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Preface to the English Edition (2019)


The third volume of this trilogy is devoted to the subject of non-Christian religions. In the twenty-first century, global migration will be one of the greatest challenges facing societies around the world. This will lead to an increase in religious pluralization, which in turn will challenge congregations and churches to come up with tenable answers. It is the contention of this present volume that many contemporary theology-of-religion publications are simply incapable of answering the pressing questions of today.

While trendy postmodern theologies of religion and theories of dialogue claim to be pluralistic, they fail to represent true plurality. First, because they subscribe to an idealistic view of interreligious relations, and, second, and far more importantly, because they depart to some extent at least from the basis of the New Testament message. Even the leaderships of some European Protestant church bodies can be seen to reflect this tendency in their official statements.

In contrast, this volume holds to the thesis that New Testament claims to ultimate validity are precisely what forms the Christian basis for lasting, sustainable, and constructive relations with the followers of other religious traditions. The present third volume of this Intercultural Theology series proposes a theory of interreligious relations and a theology of interreligious relations as credible alternatives to contemporary equivalents, enabling scholars to both describe and interpret the very real circumstances of the present from a Christian perspective.

The book is premised on the firm conviction of faith that the fullness of grace and truth in God’s Son Jesus Christ is and will continue to be the sine qua non ensuring the future of churches worldwide as they bear witness to the triune God, who is love. Thus congregations and churches around the world are charged with taking seriously the bases of the New Testament, and called on to continue rediscovering the timelessness of Christian dogma and doctrine—notwithstanding its linguistic and contextual specificity.

Henning Wrogemann
Wuppertal, Germany
Trinity 2018






Preface to the German Edition (2015)


Over the last two decades, many people have become much more aware that they are part of a global community. Situations of economic dependency between various countries create a tangled web of interrelationships, with the result that even global centers of power can no longer act independently. The ecological challenges that have arisen and that can only be met by collaborative efforts underscore the planet’s finitude. The almost ubiquitous presence of branded goods, media, and fashions creates hypercultural patterns. At the same time, however, there is growing discomfort as people groups fear losing their identity as a result of the increasing porosity of national, regional, and cultural boundaries.

Religious actors play an important role in these complex developments. From the perspective of religious history, it is difficult to say whether religious trends have indeed gained strength over the last few years. Nevertheless, we may confidently affirm that in many countries, religious actors are attracting much more public attention than they did before. Migratory movements, often initiated by conflicts or by the need for employment, are contributing to an ongoing process of religious pluralization in societies that tended to be more religiously homogenous in the past. Conversely, as persecuted minorities flee from certain countries, the societies they leave behind are experiencing an unprecedented measure of religious homogeneity.

In addition, we may observe that the spectrum of potential religiously motivated actions is becoming ever more diverse. On the one hand, interreligious platforms, movements, and organizations are growing in number. On the other hand, people are falling back on religious traditions in order to justify unprecedented levels of intolerance. These take the form of discrimination, restrictive policies, acts of violence, forced displacements, and murders.

To be sure, these are just some very conspicuous instances of interreligious relations. They should not obscure the fact that for the most part, everyday life continues to be characterized by very different modes of interreligious cooperation. Coming to a better understanding of such modes is a major concern for societies with high levels of religious and cultural plurality. To this end, this book proposes both a theory of interreligious relations and a related but methodologically independent theology of interreligious relations.

These form the subject of the present third volume of my textbook on intercultural theology/mission studies. I would like to take this opportunity to express my gratitude to all those who accompanied me on my interreligious journeys or whom I had the privilege of meeting over the last few decades. The list includes such well-known names as Siti Musdah Mulía, Masao Abé, Paul Knitter, and Aloysius Pieris. Many of these encounters left an impression on me, each in its own way. However, people on the grassroots level made a far more profound impression on me—people such as the Venerable Hattigamma Utterananda, a Buddhist monk from Sri Lanka; Muhammad, a Sudanese convert to the Christian faith whom I met in Bangui, Central African Republic; Morteza from Iran; Asif and Rebecca from Pakistan; Geoffrey, a messianic Jew living in London; and a woman by the name of Satyavani from Chennai, India. This list represents people and places, life stories and contexts, various relationships, and a tangled web of factors I would have found difficult to imagine in real life. Once I returned to the security of the West, to the seclusion of academic work, and to the unique modus operandi of academic enterprise, I kept asking myself how I could apply theoretical descriptive patterns so as to make sense of what I had experienced in these encounters.

The reflections contained in this volume are the result of my struggles in this regard. Even though they are somewhat fragmentary in nature, it is my fervent desire that they contribute to the discussion by suggesting new perspectives and offering new possibilities. At the same time, I hope that these reflections will prevent my readers from prematurely abandoning certainties based on worldview and religion. I have been occupied with issues related to interreligious dialogue for years, and it seems to me as if people are abandoning their former certainties to the fog of life that is clamoring for our attention. When it comes to interreligious relations, what is significant, and what is meaningful? What exactly is a dialogue? Which factors are at play when people from different cultural and religious traditions come into contact with each other as physical beings in real-life situations? What about the different images of the self and of the other? Which interests and hidden motives underlie which claims to validity? My intent is not for this book to provide conclusive answers; rather, it is my conviction that much would be achieved if we posed new and different questions.

I would like to take this opportunity to express my gratitude to those people who supported me, each in their own way—to my assistants, Katharina Weiss, Theodora Beer, and Marius Helmer; and to Pastor Sören Asmus, Prof. Dr. Johannes von Lüpke, Prof. Dr. Detlef Hiller, Prof. Dr. Gudrun Löwner (Bangalore), and Prof. Dr. John Flett (Melbourne).

Henning Wrogemann
Wuppertal
Epiphany 2015
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A Theology of Religions or a Theology of Interreligious Relations?


The terms globalization and pluralization describe the changes societies are undergoing in the twenty-first century. Economic interrelationships, the internet, and other media are helping to integrate even the most remote areas into the global exchange of information. It is becoming almost impossible for people to claim they are living traditional lifestyles, since the global marketing industry, the global human rights discourse, and global discourses on issues such as minorities, gender issues, and on what constitutes a good life in general are always part of the mix. People have to coexist; they cannot avoid each other (any longer).

These underlying conditions given within the present framework also refer to the self-understanding of the different religious configurations in the plurality of their current and local manifestations. Christian internet forums provide advice and information on a variety of different issues; Buddhist and Islamic chatrooms discuss topics related to spiritual praxis and to current lifestyle. An Al-Azhar scholar complains to me about online publications claiming to speak with authority about what is Islamic and what is not. After all, he contends, they, the scholars of the most venerable educational establishment in the Islamic world, are in fact the real authorities on the subject.

In the context of these changes, large educational and social institutions are being founded by religious actors such as the Da‘wat-e-Islami, the Muslim brotherhood, or large church assemblies such as Protestants, Catholics, and Pentecostal churches. We could also mention Buddhist revitalization movements, Hindu activists, and many others. The general assumption seems to be that in the face of plurality and the wide range of interpretation facilitated by plurality, the only relatively stable way to safeguard one’s identity is through education. Severe, sometimes even violent quarrels are raging in many different societies over what the proper role of religion is. For instance, in northern Pakistan, where approximately 95 percent of the population is Muslim, real culture struggles take place when one city allows Western signboards featuring unveiled women, while another city prohibits them entirely because armed fighters are forcing it to comply with their definition of an “Islamic” public sphere.

So what role do religions play in societies? How do followers of different religious traditions treat each other? Which validity claims do they make to the local population? What kind of public spheres do they try to establish? How are power struggles over interpretive sovereignty fought out—socially, politically, or symbolically? And what significance can or will be attached to reflections from the perspective of the theology of religion on these kinds of correlations? Which type of theology of religion will be seen as a meaningful contribution to peaceful coexistence? What is the minimum amount of self-relativization necessary for people of different origins and life practices to live together? And not least: If we say that the only way for people to reach a goal is by dialoguing with each other—openly, reciprocally, with a willingness to learn from each other, and on an equal footing, as we say in English (incidentally, this turn of phrase is not applicable in all cultures)—what do we mean by dialogue? These are issues we will need to address.

The basic concern of this book is: Will theology-of-religion models adequately interpret these correlations? Our aim will be to defend the hypothesis that both a progressive theory of interreligious relations and a theology of interreligious relations are needed to meet the challenges we have raised. Before we introduce the subject matter, let us first take a look at some impressions gained from different dialogues in order to get an overview of the problems facing us here.


IMPRESSIONS GAINED FROM DIALOGUES: LONDON, KANDY, LAHORE


I am taking part in a multireligious dialogue conference held over several days in a part of London known as Southall. Christians are talking with Muslims, Hindus, Sikhs, and Buddhists, all of them spending time with one another. The conference is taking place primarily in a church facility belonging to a Pakistani Christian congregation. On the second day, I realize that none of the members of this congregation are actually attending the activities. When I meet a Christian of Pakistani descent, I ask him why they are not taking part in the dialogue conference. “We were not invited because people think we are incapable of dialogue,” he answers. Bewildered, I ask him what made the hosts of the dialogue conference classify them as incapable of dialogue. He responds, “Everyone knows that we are actively engaged in Christian mission in our neighborhood.” “Did anyone talk to you about this before the conference?” I ask. “No,” he says. For me, this encounter, which took place a number of years ago, was an eye opener: In the name of dialogue, the hosts blatantly refused to engage in dialogue with the local Christians of Pakistani descent, giving their refusal in view of the multireligious dialogue conference. The conference organizers operated with the stereotype that “people who are actively engaged in mission are incapable of dialogue.” Because of this stereotype, not only did the organizers not seek to engage the local Christians in dialogue, but they downright refused to do so.

The next day, I had the opportunity to meet a Pakistani Christian woman who told me all about her missionary work. She had grown up in Islamabad, where she had been instructed in Islam at school and had graduated with a master’s degree in Islamic studies. She then moved to London. For a number of years, she regularly visited women with immigrant backgrounds living in London. Her aim in doing so was to support them during their mandatory visits to government offices, to break down the social isolation of many women by visiting them and drinking tea with them, and to make a contribution on behalf of the neighborhood. “From time to time I tell them Bible stories,” she said, “and then we talk about them.” I asked myself whether the dialogue organizers would not have felt ashamed of her prejudices if they had been party to our conversation. It seems to me that this was not just a Christian life witness but also a dialogue of life, where, among other things, Bible stories are told to get people to talk about themselves and to share their perspectives with others. Obviously, this was not a matter of arguing but of exchange, not about preaching to others but about listening to each other, not about rationality but about narrativity, not about forcing some issue down other people’s throats but about talking about issues arising from life itself.

Change of scene. We are visiting a Buddhist monastery in Kandy on the island of Ceylon. The monastery has all the typical features—a Bodhi tree, a stupa, a Buddha shrine house, residences for the monks, and classrooms. The monks are friendly, and we start talking with an elderly monk. He is sitting on a high chair, while we sit on small stools at his feet, as is the custom here. Regardless of what we say, this symbolical framework defines our exchange. I start thinking about spatial arrangements and about how spaces affect people. In many monasteries I see little shrines placed in the entryway of the Buddha house. This is where the Hindu deities who are seen as the guardian deities of the monastery are venerated. In the main building are the oversized Buddha statues—the Buddha sitting down, the Buddha standing up, the Buddha lying down, colorfully decorated. The spaces and the symbolisms communicate. The dialogical continues within—it has a transrational dimension of corporeality.1

The final impression was gained from another conversation held with Pakistani Christians, this time inside Pakistan itself, in the city of Lahore. We talked with many Christians and Muslims in Pakistan. People in the country are afraid; ever since the blasphemy laws were enacted, anyone can be accused with impunity of having insulted either the prophet Muhammad or the Qur’an.2 Granted, it is usually Muslims who are accused of blasphemy, but the number of Christians and adherents of the Ahmadiyya movement who are accused is disproportionately high. What emerged from many conversations with Pakistani Christians is that for quite some time, they have been very careful not to say anything about Muslim traditions at all, neither about the prophet nor about the Qur’an. It is rather obvious that it is difficult, if not impossible, to say anything about one’s own faith under these conditions. We talk with a woman named Rebecca and ask her how she approaches her non-Christian coworkers. She replies that most people go to great lengths to avoid speaking about religious matters in everyday life. Even so, it happens sometimes that, say, a coworker will ask her why Christians insist that Jesus died on the cross, when the Qur’an clearly states that ‘Īsā (Jesus) did not die on the cross at all.3 So which is wrong, the Bible or the Qur’an? Furthermore, according to Rebecca, many people believe that without the guidance given in the Qur’an, Christians will probably end up in hell—so why not become Muslim? Rebecca says that she is fully aware of the danger in those kinds of situations and that she prefers not to answer the questions directly. In these cases, she says, she makes references to her own life of faith, admitting that she loves Jesus as her Lord and Savior and that if what they claim is true, she would prefer to end up in hell rather than to be separated from him.

To my mind, this confession speaks volumes. It explains how in these kinds of conversations, the speakers avoid engaging in dialogue, understood here as an exchange of rational arguments. The reason is that every rational argument presupposes a comparison that a Muslim might interpret as an attack on the authority of the prophet or of the Qur’an. But by not making any references to the other religious configuration, that is, by not making any comparisons, Rebecca does not furnish her conversation partners with any basis for accusations. Instead, she retreats behind the safety of her own religious tradition, or more specifically, her own religious experience. In so doing, she does not terminate the conversation, but at the same time, she avoids engaging in dialogue, understood here as an exchange of rational arguments on the basis of a comparison of traditions.

In my opinion, these dialogue impressions demonstrate that the question of dialogue keeps on arising under different parameters. Now in terms of the first example, we need to ask critically to what extent people’s own understanding of dialogue prompts them to marginalize other people and other people groups. In terms of the second, we need to consider the extent to which the dialogical actually has to do with speaking and thinking, and whether it is not perhaps necessary to pay much more attention to physical experiences as another dimension of the dialogical. In terms of the third example, we need to revisit the notion that interreligious relations should or may well primarily take the form of an exchange of rational arguments. In many instances, the framework simply does not allow for such a concept of dialogue.

If a theology of religions is seen as the basic theory underlying each specific concept of dialogue, then one wonders: Is there not a tendency in many theology-of-religion models, first, to exclude from the outset particular concepts of dialogue or of mission? Second, do they not tend to focus exclusively on the rational dimension? And, third, do they not also tend to risk losing sight of the specific cultural, social, societal, and political circumstances that determine the relationships occurring in a particular context? We will need to revisit these questions at a later stage. For now, however, we will provide a brief recap of the theology-of-religion models that have featured in the history of Christianity.




A THEOLOGY OF RELIGIONS: A HISTORICAL OVERVIEW AND SOME LITERATURE REFERENCES


Theology-of-religion models are as old as the religious configuration of Christianity itself. In the writings of the New Testament, we find a wealth of different motifs, concepts, and ways of thinking in which people define their relationships to other religious “collective we’s.”4 The creation narrative of the Old Testament already serves to disempower the astral cult of the Babylonian religion, since it portrays the stars not as deities but simply as light sources put in place by the one God (Gen 1:3-5).5 This tendency to disempower is also reflected in the Gospel of Matthew, which says that the Magi from the East (Mesopotamia or Persia) were guided to Palestine by a star (Mt 2:1-11). The point of the story is that here the old religious configuration itself provides the reference to its being fulfilled and surpassed in and by the messianic savior figure of the Christ, and in so doing points away from itself.6

In the history of Christianity, there have been a number of distinctive theology-of-religion approaches. In the second century, for instance, Christian apologists interpreted Greek philosophical traditions along the lines of the teaching of the logos spermatikos: the seed-like Word of God, which ultimately revealed itself in Jesus Christ, had long been active in the good traditions of this philosophy, at least in a rudimentary fashion (though not in its ultimate form). In the Middle Ages,7 we find theology-of-religion reflections expressed by thinkers such as Ramon Llull (1232–1316) and Nicholas of Cusa (1401–1464).8 It is interesting to ponder just how pluralistic medieval societies actually were.9

In the age of the discovery of America, people gave considerable thought as to how to best interpret the cults of the peoples being discovered. Were these cults the result of demonic deception? Or should they be interpreted in connection with the story of the tower of Babel and the confusion of people’s languages (Gen 11) as corrupted forms of the earliest worship of God? Could they not perhaps be vestigial forms of Christianity bearing traces of the work of one of the early Christian apostles?10

In this regard, the most prominent figure of the era of European Enlightenment is Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729–1781) with his famous parable of the ring in his work Nathan the Wise.11 Enlightenment thought contributed to a growing openness in theology-of-religion thinking, although it must be added that European knowledge of other religious configurations was still very limited. This changed in the course of the nineteenth century as the growing number of missionary initiatives in North American and European Christianity led many missionaries to learn the local languages of indigenous people in many different parts of the globe, to reduce them to writing, to explore their religious myths and customs, and to record them.12 This was supplemented by a wealth of material in the form of mission reports and in the form of travelogues by explorers and researchers.

In the wake of Europe’s colonial expansion, colonial administrations increasingly attempted to make use of this type of material. True, the discipline of religious studies [Religionswissenschaft],13 which came into being in the middle of the nineteenth century, helped increase the amount of available material on other religious configurations. It did so by translating and editing holy scriptures from, say, the Buddhist and Islamic religious configurations, as well as from the Hindu traditions (to name just a few).14 In the process, however, many publications also featured certain time-conditioned, Western perceptual patterns that would have a major impact subsequently.15

These perceptual patterns include the notion that cultures and religions are uniform and very distinct entities; the notion that at the heart of these cultures and religions is an essential core that guarantees their uniformity over long periods of time; the notion that a religion’s real nature is reflected not so much in its praxis but in its religious scriptures; the notion that religions with written scriptures are fundamentally superior to those without them; and the notion that a people group is properly governed when it is governed according to its own laws. This prompted colonial administrations to embark on a quest to identify the appropriate indigenous legal traditions.

In the framework of colonial discourse, typifications of other religions provided handy references for proving their backwardness as compared to the Christian civilizations of the West, thereby serving to justify the colonial occupation.16 For instance, we frequently come across statements about Islam’s inherent incapacity for reform as a result of its eternal and immutable law, the shari’a, and as a result of the fatalism of Muslim people. Similarly, we find references to the passivity of Asian cultures and religions. The political exploitability of such religious comparisons is rather self-evident.

So what was the result when an ever-larger number of religious texts from other religious configurations became available, and when more and more direct contacts took place? What was the effect of long periods of interaction between various actors in the context of colonial dominions? On the one hand, within Christianity itself, people began to think differently about other religions; on the other hand, reform movements sprang up within other religious configurations as a result of their interaction, confrontation, and rivalry with especially Christian actors.17 Up until the middle of the twentieth century, the apologetic approach prevailed; from the 1960s onward, however, a range of new initiatives aimed at mutual understanding, open dialogue, and interreligious cooperation were implemented.18

This difference of approach resulted from contemporary circumstances that may be characterized by the keyword decolonization. From the 1940s onward, the colonial powers granted independence to more and more areas. In Africa, this process peaked in the 1960s, a decade in which almost all African countries received their independence. In many areas, the period of decolonization was preceded by a phase of religiocultural awakening. Christian churches in the former colonial territories now faced the task of having to participate in a societal dialogue about the identity of their own nation. They needed to prove that they were prepared to make a constructive contribution to society. They emphasized their independence so as not to be regarded as extensions of the former colonial powers.

In these years the issue of dialogue received attention from various parties. To begin with, we might mention interreligious initiatives, movements, and platforms such as the Parliament of the World’s Religions (1893), founded in Chicago.19 In 1900, the International Association for Religious Freedom (IARF), a large international platform for interreligious relations, was created. This movement has been organizing interreligious conferences and congresses for more than one hundred years now. The World Congress of Faith (WCF), founded in 1935, conducts similar activities. Organizationally, the WCF is made up of individual members, unlike the IARF, which consists of representatives of various religious groups. Since 1993, the two organizations have been jointly sponsoring the International Faith Center in Oxford. In 1960 the Temple of Understanding (TU) movement was founded. It is closely associated with programs of the United Nations and is primarily based in the United States. Furthermore, the World Conference on Religion and Peace was established at the end of the 1960s; since then, it has regularly hosted global conferences.20

Meanwhile, since the late 1960s, many new initiatives were also implemented within large Christian social configurations. For instance, in 1970, the World Council of Churches established a subunit for dialogue.21 The Roman Catholic Church for its part addressed the issue of interreligious dialogue by founding the Secretariat for Non-Christians in 1964, which was renamed the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue in 1988. In the following years, both Protestant churches and the Roman Catholic Church hosted various different dialogue events, established new dialogue initiatives, and founded new forums for dialogue.22 Ever since then, these activities have been accompanied by theology-of-religion discourses that aim to define each church’s relationship to other religious configurations on the basis of its own religious worldview. Let us now consider some of the questions this raises from a Christian perspective.

How should the relationship between Christianity and other religious configurations be defined? From a Christian perspective, what exactly is the subject of this relationship? Are we talking about Christianity as a social configuration needing to be defined geographically and culturally at a particular point in time? Or are we talking about the Christian church—and if so, what exactly do we mean by church? Is this—more specifically—about faith? If it is, we would immediately have to provide a more precise intra-Christian definition. Are we referring to Jesus Christ or to the gospel? Another question has to do with what we mean when we define the relationship as such: Is this about how other religious configurations should be interpreted from a Christian perspective? Or is it about how actors from other religions see Christianity, the church, the Christian faith, Jesus Christ, or the gospel? These few questions and differentiations already indicate that the subject matter of the theology of religion comprises a broad scope with an almost limitless amount of literature. For purposes of an initial orientation, let us consider a few subtopics.

To begin with, we may ask: How do other religious traditions view Jesus? For example, how is ‘Īsā (Jesus) seen in the Qur’an or in Islamic theology in general?23 How do neo-Hinduistic24 or Buddhist thinkers25 view him? What about Afro-Brazilian cults? We could of course also approach the issue from a broader perspective and ask how followers of other religious configurations see Christianity as a whole.26 A critical exegesis of the Qur’an, for instance, provides many new perspectives on how the religious collective that would later become the Islamic community gradually distanced itself from its religious surroundings, and thus from Jews and Christians as well (and perhaps we should ask what particular groups these were).27

Conversely, it is also interesting to consider—to stay with the example of Islam—how Christian theologians view the prophet Muhammad, the Qur’an, or Islam in general.28 Modern apologists who distance themselves from Islam are also interesting to consider in this regard.29 In this framework, we could also reflect on the relationship between the religious configurations as such.30

These themes have far-reaching implications for the theology of religion. Then there are also intra-Christian theological reflections. How should other religious configurations be interpreted theologically on the basis of the biblical writings and the history of Christian tradition? How and in what sense can we acknowledge these religious configurations theologically?31 Over the years, a threefold structure has gained currency in the debate over the theology of religion in particular. This structure distinguishes between exclusivist, inclusivist, and (since the 1980s) pluralistic approaches. The term exclusivist refers to those approaches that hold that truth, revelation, and salvation are restricted to one religion only. By comparison, inclusivist approaches believe that truth, revelation, and salvation may also be present in other religions, albeit in a lesser or incomplete form. Pluralistic approaches are different again in that they hold that it is entirely possible for truth, revelation, and salvation to be present in the full sense in other religious configurations, but not necessarily so.

Internationally renowned proponents of the pluralistic approach include Canadian religious studies scholar and theologian Wilfred Cantwell Smith (1916–2000), British philosopher of religion and theologian John Hick (1922–2012), his US-American colleague Leonard Swidler (b. 1929), Indian theologian and philosopher of religion Raimon Panikkar (1918–2010), and his Indian colleague Stanley Samartha (1920–2001). We could also mention a series of other names in this regard. When it comes to the history of Japanese theology, we might suggest that renowned theologians such as Katsumi Takizawa (1909–1984) or Seiichi Yagi (b. 1932) are at least sympathetic to the pluralistic option (assuming that this is indeed an appropriate rubrication).32

Intellectually, religious theologians such as Wilfred Cantwell Smith33 and John Hick began to tend more and more toward a pluralistic approach from as early as the 1960s. However, broader discussions only began to take place in the 1980s. Serving as the focal point of the discussion over the pluralistic theology of religion was a collection of essays published in 1987 under the title The Myth of Christian Uniqueness.34 Since then, a number of anthologies have been published, both in English35 and in German.36

By the turn of the twenty-first century, the debate about the threefold structure began to abate. More and more people now criticized the all-too-sweeping generalizations characterizing the approaches of common theology-of-religion models, since they do justice neither to one’s own Christian tradition nor to the claims made by other religious configurations. Instead, calls were made consciously to delimit the object of study; at the same time, the emphasis shifted to specific comparisons of delimited phenomena. This approach came to be known as comparative theology.37 Internationally renowned proponents of the approach include Francis X. Clooney (b. 1950), James L. Fredericks, and Keith Ward (b. 1938).

Looking back, it is evident that the controversial debates of the last few decades took place in different phases titled the pluralistic theology of religion and comparative theology. I doubt whether the term interreligious theology is currently signaling a new phase, since it seems to be more of a revival of the pluralistic approach.38 At the same time, systematic theology continues to be dominated by theology-of-religion models characterized by far more cautious aspirations and attitudes than those of pluralistic approaches.




EXCLUSIVISM, INCLUSIVISM, PLURALISM: AN OBITUARY OF A MODEL


Even though the threefold classification of the exclusivist, inclusivist, and pluralistic options grew in popularity from the early 1980s onward, it was also heavily criticized by some.39 Famous missionary and bishop Lesslie Newbigin (1909–1998), for instance, states:

It has become customary to classify views on the relation of Christianity to the world religions as either pluralist, exclusivist, or inclusivist. . . . The position which I have outlined is exclusivist in the sense that it affirms the uniqueness of the revelation in Jesus Christ, but it is not exclusivist in the sense of denying the possibility of the salvation of the non-Christian. It is inclusivist in the sense that it refuses to limit the saving grace of God to the members of the Christian church, but it rejects the inclusivism which regards the non-Christian religions as vehicles of salvation. It is pluralist in the sense of acknowledging the gracious work of God in the lives of all human beings, but it rejects a pluralism which denies the uniqueness and decisiveness of what God has done in Jesus Christ.40


Here Newbigin succinctly exposes the problem of rubrications such as those used in the threefold classification: By his own account, Newbigin’s position is exclusivist in the area of revelation theology. Soteriologically, he argues inclusivistically, but only insofar as people in other religious configurations are concerned, not other religious configurations on the whole. His position is pluralistic in that he is open to the possibility of God’s gracious action in the life of all people; yet he continues to affirm and defend the ultimacy of Jesus Christ. So in which category does Newbigin’s approach belong, seeing that he obviously makes a number of distinctions between the people belonging to other religious configurations and these religious configurations as such? Surely the threefold classification is overly rigid and one-dimensional?




ABSOLUTE TRUTH CLAIMS: FOMENTING CONFLICT OR PROMOTING PEACE? THE PROBLEM


Certain theology-of-religion models argue that the solution to interreligious relations lies to a large extent in people’s willingness to self-relativize. If that is the solution, what is the problem they are claiming to solve? A certain hypothesis states that believers are led to act deleteriously toward others on the basis of (so-called) religious absolute truth claims. For instance, in terms of communicative behavior in everyday life, we might think of the smug smile on the face of someone claiming to know the truth, or perhaps of the pitying look on the face of someone who believes others to be deluded by falsehood, or even the arrogant, presumptuous attitude of know-it-alls. In terms of the topic itself, some might take offense during personal conversations when the other intimates that those with a different religious worldview have not fully thought through their own position, that they are on the wrong track when it comes to religion, or that a terrible fate41 awaits them after death. When it comes to how collective we’s of a religious nature understand themselves, these negatives may be compounded, for instance, when groups limit or break off social contact with unbelievers, with unclean people, or with demon-possessed people. Conversely, this may also happen when the group makes a point of “inviting” such people to reconsider their position on religious matters.

Such negatives are compounded even further when people affiliated with certain religions or holding certain worldviews are discriminated against in the public sphere, when stereotypes become so common and so pervasive in society that they come to determine the public way of life. Examples might include being denied a seat on the bus, not getting hired for a certain job, not being greeted, and being disregarded and ignored—it does not take much for acts of violence to break out in these kinds of settings. It is also possible for religious claims to have an impact at the state legislation level, such as when certain religious groups are banned, as is the case with the Baha’i in Iran. Finally, we can think of the escalation of violence between collective we’s of a religious nature.

In the face of such kinds of negative behavior, it is certainly true that absolute truth claims in the area of religion and worldview may indeed have a significant impact at various levels. At the same time, it would be difficult to determine the extent to which certain acts or behavioral patterns may be traced back to these kinds of paradigms. This issue would need to be investigated using methods drawn from the disciplines of social studies and cultural studies. At any rate, we can confidently consign to the realm of legend the stereotype that certain religions intrinsically promote either peace or violence.42 In Western societies, people tend to consider Buddhism and the Hindu traditions to be especially peace loving and tolerant. But the historical record reflects a more nuanced picture.43 It is also extremely significant, as history shows, that people can take religious teachings that seem to be particularly positive and peace-loving, and interpret them to mean something entirely different. This has had far-reaching consequences. In the case of Christianity, for instance, people have used a parable in which Jesus talks about an invitation to a wedding feast (Lk 14:23) to justify the forced conversion of adherents of other religions. The famous call to compel them to come in (cogite intrare in Latin), which is actually an encouraging invitation and which respects the freedom of the invitees, has been abused in such a way as to justify violent actions. Similarly, people have used the Buddhist teaching of not-self (anātman in Sanskrit), the impermanence of the empirical I, to legitimize killing others in war, cynically arguing that if no I exists, then nobody is actually being killed either.44

There is great opportunity and need for further research in this field in the areas of religious studies, social studies, and political studies.45 The idea would be to show how these kinds of stereotypes developed and spread in the context of very particular discourses and interests. Generally speaking, the issue of religion and power is always particularly volatile whenever religious and governmental institutions form close ties to each other.46 In contrast, the study of specific cases of religious actors engaging in political actions shows that ultimate-justification approaches in the area of religion can help bring about peace. One example of this was the peaceful People Power Revolution in the Philippines in 1986, in which priests and members of religious orders played a deciding role. Another was the “Servants of God” movement founded by Khan Abdul Ghaffar Khan (1890–1988), which had a military-type structure while promoting a religious lifestyle. This movement called especially for tolerance toward dissenters, for equality between men and women, for selfless aid toward others, and for the principle of nonviolence.47 As far as majority-Buddhist countries are concerned, we might mention the example of Cambodia, where between 1975 and 1979 around 25 percent of the population (about two million people) was executed in the so-called killing fields under the command of Communist dictator Pol Pot. After he was deposed in 1979, the country remained divided between the different conflicted parties for a long time. The monk Maha Ghosananda (b. around 1920) tried to counteract this division not just by promoting the revival of Buddhism in the country but also by organizing relief efforts and by visiting the leaders of the conflicting parties. One particular example of this was the annual three-week-long Dhammayietra, or “peace marches,” which were conducted especially throughout conflict regions in the country from 1992 onward. This was done under the leadership of Maha Ghosananda, who had since become the highest (Buddhist) patriarch of Cambodia. As many as one hundred thousand people would participate in these peace marches every year.

These specific examples demonstrate, first, that ultimate justification approaches in the religious domain can bring about very positive consequences. Second, it is evident that religious ultimate-justification approaches can be interpreted in very different ways. Third, when it comes to the impact on society and on politics, a whole range of factors needs to be taken into account. The effect of religious truth claims should therefore not be studied in a monolinear fashion but rather within the framework of complex constellations.




WHAT EXACTLY IS THE SUBJECT OF A THEOLOGY OF RELIGIONS? HEURISTICS


It has become clear by now that in recent decades, many have begun to reflect on the theology of religion. But who are the actors, and what are their questions? Let us begin with an interesting observation in terms of the actors: Why were and are the theology of religions, the pluralistic theology of religion, and comparative theology primarily the domain of (white) men from the West? Put differently: Seeing that Christianity is a global religious configuration with many contextual variants, why is its book market not being inundated with books and articles on the theology of religion from Africa and Asia, written primarily by Christians living in majority-Buddhist or majority-Islamic societies?48 I cannot help but think that ironically enough, the abovementioned disciplines are being developed and stridently promoted by those who do not come from multicultural and multireligious societies. Up until the late 1960s, North America and Europe were very Christian in character and relatively homogenous in terms of the cultural and religious makeup of their societies, especially in comparison with Africa and Asia. Those who grow up in predominantly Christian contexts will be particularly prone to culture shock when they encounter other people adhering to (what will seem to them as) foreign traditions, rituals, behavioral patterns, and ethical views. This is both understandable and legitimate.

People from other contexts might see things very differently, however—people such as the Coptic Christians in Egypt, or Methodist Christians in Sri Lanka, or members of the Church of Pakistan in Lahore, or members of the Good Samaritan Evangelical Lutheran Church in the Indian state of Andhra Pradesh—that is, people belonging to Christian minorities who are used to dealing with adherents of other religions from an early age, who are used to living among them and interacting with them on a daily basis. These people might be their friends, relatives, neighbors, acquaintances, or just people in the public sphere. These churches and all those who belong to them lead a missionary life, and they would probably find it impossible constantly to devote their mental energies to discussions of interreligious interaction. After all, they permanently live in multireligious contexts, which seldom get addressed in everyday life. Life must go on, and most people do not have the luxury, the capacity, or the time to keep on revisiting fundamental issues of this nature.

In this regard, there is another thing we need to note. When it comes to the theology of religion, surprisingly, adherents of the disciplines (particularly the pluralistic approaches) mentioned above often claim to take other religious traditions very seriously, while at the same time they completely disregard the acts of solicitation and the boundary-crossing (and thus missionary) truth claims of these very same religious traditions. Most collective we’s of a religious nature feel an inherent need to pass on to others what they experience as and believe to be meaningful. To disregard or—what is worse—to stigmatize these truth claims and these forms of expression reveals an attitude that is not intercultural at all, let alone interreligious. Theologies of religion that disregard these aspects are subject to criticism for being oblivious to reality.

In reality, the following holds true: there is a great need for reflection about those truth claims and forms of expression that keep on recurring, that are being modernized, or that arise for the first time as people compare themselves to or as they encounter adherents of other religions. From the perspective of the theology of religion, which are the pressing questions? Systematically speaking, we would need to address the following issues:


	1. The epistemological question: Is it possible to apprehend religious realities in a way that transcends one’s own perspective? Does a transreligious basis of comparison exist?49


	2. The hermeneutical question: Can we come up with a religious model that allows us to apprehend other religious traditions without filtering them through our own lenses first, that is, prejudging them as little as possible? What would be the most neutral possible categories for each respective tradition?


	3. The soteriological question: Is it possible to formulate a religious model that allows us to locate adherents of other religions and worldviews, or even these religions and worldviews themselves, within the fold of truth, revelation, and salvation? From our own particular perspective, can we talk about salvation as a reality present in other religious traditions as well?


	4. The theological question: What does the fate of those adhering to other religions or holding different convictions mean for our own image of God/our own definition of ultimate reality?


	5. The ethical question: Can we come up with a religious model that enables us to approach adherents of other religious traditions as respectfully and cooperatively as possible? On what basis may we treat others respectfully and cooperatively?


	6. The sociopolitical question: Is it possible to draw up a religious model that enables us to uphold the comprehensive value of our own tradition while simultaneously safeguarding the freedom of those holding different religious views?







THEORY AND THEOLOGY OF INTERRELIGIOUS RELATIONS: THE HYPOTHESIS AND LAYOUT OF THE BOOK


The basic hypothesis of this book is that we need to go beyond currently trending theologies of religion to formulate a theory of interreligious relations. Initially, the task of such a theory would be to point out the perceptive restrictions occasioned by purely rational interpretive approaches. Our first step will be a theoretical reading of the field of interreligious relations, using a range of methodological approaches. As for formulating a fresh theology of interreligious relations, the challenge would be threefold: to incorporate insights gleaned from the field of cultural studies, to address the questions that would arise as a result, and to endorse those particular theological motifs of one’s own (in our case, Christian) tradition that would help us to formulate a more appropriate description of interreligious relations. Clearly, it will take a long process to arrive at our goal.

Having provided a broad overview of the subject area (in chapter one), we will proceed in chapter two, titled “Developments to Date: Christian Classifications of Other Religions,” by surveying conceptual models in systematic theology dedicated to the topic of other religions or presenting important implications for it. We will do so using the dogmatic loci method, since from a Christian perspective the subject matter of other religions may be located in the most diverse doctrinal contexts. Each dogmatic locus provides its own emphasis. The governing conviction is that much systematic clarification has already been achieved in this regard, but that a number of newer theology-of-religion models have regressed and fail to take this clarification into account. In the last part of this subchapter, we will summarize our initial results under the abovementioned six heuristic questions.

In part one, titled “Newer Christian Theology-of-Religion Models,” we will survey the approaches featuring prominently in recent discussions. Our approach will follow the structure modeled by solution schemas for the topic of Christianity and other religions. Chapter three: Revisionist models operate with the assumption that a major revision of the body of Christian doctrine will result in improved interreligious relations. We will focus on the two main representatives of this approach, John Hick and Paul Knitter. Both men specifically call for Christianity to transcend the doctrine of the incarnation. Chapter four: Interpretive models, as represented by Michael von Brück and S. Mark Heim, take a much more cautious approach by comparison. They content themselves with suggesting new ways to interpret core Christian doctrines (especially the doctrine of the Trinity), in order to establish a theological basis for improved interreligious relations. In chapter five, in an interim reflection, we will critically evaluate both models.

Then we will turn our attention in chapter six to selective models as typified by the work of Francis Clooney. Proponents of these models discourage the formulation of generalized relations between the religious configurations; instead, they believe that the only legitimate way to proceed is by delimiting oneself to certain specific aspects (doctrines, rituals, and the like). Chapter seven: Finally, interactionist models such as that of Amos Yong devote themselves to the study of human interaction in interreligious contexts, and here especially to the potentials offered by Christian interpretive models. In chapter eight, these models will also be subjected to a critical review. In chapter nine, the last section, the abovementioned six heuristic questions will be applied to the models presented in this part.

While the models following the loci method are still predominantly oriented toward Christianity, some of the models discussed in part one pick up on impulses gained from interreligious experiences (as is the case with von Brück and Clooney, for example). All of these models share and endorse a high regard for other religious traditions.

Part two, titled “How Islam and Buddhism View Other Religions,” begins with chapter ten, some introductory remarks on Islamic discourses on issues of tolerance, human rights, and society. Next, we will consider two Islamic reformist models, namely those of Farid Esack, in chapter eleven, and Muhammad Shahrūr, in chapter twelve. We will then turn to Buddhism. In chapter thirteen we will survey some general doctrinal schemas that Buddhists might use to interpret religious plurality. In chapter fourteen, against this background, we will examine five distinct hermeneutics of the religious Other proposed by prominent Buddhist thinkers. In chapter fifteen, last, we will apply the heuristic questions one more time. When it comes to the theology of religion, it will be shown that Islamic and Buddhist models emphasize different topics and issues to their Christian counterparts.

Having considered some Christian, Muslim, and Buddhist conceptual models of the theology of religion, we will then go on to outline a new methodological approach in part three, titled “Building Blocks for a Theory of Interreligious Relations.” In this regard, first, in chapter sixteen, we will need to summarize some critical questions relating to interpretive models in the area of the theology of religion. This theoretical criticism will then be illustrated in the following sections. Chapter seventeen: the most pressing question will be how to understand the phenomenon of identity. Here we will study identity by taking an approach drawn from cultural studies and applying it to the phenomena arising from interreligious relations. In chapter eighteen, we will then consider the terms inclusion and exclusion, and in chapter nineteen we will go on to distinguish between different concepts related to respect for others that are gleaned from the discipline of social philosophy. When we apply those to the area of interreligious relations, we will find that blanket demands to recognize the Other are of little benefit for the interreligious exchange, as long as we do not specify what we mean by “recognize.” Chapter twenty: under the term public domain we will look to the arena in which human interaction takes place. Here we will focus on the rules and guidelines that apply to various spaces, and on the forces that spatial constellations exert on people. Chapter twenty-one: then we will direct our attention to social theory under the rubric of pluralism. In the last section of this unit, chapter twenty-two, we will summarize the principal themes of a theory of interreligious relations.

In part four, titled “The Dialogical in Interreligious Relations,” we will approach the subject matter by way of example. We will consider it from three perspectives, namely, first, in chapter twenty-three, in the form of personal encounters; and second, in chapter twenty-four, from the semiotic perspective, reflecting on the issue of which nonverbal signs determine what is communicated in dialogues. This has to do with the perception of attributions of meaning, and especially in those areas where we would not expect to see them from the perspective of our own religiocultural-contextual configurations. Chapter twenty-five: we will then consider the example of Christian-Buddhist dialogues from the perspective of discourse theory to ascertain how dialogues become an integral part of the macro context of intercultural relationship paradigms. Chapter twenty-six: we will conclude this section by problematizing the phenomenon of dialogue, referring back to the questions asked in the cultural-studies approach in the preceding unit. According to our findings, what is the goal of dialogue?

In part five, titled “Toward a Theology of Interreligious Relations,” the main aim is to avoid the one-sided approaches of the past. In chapter twenty-seven we will begin by pointedly summarizing the critique leveled at previous theology-of-religion models. In chapter twenty-eight, our next step will be to engage in theological reflection on the Christian image of God with regard to the monotheism debate. Our hypothesis will be that religious ultimate-justification claims may very well give rise to socially beneficial impulses. We will need to elaborate on this by considering what the New Testament says about Jesus Christ, in chapter twenty-nine, and what 1 Peter has to say about the Christian congregation, in chapter thirty. Chapter thirty-one: the theology of the book of Revelation provides examples of socially productive interpretive models arising even from difficult Christian traditions. Chapter thirty-two: we will conclude this section by inquiring into the significance of certain systematic ultimate-justification claims.

In part six, titled “Intercultural Theology/Mission Studies and Religious Studies,” we will begin by, in chapter thirty-three, considering the implications of the term intercultural theology. Defining the term will summarize its salient aspects. Then we will, in chapter thirty-four, distinguish between different dimensions that are foundational for the discipline as such. Finally, looking forward, chapter thirty-five will address the relationship between intercultural theology and religious studies, since quite a number of theological faculties in Germany already offer the discipline in this combination. We will also attempt to show that this combination is not only practical but also very promising as far as universities, churches, and civil society are concerned.
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Developments to Date

Christian Classifications of Other Religions


In the history of Christian tradition, there have always been some (though not many) people giving thought to how to assess other religious traditions theologically. We will now turn our attention to philosophical and dogmatic models developed since the beginning of the nineteenth century. The authors of these models had hardly any experience in the realm of interreligious relations. For this reason, we may speak of classifications: these models classify other religious configurations by assigning a place to them in the body of Christian doctrine—without ever engaging them in dialogue. We do need to take note of these models, albeit with due caution, since newer contributions by dialogue theologians often do not attain to the terminological precision and conceptual profundity of the older models.

The following deliberations are oriented toward the areas of doctrine customarily used in systematic theology. Usually, dogmatic theology follows a rigid conceptual structure, such as the following sequence: doctrine of God, creation, reconciliation (Christology), and fulfillment (pneumatology).1 It is of course possible to subdivide the areas of doctrine into further subcategories; for instance, under the heading of the doctrine of God, we can treat the revelation of God as a subunit, since it serves as the prerequisite for true knowledge about God. The same goes for the Bible in its capacity as the source of knowledge about God. Under the doctrine of creation, both creation and fall can be discussed; that is, the doctrine of sin can be treated as a separate subunit in order to render more comprehensible Christ’s saving work—specifically, his life, cross, and resurrection. Under the doctrine of Christ, we can cover both the doctrine of salvation (soteriology) and the doctrine of saving faith. Under the doctrine of the Holy Spirit, we can talk about the church as the communion of believers and about the sacraments, service in the world, and last things (eschatology).

It would not be feasible to address the issue of non-Christian religions under each and every individual doctrinal aspect. That being said, it is of course possible to consider what the presence of other religions in general or of a specific religious configuration might mean for each particular element of doctrine.2 Accordingly, each dogmatic model contains its own implicit theology of religions. We will now attempt to demonstrate this by way of example.3


REGULATING FORCES OR NATURAL THEOLOGY? THE DOCTRINE OF CREATION


A number of theological models operate with a two-pronged approach. Systematician Wolfgang Trillhaas (1903–1995) suggested distinguishing between God’s sustaining work and his saving work.4 According to Trillhaas, after God had created the world, it remained dependent on him in its very essence—in other words, God continues to sustain the world. As the sustainer, God uses the religions to uphold the order of human communal life.5 So the different religions serve to regulate and stabilize human communities. It follows that in this sense, religions are indispensable. But since creation is subject to the power of sin, and since the same may be said for the religions, according to Trillhaas, they have nothing to contribute to God’s saving work. While we can certainly appreciate them for their influence on human society and on the human psyche, the same cannot be said for their religious truth claims and validity claims.

This means that Trillhaas affirms (1) an ethical appreciation of the religions for their contribution to the preservation of human life; at the same time, theologically speaking, he refuses to recognize their truth claims and validity claims. (2) Analytically, this is an extremely two-dimensional way of arguing, since all religious configurations other than the Christian faith seem to be equally far removed from the truth revealed in Jesus Christ. (3) Hermeneutically speaking, the verdict over the religious truth of the religious configurations in question has already been pronounced long before actual contact with them is made, since the theological appraisal of their truth claims is determined purely on the basis of the Christian hamartiological interpretation.

In what sense is this approach exclusive or inclusive? Trillhaas concludes that it is thoroughly legitimate ethically to appreciate the social and moral forms of expression (ritual forms, social rules, laws, moral and ethical axioms) of other religious configurations. At the same time, he argues that theologically, we have to draw a clear line regarding the revelation and the saving work of the God in whom Christians believe and to whom they bear witness.

Let us turn to another conceptual model, one that in the history of theology has been termed natural theology.6 This refers to the thesis that God may be discerned to a certain extent on the basis of the works of creation, as substantiated by such passages as Psalm 19:1: “The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands.” But the biblical testimony is not entirely unanimous in this regard. The bottom line of the Scriptures is that in essence, God reveals himself by his actions. For instance, 1 Kings 8:27 qualifies what is said elsewhere: “The heavens, even the highest heaven, cannot contain [God].” Yet despite this ambivalence, a broad stream of Christian tradition assumes that the human soul has an innate awareness of God. The church father Tertullian (d. AD 220) spoke of an anima naturaliter christiana. According to this view, it is not only the full clarity of Holy Scripture that testifies to God; people also have a certain natural knowledge of God as well. God created the human being as a creature endowed with reason, the argument goes, and for this reason human beings are naturally predisposed to recognize the existence of God, for instance on the basis of the beauty and orderliness of creation, all of which points to a Creator. An important proof text in this regard is Romans 1:19-20: “Since what may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them. For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that people are without excuse.”

According to this view, then, no special historical events are required to become aware of God; human reason is able to infer the Creator’s existence from his works. In this regard, as far as Roman Catholic tradition is concerned, the work of Thomas Aquinas (1224–1274) continues to be fundamentally important even today. The basic tenet states: “Grace does not destroy nature, but perfects it” (Latin: gratia non tollit, sed perficit naturam). Hence proponents of this view take it as a given that people can come to a certain knowledge of God, while at the same time they maintain that mediation in and by Jesus Christ is necessary for salvation.

The critical question is whether this is actually a logical construction, since the facts of life may permit a whole range of different conclusions to be drawn. So we need to ask: Can natural theology go beyond vague assertions? And what is the relationship between natural theology and the traditions of non-Christian religions that have truth claims and validity claims of their own? May we infer that natural theologies recognize these traditions as expressions of vague intuitions of the knowledge of God? Do proponents of these theologies probe the validity claims of these traditions for ideas, values, and practices that would be acceptable to Christians? Or do they take them seriously in terms of how they understand themselves? But would this not imply that their validity claims might well need to be understood as a criticism of certain fundamental Christian doctrines?




PRIMEVAL REVELATION OR THE HISTORY OF REVELATION? THE DOCTRINE OF REVELATION


Lutheran systematician Paul Althaus (1888–1966) takes a different tack. He programmatically distinguishes between primeval revelation [Ur-Offenbarung] and the revelation of salvation.7 In this regard, the term primeval revelation does not mean coming to a knowledge of God by observing nature. Nor does primeval revelation refer to a point in time, such as “in the beginning.” Rather, it points to the primal ground for revelation as such. This revelation applies to all people. They encounter it, for example, in borderline experiences: In their createdness, people find themselves in circumstances into which they were born and which they themselves cannot alter. They find themselves characterized by certain gifts and by strengths and weaknesses that they did not give themselves, and they find themselves challenged by stresses. Not least, they experience loneliness and inadequacy.8

These things allow people to draw conclusions, to arrive at inferences that they may well also sense prereflectively. According to Althaus, in their createdness human beings perceive that they are subject to a power of fate; in their being gifted they experience themselves to be defined by the glory of their Creator; and their stresses show that they are subject to a judgmental reality. God is at work in all of these things, giving testimony to himself. Now it does not matter by which name they interpret these experiences (by the names of powers or deities); either way, according to Althaus, people make them on the basis of the divine primeval revelation. We may note (as an aside) that these experiences already point toward law, guilt, and judgment, and thus toward key teachings in Lutheran theology.9

So how can God act through primeval revelation? Here Althaus distinguishes between the work of God’s Spirit in general and the work of the Holy Spirit, who is the Spirit of Christ. The general work of God’s Spirit is to bring about primeval revelation and generally to instill in people a sense of truth. The work of the Spirit of Christ is to reveal salvation and to create saving faith in Jesus Christ. Thus primeval revelation points beyond itself to the revelation of salvation. People suffer from God’s hiddenness because they intuit his existence. This intuition is present in the religions. Thus Althaus formulates in a way that is both phenomenologically open and theological:

Religion is the conscious relationship between human beings and the God who attests his presence to them: Human beings acknowledge the reality of God by subjecting and devoting themselves to him. They turn to him for healing from the existential and otherwise irresolvable distress which they experience before him. So we understand religion as people echoing God’s self-attestation, admitting their condition under his self-attestation. . . . In this respect, all religion is based on “God’s revelation.”10


But Althaus believes that the religions only become transparent to themselves when they begin to contend with the gospel for the truth. So the hermeneutic locus here is not abstract thinking about God, as it is in natural theology, but rather inward participation in what can only be conceived of as a battle for the truth. After all, according to Althaus, “By default, the gospel always flat-out contradicts the religions.”11 Whenever the gospel encounters another religion, a decision for the truth must be taken, and so a break between past and present takes place, since the gospel will inevitably adopt a critical stance.

But how exactly does Althaus define the gospel? First, the gospel represents personal fellowship between God and human beings. Second, it is defined by the human need for salvation from sin and guilt, and, third, by the circumstance that this is effected by the saving act of reconciliation in Jesus Christ. Althaus sees the religions as human attempts at self-justification, which is tantamount to rejecting the grace God gives in the Christ event. Religions tend to foster arrogance on the basis of false self-assertion, in that they prompt their followers to achieve salvation themselves by their own works and actions. They also tend to foster arrogance on the basis of false self-abandonment, in that they advocate mystical immersion as a way to achieve unification with the divine.12

According to Althaus, the gospel enables a “new relationship with God.” But within the history of religious ideas, the novelty value of the gospel is the last thing people should seek after.13 On the contrary: the more similar religious ideas in other religious traditions are to the concepts of the Christian faith, the more the contrast between them should be stressed. But what does this mean for the truth kernels of the primeval revelation that these religious traditions contain?

Althaus: “The religions have isolated the truth, made it biased, and turned it into a lie. By wholeheartedly and unreservedly rejecting the religions, the gospel sets the truth free and restores it in its proper relationship to that which has been denied, suppressed, and snuffed out.”14 This means: initially, when the gospel encounters another religion, the emphasis is on the contrast between the two. It is only once a follower of another religion (such as a Hindu or a Muslim) has become open to the gospel, accepted the Christian faith, and broken with her former religion that she is able to recognize certain elements of truth in her previous religion in retrospect (i.e., approaching it from the perspective of the gospel). To this extent, the gospel represents both the conquest and the fulfillment of the other religious configurations. In this context, fulfillment is understood in the sense of liberation and of the correct interpretation of the truth kernels within them, which were already present (but not understood). Whereas previously the primeval revelation was seen to be at work both in the religions and in the gospel, at this point it becomes a matter of either-or, and it becomes necessary to make a decision, with the gospel retaining the exclusive prerogative. According to Althaus, what develops out of the whole process is a “missionary understanding” of the religions, as people view them from the perspective of the gospel and thus understand them better than they understand themselves. What remains in the realm of primeval revelation are those experiences that prompt people to seek answers, to yearn, and to have a vague inkling of some force that is “behind” everything.

Models that see the history of the world as the history of revelation take a different approach. Up until this point we have spoken of God’s sustaining action, of natural theology, and of primeval revelation.15 But what if all of human history is seen to serve as a medium of divine revelation? What if we were to expect a succession of various stages of knowledge transitioning into each other? Friedrich Georg Wilhelm Hegel (1770–1831), the most prominent philosopher of German idealism, was one who espoused this view of the history of religion. Similar views were later also held by theologian Ernst Troeltsch (1865–1923), a prominent champion of liberal theology and of cultural Protestantism.

According to Hegel, human history is a succession of struggles and wars, of conflicts over what is good and what is true. Human history is not a smooth and harmonious process; rather, it progresses by people, ideas, and cultures struggling and clashing with each other. Hegel contends that ideas, worldviews, and social orders assert themselves in world history, only to be supplanted by ongoing developments, which results in their being reestablished on a higher level. To formulate this in abstract terms: A thesis is established, an antithesis is developed in response, and a struggle ensues between thesis and antithesis, giving rise to a synthesis on a higher level. This synthesis then serves as the starting hypothesis of the next go-around; that is, a new antithesis is developed, followed by another synthesis, and so on. The same is true also and especially for nations and cultures: according to Hegel, each nation is characterized by a certain national spirit. Each nation is distinctly unique. The entire history of the world consists of nations coexisting, cooperating, and conflicting with one another, and all of this manifests what Hegel calls the “universal spirit of the world” [allgemeiner Weltgeist]. In his works The Philosophy of History and Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion, Hegel shows how this happens in actual history. In history, Hegel claims, the divine spirit is engaged in a spiritual process leading him to greater and greater clarity about himself. The highest revelation of this self-clarity is found in Jesus Christ, in whom God achieves his full self-consciousness.16

What does this view mean for non-Christian religions? According to Hegel, all religions participate in the reality of divine revelation; each one testifies to what most closely resembles truth in its own time and in its own context. That being said, each one is supplanted when a new religious development takes place in each case and is thus abolished in three ways: in the sense of becoming obsolete (with regard to certain elements), in the sense of being transformed (with regard to other elements), and, finally, in the sense of being transferred as if into a new context. Thus in some respects, the religions may be appreciated, while in others their revelation value is attested from outside. So they are understood not by virtue of a process of interreligious encounters (an impossibility in the case of the ancient religions, anyway), but rather by the study of their scriptures, which (according to Hegel, and, in consequence, to the bulk of nineteenth-century scholarship) offer unique insights on the nature of their truth. Hence the hermeneutical key lies in the course of history as a whole and in those values that Hegel considers to be definitive.

About one hundred years later, theologian Ernst Troeltsch pursued a similar line of thought.17 Troeltsch argued that every historical insight requires a frame of insight, and that consequently historical relativism is not a viable approach.18 Troeltsch argues that followers of one religion are also able to understand other religions by hypothetical appreciation: comparing the religious doctrines and the religious life of different religions makes it possible to infer at least tendencies of religious history. It becomes possible to make a value judgment not on the basis of a fulfilled ideal (which one could take Hegel’s idea of freedom to mean), but on the basis of the historical material.

Troeltsch sees Christianity as “the general, decisive breakthrough in principle to a religion of personality, opposed to all naturalistic and anti-personalistic understandings of God,”19 which constitute for him a particularly superior expression of religious life compared to other religions. True, “only the great cultural religions themselves provide information about their content and way of being”;20 even so, it is possible to make comparisons and in this way to arrive at a value judgment. In Troeltsch’s view, such comparisons show the supremacy of Christianity: “The Christian religion is superior to other religions by virtue of the pure, deep power of its interiority which overcomes the world and suffering, by its assurance of divine grace which forgives sin, by its goal of perfecting the personal spirit, and by the highest activity of the disposition strengthened by it.”21

According to Troeltsch, the yardstick of religious history is upward development, by which he means a process of revelation and redemption, of being liberated from conditionalities to which people would otherwise be bound. Religious history tends toward human freedom. It finds its key expression in the individualization of the human image, of the concept of God, and of the concept of the soul. It comes as no surprise that while Troeltsch admits that the Protestant Christianity of his time is surpassable in theory, he still sees it as the highest level of religiocultural human development pro tem.22

No matter how coherent these models seem to be, on closer observation they turn out to be rather constrained. The reason is that progress all the way to the realization of absolute religion is the one and only yardstick used to evaluate the most diverse historical phenomena. Hegel’s model of the history of human development has met with tremendous criticism on this account.

But is it actually possible to do without (or at least attempt to do without) an overarching conceptual framework altogether if the purpose is to arrive at a moral-ethical judgment on certain issues? A current example is the issue of women’s rights: Looking at world history, does it not seem as if things are moving toward full equality between men and women? Could we not take the legal, social, and societal equality of the sexes as a global measure of value for evaluating the progressivity or regressivity of various cultures and religions? At any rate, global discourses that are obviously based on these measures of value are in fact currently taking place. Also based on these same measures of value is the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948, a charter that pointedly codified people’s civil rights and liberties. This human rights charter itself is recognized by many as a measure of value for a comprehensive global discourse in this regard. Thus for all intents and purposes, the participants and protagonists of these discourses are not so far removed from the way of thinking of, say, Hegel or Troeltsch. In the end, they also take certain values and use them as a measure of value to assess cultures, religions, and values that may be justifiably assumed to be “contemporary,” to enhance people’s quality of life, and, in all likelihood, to prevail in the long run. We should note that all of this applies to how religious phenomena are evaluated. In short, when it comes to the theology of religion, people’s presuppositions essentially determine their selection criteria, which strongly influences the way they understand other religions (and in some cases makes it very difficult for them to do so).




A UNIVERSAL CHRIST AND NON-CHRISTIAN RELIGIONS? CHRISTOLOGY


According to the New Testament, Jesus of Nazareth is the Son of God, the Christ, the Son of David, the Son of Man, the new Adam, and the firstborn from among the dead, to name just some of the titles and interpretive models used. According to Christian understanding, God’s acts of reconciliation and redemption are accomplished in the Christ event. Meanwhile, we may ask: When Christ is described as, say, “the way and the truth and the life” (Jn 14:6), or when the apostles confess: “Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to mankind by which we must be saved” (Acts 4:12), then what status does this assign to other religious configurations? In the body of doctrine about Jesus Christ, it is particularly the idea of the universal Christ or cosmic Christ that allows theologians to express appreciation for other religious configurations.23 The New Testament basis for this idea is the concept of Christ’s mediation of creation. The Colossians hymn, for instance, states:

He is the image [eikōn in Greek] of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation. For in him all things were created, in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities—all things were created through him and for him. And he is before all things, and in him all things hold together. And he is the head of the body, the church. He is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, that in everything he might be preeminent. For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, making peace by the blood of his cross. (Col 1:15-20 ESV)


Now if Christ participates in the work of creation already, is it not possible for a certain knowledge of God or even salvificity to be present in creation and thus also in the religions? Key in this regard is how the relationship between the Son of God/divine Logos and the human being Jesus of Nazareth is defined. We may distinguish between two models:


Model 1: Is Jesus of Nazareth the Son of God and the Logos in his divine-human form in the sense that revelation and salvation are constituted by virtue of this event?

 

Model 2: Or is Jesus of Nazareth just one form in which the divine Logos appeared and in which he is represented—that is, do the essence and character of the Logos remain unchanged by the incarnation in Jesus of Nazareth?24



Model one hypothesizes that revelation and salvation are constituted by the Christ event. To be sure, revelation and salvation may well be found outside the sphere of Christians, Christian communities, and churches. But even in those circumstances where revelation and salvation are not experienced directly in the name of Jesus Christ, they still emanate from the Christ event: Jesus Christ is the soteriological constituent. Systematician Wolfhart Pannenberg argues along these lines when he states:

In the person of the Father the sphere of the divine Spirit steps forth as the creative power of existence which takes form only through the relation to the Son. The divine mystery is expressible as a Thou, as the Thou of the Father, only through the Son and in fellowship with him. This implies that wherever there could be a reference to the divine mystery in Israel or the religious world, the divine Logos was already at work. This was true, of course, only brokenly in the religious world and even in Israel, for the fulness of the Logos took human form only in Jesus. But the Son was already the condition of the possibility of all human knowledge of God and talk about him. This should not be surprising, since the Son, according to Christian teaching, is the mediator of all creaturely existence and essence.25


So much for Pannenberg. The thesis that revelation and salvation are constituted through Jesus Christ regardless of where they are experienced (constitutive model) may be conceived of in varying degrees of exclusivity or inclusivity as far as the possibility of salvation is concerned. In this regard, we may distinguish between three options:


	1. Revelation and salvation have been made available to people only by Jesus Christ, and people can receive them only through baptism, faith, and participation in the Christian community (church). (the Christian-ecclesiocentric option)


	2. Revelation and salvation have been made available to people only by Jesus Christ, but individual people adhering to other religious traditions may also receive them in a mysterious way. (the interreligious-individual option)


	3. Revelation and salvation have been made available to people only by Jesus Christ, but they can also be imparted by other religious configurations in hidden form. (the interreligious-collective option)




In contrast, model two takes the approach that God’s salvific will has always been directed toward all people, and for this reason the Christ event does not constitute God’s salvific action exclusively but only represents it (representative model). Accordingly, Jesus Christ and Christianity uniquely exemplify what the divine or transcendent reality also brings about in other religious configurations and in other ways. According to this model, the divine Logos is not essentially defined in his suchness by what happened in Jesus of Nazareth. Here too a variety of conceivable options is possible, depending on the degree of exclusivity or inclusivity with regard to the issue of the interpretation of salvation:


	1. In Jesus of Nazareth, people may experience the divine Logos, who also imparted himself to other great figures in the history of religion (such as Moses, Zarathustra, Buddha, and Muhammad). In this option, the Logos concept continues to serve as the continuum of interpretation.


	2. In Jesus of Nazareth, people may experience a transcendent reality that has been described in the history of Christian tradition as “the divine Logos.” It is, however, just as conceivable to describe this reality using other motifs from religious history, such as dharma. In this option, the Logos concept is subordinated to other basic concepts.26




Indian theologian Raimon Panikkar is one who espouses a universal Christology. Panikkar aims to show appreciation to non-Christian religions via a specific form of cosmic Christology. His purpose is to derestrict Christology. He does this in the following way: instead of conferring the title or, as Panikkar puts it, the “symbol” of the “Christ” on Jesus of Nazareth only, he uses it much more freely: “My contention is that in our present times a Christ-symbol valid only for Christians would cease to be a living symbol, even for Christians—or at least for all those for whom Christian commitment is not understood merely as sectarian religiousness.”27

The Christ who was revealed in Jesus of Nazareth is also independently active in creation, since the unity of reality, the cosmotheandric reality, was revealed and may be experienced in him. The neologism cosmotheandric combines the Greek words kosmos, that is, “creation”; theos or thea, that is, “God” or “goddess”; and andros, that is, “a man” or “human beings” in general. Hence in Christ is given and revealed the unity of the divine with creation and with humanity. Accordingly, the Christ is also accessible in other religions in this sense. Panikkar emphasizes:

A Christ who could not be present in Hinduism, or a Christ who was not with every least sufferer, a Christ who did not have his tabernacle in the sun [Ps 18:6], a Christ who did not represent the cosmotheandric reality with one Spirit seeing and recreating all hearts and renewing the face of the earth, surely would not be my Christ, nor, I suspect, would he be the Christ of the Christians.28


In his becoming manifest, the Christ reality is not limited to Christian churches but is also accessible outside them. Thus the derestriction of Christology consequently leads also to a derestriction of ecclesiology: “Christ is not only the sacrament of the Church, but also the sacrament of the World and of God. Any other conception of the symbol Christ falls short of what the Christian tradition has overwhelmingly understood this symbol to be.”29 Because Jesus Christ is the firstborn of all creation, he incorporates an ontic relationship with Wisdom, with the Logos, with the Spirit, and with the Son; but there are also other mediators available. Sure, Jesus is the way of salvation for Christians, and he truly mediates salvation. But the Christ reality also actively bestows salvation in other religions and under different names. That being said, Panikkar does allow for what he calls homeomorphism, a certain equivalence of form. He writes: “All beings participate in this Christ, find their place in him and are fully what they are when they become one with him, the Son.”30 Jesus truly is Redeemer for those who follow him, but not exclusively so. We may paraphrase: Jesus is Christ, but Christ is not only in Jesus.

In contrast, Belgian Jesuit Jacques Dupuis (1923–2004) proposes an approach he calls inclusive pluralism.31 On the one hand, he insists on understanding the reality of God as a trinitarian reality that was ultimately revealed in Jesus Christ as the Son of God. This revelation establishes salvation for all people in the power of the Spirit. On the other hand, he argues that the religions are also part of God’s plan of salvation: they also contain God’s self-manifestations and not just (as held by early church tradition) the seed of the Word of God (logos spermatikos in Greek). Hence it is possible for Christianity and the religions mutually to augment and transform each other. At the same time, this mutuality is an asymmetrical one. In the Christ event, God’s revelation is given in a qualitatively unique fashion; it is, however, possible for the many different religions quantitatively to complete this revelation and to complement the ways of salvation. Theologically, Dupuis bases this distinction on the difference between the logos ensarkos and the logos asarkos: whereas the Logos is incarnate in Jesus Christ (logos ensarkos in Greek), the nonincarnate Logos (logos asarkos in Greek) is active at the same time, and the same is true for the Spirit, who is omnipresent.32

In the sense of this asymmetric mutuality, it is indeed possible for the revelation of the triune God in Jesus Christ and in the Holy Spirit quantitatively to be augmented, that is, for new religious aspects to be added. But this is not to say that God’s revelation is contingent on such augmentation or that something fundamental is being added in this fashion. On the contrary, it is the other religious traditions that may come to completion in this process.33 In this way, Dupuis tries to prevent values held in other traditions such as truth and grace from being, as it were, dispossessed by Christians. God is at work above and beyond the Christ event, but at the same time, eschatologically, God’s action remains related to the Christ event, since in the eschaton, the religions will recognize Christ as Lord and mediator of salvation.

Whereas Panikkar’s approach may be understood along the lines of a representative Christology, Dupuis’s ideas fall under the constitutive model. This, however, is tendentiously expanded by the logos asarkos concept. Both approaches have an inherent tension in that the commendable aspects of other religious traditions can—in the Christian view—only be demonstrated actually to be commendable when gauged by the Christ event and from the Christian perspective.




RELIGIONS AS LATENT CHURCH? ECCLESIOLOGY


Locating the religions within ecclesiology might come as a surprise, since the church, being the community of those who believe in Jesus Christ, is a very specific religious social association. Systematic theologian Paul Tillich (1886–1965) pointedly distinguished between manifest church and latent church.34 For Tillich, church (singular) is only present in a plurality of specific churches, which he calls, on the one side, the “embodiment of the Spiritual Community,” and, on the other side, the “representatives of the Kingdom of God.” Meanwhile, the kingdom of God embraces more than the spiritual community; it “includes the Spiritual Community” but also “embraces all realms of being under the perspective of their ultimate aim.”35 The spiritual community is therefore more physically specific than the kingdom of God and possesses five characteristics: it has an ecstatic character, as the Pentecost event shows; it is founded by virtue of the Spirit-worked faith created in the disciples; it is characterized by the “mutual service” of “self-surrendering love”; it gives rise to spiritual unity; and it is characterized by the “creation of the universality which is expressed in the missionary drive of those who were grasped by the Spiritual Presence.” This gives rise to an “openness to all individuals, groups, and things.”36

As the “embodiment of the Spiritual Community” and as “representatives of the Kingdom of God,” however, churches, like all other things, participate in the ambiguity of all being—an ambiguity that may lead to demonization and to profanization. In this world, everything good may also be perverted to become evil. Christianity and the religions, for instance, sometimes tend to finitize the presence of the divine revelation. The ambiguity is only overcome by the Christ event, as may be seen by prophetic denunciation within the church that arises and challenges these tendencies toward finitization. The churches are paradoxical in that they are “profane and sublime, demonic and divine” at the same time, although this paradox finds its expression in the fact that prophetic denunciation by church of church is possible: “Something in a church reacts against this distortion of the church as a whole. . . . Such fights can lead to reformation movements, and it is the fact of such movements that gives the churches the right to consider themselves vehicles of the Kingdom of God, struggling in history, including the history of the churches.”37

Church (singular) “has in itself the ultimate criterion against itself—the New Being in Jesus as the Christ”; but this means that churches (as manifestations of church) are no better than other people or religious groups. Churches do, however, have “a better criterion against themselves and, implicitly, also against other groups.”38 Thus while church and churches are based on the very best criterion, it is still a criterion that prevents churches from simply being there and keeps on challenging them to attempt to correspond to their foundation, the gospel of Jesus Christ. Manifest church is thus not simply synonymous with visible church, since the simple fact that a congregation or church can be seen to exist does not automatically mean that the foundation of this church is evident as well, since perverted forms of religion frequently occur.

Tillich speaks of spiritual community as being latent or manifest. He claims that this distinction imposed itself on him because he sensed that the Spirit was at work in non-Christian humanitarian groups and initiatives. It follows, Tillich argues, that no one can deny that these groups manifest a certain form of spiritual community: In the spiritual community,

there is the Spiritual Presence’s impact in faith and love; but the ultimate criterion of both faith and love, the transcendent union of unambiguous life as it is manifest in the faith and the love of the Christ, is lacking. Therefore the Spiritual Community in its latency is open to profanization and demonization without an ultimate principle of resistance, whereas the Spiritual Community organized as a church has the principle of resistance in itself and is able to apply it self-critically, as in the movements of prophetism and Reformation. . . . The concept of latency . . . could be applied to the whole history of religion. . . . The impact of the Spiritual Presence, and therefore of the Spiritual Community, is in all [the different religions and groups, H. W.]. There are elements of faith in the sense of being grasped by an ultimate concern, and there are elements of love in the sense of a transcendent reunion of the separated. . . . The ultimate criterion . . . has not yet appeared to these groups. . . . As a consequence of their lack of this criterion, such groups are unable to actualize a radical self-negation and self-transformation as it is present as reality and symbol in the Cross of Christ. This means that they are teleologically related to the Spiritual Community in its manifestation; they are unconsciously driven toward the Christ, even though they reject him. . . . This insight serves as a powerful weapon against ecclesiastical and hierarchical arrogance.39


But what is latent church? Tillich explains that certain elements in the latency are realized, while others are not. The same thing is true also for the “world religions,” which thus qualify as realms of latent church.40 In other words, spiritual community can also exist in other religions, and here social associations are also understood as forms of expression of latent church. Meanwhile, Tillich understands Christian mission as “the attempt to transform the latent Church—which is present in the world religions . . . into something new: the New Reality in Jesus as the Christ. Transformation is the meaning of missions.”41 Mission brings to light that which lies latent and hidden in the religions.42 But what about the divine that is latently present in other religions in its own right? How should we interpret the cooperation, coexistence, and conflicts that occur in interreligious relations? In this regard, Tillich’s remarks are puzzling in part, dubious in part, and in many respects contradictory.43

To summarize: (1) Christians may acknowledge any religious configuration as a latent spiritual community, as long as they sense in it the working of the Spirit. This is true because the working of the Spirit can only be recognized by faith, since the Spirit (who creates faith) recognizes the Spirit (who is at work in the world).44 (2) We may acknowledge that the Spirit is at work in other religions in the form of faith and love. In this context, faith means being grasped by something ultimate, while love means the transcendent reunification of what had been separated. (3) However, because other religions lack the Jesus as the Christ event, they also lack the final criterion of unambiguous life given especially in the event of the cross. (4) Even if these religious communities reject Jesus as the Christ, the church, or Christianity, Tillich argues that they are still being “driven” toward Christ without being aware of it. (5) Knowing this makes it very difficult for churches and individual Christians to adopt an arrogant attitude toward those with a different worldview and different religious views.

It would seem that Tillich wants to concede that human groups and movements are in fact latent spiritual community, especially by virtue of their communality. Under the term latency he brings together polarities of givenness and realization, of partiality and wholeness. He accepts that the phenomena of faith and love exist in other groups and movements in the sense of an abstract-existential circumlocution. Yet he makes a point of reserving the Jesus as the Christ event for the manifest spiritual community/church in the sense of the knowledge and acknowledgment of this ultimate criterion.

But what exactly does this mean? Is it possible for the character of a regional social movement, taken as a latent spiritual community, to be so positive as to offset, as it were, a corrupt form of manifest spiritual community in the shape of a neighboring church? On what theological basis would such a judgment call be made?

Even more significant is the issue of the marks of the spiritual community, as Tillich describes them: Let us grant, for argument’s sake, that the mutual service of self-surrendering love, agreement in principle, and an ecstatic character (whatever that may mean) may all be affirmed as present in non-Christian groups and movements. But what about the faith acting in missionary ways to attract others? How can holding other religious worldviews be credited as faith when they explicitly and deliberately gainsay the Christian witness of faith? When being captivated by something ultimate prompts, say, Muslims to insist explicitly on the basis of the Qur’an that while Jesus is a prophet, he is not the Son of God,45 not a mediator, not a substitute, that he was not crucified,46 and that according to the Qur’an, Jesus himself literally said that he is not the “Son of God”?47 These few queries show that concretizing what is in other respects an abstract concept raises many more questions.

Tillich’s approach is intended to prevent salvation-based arrogance among Christians. But what about applying the predicate of latent spiritual community to other religious groups and to individual followers of other religions? This reminds me of what a Muslim once told me in connection with Karl Rahner’s talk about anonymous Christians: it is like awarding honorary doctorates to people who did not earn their qualifications in a particular field by writing a doctoral dissertation. The contention is that such honorees have no actual technical knowledge of the field, but are considered worthy of bearing the title of an honorary doctorate on the strength of other merits. Put differently: there is actually a kind of degradation underlying the honor bestowed in this way, and some honorees feel offended by it, depending on how they view themselves. At any rate, “honoring” others as latent spiritual communities amounts to interreligious patronization, and many may find it offensive.




THE RELIGIONS ARE PATHS OF ERROR, BUT THERE IS UNIVERSAL REDEMPTION IN THE HEREAFTER? ESCHATOLOGY


Theologically, we can either evaluate other religions and their followers on the basis of their life right now or on the basis of the subject of last things (eschatology): What happens to people after they die? What will happen to people in general at the end of time? What difference does it make to the otherworldly fate of people whether they were Christians or not? Here we can distinguish between four lines of thought:

One New Testament motif states that there will be a separation between the just and the unjust (Mt 25:31-46). The unjust will be subjected to eternal punishment, as it says in Matthew 25:46: “Then they will go away to eternal punishment, but the righteous to eternal life.”

A second motif endorses the idea of the destruction of the godless, for example in Revelation 21:1-8. This passage speaks of the new heaven and the new earth of the end times, of the heavenly Jerusalem, of God dwelling with people, and of his Son. But the vision also refers in Revelation 21:8 to a second death: “But the cowardly, the unbelieving, the vile, the murderers, the sexually immoral, those who practice magic arts, the idolaters and all liars—they will be consigned to the fiery lake of burning sulfur. This is the second death.” The term second death occurs frequently in the book of Revelation and refers to the fate of those “excluded from the resurrection of the dead.”48 But this means that the godless will be destroyed.

First Peter takes a different approach again. It speaks of a proclamation of the gospel to the dead. This refers in the first instance to those people who did not have the opportunity to hear the news about Jesus Christ during their lifetimes. But Jesus now grants this opportunity to the dead as well.49 In other words, the dead are not spared the judgment according to their deeds. They may, however, if they accept the good news of the gospel in faith, be raised by the Spirit of God in the same way as first made possible by the Christ event.

A fourth option is the concept of universal reconciliation (apokatastasis pantōn in Greek).50 In the context of a Christ hymn, Ephesians 1:9-10 states: “[God] made known to us the mystery of His will, according to His good pleasure which He purposed in Himself, that in the dispensation of the fullness of the times He might gather together in one all things in Christ, both which are in heaven and which are on earth—in Him” (NKJV). Here we find the concept of a gathering together in one (anakephalaiosis in Greek), namely, that in the end all things will be gathered together in one in Christ.51

The concept of universal reconciliation was never promulgated as an official doctrine of the church—and with good reason. After all, one might justifiably object that those arguing for universal reconciliation as a foregone conclusion arrogate to themselves the right to preempt the outcome of God’s judgment, that is, to anticipate it, thus absolving themselves of God’s claim on their lives. Are God’s counsels not his to determine? Would it not be better, especially in light of the sometimes terrible events of history, to leave it up to God to determine people’s eternal fate? Would the affirmation of universal reconciliation not absolve people of facing up to God’s word of judgment on their sinful lives, his assurance of grace, and his claim on their entire lives? Furthermore: Would God’s love not become meaningless if he were not also to punish people’s wrongdoing and the violence they commit in everyday life and in the slaughterhouse of history? If God were to overlook the injustice, violence, and suffering inflicted on others by indiscriminately granting redemption to all, then we (from our human perspective) would have to conclude that he cares nothing for the tears of his creatures. Surely all talk about God’s love would then become meaningless?

According to Christine Janowski,52 the apokatastasis pantōn doctrine was “ecumenically” rejected by the councils of 543 and 553, but only in the form of specific variants,53 namely, monistic doctrines of preexistence and postexistence with a dualistic interpretation of being (the existence of the world). According to such cosmic cycle theories, pure spirit beings lived with God before the creation of the world. When they became tired of glorifying God, they dissociated themselves from him. He reacted by creating the world as a place of punishment for the rehabilitation of these souls.54 There is only one exception, namely, the soul of Christ. In the end, however, all things will come together again, which implies that creation and history will be annihilated, since both become meaningless for postexistence.

Theologically speaking, the implication is, first, that creation is not God’s good creation (as the Bible states) but rather a product of evil (Satan). Second, what will happen at the end (of the world) is not the new creation (of all things) but rather the restoration of the former order of things. Third, this means there is no such thing as final redemption, but only a renewed potential for the spirit beings to become tired of glorifying God at some point, which would start the cycle all over again. It is precisely this theological matrix (present in the form of Gnosticism at the time) that was condemned by the dogma of the ancient church and that was associated with the apokatastasis pantōn doctrine in this particular diction.55 According to Janowski, the doctrinal decisions of the ancient church had a “functional kind of effect for systematics, one we may call epochal,” since they eliminated both the “premise of preexistence” and an “ontology of cyclicality.”56

According to Janowski, in the pursuit of theology it is fundamentally important to avoid “poor temporalizations” regarding postmortal existence. For instance, systematically relegating the devil to eternal condemnation is problematic, she says, since it gives credence to “the concept of becoming absolutely hardened in evil.”57 But how can this be compatible, she argues, with the idea of divine perfection communicated by the new creation of all things? Janowski maintains that the real problem lies in the parables told by Jesus, such as the parable of the wise and foolish virgins (Mt 25:1-13) or the image of the final judgment (Mt 25:31-46). The severity of this judgment scene and of the punishment spoken of here conflicts with statements made elsewhere in the New Testament speaking of comprehensive reconciliation (e.g., 1 Jn 2:1-2; 2 Cor 5:19; Col 1:15-18) and promising a cosmic reconciliation, which stands in strong contrast with such statements as that made in Matthew 25:46.

In view of interreligious relations, the first thing to note is that (1) the tension to which we have alluded—between the prospect of eternal posthumous punishment (Mt 25:46), on the one side, and holistic reconciliation (e.g., Col 1:20), on the other—expresses a problem with which Christianity struggles within itself, namely, the problem of how to reconcile the consummation of the world with issues related to justice. (2) This intra-Christian concern has an indirect effect on how we talk about people who belonged to other religious configurations during their lifetimes. (3) In terms of the theology of religion, this leaves open the possibility of salvation for non-Christians after death. While this reconciliation and completion do have a christological basis, it would mean that Christ’s work of redemption is ongoing even in a postmortem dimension.58

For her part, Janowski argues that on the strength of the resurrection reality, it does not follow that a hardening in evil necessarily exists. The transforming power of the resurrection reality also affords believers with a personal and new (transformed) perception:

This is about all of us experiencing a liberating, radical transformation / resurrection of body, soul, and spirit. This wholesome experience simply transcends all of our own strength. . . . Not least, this is about liberation from all forms of enmity, i.e. also from the loathing of others and of ourselves. We may already catch glimpses of this . . . in the “dehostilified” love shown to enemies. . . . Yes, this is about . . . being liberated even of the possibility of further enmity or even of apathy. . . . Being transformed, . . . the idea is to cease principalizing the mental habit of rigid dualization and terminate . . . the . . . aggressive logic behind the harsh exclusion of certain people, certain groups of people, even of certain societies and whole parts of the world . . . , let alone imputing these things to the Christ of the parousia.59


This means that while people often fall into the habit of rigid dualization (“these people are saved, those are going to hell”), this way of thinking is problematic when it comes to the last things. As Janowski puts it:

This kind of thinking and the corresponding theo-logic of rigid dualization between the just and the unjust (not between justice and injustice!), into which we so often lapse, clashes with the . . . very core of the Christian faith. The Christian faith is a faith of hope, and this means that Christians can and may hope also for the so-called others. This means there is reason to hope for, among other things, the end of all violence and of all the hells violence has produced here on earth. . . . [A faith of hope is based] on a certain form and on a certain name . . . , on a new, eschatological . . . , and therefore irrevocable reality: On the reality (i.e., not just the potential) of the crucified Risen One to which all people have access, who died not only for “his own” and who will therefore draw all people to himself to be his own (see John 1:4ff).60


In terms of the theology of religion, this means that the hope that Christians have in the crucified and risen Christ, based on their faith, also kindles in them the hope that non-Christians may receive eternal salvation from God as well. On the basis of this hope of faith, they lead a lifestyle that corresponds as closely as possible to the resurrection reality for which they hope. It also prompts them to avoid as much as possible mental habits of rigid dualization with regard to other people (though not with regard to issues of ethics).

But dualization is not the only problem. Another problem is the opposite attitude of “human, all too human universalism . . . or harmonism,” for instance when universal salvation is taken as an ideology of unity. Janowski insists that it is imperative to remember that according to the biblical writings, the Christian God may not be conceived of monistically.61 Universal salvation may not be taken to mean that historical differences, such as the issue of who committed injustice to whom, or who inflicted suffering on whom, will all be canceled indiscriminately in the end.

According to Janowski, it is legitimate to hope and believe that analogies of faith apply also with regard to eschatology—that, for instance, just as the risen Christ continues to bear the stigmata, and thus continues to be marked by human sin, all people will be similarly marked in the end. As a result, their story is incorporated into the universal being that has been reconciled and redeemed by the irresistible power of the triune God.62 We cannot insist that it will be so, but we may speculatively believe in it and hope for it. It is interesting that in this regard, Janowski refers to doxology: “Importantly, in my opinion, it is precisely the doxological language of the New Testament which releases or rather liberates us from the mere ‘we’ and ‘I’ to embrace the anticipatory use of the universal quantifier.”63 This probably means—at least, this is how I understand Janowski—that in the exuberance of worshiping God, the religious I-consciousness and we-feeling recede as people come to expect much more from God’s glory than initially seems possible according to the measure of human/all-too-human thinking. At the same time, the attitude remains one of praising and anticipating, not one of declaring and insisting.




A COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS: SIX HEURISTIC QUESTIONS


In conclusion, let us conduct a brief overview of the models considered above, using our six heuristic questions to guide us.

1. The epistemological question: Does a transreligious basis of comparison exist? When it comes to the different ways in which other religions are classified in the body of Christian doctrine, it became evident that no approach argues for a neutral basis of comparison, neither the theology-of-creation model, the theology-of-revelation model, the christological approach, the ecclesiological approach, nor the eschatological approach. The religious traditions are thus always classified from within.

2. The hermeneutical question: With regard to the most neutral possible Christian categories with which to evaluate other religious traditions, there is a wide spectrum of options available. The thesis that religions serve as regulating forces emphasizes their social merits. The natural-theology model goes one step further. The religions are also the domain of the “right” questions. The primeval-revelation thesis expands the focus to include universal experiences of existence, albeit below the level of specific religiocultural forms of expression. By comparison, Hegel’s approach offers less leeway, since he sees the course of universal history itself as a matrix of valuations. The Logos-theology model remains tethered to Christology, which results in a tension between the greatest possible neutrality (the Logos as such) and positionality (the Logos in Jesus Christ). Ecclesiological models such as that of latent church are also characterized by their contingency on christological criteria. As far as eschatological models are concerned, it appears that the hermeneutical issue takes a backseat to considerations of how to assess human-earthly existence in a future reality.

3. The soteriological question: Can people find truth, revelation, and salvation in other religious configurations as well, or possibly even through them? Whereas Trillhaas confines revelation to the Christ event, Althaus also acknowledges non-Christian religious configurations as arenas in which primeval revelation occurs, even though this is a kind of revelation that does not communicate salvation. In contrast, the Hegel-and-Troeltsch option equates revelation with salvation and holds that salvation is possible for the entire spectrum of human religious history. When it comes to christological models, we may distinguish between those approaches that affirm the mediation of salvation by a universal Logos and that therefore understand all of reality as potentially salvific, and those that restrict salvation to the Logos incarnate in Jesus of Nazareth.

4. The theological question: If non-Christians can be denied salvation in this world, or even in eternity, how does that fit with the Christian image of God? Basically, the following options are possible: either people universalize soteriology, such that all people will be saved (regardless of their religious affiliation), or they point to the mystery of God’s counsels, which remain inscrutable to human beings. A third possibility would be to affirm that God’s wrath is just, which would, however, mean having to explain how this fits with both God’s justice and his love, seeing that not all people were or are excluded from the Christ event because of their guilt. Fourth, one might consider the possibility of universal salvation from an eschatological perspective. At issue once again would be the Christian image of God: Is the power of sin so great that people can remain hardened in evil forever? May we not take recourse to God’s power instead and trust that when all is made new, he will release even those most stubbornly hardened in sin, so that all people will be saved in the end?

5. The ethical question: On what basis may we treat others respectfully and cooperatively? Each of these approaches provides a helpful contribution toward a constructive interreligious coexistence. Seeing religions as divinely appointed regulating forces means appreciating from a Christian perspective especially those aspects that contribute to social coherency. Examples include rituals governing life-stage transitions, organized mercy work, ethical sayings, precepts and laws, rules for propriety and decorum, and many others.64 This kind of positive appreciation is also conceivable in the primeval-revelation model, in the natural-theology model, in the universal-Logos model, and in the latent-church approach.

This discussion mirrors the way the Western Christian mindset typically distinguishes between culture and religion, and between veneration and worship: Are certain customs and conventions part of people’s culture or religion? Are certain rituals meant as an expression of veneration or of worship? The positions that different Christians took on the Indian caste system, for instance, were strongly determined by this question: Is the caste system a religious phenomenon or merely a cultural one?65 We might also point to the case of ancestor veneration in China, where Christians asked whether the ancestors were only being venerated, which seemed to be acceptable—or whether they were being worshiped, which did not.66 In terms of the theology of religion, it is therefore important to consider what mission studies and religious studies teach us: how we evaluate non-Christian religious configurations depends not only on issues of the theology of religion in the narrow sense but also on where we draw the boundaries between cultural and religious issues, or rather the boundaries between what we consider to be culture or religion.

6. The sociopolitical question: Is it possible to draw up a religious model that enables us to uphold the comprehensive value of our own tradition while simultaneously safeguarding the freedom of those holding different religious views? In the models we have considered up until this point, this question was more or less irrelevant. This might have to do with the respective contexts of the various authors: in societies that have distanced themselves from religious validity claims relating to the public sphere and the law, questions of religious influence are of little importance. At a later stage, however, we will need to consider that this issue might well take on a different dimension in other, especially non-Western societies.67
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