutual mission of the sharing of experiences and insights can proceed
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through the growing net-work of inter-faith dialogue and the inte_ractions of the
faith-communities. Such mutual mission does not aim at conversion—although
occasionally individual conversions,in all directions, will continue to occur—
but at mutual enrichment and at co-operation in face of the urgent problems of
human survival in a just and sustainable world society. _ o

STUDY QUESTIONS

1. Following Cantwell Smith, how does IHick understand the various religious tradi-
tiong? '

2. ‘What objections does Hick raise against Rahner’s inclusivism?

3. How does the story of the blind men and the elephant illustrate Hick’s pluralism?

4. How does Hick's use of Kant’s philosophy help him to account for the diverse
views that religions have of the Real or Absolute?
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