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A REVIEW ARTICLE OF
“CHRISTIANITY . AND. OTHER RELIGIONS”,
Edited by J.'Hick and B. Hebblethwaite (Fount, Collins, 1980)
by R. R. Cook

Undoubtedly, a sympathetic interest’ in other religions is an extensron
of ‘the:ecumenical spirit found ariong so ‘many- Christians ‘this century, at
first. we: heard the plea  for interdenominational’ feFloWshrp ‘how' we are
also .advised ‘that Christians and Hindus, or Muslims stiould’ eﬁrter 'into Opéh
dialogue.. This: new attitude has several causes. Ori the one hand’ _many haVe
felt that Liberalism - and- Modernism “have -underminéd’ the distinctive
foundations of Christian belief, robbing it of its uniqué-and exclusive
claims to Truth, with the. fesult-that members of other’ Faiths-are: viewed
as brothers.and splrltual equals. On the other hand, Christianity:has becomé
mcreasmgly aware of the vital reality of other rellglons This s ‘true at
all levels. At the academic level, the. discipline of Comparative Religion,
which.only began in the last quarter of the nmeteenth .century, has:noted
the hlgh ethlcal standards found .in many.of the xeligioms;.as well as the
remarkable’ srmrlarlty of .some .of -their beliefs ‘to, those:of .Christianity.
And at the lay level, we, are flndmg ourselves members of incredsingly
multi- rellglous societiés:” our next-door nelghbour mlght be a Mus|im or a
Sikh-,-and fmaly impress us with’ hrs plety and 'kindness. These factors,
coupted with the tenacity of the major’world religions when confronted
with the Gospel, have led to the realization that they need to be respected
and understood in all their strangeness and complexity.

But having tried to understand them as best we can, the question
remains: what is their status before.God? To be morespacific in our African
context, was (or even is) there salvation  through African Traditional
_Rehgron? African theologians have. given different responses, of course,
“from the positive replies of John Mbiti and Bolajl Idowu to the much iess
hopeful ones of Tokunboh Adeyemo and the fate Byang Kato. As we all
search the, Scriptures ‘with- this 'agonizing ‘guestion:in mind,’ we should ‘be
alert to the seminal theological work that has been dore this centUry This
is where Hick and Hebblethwalte S a.nthology provides a. great service:

......

century’ Catholrc and Protestant theolograns Frrst comes the: transcrrpt of

Mr. Robert Cock is a lecturer at Scott Theological Coﬂé’geand is also the Bbok Review
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a lecture. written by, Ernst Troeltschiin: 1923, just béfore’ his death. In
it, this old' Liberal’looks. back over a life-time’s work; tracing its development
towards greater and greater cultural relativism. Once: he had -rational
arguments for; the supremacy. of Christianity, but now he:realizes that they
are, all invalid. For example, he once believed that.Christianity was the':
ultumgte truth, since through it alone could-a man experience the miracles of
converslon toa “hlgher quallty of life””; Now he recognizes the impossiblity
of. provrpgAthe divine origin of such a conversion, and anyway.other-religions
are not. w;thoutthelr converts. Gonsequently, his present position-is that-each
culture experrenpes the divine life in its-own way, which is valid for it.

Troeltsch 'S lecture succeeds inexposing-the poverty of all arguments which
attempt, to establish the unigueness of Christianity on the basis of reason
or, .pragmatlsm However, relativism js not the only alternative. Any sound -
Chnstlan eplstemology must_have Scripture as its_foundation; but sadly
this option was: not.open to. Troeltsch.-with-his liberal assumptions.: Indeed,
the Bible is not even quoted in his lecture.

.Next_comes an extract from Barth’s. Church, Dogmatres He decisively
rejects _ the a.pproach of the “Hrstory of Rellglons schooJ (of which
of rethions upwards toward Chnsttamty For Barth human rellgron is. not
man reachlng up to, God, but man hiding from. God‘ Through it, man

at;tempts to. ;ustrfy ,and .to. sanctify himself before .a capricious
and: arbitary_ picture of God” {p. 32). In contrast, there is the revelation of
God, and Chrrstlanlty is. the true- relrglon in so far as it faithfully expresses
the content of tﬁls revelatlon that. man is Justlfled through Christ alone..

Barth bravely stood agalnst a relatwnstlc generation and boldly pronounced
the great truths expounded in Romans 1 and 2, but perhaps his was some-
thing, of an over-react!on. After - all, missionaries are sometimes finding
elements of truth in other religions which can act.as important apologetic
bridges .in evangellsm Is not this what we find in Acts 17 where Paul
intraduces his’ miessage by referrlng to the altar to the Unknown God:
“What - therefore ‘you™ worship as unknown, this | proclarm to you.”?
Barth behef that non-Chrlstlan religions are. totally anti-God results in
carlcature For mstance, it is factually untrue to say that they .are al!
attempts at self-Just:flcatlon {e.g. salvation is. some forms_of Mahayana
Buddhism depénds on the grace and merit of Bodhrsattvas[Buddhas -to- b(ﬂ
towards the unworthy falthful)1

Barth’s concept of revelatlon is precarlously imprecise. As he elsewhere
states2 it is not to be identified with Scripture, which _may, . however
become the medium of this ineffable communication from God. Yet he
also msnsts that the doctrine of salvation through Christ alone is a revealed
truth. 1t is noteworthy that other Neo-Orthodox, theologlans who share
Barth’s views concerning revelation as encounter, come .to very different
conclusions about the extent of God’s disclosure. For example, later in the
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the book we find John V. Taylor writing: ‘| believe we should think of
every religion as a people’s particular tradition of response to the reality
which the Holy Spirit of God has set before their eyes™ (p.217).

Barth’s contribution is followed by some notes of a lecture Karl Rahner
gave in 1961, in which he expounds his notion of “anonymous Christianity™.
While affirming that Christianity is the absolute religion, he observes that
this has obviously not always been so, since it began at a moment in time.
The traditional Roman Catholic view has been that since Pentecost, everyone
in the world finds salvation only through faith in Christ (c. f. Acts 17 v.
30), but Rahner questions this. He would rather think that this is only the
basis for judgement once a culture has been explicitly confronted with the
claims of Christ. Prior to this, pagan religion may be considered to be
“lawful”, that is, althought imperfect, a legitimate means of finding salvation.
They are saved through Christ although ignorant of the fact. They are
anonymous Christians. Rahner is driven to this conclusion by the Biblical
teaching that God desires all men to be saved, and by the observation that
millions die unevangelized.

These lecture notes are an important part of the book, bearing in mind
Rahner’s massive influence in both Catholic and Protestant circles (especially
the WCC). His compassion for the unreached is admirable, but his optimism
regarding their fate was not shared by Paul who, for instance, reminded
the Ephesians of their pre-Christian state in these words: “...you were
at that time separated from Christ, ...having no hope and. without God
in the world” (Eph 2 v. 12). Rahner, who is usually a very clear writer,
becomes significantly vague when he defines the anonymous Christian as
one who has “._already accepted (God’s) grace as the ultimate,
unfathomable entelechy of his existence as opening out into infinity”
(p. 75). This is so amorphous that virtually anyone could be called an anony-
mous Christian, and certainly many of Rahner’s followers are moving in
the direction of universalism.

Fittingly, Rahner is followed by an extract from the Vatican 11 documents
which emphasize the similarity between the world religions, for all contain
true and holy elements. There is no salvation without Christ, but “In
him men find the fulness of their religious life” (p. 82). That this is a definite
shift from the traditional catholic view that outside the Church there is no
salvation is confirmed elsewhere in the documents where it is clearly stated
that the unevangelized can find salvation.3 It comes as no surprise to
leam that Rahner was a theological consultant at Vatican Il.

We now have an extract from Religious Diversity: Essays by Wilfred
Cantwell-Smith (1976). He argues that we cannot afford to ignore other
religions or their claims, especially since they are so vigorous and intran-
sigent when faced with missionary activity. We must develop a sophisticated
explanation for them: “We explain the fact that the Milky Way is there
by the doctrine of creation, but how do we explain the fact that the
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Bhagavad Gita is there?” (p. 100). This explanation cannot depend on a
few proof-texts: “The damnation of my nelghbour is too weightly a matter
to rest on a syllogism’ (p. 102). Our exegesis must be tested by experience.

Many have modified their understanding of the early chapters of Genesis in
the light of evolution theory, similarly we should now be prepared to alter
our view of the possibility of salvation outside Christian proclamation.'
Cantwell-Smith’s alternative is simple “... a Buddhist who is saved
is -saved only because God is the kind of God who Jesus revealed
him to be” (p. 105).

As shall be mentioned later, there is food for thought in this essay.
After all, we have our doctrine of the inspiration of Scripture, but how do
we explain, say, the hauntirig poetry and noble sentiments of the Qur’an?
He is right that our hermeneutic should be tested by experience. For exam-
ple, Galileo’s telescope showed that the doctrine of a fixed earth must have
been an incorrect reading of Psalm 96:10. The danger, of course, is that
experience and reason become normative instead of the Bible. Unfortunately,
Cantwell-Smith has fallen into this trap; the clearly absolutist claims of
Christ have been relativized.

Our next extract comes from Tillich’s late book: Christianity and the
Encounter of World Religions (1963). It is a deft stroll through history,
during which Tillich points out examples of how Christianity has both
learned from other religions and also influenced them. For instance,
Augustine strongly challenged Manicheanism, but he also learned from it
the seriousness of internal ‘evil, and it is through him that the Church gets
its doctrine of total depravity. Tillich advocates that this process of recip-
rocal education should continue as dialogue takes place. '

One could carp about the historical accuracy of some of Tillich's.examples
(it seems more likely that personal introspection and the study of Romans
led to Augustine’s doctrine of human nature, rather than the influence of
Manicheanism),, but again the real danger is in his religious relativism,
Admittedly, he does assert with his usual fuzziness that Jesus as the Christ
is * .. a symbol which stands for the decisive self-manifestation in human
history of the source and aim of all being” (p. 109), but the overall
impression of the extract is that all religions are on a par. The Bible
provides us with a standard by which to judge the different forms of
Christianity which have emerged throughout Church Hlstory but Tillich
cannot accept any such external authority.

There follows a rather rambling and vapid extract from The Unknown
Christ of Hinduism (1968) by R. Panikkar, a Catholic priest who worked
for many years amongst the Hindus of India. He advocates that dialogue
take place not on the level of intellectual discussion, but on the existential
level of common intuitions and desires for the Absolute. It is an out-working
of the anonymous Christian idea: ‘““We meet in Christ; Christ is there in
Hinduism, but Hinduism is not vet his spouse” {(p. 139).
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Next comes a section from Living Faiths and the Ecumenical Movement
(1971) by 5. Sarhartha, Director of the Daalogue Programmes of the. wec.
It isa heartfé1t plea for inter-Faith dlalogue One must. come comm|tted
but humble, réady to discover truth as well as lmpart it. |alogue must
not “just be mte’llectuzﬂ ‘there must also be shared artistic experiences and
group meditation.

‘Samartha is champlomng a basically worthy cause, but .onhe, senses
somethmg a httle unreal. and romantic about some qf the WCC’ preoccupa-
tions. It wolild seem that communal meditation mvolves about. as. much
dialogue as a- couple asleep next to each other on a bus' But it is true,
we do rieeéd ‘to -léarn to speak with) not'at. Weé ‘need'to beé. gentle eﬂough
to hsten as weil as’ speak recogmzing thzft we may have thlngs to’ learn from.
should not be Iodked upon as necessahly a symptom of prlde o an
|mper|al|st|c spirit. After all, the- Chr:stlan message has not ‘evolved fr‘oh‘n our
genius; as John Stott has® Well said: ““The gospel is-a ‘Hon-négotiablé revela-
tion from God"". 4.

Relativism'in an extreme form is found in Hick’s owp. contribytion which
is based on an article published in The Modern Churchman (Wmter 1974)
Here is o tentatwe expTOrer but an aggresuve!y mcnsive th‘mkef' who suggests

mous Mushm as it is'to” accept Rahners thésis! “In fa‘ct all the hlg'ner
religions | are équally valid, and are w0rshipplng essqntlaﬂy the Same. God
as can be derhonstra‘ted by comparitig the  sample prayers thCh chk

- provides. ‘What théh, of the exclusive claims of Chrlst* Simple.” Blbllcal
Criticism’ has shown that Hé probabTy never made them. Hick concludes:
“We can say that there is salvatron in Christ without, havmg to say that there
is no salVatron dther than - Chrlst" (p. 186)

Needless’ to say, chk S qavaher rejectmn of Scripture and his. consequent
conclisions’ lmmedlately ahenate him from evangehcai thought. It could, also
be’ argued that ‘he has been’ hlghly selective in his choice of prayers: Other
samples’could be complled that would suggest the’ opposite: that the world’s
rellglons have fundarnentally drfferent conceptlons of God.

“An_“éxfract from  Moltmann’s. The Church in the Power of the Spirit
(1977) is the penultlmate contnbutlon "He revnews and reJects many of the
traditional approaches to other rehglons as forms of monoiogue and
|mpenaI|sm In' ‘contrast, healthy dlalogue‘ “.. mvolyes clear knowledge
about the identity of one’s own faith on’the one hand; but on the other
it requlres a feellng of oHé’s own’ mcompieteness and a real sense. of neeq
for fellowshlp with the other” (p, 204) Real dlalogue mvolves vulnerablllty
and a readiness to change. As a, Chrlstlan he does not belleve that all
rellgrons are equal but he’ confesses that any absolute. standard by which
to judge them is beyond our knowledge. |

Moltmann ther, is yet. another, example.of 3 theologlan who precariously
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attempts to preserve a non-relativistic position, while refusing.ta-acknowledge
the objective authority of the Bible. His assumption that..we can learn
doctrinally from others is dubious,, He cites jslam’s emphasns on God’s
sovereignty as an instance of somethmg that Chrlstlans do well to heed,
but if we heéd it, it should only 'be because it is. already to.be found in
Scripture. Dialogue is fine, but we must not forget that we are custodians,
of God’s' revelation.

Finally comes Bishop John V. Taylor’s Lambeth Interfaith lecture:
The: Basis of interfaith ‘Dialogue (1977). All religions are fatlibfe résponses
ta: God’s self-revelation “and  real “ dialogue - betweéen them''is” certainly
healthy, God is concerned with, and at work-in, other Faith$ as the Bible
clearly teaches. For ‘example, Amos points: out ‘that, bes&des tsrael the
Philistines and the Syrians have also experienced their exods' {Am. 9 7),
then .in -Malachi 1:11 we, read: “From, the rising: of:the. sun tothe going
down of .the same 'my name is:great among the Gentiles; and-in every place
incense is offered! in. my :name -and:;a pure offering.”’ As for the.seemingly
exclusive saying:foynd-in Acts 4:12, well: the verse is-really.about spiritual
healing of the body, not the .soul.. Observing that:-Christ: Was
crucified:before .the Fall.of -Man (cf. Rev. 13:8), Taylor:contends: sinner™
(p.: 222) All men are: “‘in Ghrist”.

- Taylor-is unique -in-the volume because he:actually' supports his views::
with Scripture, something none of the othersi 'do.” Unfortunately;. his:
exegesis, is. highly guestionable. Amos;9:7. establishes no more than . the.
general prov;dence of God governing the nations, and should be read.in:the
context, of Amos 3:2. Malachi 1:11 does nat .necessarily,.imply that God
accepts’ pagan worsth Even if one dlsagrees with the NIV. translation of the
verse as a future prophecy, one may understand it.as a refe[ence to the
diaspora ot to proselytes, or even. percelve it as a. thth ironjcal statement
to the effect that Israelite worship is even more qorrupt than that of pagans.
Regarding Acts 4:12, suffice it to say that' the majority of commentators
from: Calvin to  F.: Fi' Bruce disagreé with' Taylor’s' interpretation.5 There
is certainly: a half-truth in’his‘notion that humanity: has been:forgiven;; God
is ‘reconcifed to. the: -world: (1l Cor.-5:19),>but ‘the Scripturé-is'clear that
faith-precedes justlf' cation.- Those who 'do ‘not behéve are not-*in Christ”
In fact, Taylor isa blatant universalist as is evident ¢ m his othér writings.6

So we come to the end of our brief survey. The mayof fesson of"the-book
would seem to be that the rejection of an externa*.authonty leads inevitably
to somg: kind of religious: relatmsm and often'to- the conlusion that riot- only
are all peligions acceptable to God, but.also all- men.

The:book.contains few references;to the kinds of traditional religion that
are found in: Africa, but-what is there is:interdsting,-and may suggest a
progressive decrease in Western prejudice! At the:beginning.of the century,
we find Troeltsch’s.condescending attitude. After.-establishing that:different
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cultures experience God in their own way, he writes:

We shall not assume it among the less developed races, where man’s
religious cults are followed side by side, nor in the simple animism of
heathen tribes, which is so monotonous in spite of its many
variations. (p. 26).

In contrast, more recently we find Moltmann appreciating these religions for
their sensitivity to cosmic ecology:
Rerception of the complicated systems of balance which bind
together the individual, his community, the natural environment, his
ancestors and the gods does not permit the prejudicial adjective
“primitive’ to be applied to the animist religions of Africa and Asia.
(p. 205).

As has become glaringly apparent, there is no evangelical author to be
found in the book. It is doubtful that this is just the result of editorial bias
(Hebblethwaite is no radical, contributing as he did to The Truth of God
Incarnate). It indicates rather that we have not entered the forum  of
modern debate as we should. In conclusion, some guidelines are suggested
for further thought. It may be that we find we shall need to retain the
traditional evangelical doctrine that without an explicit faith-respon’se to
the Gospel message, there can be no salvation. But the following issues wnll
need to be thought through:—

1) Keep firmly before us the supreme authority of Scripture and
therefore:

a) the hopelesness of man apart from Christ’s atoning sacrifice

b) the reality of ]udgement and Hell

c) the fact that Scnpture is generally pessimistic about pagan man
(e.g. Rom 1 & 2, | Thes. 1:9f.)

d) the imperative of the Great Commission.

2) Open ourselves to the reality of actual members of other religions. As
Cantwell-Smith says, this may lead us to modify some of our conven-
tional exegesis. For example, too often a passage like Rom 1:18—32
is read as a detailed description of all pagan religion, but does it really
apply to the devout Muslim who has a great abhorrence of :dolatry
and sexual perversion?

3) Re-explore the implications of God's desire for universal salvation
(1l Pet. 3:9,-1 Tim. 2:4 etc) and His promise to reward the seeker
{Heb. 11:6, Ps. 145:17—20). One response might be that it is the
fault of the Church that the whole world has not been evangelized,
and God is grieving about it. It is often argued that faith in Jesus
Christ became the criterion for salvation at the time of Pentecost (cf.
Acts 17:30). Was it possible for the Church to bring the Gospel to
East Africa at that moment? Is John 15:22 ff. of any relevance here?
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Take account of infants who die, and severely handicapped people
who have no chance to learn about the Gospel. '

While affirming the Scriptural teaching that man cannot be saved
through General Revelation, explore the implications of Special

Revelation to the pagan (cf. Balaam, Nebuchadnezzar’s dream which
came from God Dan 2:29 etc.).

While affirming that Scripture denies salvation through other religions,
explore the possibility that some might be saved in spite of their

religion. The evangelical author J. N. D. Anderson suggests that they
might find salvation in the same way that the OT saints did, by repent-
ing of their sins and trusting in God’s mercy, Is this a correct inter-
pretation of the basis upon which the Israelites will be judged? Hebrews
11 is a relevant chapter. Did the saved Ninevites (Lk. 11:31 f.)

do any more than repent in response to faith in God?

Evolve a theology of extra-Biblical Scripture. This will undoubtedly
involve the recognition of Satanic influence (something the contributors
to Christianity and other Religions totally ignore), but surely this
cannot serve as a complete explanation. As a working hypothesis it
might be suggested that the inspiration behind these Scriptures is not
different in kind from artistic inspiration. In both cases, the author
often discerns a gratuitous element in what he creates: the poet wakes
up with some finished lines running through his head, the pagan
prophet speaks out what he has “received”. Again, in both cases, the
finished work which, if it is great art, will communicate with
authority and power, may be a mixture of good and evil, truth and
error. But what is the source of inspiration? Unfortunately, this is not
the place to attempt an answer to this fascinating question, but the
interested reader will find many provocative suggestions in the writings
of the great Swiss psychiatrist, Carl Jung,8 and also in the ideas of
Canon Stafford Wright who re-works Jung’s concepts from a Christian
perspective.9

Set e. g. N. Smart, The Religious Experience of Man kind, (Fontana,
1971.)p. 134-138.

Karl Barth Church Dogmatics, 1. 4 111,
“Those also can attain to everlasting salvation who through no fault

eir own do not know the gospel of Christ or His Church, yet sincerely

God and, moved by grace, strive by their deeds to do His will as it is

known to them.” (Dogmatic Constitution of the Church, 16)

4.
3.

). Stott, Christian Mission in the Modern World, (Falcon, 1975), p. 59.
It is, however, becoming a popular interpretation among religious
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~" pluralists.” Se€e. g.-): A T Robmsons Tmih is ‘Twﬁ-i;Ekafd,;(S:Qﬂ,
1979), p. 105. -‘ |

6. -e:g. ). V.Taylory, ' The Primal Vision, (SCM 1963) p. 163,

7. J.N. D, Anderson, Chrlstlanrty and Comparative Rellgran (Tyndale,
-1970), ¢ch. 5. See also his article in' The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, Ed.
F.E. Gaebelein (Zondervan, 1979), Vol 1,p. 143-—161 :

8. “The CoHectlve Unconsciods s his. key idea, i.e. that part_ of the
human rice. ‘The artist who can draw up. lmages from: thls regaon .. speaks
wnth a thousand voices; he enthrals and ‘overpowers, whlle at., thg: same
tinre he lifts the idéa he is Seekmg fo express out of the occas:onal and
the transutory into’ ‘the reaim ‘of the ever endurmg _(From the, jecture
On the relation of analytlml psyclrolnyy ra Poetry, m The Partable .lung, Ed. ).
Campbell, Penguin, 1976) P.. 321,

9. Seej Stafford anht Mmd Man and theSpmts (Paternosner, 1368)
ch. VI | S .



