Q#2 Part I: Defining “pluralism,” “exclusivism” and “inclusivism”. 


Providing a theology of religions is an incredibly complex endeavor and therefore the standard schema of pluralism, inclusivism and exclusivism is complex as well.  However, it seems that the majority of time this schema is used it focuses on the question and basis of ‘salvation’ within the sphere of the world’s religions.  Therefore I will be primarily highlighting and assessing this aspect of these positions as well.  After defining how the advocates of these three views see their position as best describing the basis for human ‘salvation’, I will offer a new schema that further emphasizes what I believe to be their primary differences.  I will end by suggesting the position that I believe to be the most cogent.  Unless footnoted, all references given refer to the texts used for our class.

1. Pluralism

In our context, when most theologians play their game, ‘pluralism’ is meant to describe the position that sees each religion and its beliefs as equally valid, true, helpful and ‘salvific’ or ‘enlightening’ as the others.  In its most naive form, this position is held without further qualification.  However, most ‘thoughtful’ pluralists recognize that not further qualifying this position would not only be foolish, but dangerous as well, for it would mean endorsing all paradigmatic movements such as Nazism, Satanism, child sacrifice, etc. Yet this process of qualification is where the pluralist road gets bumpy.


In order to, wisely, not endorse every religion, belief and activity as equally valid, the pluralist theologian is beset with the task of positing some sort of qualifier or ‘sieve’.
 The first challenge for pluralists is establishing on what grounds they are able to select which religions (and ultimately, which beliefs and practices) are included.  In the case of John Hick, as we’ve seen in the previous essay, he claims to argue from the ‘ground up’ by examining the spiritual and moral fruit in each of the major religions and finding that they are evenly distributed, with no particular ‘winner’ able to claim superiority.
  (Hick, 11-15)   Once the ‘good religions’ are defined (however it has come about), pluralists then need to describe and argue how each of these religions is as equally valid as the others.

Most pluralists are basically trying to provide their readers with a hermeneutical lens that will enable them to see that, in actuality, each religion is ‘at core, saying the same thing’ or ‘heading towards the same goal’ and thus equally salvific.  Yet how they do this differs from author to author.  There are two general trends however.  One trend focuses on the human side and tends to deconstruct the history, myths (seen as extended metaphors with a purely functional purpose), beliefs and language of each religion by showing how they are all contextually biased and how they really are all simply the same encounter with the ‘Real’ dressed in different clothing. (Hick, 83-103)  

“the great world faiths embody different perceptions and conceptions of, and correspondingly different responses to, the Real from within the major variant ways of being human; and that within each of them the transformation from self-centeredness to Reality-centeredness is taking place…”

The other trend is to focus on the ultimately mysterious and ineffable nature of ‘the Ultimate Real’.  This trend argues, via a radical ‘Kantian’ focus on the noumenal and by showing how the scriptures of each faith points to the mysterious nature of the Real, that since Ultimate Reality is ineffable at core –all our attempts to describe it and relate to it actually fall short and are equally inadequate.
 (Hick, 57-82) 

“By ineffable I mean (with a qualification to be mentioned presently) having a nature that is beyond the scope of our networks of human concepts.  Thus the real in itself cannot properly be said to be personal or impersonal, purposive or non-purposive, good or evil, substance or process, even one or many.”

Both tendencies are really pointing to the same conclusions:  That which is Ultimately Real is beyond all human definition and knowability, therefore all attempts to describe and define it are at best, limited analogies, and at worst, hindrances to true religion.

From these conclusion, some pluralists, leaning more towards syncretism, argue that we should therefore combine all our ideas and efforts to more fully comprehend and experience the Ultimate Real.  Others argue that it is best to leave each religious system as a separate cohesive whole while also embracing their particular hermeneutical lens for the sake of religious and political tolerance. 

2. Exclusivism


On the other extreme of the continuum is the position usually described as ‘exclusivism’.  This term is generally used to describe any theology of religions which believes that one particular religion (in our context –Christianity, though exclusivism is a position held by every religion in at least some sects) provides the sole source of salvation and saving truth, revelation, etc.  The most extreme of this position, if it exists at all, would posit that all other belief systems are not only lacking in truth, goodness and beauty, but are actually primarily to be viewed as dangerous, deceptive or even entirely demonically inspired.  Thankfully however, most exclusivists do not take this radical of a stance.  


Typical Christian exclusivism, rather, tends to refer to the belief that, while other religions may have varying degrees of truth, goodness and beauty –the gospel offers the sole means of salvation and, furthermore, unless others have explicitly converted to Christianity, they cannot be considered to be ‘saved’.  (Nash, 159) While many exclusivists make the judgment that these non-Christians will be condemned for their lack of faith in Christ, others will not go so far as to say what will become of those who have not explicitly converted (claiming agnosticism on this topic and trusting that God is just and merciful),

“Questions such as the final destiny of people who, through no fault of their own, have never had a chance to hear the good news of Jesus Christ, can safely be left in the hands of a God who the gospel reveals to be both just and gracious in his dealings with humankind.  Both ‘fundamentalists’ and ‘liberals’ have been guilty of arrogance in this regard.  TO argue that all who do not make a verbal confession of faith in Jesus as Lord are eternally lost is not only to go beyond the biblical evidence, it is to do deny salvation to the Old Testament people of God, the mentally handicapped and little children.  Similarly, to argue that all men and women are saved, irrespective of Christ, is to contradict the entire biblical testimony.  All we can say, humbly yet boldly, is that if anyone is saved it will not be through any religion or human attainment, but solely through the objective, atoning death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, whether consciously appropriated or not.”


This position, while recognizing that God’s general revelation is available to all, believes that a personal, knowable God (as opposed to an ineffable ‘Real’) has always been involved in human history revealing Himself and offering the special means of salvation.  They point out that humanity needs something particular, real, concrete, true, tangible to get out of the mess its in and God has provided it.  A vague or uncertain means of salvation is neither helpful nor indicative of a God who cares.  They believe that that way of salvation is offered in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  However, they also believe that one must hear and accept this good news and openly confess their trust in God and the way of salvation given through Jesus Christ.  While each exclusivist likely differs on the entire list of elements necessary for salvation and the nature of how this conversion happens, they would all posit that this basic explicit epistemological confession of faith in Jesus Christ is fundamental and necessary.  Therefore, all other persons who do not hold this faith are seen as excluded from God’s offer of salvation.  The general revelation they receive from their other religions ultimately falls short, for it merely points to their guilt as sinners before a holy God. 

However, as narrow and limiting as this position at first sounds, it is still possible to believe that most or all people will eventually receive salvation.
  For example, some exclusivists hold to the belief that after death, people who have not had a chance to truly hear the gospel will likely get to hear, if not to meet,  the Way of salvation.  It is even possible to be a universalist –holding that this offer of salvation will be continually made by a loving God until all have been reconciled to God..  While this ‘post-mortem encounter’ position is often labeled as an inclusivist position, it is actually more 

accurately considered an exclusivist position in that the non-Christian still needs to explicitly hear and receive the truth of the gospel after death.
 

3. Inclusivism


In the middle of these two positions, there are a variety of positions that to some degree all fall under the canopy of ‘inclusivism’.  Because there are many middle views, inclusivism is difficult to succinctly define.  Inclusivism, in short, is the position that tries to reconcile the two poles of God’s universal love for the whole world and God’s particular (or ‘manifest’) involvement in the world.  (Pinnock, 17)  Inclusivists recognize that God is omnipresent and is the source of all that is true, good and beautiful.  They admit that these gifts are spread out throughout the world, yet they also recognize that God became significantly particular in the person of Jesus Christ.  Despite the attempt by pluralists to de-emphasize or discredit the fundamental uniqueness of the incarnation, life, death or resurrection of Jesus Christ, inclusivists uphold that these claims are not only historically sound, but are also theologically unique in axiomatic ways.  Pinnock, taking it even a step further by arguing in a minimalist way writes that even if Jesus only

“pointed the way to the coming messianic banquet and saw himself as strategic for getting a seat at the table (and who can deny this?), then we would still have a divisive truth claim to deal with which is universally applicable.  The function or action in question would be so decisive that the issue of an ontological bond between Jesus and God would still eventually and inevitably surface.” (Pinnock, 59)

Yet on the other side, inclusivists disagree with exclusivists who would hold that God is not involved in other religions, or that God is not revealing Godself and bringing people from these other religions into a saving relationship.  Inclusivists recognize that conversion/salvation is actually a complex process described in various ways throughout the scriptures. “Inclusivists grant that saving faith certainly involves knowledge, but they maintain that it is an open question how much knowledge is required and what its specific content is.” (Sanders, 225)  Sanders then quotes J.N. D. Anderson asking

“Does ignorance disqualify for grace?  If so, where in scripture do we have the exact amount of knowledge required set out?  For assurance, no doubt, knowledge is required, but for grace it is not so much knowledge as a right attitude toward God that matters.”
  

Pinnock describes this as subjective (rather than objective) religion.  (111-13)  Usually, by referring to passages such as Heb 11:6, they basically deduce the requirements for salvation to that of ‘faith’ in a beneficent deity.  
Inclusivists also point to various other facts for support of their position: the biblical themes of God’s universal love and involvement with all nations; how the Hebrews were saved without explicit epistemological knowledge about Jesus Christ; how there are various non-Jewish and non-Christian ‘believers’ shown to be accepted by God in scripture, etc. In addition, they point to the evidence that many of the beliefs and aspects of other religions are held in common by non-Christians religions and the Christian faith.  (McDermott, Can evangelicals learn from Word Religions? in particular)  This is seen as evidence of God’s saving work among them, as inclusivists are not so quick to adopt the exclusivist’s sharp lines of general vs. special’ saving’ revelation.

In short, inclusivists tend to point out that there are two primary aspects to salvation –the ontological and the epistemological.  (Sanders, 62)  While the Christian revelation of the gospel of Jesus is at the center of God’s revealing and relating to humanity –providing the actual ontological basis for humanity’s reconciliation to God, the epistemological basis is more complex and can be found outside of explicit confession in Jesus Christ.

Part II.  Are these importantly different positions?  Which of these, in your view, is the most cogent and why?

Cutting the PIE

Before moving into a more detailed critique and taking a stance, I would like to put these positions under another schema.  This schema recognizes that the process of salvation is something that involves both the working of God (or ‘The Ultimate Real’) and the human response.  It parallels the just mentioned distinction about salvation that notes the ontological dimension (the concrete basis, thought by most Christians to ultimately be from God and in Jesus) and the epistemological dimension (the response and beliefs on the human end) of salvation.  The primary problem with the ontological/epistemological terminology is that it seems to imply that the only dimension of human response is cognitive knowledge.  Therefore I want to expand this idea, yet keep the old, by using the terms ontological/divine response and epistemological/human response.  With this slightly tweaked schema, we can know cut the PIE.

The radical pluralist position, stressing primarily the universal axiom of the ‘Ultimate Real’ is basically stating that the ontological/divine means and the epistemological/ human response to those means of salvation are both plural.  As I’ve stated earlier, the other pluralists ultimately fall short of this and therefore must in the end be considered to fall under the inclusivist position.
  However the exclusivist position, under this new schema, believes that the ontological/divine means and epistemological/human response to that means of salvation are basically simple and singularly found in the gospel of Jesus and it’s reception by faith.  Finally, the inclusivist position holds that the ontological/divine means of salvation is singularly found in Jesus Christ, but that the epistemological/human response to that means of salvation is, at least, more complex than that posited by the exclusivists.  

While this schema (like the PIE schema) is not water-tight, it does highlight important differences.  The position one holds will radically affect the way one views people of other faiths, the value and purpose of their religion, one’s missiology, the nature of God and God’s involvement in the global human story and more.  After briefly assessing each of these three positions, I’ll end by concluding with my own alternative fourth position, an adaptation to the inclusivist view aided by the above new schema. 

Assessing: An Inclusivist Adaptation Adopted

While the details of my pluralist critique come up in the previous question, I offer a few here.  I find that pluralism clearly doesn’t take propositional truth or history seriously enough.  After radically reinterpreting Christianity in an unsatisfactory way, it ends up being radically relativistic and epistemologically ungrounded.  How can they assert that this Ultimate Real is not actually a relational Being who is able to reveal and relate to humanity, giving us actual, though partial, knowledge of ultimate matters?  The parable critiquing the foolish arrogance of the blind men who feel various parts of an elephant and come to different conclusions ironically misses the fact that the speaker of the parable arrogantly claims to be able to stand back and see that this is the actual situation, seeing the whole themselves.  There may be total validity to their theory of how to make sense of the plurality of religions, but they need to drop their claim to a true pluralism and recognize that they are actually inclusivists –a position which need not be a one of arrogance or intolerance.

I find that exclusivism has many problems as well, though some are softened by the acceptance of post-mortem evangelization.   It seems that exclusivists, possibly erring on Christomonism,  leave little room for the presence and saving work of the other members of the Trinity.  In addition, they leave little room for mystery, the diversity and richness of scripture, or the complexity of the process of salvation / conversion.  It downplays key theological themes like God’s covenants with all of the earth, that God loves all His creatures , and that God is able to accomplish whatever He wants, even if it seems impossible to us.  Instead, it tends to have an extremely bibliocentric epistemology that too easily dismisses other sources of truth (including what is found in other religions) as categorically different and non-salvific.  Finally, at least in the books we read, it doesn’t seem to take seriously the many problematic questions (like geographical conditioning) raised by many genuinely concerned people and neither does exclusivism offer any truly helpful answers.

Inclusivism however takes the best of the above positions in that it acknowledges the mysterious and complex nature of salvation while yet believing that God has made  Himself known to humanity.  It therefore considers the role of the Spirit (and the Father, and the pre-existent logos) in revealing and saving within other religions, while offering the ontological grounds of this salvation in Jesus Christ.  Finally, it provides satisfying answers (the basic of faith, non-Jewish and non-Christian ‘believers’ in scripture, etc) to many of the more difficult questions and problems raised by caring individuals.  Yet, as it is usually represented, it doesn’t seem to go quite far enough; for not only is the epistemological/ human response complex  -but the ontological/divine action is complex as well.

I’ll try and briefly explain.  I’m not sure if Christ’s dying on the cross was the only time and event in which God self-sacrificially loved and saved people.  I do believe that this was the ontological climax and perfection of God’s love, it is when and how God’s love has been demonstrated and ‘proved’, but I also believe that this humble and suffering saving love has been going on ever since God started the project of creating other beings.  Therefore, if the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus is seen as the ontological center of a wider whole (of God’s self-sacrificial love of humanity), one could say that this ‘work of the cross’ has been happening as the basis of salvation throughout human history, in all spheres including the sphere of world religions, and that it continues to happen, even as we partake in the same redemptive sufferings as Christ.

This inclusivist adaptation sees both the epistemological/human and ontological/divine dimensions of salvation as unified and yet also as complex.
  By complex I mean that it is ‘one’ in the sense of whole, but that it also contains multiple elements, layers, etc.  The opposite view leads to draw too clear and simple of lines that inevitably leads to the kind of self-righteous exclusivism that Jesus was so clearly against.  This new adaption also helps us to see how God’s saving work is spread generously (though not equally, as it is neither responded to equally) through every human sphere and all human history, and yet still points to a center in its most clear and complete expression in the gospel of Jesus Christ.  And of course, like the inclusivist, it admits that God’s saving Presence is responded to in a complex variety of ways, in and outside of the Christian ‘church’.  Adding the dimension of ontological complexity I believe harmonizes better with our understanding of the Trinity and with the fact that our unchanging God’s saving work was happening before and continues to happen after the life, death and resurrection of Jesus.  However, a full explication of this position is obviously beyond this paper.

� This interpretive mesh brings it dangerously close to a position it oddly seems to wish to avoid for fear of being labeled arrogant or intolerant –inclusivism, but this will be discussed in more detail in part II.


� However, there are other alternatives:  Perhaps, it might be argued, the major world religions have had sufficient time to evolve and weed out any dangerous or ‘clearly’ unethical beliefs and behavior.  Or perhaps, choosing the major world religions just makes the most politically ‘democratic sense’.


� Stackhouse points out that true pluralism, if it exists at all, would argue not only that the means of each religion is as equally valid and true as the other, but that the ends are equally valid as well.  Thus, someone like Mark Heim, posits the difficult to believe idea that, Buddhists in Nirvana, Christians in heaven, Muslims in paradise, etc.  However, this is a rare, if even ever, held position.  (Stackhouse, lecture)


� John Hick, An Interpretation of Religion, 240.  Quoted in Nash, 45


� Those who emphasize the Ultimate’s ineffability quite often also cite examples of the common experiences and conclusions that can come from mystical experiences of the ‘Ultimate Real’ from differing religious traditions.


� Hick, A Christian Theology of Religions, 27.  The qualification on the next page is that he allows that the ineffable can at least be known to be ineffable.


� Vinoth Ramachancra, The Recovery of Mission, 274.  This is the only explicit reference that Ramachandra even makes to the question of the destiny of the unevangelized.  His book is primarily devoted to respectfully summarizing the views of various Asian pluralists, and then showing how they fall short of the decisively unique claims of the gospel.





� These points come primarily from John Stackhouse’s class lectures.


� Nash points this out, although he ends up arguing against PME. 150-58


� Anderson, Christianity and Comparative Religion, 99.  Quoted by Sanders on 225.


� However, it is only fair to note that Hick’s position does remain truly pluralist on the epistemological dimension –unlike Christian inclusivism, one need not adopt Hick’s interpretative mesh in order to be confident that (if in a major world religion) one is heading toward salvation.  His view becomes more clearly an inclusivist view in the academic arena, or whenever a similar view is heard and understood.


� This seems to resonate with scriptures like “Now I rejoice in what was suffered for you, and I fill up in my flesh what is still lacking in regard to Christ’s afflictions, for the sake of his body, which is the church.” Col 1:24  If this is not true then what in the world was God’s saving work and relationship to humanity at all other times and places in human history?


� Again, this helps to make sense of the rich and yet complicated description of salvation in scripture –often variously described as a work of God, often as a faithful response of humanity. .   The only other alternative to the complex description within scripture is to compile a list of all the things it says one needs to believe, trust, say, do, and produce in order to be ‘truly’ one of the saved.  If this were the case, I know not a single person who calls themselves a Christian that fits all of these descriptors.





