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e Why Christianity of All Religions?!
e Pourquoi le christianisme, plutét que les autres

religions?

e Warum sollen wir den Christlichen Glauben den

anderen Religionen vorziehen?

Klaas Runia, Kampen

RESUME

Le pluralisme religieux est une réalité bien con-
nue dans notre culture occidentale. Au moins
quatre vagues de syncrétisme ont e un impact
sur la vie de I’Eglise. Elles se sont toutes carac-
térisées par un trait commun : l'idée qu’il y
aurait plusieurs chemins qui ménent & Dieu.
Les chrétiens évangéliques ont tendance & re-
Jeter ce point de vue en s’appuyant sur certains
textes centraux de la Bible (comme Jn 14.6; Ac
4.12; etc.). Pour les adeptes d’autres religions,
cette réponse n’est pas convaincante, car ils font
appel a d’autres textes ou traditions qu’ils con-
sidérent comme révélation. L’étude comparée

des religions, qui recherche l’essence de chague

religion, ne peut pas non plus donner une
réponse satisfaisante. Comment les chrétiens
eux-mémes consideérent-ils les autres religions 2
On peut distinguer trois positions principales:
les points-de-vue exclusiviste, inclusiviste, et
pluraliste ou libéral.

Cette derniére approche se fonde largement
sur la phénoménologie de l’expérience re-
ligieuse, mais ne fournit pas non plus de réelle
solution. Pour les chrétiens, Jésus-Christ est le
centre de toute révélation. Pourquoi ? Parce

qu’ils croient que Jésus-Christ est ressuscité
d’entre les morts. Quand les disciples ont con-
sidéré sa vie rétrospectivement & partir de la
perspective unique que donne la résurrection, ils
ont découvert un double mystére : 1) le mystére
de son oeuvre, en particulier de sa mort sur la
croix pour réconcilier ’homme avec Dieu, et 2)
le mystére de sa personne: il était, non pas un
homme ordinaire, ni méme un homme extraor-
dinaire, mais bien plus qu’un homme: le Fils
unique de Dieu incarné. Dans la seconde partie
de l’article, ces deux mystéres sont abordés de
maniére plus approfondie.

Tout ceci ne signifie pas qu’il n’y ait aucune
parcelle de vérité dans les autres religions.
Méme les théologiens qui adoptent le point-de-
vue exclusiviste ne veulent pas dire que les au-
tres religions sont totalement et & tous égards
erronées. Mais quoi qu’il en soit, nous devons
maintenir que, s’il est possible que des adeptes
d’autres religions soient sauvés, ils ne le seront
certainement pas en vertu de leur propre re-
ligiosité, mais uniquement parce que l’Esprit de
Christ est d’une fagon ou d’une autre & l’oeuvre
dans leur coeur, et parce que, par son action, le
secret de Christ leur a été en quelque sorte révélé.

ZUSAMMENFASSUNG

Religidser Pluralismus ist eine bekannte Grifle
der westlichen Kultur. Es hat zumindest vier
Wellen des Synkretismus gegeben, die einen
EinfluB auf das Leben der Kirche hatten. Sie
alle weisen eine gemeinsame Struktur auf, ndm-
lich den Glauben, dafi es viele Wege zu Gott gebe.
Evangelikale Christen sind geneigt, diese Art
des Denkens unter Berufung auf einige zentrale
Texte der Bibel (Joh. 14,6; Apg. 4,12 usw.)

abzulehnen. Fiir Anhénger anderer Religionen
ist eine solche Antwort jedoch nicht iiber-
zeugend, da sie sich auf ihre eigenen Offen-
barungen berufen. Die vergleichende Religion,
darum bemiiht, das Wesen einer jeden Religion
zu ermitteln, ist ebenfalls nicht in der Lage, eine
definitive Antwort zu liefern. Wie sehen Chris-
ten selbst die anderen Religionen? Es gibt drei
grundsdtzliche Positionen: die exklusivistische,
die inklusivistische und die pluralistische bzw.
liberale Position. Der letztgenannte Ansatz baut
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- zu groflen Teilen auf der Phdnomenologie der

religiésen Erfahrung auf, doch auch dies bietet

keine Lésung. Fiur Christen ist Jesus Christus
das Zentrum aller Offenbarung. Warum? Weil
sie glauben, daf er von den Toten auferstanden
ist. Als die Jiinger aus der einzigartigen Per-
spektive seiner Auferstehung auf sein Leben
zuriickblickten, entdeckten sie ein doppeltes
Mysterium. 1.) das Mysterium seiner Taten und
der Notwendigkeit seines Kreuzestodes, ndm-
lich die Verséhnung des Menschen mit Gott,
und 2.) das Mysterium seiner Identitit; denn er
war kein normaler Mensch, nicht einmal ein
aufergewdhnlicher Mensch, sondern mehr als
ein Mensch: Gottes eingeborener Sohn im
Fleisch. Im zweiten Teil des Artikels werden

One of the songs of George Harrison of

Beatles’ fame is called: ‘My sweet Lord’.
The refrain of the song is: ‘I really want to
know you, I really want to know you, Lord,
but it takes so long’. These words give the
impression that this is a Christian song,
but this is a mistake. In the background we
hear a choir singing ‘Hallelujah’, but half-
way through the record the Hallelujah
makes way to Hare Krishna, Krishna,
Krishna, and later on the names of other
Indian deities are mentioned.

This song is typical of the thinking of
many people in our day. They believe that
all religions are pathways to God. They like
to compare the various religions with the
spokes of a wheel: they all run to the same
centre, the axle. In a similar way all relig-
ions lead us to the same hidden centre of
all reality: God. For this reason it does not
really make any difference which deity one
worships. It is also possible to insert as-
pects of other religions into one’s own re-
ligion. In the past this approach was
particularly characteristic of Asian relig-
ions. In his book No Other Name W. A.
Visser ‘t Hooft, the first secretary-general
of the WCC, quotes the following Sufi-
hymn:

O God, in every temple I find people that
seek thee.

In every language I hear spoken, people
praise thee...
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diese beiden Mysterien ausfiihrlicher behan-
delt. All dies will nicht besagen, daf die an-
deren Religionen grundsdtzlich keine Wahrheit
beinhalten. Selbst Theologen, die die exklusivis-
tische Position einnehmen, wollen nicht andeu-
ten, dafi die anderen Religionen in ihrer
Gesamtheit und in jeglicher Hinsicht falsch
sind. Doch wie dem auch sei, es gilt folgendes
festzuhalten: wenn es mdéglich ist, daff Men-
schen anderer Religionen gerettet werden, so
werden sie mit absoluter Sicherheit nicht
aufgrund ihrer eigenen Religiositdt gerettet,
sondern nur, weil der Geist Christi in irgend-
einer Weise in threm Leben aktiv war, und weil
ihnen durch sein Wirken das Geheimnis Christi
in irgendeiner Wetse klar geworden ist.

Sometimes I frequent the Christian
cloister and sometimes the mosque,

But it is thou I search for from temple to
temple.

In recent years the same approach has
become rather popular in the Western
world too, largely due to the influence of
Eastern religions and of the New Age
movement. In some theological circles, es-
pecially in the English-speaking world, it
has become the predominant view. It is
therefore not surprising to see that com-
mon worship services of Christians, Jews
and Moslems are becoming more frequent.
In such services portions of the New Testa-
ment, of the Old Testament and of the
Koran are read side by side, and together
the worshippers pray to the heavenly Fa-
ther of Jesus Christ, to Yahweh and to
Allah, for they are all names for the One
and Only God, the Creator of heaven and
earth.:

2. It is common to speak here of religious
pluralism. One can also speak of syncre-
tism. Visser ‘¢ Hooft gives the following
definition of syncretism: ‘It is the view
which holds that there is no unique revela-
tion in history, that there are many differ-
ent ways to reach the divine reality, that all
formulations of religious truth and experi-
ence are by their very nature inadequate
expressions of that truth and that it is
necessary to harmonize as much as possi-
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ble all religious ideas and experiences so as
to create one universal religion for man-
kind’ (21).

According to Visser ‘t Hooft there have
been four great waves of syncretism that
had a bearing on the life of the church. The
first one occurred in the days of King
Manasseh, who lived in the century before
the Jewish Exile. He introduced foreign
cults into the temple and worshipped all
the host of heaven, serving them next to
Yahweh. The second wave occurred in the
days of the Roman Empire. All kinds of
religions found their way to Rome: from
Asia Minor, from Syria, from Persia, from
Egypt and from many other countries.
Their gods were very welcome and each of
them obtained his or her own place in the
Pantheon, the famous temple at Rome,
where the gods of all nations were wor-
shipped together with the Emperor and his
‘divine’ predecessors. In a letter to the Em-
peror the Roman prefect Symmachus sum-
marized the underlying concept: ‘What
does it matter how anyone seeks the truth?
It is impossible that so great a mystery
should be approached by one road only’
(22). No wonder that the Christians who
believed that there is only one God, the
Father, and only one Lord, Jesus Christ (1
Cor 8:6), and who therefore refused to par-
take in the cult of the Emperor, were bit-
terly persecuted by the authorities.

The third wave broke over Europe in the
18th century, the age of the Enlightenment
(22ff.). Thinkers and writers, such as Rous-
seau, Goethe and Lessing, believed that we
should eagerly receive all the wealth of the
varieties of religious experience without
excluding any. Christianity was just one
aspect of the wider religious synthesis. One
of the best known examples of this limitless
syncretism is Lessing’s famous parable of
the three rings. A father has three sons
whom he loves equally. He can give his ring
with magic power to only one of them.
Since he does not want to offend any of his
sons he has two perfect imitations of the
true ring made, and before he dies he
blesses each of his sons and gives him one
of the rings. Each of the three believes he

possesses the true ring and considers the
others false. So they all go to the wise judge
Nathan who speaks for Lessing himself and
for the whole Enlightenment when he of-
fers the following judgment: ‘Let each
think that his own is the true ring’ and in
the mean time show forth ‘gentleness, a
heartfelt tolerance, good works and deep
submission to God’s will’.

The fourth great wave of syncretism is
taking place in our own day. It is promoted
by various factors, such as the science of
comparative religion, the new schools of
psychology, the end of the colonial period,
the revival of the old religions of Asia, the
vitalist philosophy, which is a marked fea-
ture of modern literature, etc. ( 28ff). In
recent years the wave has been strength-
ened by the ideas of New Age, which are
based on the premise that all that exists is
‘one’. Everything coheres and is connected
with everything else; God, nature, the cos-
mos, the plant, the animal and manthey
are all ‘one’. In addition, the soul or spirit
of man is nothing but a spark from the
divine fire or a droplet from the divine
ocean, and every religion is nothing but the
striving of this spark or droplet to return
into the great and eternal fire or ocean.

All these various and varied forms of syn-
cretism have one common structure. They
all believe that there are many pathways to
God, for God is ‘too great, too unknowable
to reveal himself in a single revelation and
once for all’ (48). Syncretism in all its forms
is ‘essentially a revolt against the unique-
ness of revelation in history.’ Syncretistic
thinking abhors the idea ‘that God has
actually made himself definitely known in
a particular person and event at a particu-
lar time.” In our own day this view is
strongly and persuasively advocated by
such theologians as William Cantwell
Smith, John Hick and Paul Knitter. All
three of them are of the opinion that we
have to abandon the idea that Jesus Christ
is the very centre of God’s self-revelation.
Our religious thinking should not be ‘chris-
tocentric but ‘theocentric’. Hick calls this
the Copernican Revolution’ that is taking
place in our day. “We have to realize that
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the universe of faiths centres upon God,
and not upon Christianity or upo n any
other religion. God is the sun, the origina-
tive s ource of light and life, whom all the
rehgmns reflect in their own' different
ways’. Paul Knitter essentially agrees
with Hick,* although he himself prefers to
speak of a ‘salvation-centred’ approach, for
such a conception would call on the differ-
ent religious believers to work for ‘a shared
liberative praxis’.

3. What is our answer as Evangehcal
Christians? Almost instinctively we reject
this kind of syncretism with an appeal to
certain passages of Scripture, such as John
14:6, where Jesus says: ‘I am the way, the

truth and the life; no one comes to the

Father but by Me’; or the words of Peter in
Acts 4:12, ‘And there is salvation in no one
else, for there is no other name under
heaven given among men by which we
must be saved’; or the words of Paul in 1
Tim 2:5, ‘There is one God and there is one
mediator be tween God and men, the man
Christ Jesus’.

For my part, I wholeheartedly believe
what is said in these passages. However, an
appeal to them is not the correct starting
point in a discussion with people of other
faiths. For us who belong to the Christian
Church,; the Bible contains God’s self-reve-
lation to his chosen people. But an appeal

“to this revelation is valid only for those who
believe in Jesus Christ and share the same
faith with the Bible writers. The adherents
of other religion s also appeal to their own
holy writings as revelations of God and
they are convinced that these writings offer
them the truth about God. In a discussion
with people of other religions a simple ap-
peal to revelation means that we arrive at
a deadlock.

In addition, there is the fact that today
these very same passages are interpreted
in a different way by fellow-Christians. The
Roman Catholic scholar Paul Knitter, for
instance, be lieves that these passages ap-
ply to Christians only. When Christians see
Jesus as the way, the life and the truth, they
actually say no more than that this is the
way they personally experience Jesus.
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Knitter ranks it with the exclamation of a
husband to his wife: “You are the most
beautiful woman in the world.”> We have to
do here with ‘love’ language, which means
that the passages I quoted should not be
taken in an absolute sense, but as confes-
sions that hold true within the Christian
community only. .

Are there other ways to find an answer to
our question?

4. Since the rise of the science of compara-
tive religion, scholars have tried to discover
the essence of the phenomenon of religion.
The next step, naturally, was to determine
which of the various religions met this cri-
terion best. But this method did not pro-
vide an answer either.

In the first place there was the problem
of the criterion itself. Often it was formu-
lated in such a general and broad manner
that every religion was covered by it. Take,
for instance, the idea of the holy. This idea,
in one form or another, is present in all
religions. We encounter it in both the so-
called primitive religions (e.g., animism)
and the higher religions (such as Buddhism
and Hinduism, Judaism, Christianity and
Islam).

A second problem is that nearly always
the scholar uses his own view of the essence
of religion as the criterion for determining
which is the highest religion. The natural
result is that one finds what one is looking
for. One’s own religion appears to be the
highest form of religion.

A third problem is that in essence all
religions are unique. All religions have
their own characteristic features and even
when they use the same word (e.g. God, or
revelation, or salvation), this word appears
to have its own inalienable and non-trans-
ferable content.® Christianity, Judaism and
Islam all use the word God, but their con-
ceptions of God differ in various respects,
e.g. in the idea of the Fatherhood of God.
Both Christianity and Islam claim to be
based on revelation, which was written
down in the Holy Book. However, there is
a decisive difference. For Moslems the Ko-
ran is the written transcript of an eternal
tablet in heaven, the ‘Mother of the Book’,



* Why Christianity of All Religions?

and it was transmitted to Mohammed
through the angel Gabriel. For Christians
the self-revelation of God is to be sought
primarily in the person of Jesus and only
secondarily in the Bible. Both Christianity
and Buddhism are religions of redemption,
but in Buddhism it is a redemption from
desire and suffering , while in Christianity
redemption means the liberation from sin
and guilt, from the powers of evil and from
death.

When H.M.Kuitert states, in his last
book, that the three great monotheistic
religions (Judaism, Christianity and Islam)
share theidea of transcendence, for they all
believe in God as The Creator who can
never be confused with his creatures’, he
makes a similar mistake. Using a philo-
sophical and rather abstract idea of tran-
scendence he regards these three religions
as the guardians of transcendence. Conse-
quently, he goes on to argue for the reha-
bilitation of ‘theism’ . In the second last
sentence of his book he writes: ‘The
churches, the synagogue, the mosque they
are able, better than hitherto, to teach
their people that they do not have to be
anybody’s servant, if they believe in God’
(202). However true this statement may be
in itself, it is based on the faulty presuppo-
sition that these three religions have the
same view of divine transcendence. Kuit-
ert, too, works with a criterion that he has
first devised (namely ‘theism’). But the fact
that it applies equally to three quite differ-
ent religions is proof that in this way we
shall never find an answer to the question:
Why Christianity of all religions? On the
basis of theism there appear to be three
candidates!

5. The next question that we encounter
in this context is: How do Christians regard
the other religions? Can the answer to this
question provide a solution? When we look
back at the history of the Christian Church
there appear to be two main views.

The first is to regard all other religions as
false religions. This was the view of Tertul-
lian and many Church Fathers. It was also
the view of the medieval church. It adopted
the formula, first introduced by Cyprian,

‘extra ecclesiam nulla salus’ (there is no
salvation outside the church). In his bull
Unam Sanctam, issued in 1302, Pope Boni-
face VIII reaffirmed it and stated: ‘That
there is only one holy, catholic and apostolic
Church we are compel led by faith to be-
lieve and hold; we firmly believe in her and
simply confess her; outside her there is
neither salvation nor remission of sins’.®
The Council of Florence (1438-1445) re-
peated and confirmed this view when it
said: ‘Outside the Catholic Church no one,
neither pagans nor Jews nor heretics nor
schismatics, can obtain eternal life, but will
go to the everlasting fire..., unless before
the end of life they are received into the
Church’.? Basically this was also the view
of the Reformers. Luther spoke for the
entire Protestant tradition when he called
Christianity the vera et unica religio (the
true and unique religion). According to
Calvin Scripture condemns ‘as falsehood
and lying whatever of divinity had formerly
been celebrated among the heathen’.}
The second view regards the other relig-
ions as a mixture of truth and error, the
latter obscuring the former. Yet, because of
those elements of truth, the non-Christian
religion may function as a praeparatio
evangelica (an evangelical preparation) for
the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Since the 19th
century this view has become predominant
in Roman Catholic teaching and theology.
The lumen naturale (the light of nature),
by which the adherents of other religions
live, is the antechamber to the true Church
of God, the Roman Catholic Church. In the
documents of the Second Vatican Council
in particular we encounter this ‘fulfilment’
theory. Thus we read in section 16 of Lu-
men Gentium: ‘“Those also can attain to
everlasting salvation who through no fault
of their own do not know the gospel of
Christ or His Church, yet sincerely seek
God and, moved by grace, strive by their
deeds to do His will as it is known to them,
through the dictates of conscience. Nor
does divine Providence deny the help nec-
essary for salvation to those who, without
blame on their part , have not yet arrived
at an explicit knowledge of God, but who
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strive to live a good life, thanks to his grace.
Whatever goodness or truth is found
among them is look ed upon by the Church
as preparation for the gospel. She regards
such qualities as given by Him who enlight-
ens all men so that they may finally have
life’.!

In our own day we still encounter these
differing attitudes toward other religions.
In fact, today it is customary to make a
threefold distinction: the exclusivist, the
inclusivist and the pluralist or liberal ap-
proach. Since time does not allow me to
deal with them eéxtensively I will make a
few short comments on each position'?

6. The exclusivist view was generally held
by the Church up to the Middle Ages, and
by the Reformers. In our century it was
strongly advocated by Karl Barth and Hen-
drik Kraemer. Barth rejected all divine self-
revelation outside Christ and declared
every form of religion (including the Chris-
tian ‘religion’, which he distinguished from
the Chrlstlan Gospel) to be sheer unbe-
lief.1? Likewise Kraemer regarded all relig-
ion, all philosophy and all moralism as
constituting varlous ‘endeavours for self-
redemption’.}* In one of his last books he
repeated this same view and wrote that in
the light of Christ (and not in that of Chris-
tianity!) ‘the first thing we have to say
point-blank about the “other” religions is
that in their deepest and most essential
intentions all of them are errors’.!®

In my own Reformed tradition we en-
counter a rather similar view in the works
of J.H. Bavirick and J. Verkuyl. They differ
from Barth in that they both believe that
there is, in addition to the revelation in
Christ, also a general self-revelation of God
in creation, in the work of the law written
on the heart of every human being and in
the human conscience. But they also be-
lieve with Paul that fallen man suppresses
the truth of this general revelation by his
wickedness (Rom1:18). Bavinck sees be-
hind all idolatry ‘rebellion against God,
vain illusion, and self-deceit’.1® J. Verkuyl,
Bavinck’s successor to the chair of missiol-
ogy in the Free University of Amsterdam,
is of the opinion that at no point are the
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religions of this world identical. ‘They dif-
fer deeply in the wells from which they
draw and in their contents and in their
aims.’!” He also agrees with Kraemer that
self-redemption is the hidden motive of all
the non-Christian religions (116). There-
fore, he cannot possibly agree with the
view, rather popular in some Roman Catho-
lic circles, that all religious systems are
ways of salvatlon as long as they have not
yet met Christ.!®

The exclusivist view is also held by the
great majority of evangelical theologians.
In the famous Lausanne Covenant (1974)
evangelicals from all over the world pro-
fessed: ‘We affirm that there is only one
Saviour and only one Gospel... We recog-
nize that all men have some knowledge of
God through his general revelation in na-
ture. But we deny that this can save, for
men suppress the truth by their un-
righteousness. We also reject as derogatory
to Christ and the gospel every kind of syn-
cretism and dialogue which implies that
Christ speaks equally through all religions
and ideologies. Jesus Christ, being himself
the only God-man, who gave himself as the
only ransom for sinners, is the only media-
tor between God and man. There is no
other name by which we must be saved’.!?

7. The inclusivist view, though never uni-
versally adopted, has quite a long pedigree,
too. We find traces of it already in the
writings of Justin Martyr, one of the early
Apologists (c. 100 — ¢.165). In one of his
writings he affirms: ‘It is our belief that
those men who strive to do the good which
is enjoined upon us have a share in God;
according to our traditional belief they will
by God’s grace share his dwelling. And it is
our conviction that this holds good in prin-
ciple for all men’. Behind this affirmation
lies the idea of the eternal divine Logos,
which as the philosophical principle of co-
herent rationality permeates the basic re-
ality of the universe as a whole. Because
Justin identifies this Logos with Christ he
can write: ‘Christ is the divine Word in
whom the whole human race share, and
those who live according to the light of
their knowledge are Christians, even if
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they are considered as being godless’. 20

As stated before, in recent Roman Catho-
lic teaching and theology the inclusivist
approach takes on the form of the ‘fulfil-
ment’ theory, meaning that the qualities of
goodness and truth which non-Christian
religions may possess come from Christ
and reflect rays of that Truth that enlight-
ens all men (cf. John 1:19).2! The Vatican
I1 Decree on the Church’s Missionary Activ-
ity (Ad Gentes) seems to go even further
when it says that ‘whatever truth and
grace are to be found among the nations,
as a sort of secret presence of God, this
(missionary activity) frees from all taint of
evil and restores to Christ its Maker’
(595/6). Individual Roman Catholic theolo-
gians have moved even bevond this cau-
tious approach of their church. Karl
Rahner, for instance, believes that, even
though creation may not be identified with
grace, grace always accompanies it. For this
reason the faithful adherents of other re-
ligions can be saved through the faithful
practice of their religion. Rahner calls
these people ‘anonymous’ Christians.??
The Asian theologian Raymond Pannikar
takes a big step further, when he states:
“The good and bona fide Hindu is saved by
Christ and not by Hinduism, but it is
through the Sacraments of Hinduism,
through the Mysterium that comes to him
through H1ndu1sm3, that Christ saves the
Hindu normally’.?® Some Eastern Ortho-
dox theologians move in the same direc-
tion. Metropolitan Georges Khodt speaks
of the hidden Christ within other religious
traditions. ‘Christ is hidden everywhere in
the mystery of his lowliness. Any reading
of religions is a reading of Christ. It is
Christ alone who is received as light when
grace visits a Brahmin, a Buddhist or a
Mohammadan reading his own scrip-
tures.’2

Even though the inclusivists show very
considerable appreciation of the non-
Christian religions, they refrain from say-
ing that those religions themselves can
save a person. It is always Christ who saves
by his hidden presence in the other relig-
ion.

8. The third approach, which is often
called the pluralist or liberal approach,
moves beyond this, no longer having a
place for the uniqueness of Jesus Christ. In
the early decades of this century the Ger-
man theologian and philosopher Ernst
Troeltsch already disclaimed Christianity
as the supreme expression of religious life.
All evidence we have for such a claim is ‘the
evidence of a profound experience’, but this
kind of evidence is valid only for those who
share this experience. Christianity, there-
fore, is no more than one faith among many
others.?

In preparation for the World Conference
at Tambaram (1938) W.E. Hocking, a lib-
eral Harvard professor, wrote the report
Re-Thinking Mission (1932). In it he
wrote: ‘The missionary will look forward,
not to the destruction of these religions,
but to their continued existence with
Christianity, each stimulating the other in
growth toward the ultimate goal, unity in
the completest religious truth’ (443/4).
Some twenty years later he advocated the
idea of one universal world religion. His
premise was that all religions contain an
alienable core of truth. ‘In proportion as
any religion grows in self-understanding
through grasping its own essence, it grasps
the essence of all religion.’?® Hence there is
no need to relinquish one’s own religion
and convert to another religion, but stay-
ing in his own religion the believer should
aim at ‘reconception’, that is, a new concep-
tion of his own religion, complemented and
enriched by his contact with other relig-
ions.

In our own day the pluralist approach is

strongly advocated and defended by such
theologians as William Cantwell Smith,
John Hick and Paul Knitter.?” Cantwell
Smith is of the opinion that the adherents
of other religions are also ‘people of the
faith’.2® In his contribution to the 1988
issue of the International Review of Mis-
sions which commemorated Tambaram
1938 he wrote that in the one world in
which we live today we realize that the
great religions are ‘great movements of the
human spirit’, each ‘of great spiritual
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depth, and many would now add, of salvific
force’ (361). What began in Bethlehem is
not God’s only mission, but just part of it.
‘Few of us Christians know much about
God’s mission in the Islamic venture; God’s
mission to India, and nowadays ... to the
world through the Hindu complex; God’s
mission to East Asia, and nowadays to the
world, in the Buddhist movement’ (366).
This entire mission is the work of the Holy
Spirit. Every one who denies this is d1slo¥al
to Christ and is blaspheming God(367)!%°

John Hick, who wrote many books on the
subject, states in one of his last publica-
tions: God is ‘the sun, the originative
source of hght and life, whom all the rehg
ions reflect in their own different ways’.
The title of his very last book speaks for
itself: The Rainbow of Faiths (1995). The
title of the last chapter reads: ‘A Christian-
ity That Sees Itself as One True Religion
among Others’ (125). In the last part of this
chapter he offers a ‘spirituality in a plural-
istic age’, which is drawn from a number of
non-Christian writings, Talmudic, Hindu,
Sikh, Buddhist, Taoist, Moslem, etc.
(139ft.).

Paul F. Knitter who is another spokes-
man for the pluralist view wrote the book
No Other Name? (1986). The question
mark in the title is telling and indicates
where his problem lies. He rejects the
mainline Protestant model that ties salva-
tion to the Christ event (119), because
Christ does not limit his working to the
Christian faith; one can encounter him in
other religions as well. The Catholic model
(many ways, one norm) is better, for it
recognizes that grace (which is of Christ)
also operates through non-Christian relig-
ions (123) and that authentic religious ex-
perience also takes place in them (14).
Knitter himself prefers the theocentric
model (many ways to God) or better still,
the salvation-centred model (many ways of
salvation). There is no reason to believe
that God’s full offer ofgrace was given only
once (191). Incarnation was not a unique
event that took place literally and histori-
cally, but we should see it as a meaningful
myth, indicating that in the encounter with

64 ° EurolTh 6:1

Jesus Christ we encounter God himself.
The final bar of religious truth is ‘an
authentic experience of the divine that
gives one a secure place to stand and from
which to carry on the frightening and fas-
cinating journey, with other religions, into
the inexhaustible fullness of divine truth’
(220).

9. The pluralist approach is largely built
on the phenomenology of religious experi-
ence. Hick does not deny that there are
differences in the mode of experience, but
he regards such differences as conse-
quences of the fact that the Ultimate ex-
ceedsall our thoughts and speculations and
isindefinable.?! Our image of God is always
a ‘human’ image and therefore inadequate
and incomplete. For that same reason the
various experiences are not mutually ex-
clusive but rather complementary. This,
however, is not a conclusion based on the
factual data that came to light in his inves-
tigation of the various experiences, but it
already served as the premise of his pheno-
menological investigation and at the end of
the investigation it is simply repeated.
Rightly Ninian Smart observes that ‘from
a phenomenological point of view it is not
possible to base the judgment that all relig-
ions pomt to the same truth upon religious
experience’.3? The great ‘phenomenolo-
gist’ G. van der Leeuw already observed:
‘Vor der Offenbarung macht die Phino-
menologie halt’. (Phenomenology comes to
a halt when it encounters revelation.)

It is obvious that in this approach there
is no place for the idea of a real Incarnation.
One may still use the term, but it no longer
describes factual history. It now belongs in
the same group of categorles of language as
parable, story or image.33 ‘It is not, strictly
speaking, descriptive language, but lan-
guage designed to evoke a response of faith
and commitment in the person who hears
or reads it.” It is no longer possible to be-
lieve that at a certain point of time in the
history of this world the Second Person of
the Divine Trinity came to earth in order
to live here as a human being, for the
salvation of the world, but the story of the
Incarnation is a religious story that tells us
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that the encounter with the man Jesus was
and is, in some sense, an encounter with
God. Here the idea of the Incarnation as
one of the criteria for the truth of revela-
tion has been discarded and abandoned.

As we all know, the Christian faith does
not say that the revelation in Jesus Christ
is the only revelation. With a few excep-
tions (for instance, Karl Barth) Christian
theology has always recognized a general
self-revelation of God in nature and in
man’s morality and conscience, but it also
recognized that this revelation is always
suppressed by man’s wickedness (Rom
1:18), the result being that all religions are
a mixture of truth and error, of true and
false trails. For this reason a new revela-
tion was necessary, a revelation that
started immediately after the Fall and had
its culmination in the appearance of Jesus
Christ. This new revelation, however, does
not negate the reality of the general reve-
lation. Most Christians believe that to
some extent the general revelation still
shines through the various religions. The
norm for the evaluation of all religious
knowledge and experience, however, is the
revelation in Jesus Christ.

I accept that what I have just said is a
statement of faith that cannot be proved at
the bar of pure science, including the sci-
ence of the phenomenology of religion. But
for a Christian who through the work of the
Holy Spirit has been touched and reached
by the gospel, Jesus Christ is the central
revelation of the only true God who is the
Creator of heaven and earth. As Hendrikus
Berkhof has put it: ‘for the Christian the
divine revelation in Christ is not exclusive,
but it is normative’.3 '

10. So the question “Why Christianity of
all religions?’ cannot be answered by
means of comparative religion or the phe-
nomenology of religion. That way leads to
a dead end. Therefore we have to start
somewhere else and ask another question,
namely, what is the unique character of the
Christian Gospel. I use the term ‘the Chris-
tian Gospel’, and not ‘Christianity’, delib-
erately. Christianity is the particular
religious and/or cultural form of a society

or a segment of society that was addressed
and touched by the Christian Gospel. Such
a Christian society is always a mixture of
Christian and non-Christian elements.
This was also the reason why both Barth
and Kraemer in their critique of the phe-
nomenon of religion included the Christian
religion.

Therefore, if we want to find an answer
to our question, we cannot take Christian-
ity or the Christian religion as our starting
point. Not even Christian theology or the
Christian faith can serve as a starting
point. Even the latter is not an absolute
norm, for it is the human response to the
Gospel and therefore always incomplete
and imperfect. There is only one correct
starting point, namely the Person of Him
who is the spring and the object of the
Christian Gospel and the Christian faith.

It is precisely here that we find an essen-
tial difference between the Christian faith
and the other religions. At the centre of
every other religion is, not the founder, but
his teaching or doctrine. Gautama Buddha
told his followers that only his teaching was
important. Mohammed called himself the
last of the prophets. But Jesus, the man of
Nazareth, not only claimed that his teach-
ing came from God, but also that He Him-
self came from God (cf. Matt 21:37; Mark
12:6; Luke 20:13). We observe this claim
not only in the Fourth Gospel, but in the
Synoptic Gospels as well. In all the Gospels
Jesus made his own person the decisive and
final criterion, both for this life and for the
life to come. ‘Every one who acknowledges
Me before men, I also will acknowledge
before my Father who is in heaven’ (Matt
10:32; cf. Luke 12:8). ‘He who receives you
receives Me, and he who receives Me re-
ceives Him who sent Me’ (Matt 10:40;
Mark 9:37; Luke 10:16). ‘Whoever would
save his life will lose it, and whoever loses
his life for my sake will find it’ (Matt.
16:25). According to the Gospel of John
Jesus says to Thomas and the other apos-
tles: ‘I am the way, the truth and the life;
no one comes to the Father, but by Me. If
you had known Me, you would have known
my Father also; henceforth you know Him
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and have seen Him’ (14:6, 7).

11. But how do we know that such state-
ments are really true? In today’s theologi-
cal climate it is not enough to say: ‘Well,
that’s what I read in the Bible and the Bible
is God’s Word for me’. Undoubtedly this is
a good Christian answer and yet it is not
enough. We all know of the historical-criti-
cal research of the Bible that has been
going on since the end of the 18th century
and has boomed in this 20th century. Many
of the leading theologians are of the opin-
ion that we can no longer read the Gospels
as if they present us with a truly historical
picture of the real, historical Jesus, that is,
Jesus as He lived his life here on earth, at
the beginning of the Christian era. These
questions are, unfortunately, beyond the
scope of this essay, but we cannot pretend
that they do not exist.

This is the reason why I take my starting
point in the resurrection of Jesus Christ.
This, in my opinion, is the only proper
point of departure for obtaining a good and
reliable picture of the real Jesus. The Gos-
pels themselves were written from this per-
spective. I know, of course, that according
to historical-critical research into the New
Testament the fact of the resurrection it-
self is by no means certain. Most of the
theologians and historians involved in this
research do believe that after Jesus’ death
on the cross something must have hap-
pened that evoked the idea of a resurrec-
tion in the minds and hearts of the
disciples, but whether it was a real resur-
rection we do not and cannot know on the
basis of the evidence available. The data we
find in the Gospels are scant and contradic-
tory. The only thing we really know is that
a few days after Jesus’ death on the cross
the idea that Jesus was raised from the
dead was present and alive in the minds
and hearts of the disciples.

For a Reformed church and a Reformed
theologian this view is utterly unaccept-
able. The resurrection of Jesus on the third
day after his death is not an ‘idea’ that one
can accept or reject. Jesus’ resurrection is
the very centre of the entire New Testa-
ment. All four Gospels mention it. It is also
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the foundation and heart of the apostolic
preaching as reported in the book of Acts.
All the letters in the New Testament pre-
suppose it. In other words, all the early
witnesses speak of it as a truly factual
event. All four Gospels mention several
witnesses who met the risen Lord. Paul,
whose letter to the Corinthians was writ-
ten much earlier than the Gospels, men-
tions quite a list of witnesses. ‘He appeared
to Cephas (Peter), then to the twelve. Then
He appeared to more than five hundred
brethren at one time, most of whom are
still alive, though some have fallen asleep.
Then He appeared to James, then to all the
apostles. Last of all, as to one untimely
born, He appeared also to me’ (1 Cor 15:5-
8). Very intriguing is the reference to an
appearance to five hundred brethren at one
time. This appearance is not mentioned in
the Gospels, but there is no reason to doubt
its factuality. Paul’s formulation is quite
striking. It is as if he is saying: ‘If you don’t
believe me, go to Palestine and talk to those
brethren, for most of them are still alive’.
All the writers of the New Testament are
absolutely certain that the same Jesus who
in the late afternoon of (what we call) Good
Friday died on the cross was raised from
the dead by God Himself on the first day of
the following week. As a matter of fact, God
is the only One who can do this. The resur-
rection is a divine miracle. Yes, we may say;
it is the greatest miracle of all times. Itis a
pure novum. It is also different from all the
other raisings mentioned in both the Old
and the New Testament. The son of the
widow of Zarephath (1 Kings 17) and the
son of the wealthy woman of Shunem (2
Kings 4), the little daughter of Jairus, the
young man of Nain and Jesus’ friend Laz-
arus were also raised from the dead, but
they all returned to this life and therefore
had to die again. Their resurrections were
strictly personal and had no consequences
for the fate and future of other people.
They were at most a signal that death does
not have the last word. Jesus’ resurrection
was quite different and unique. He did not
return to this world and this life, even
though He did appear to his disciples dur-
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ing the forty days between his resurrection
and ascension, but He went, so to speak,
right through death and arrived at the
other end of it in order so to enter into the
eternal life with his Father in heaven. His
resurrection was also unique in that it had
consequences for other people. Paul says
that He was raised as the ‘first fruits of
those that have fallen asleep’ (1 Cor 15:20).
Alittle further he says: ‘As in Adam all die,
so also in Christ shall all be made alive (22).
Jesus’ resurrection is the anticipation of
the great eschatological resurrection that
shall take place at the end of history.

10. From the unique perspective of Jesus’
resurrection the disciples of Jesus looked
back at Jesus’ life and discovered things

they had never seen or understood before.
~ From this perspective they realized there
was a mystery in Jesus’ life, even a double
mystery. First, there was a mystery in what
He did and why He had to die. Second,
there was a mystery in who He was: not an
ordinary man, not even an extra-ordinary
man, but more than man.

During the years that the disciples fol-
lowed Jesus, while He travelled around the
country and preached the Gospel of the
Kingdom, they were deeply impressed by
what He did and said. With their own ears
they heard that the Kingdom of God was at
hand (Mark 1:15; Matt 3:17; Luke 10:9,
11). With their own eyes they saw the signs
of the Kingdom. But they had little idea of
what this kingdom was and who this Jesus
who announced it was. A very clear exam-
ple of this lack of understanding is the story
of Peter’s confession of Jesus as the Mes-
siah, the Son of the living God (Matt 16:16).
This must have been a high point in Jesus’
life. At long last some one recognized Him
as the Messiah sent by God. But He also
realized that Peter, and the other disciples
as well, still had an entirely wrong concep-
tion of his messiahhood and of his messi-
anic task. This becomes apparent when
Jesus immediately after Peter’s confession
begins to speak about his suffering and
death. Peter at once rebukes Him, saying:
‘God forbid, Lord! This shall never happen
toyou’ (Matt 16:22), In turn, Jesus rebukes

Peter and even calls him ‘satan’: ‘Get be-
hind me, Satan! You are a hindrance to Me’.

During those years of close companion-
ship the disciples did love JesusI think that
this also holds true of Judas, most certainly
in the early years but they understood very
little of Him and his work. And when Jesus’
words about his suffering and death come
true, they all abandon Jesus and flee. When
a few days after Jesus death some women
tell them that they have met Jesus again,
none of the disciples believes them. They
regard this story as an ‘idle tale’ (Luke
24:11). Even during the last appearance
they still see the promised kingdom in
earthly and Jewish-national terms, as ap-
pears from their question: ‘Lord, will You
at this time restore the kingdom to Israel?’
(Acts 1:6). Jesus waves this question aside
and commands them to wait for the coming
of the Holy Spirit who will make them his
witnesses (1:8).

After the outpouring of the Spirit on the
day of Pentecost we see that they gradually
begin to understand the meaning of Jesus’
life and death. It is a step-by-step process
of enlightenment. In his first sermon on
the day of Pentecost Peter does proclaim
that Jesus’ death was according to the plan
of God (2:23) and that it was God who had
raised Jesus (2:24), but he is not yet able to
say what the full import of this death and
resurrection is. Due to the illumination of
the Spirit the disciples progressively dis-
cover that the cross was much more than a
judiciary mistake or a judicial murder. No,
God Himself was involved in this death. On
the cross the great miracle of the reconcili-
ation of man with God took place. Jesus
Himself had already intimated this in those
mysterious words spoken at the Last Sup-
per: ‘“This bread is my body for you. This is
my blood of the covenant, poured out for
you’ (cf. Matt 26:26-29). At that time these
words must have been rather obscure for
the disciples, but afterwards they began to
understand them. Already in one of the
earliest documents of the New Testament,
Paul’s letter to the Galatians, written in
the early fifties, we read that ‘Christ re-
deemed us from the curse of the law, having
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become a curse for us’ (3:13). In all his
. other letters we again and again encounter
the idea that Christ died for our sins. We
also encounter it in the letters of Peter and
John and the letter to the Hebrews. They
all express it in their own way, but the
refrain is the same: He died for our sins.

According to the authors of the New Tes-
tament this meaning of Jesus’ death was
not something that in retrospect was added
to the messianic life of Jesus, but from the
very beginning this was God’s plan with his
Messiah. John writes: ‘God so loved the
world that He gave his only-begotten Son’
(3:16), and Paul writes to the Romans that
‘God shows his love for us in that while we
were yet sinners Christ died for us’ (5:8).
According to Luke Jesus Himself, during
one of his last appearances, says to his
disciples ‘that everything written about Me
in the law of Moses and the prophets and
the psalms must be fulfilled’. We do not
know why God chose this way. We can only
say that sin is apparently so awful that it
has to be ‘burnt away’. The church has
always believed that this happened in par-
ticular when during the three hours of
darkness that enveloped Calvary and the
cross Jesus cried out: ‘My God, my God,
why have You forsaken Me?’

At times I have a feeling that poets un-
derstand this better than many theologi-
ans. I am thinking of the poem “You have
broken the high secret’, by the Dutch poet
Gerrit Achterberg. I render it here in my
own translation:

You have broken the high secret, Lord
Jesus,

between us and the Father; according to
your Word,

we may be without sin and new beings,
whatever may have happened in our life.

1 did, of all that could be done,

the most criminal... and was damned.
But you, God, have named a new name
together with mine. Now it has become
quiet,

like a summer blooming around the
villages.
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And even though the flowers will wither
again:

my loins will be girded; my feet are shod.
Born once again from your hand,

I stride to You out of the darkness.

This is no cheap poetic language; Achter-
berg speaks about the ‘most criminal thing’
—he had shot and killed his landlady, an act
that could never be redressed. The guilt of
this act pressed as a heavy burden on his
soul ‘I was damned’. But Jesus entered into
his life and gave him a new name. Then his
life began to bloom ‘like a summer around
the villages’. The poet does realize that one

day he will have to die (‘the flowers will

wither again’), but he also knows: ‘out of
the darkness I stride to You’.

13. But there is still another mystery
about Jesus. The resurrection shed new
light not only on his work, but also on his
person. Already during his lifetime people
wondered who He was. They gave various
answers. They said: Heis arabbi (e.g.,John
3:2) or a miracle worker (Luke 9:43; Acts
2:22) or a prophet (Luke 7:16; John 6:14).
Some even called Him Elijah, of whom it
was generally believed that he would re-
turn before the coming of the Messiah. As
we have already seen, the majority of to-
day’s critical theologians also believe that
Jesus was a miracle worker and a prophet.
But the New Testament itself goes much
further. In several passages Jesus is called
the Son of God and that in a very special
sense. In Gal 4:4 Paul writes that ‘when the
time had fully come God sent forth his Son,
born of woman, born under the law’. The
expression ‘his Son’ occurs ten times in
Paul’s writings. In the letter to the Romans
he twice calls Jesus God’s own Son (8:3,
32). Eight times we encounter the expres-
sion ‘his Son’ in the letters of John. In his
Gospel he even calls Jesus the only or only-
begotten Son of the Father (John 1:14, 18;
3:16, 18; cf. also 1 John 4:9).

Admittedly, this is hard to imagine. We
are speaking about a human being, a man
of flesh and blood, as Paul says: ‘born of
woman’. And of this man we believe that at
the same time He is God’s only or only-be-
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gotten Son. It is no wonder that it took the
church a very, very long time to reflect on
this and to understand some of its ramifi-
cations. The first traces of this under-
standing we find in the early baptismal
creeds, in which Jesus was professed as the
one Lord and as the only-begotten Son of
the Father. However, it was not before the
year 325 that the Eastern Church, repre-
sented by all its bishops, confessed in the
Nicene Creed:

‘We believe ... in one Lord Jesus Christ,
the only-begotten Son of God, begotten
of his Father before all worlds, God of
God, Light of Light, very God of very
God, begotten, not made, being of one
substance with the Father."

He is vere Deus truly God! But immedi-
ately after these words we read:

‘Who for us men and for our salvation
came down from heaven, and was
incarnate by the Holy Spirit of the Virgin
Mary, and was made man.’

He was also vere homo truly man.3®

Naturally, the mystery of Jesus Christ is
not unveiled in these words, but merely
indicated. It is not surprising either that
after Nicea and Constantinople the ques-
tion arose: How is this possible? How can
one person be God and man at the same
time? In the decision of the Council of
Chalcedon (451) the church made an at-
tempt to say a little more about this unfa-
thomable mystery. It spoke of one Person
having two natures, a divine and a human
nature. In the one Person these two na-
tures are so conjoined that there is no con-
fusion or change, neither division nor
separation of the two natures.

The final step in this confessional devel-
opment was the confession that God is tri-
une in his innermost being. To say it in the
words of the Heidelberg Catechism: We
speak of three: Father, Son and Holy Spirit,
‘because that is how God has revealed Him-
self in his Word: these three distinct per-
sons are one, true eternal God’ (Lord’s Day
8). This is a mystery beyond all our com-

prehension, but it also means riches be-
yond all comprehension, for as the Father
God is our Creator, as the Son He is our
Redeemer and as the Holy Spirit He is our
Renewer. As the Triune God He is God-
above-me, God-with-me and God-in-me!
And I may confess this, because I have
come to know Jesus as my divine Re-
deemer.

14. In our day, it is true, many leading
theologians no longer accept this classical
Christology. Many Roman Catholic theolo-
gians (e.g., P Schoonenberg, E. Schille-
beeckx and Hans Kiing) and Protestant
theologians as well (e.g., E. Flesseman, H.
Berkhof, H.M. Kuitert, C.J. den Heyer and
S. Schoon),®no longer believe that Jesus is
the incarnate Son of God. They know, of
course, that in the New Testament Jesus is
called the Son of God, even God’s own or
only or only-begotten Son. Most of them
interpret the term ‘Son of God’ entirely
within the context of the Old Testament.
There it isused of Israel (e.g.in Hosea 11:1)
and is indicative of a very special covenant-
relationship between God and Israel. Je-
sus’ sonship must be seen within this same
covenantal tradition. Berkhof says: ‘He is
pre-eminently the obedient and therefore
beloved covenant partner’. He is man, the
perfected covenant man, the new man, the
eschatological man.”®® He is not God the
Son, but a human being whose ‘human “I”
is, out of free will, fully and exhaustively
permeated by the “I” of God.”3® H.M. Kuit-
ert says it in his own way. The expression
‘Son of God’ means that Jesus is ‘occupied,
“possessed”, filled to the brim by God’.4°

Anglo-Saxon theologians often say that
in expressions such as Son of God or Incar-
nation we have to do with ‘mythological’
language. To quote Alan Race once more:
‘It is not, strictly speaking, descriptive lan-
guage, but language designed to evoke a
response of faith and commitment in the
person who hears or reads it”.*! It indicates
that encountering Jesus is, in some sense,
encountering God. Frances Young believes
that the ‘symbolical model’ of incarna-
tional language conveys a twofold mean-
ing. First, it is the story of a man who lived
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as the ‘archetypal believer’, living and dy-
ing in trust in God. Secondly, it is the story
of God involved in the reality of human
existence with its compromises, its tempta-
tions, its sufferin%, its pain, its injustice, its
cruelty, its death.*?

Undeniably, all these theologians also
want to maintain the uniqueness of Christ,
but this uniqueness is of a different kind or
order from what the Church always meant
in its ‘classical’ Christology. Jesus’ divine
Sonship is no longer of an ‘ontological’
order, but must be understood ‘function-
ally’. On the one hand, God uses this par-
ticular human being, Jesus of Nazareth,
the son of Mary and Joseph, to achieve his
divine purpose, namely, the liberation of
this world from the forces of evil, including
death; on the other hand, this man Jesus
allows himself to be used by God. I recog-
nize that this functional Christology still
allows for the possibility of reconciliation
and redemption, but this reconciliation
and redemption is now the fruit of the
cooperation between God and man.

This new Christology is quite different
from that of the ancient church. This
church fought the Christological battle be-
cause it believed that the Gospel itself was
at stake. They were deeply convinced that
we can be saved only by God Himself! When
later on the church became divided all the
divided churches adhered to the ancient
Christology. It is still the confessional
stance of the Roman Catholic Church, of
the Eastern Orthodox Churches and of the
Churches of the Reformation. It is the faith
of the Younger Churches and of the Evan-
gelical Movement, of the Pentecostal
Churches and the Charismatic Movement.

15. I believe that this twofold mystery of
Jesus Christ, both of his work and of his
person, is the answer to the question: ‘Why
Christianity of all religions?” We can also
formulate it in the famous solas of the
Reformation: we are saved by God’s grace
alone (sola gratia) as it was manifested in
the life, death and resurrection of Jesus
Christ (solus Christus), and this salvation
is ours only by faith (sola fide). No other
religion knows of this mystery of a God who
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sends his own Son, sharing in his own
divine being, to the world in order to re-
deem this world. It is an unfathomable
mystery of which we can actually speak
only in doxological terms, as Paul did in the
hymn he quotes in Philippians 2. The
hymn speaks of ‘Jesus Christ, who, though
He was in the form of God, did not count
equality with God a thing to be grasped, but
emptied Himself, taking the form of a ser-
vant, being born in the likeness of men.
And being found in human form He hum-
bled Himself, and became obedient unto
death, even death on a cross. Therefore
God has highly exalted Him and bestowed
on Him the name which is above every
name, that at the name of Jesus every knee
should bow, in heaven and on earth and
under the earth, and every tongue confess
that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of
God the Father’ (Phil 2:5-11). This early
Christian hymn expresses in all clarity the
uniqueness and finality of God’s self-reve-
lation in Jesus Christ.

16. Does this mean that there is no truth
in all the other religions and that all the
adherents of the other religions will be lost
for ever? Some of the ‘exclusivists’ do take
this position. The Congress on World Mis-
sion at Chicagoin 1960 stated: ‘In the years
since the war, more than one billion souls
have passed into eternity and more than
half of these went to the torment of hell fire
without even hearing of Jesus Christ, who
he was, or why he died on the cross of
Calvary’.*®> When in 1968 I attended the
World Congress on Evangelism in Singa-
pore we had a special conference hymn that
spoke of the billions that were lost. I believe
such statements go beyond what we are
allowed to say. In his Reformed Dogmatics
Herman Bavinck rightly wrote: ‘With re-
gard to the salvation of the heathen and of
children dying in infancy, we can, on the
basis of Scripture, only refrain from a defi-
nite judgment, in either a positive or a
negative sense’.

Bavinck’s nephew, the missiologist J.H.
Bavinck, who was a firm exclusivist and
refused to regard the other religions as
ways to God or ways of salvation alongside
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the way of Christ, nevertheless also wrote:
‘No-one can say what is going on in the
heart of the individual, no-one can imagine
what the endless patience and goodness of
God may work in such a heart’* In an-
other book he approvingly quotes the
words of a missionary who for many years
worked in a prison in Pretoria, South Af-
rica: ‘I have frequently found God in the
soul of the South African Bantu. Certainly,
it is not the full revelation of the Father.
But nevertheless, God himself is the one
who lies hidden behind a curtain, as a shad-
owy figure, but the main outline is visible.
A surprising and glorious experience! And
when I experienced the moment that a soul
surrenders, 1 understood that the Master
had been there earlier’.46 Even Hendrik
Kraemer, who regarded all other religions
as ‘endeavours for self-redemption’, wrote
in his last book that he did not mean to say
that ‘the other re11g10ns are erroneous in
their totality and in every respect’. %’

It is evident that Bavinck and Kraemer
are rather circumspect in what they say. J.
Verkuyl is more outspoken. He, too, is an
exclusivist. He fully maintains the unique-
ness and finality of Jesus Christ, as appears
from the following statement: ‘Jesus
Christ is unique, incomparable, irreplace-
able and decisive for all ages and peoples’.*®
At the same time he tries as much as pos-
sible to do justice to the other religions. He
prefers to approach these religions within
a trinitarian framework. At times he goes
rather far in his positive appreciation of
what he finds in them. I give a quotation
from each part of his trinitarian approach.
From the part about God the Father: ‘How
was God involved when the Vedas were
being transmitted? What went on between
God and Gautama Buddha when the latter
received the Bodhi? What transpired be-
tween God and Mohammed when he medi-
tated in the grotto?’ (356) From the section
on Christ: ‘A theologian of religions who
remembers this christological dimension
will keep looking for evidences of this
Christ who is ceaselessly active; he will be
alert for signs of the messianic kingdom in
the religious life of mankind both inside

and outside the church’ (8359). From the
section on the Spirit: The convert need not
leave everything of his former life behind.
‘His manner of being, living, and thinking
may well contain much that stems from
God himself, which, when placed within
the context of a Christocentric universal-
ism and directed toward Christ, can shoot
forth in new blossom’ (360). After these
quotations it does not surprise us anymore
that Verkuyl agrees with Max Warren,
when the latter says that ‘the Holy Spirit
is latently active in so many ways among
those people who live within the context of
other religious traditions’. Verkuyl even
asks the question: ‘Is it really possible for
any one of us to believe that human beings
can be found somewhere who have no¢ been
touched by the hand of Jesus Chnst who
goes out to them in reconciliation?’*

I am not sure whether we have the right
to be so expansive, but I do know that if it
is possible that people of other faiths may
be saved, they most certainly will not be
saved by their own religiosity, b Y their own
religious experiences and rites®®, but only
because the Spirit of Christ was active in
their lives and because by his work the
secret of Christ became manifest to and in
them, too. For it remains true for all times
and all people: ‘“There is salvation in no one
else, for there is no other name under
heaven given among men by which we mst
be saved’ (Acts 4:12).
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