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“I am the way, the truth, and the life.  No one can come to the Father except through me” (John 14:6).  Jesus makes two rather astonishing claims.  First, he does not simply have the truth, he is the truth.  The fullness of truth is found in him.  Secondly, he alone mediates life with the Father, the ultimate aim of human life.  This also implies that the fullness of truth is found only in Jesus, since his exclusive mediation of salvation follows upon his identity as the way, the truth and the life.

Jesus’ double claim was revolutionary for Judaism, and it remains revolutionary today.  But our world has changed drastically.  Westerners have never been so exposed to Asia’s religions as they are today.  Immigration has brought mosques, Buddhist and Hindu temples to our land.  More Westerners than ever are studying Islam, Buddhism and Hinduism.  Amidst all that looks strange to Western eyes in these religions, one is still struck by the number of commonalities in ethical teachings or notions of salvation.  We have also discovered that many Hindus, Buddhists and Muslims are very nice people.


It is precisely this new multi-cultural context that has raised the question: can Christianity still claim to have absolute truth?  Is Jesus the truth even for those who are currently good, pious Hindus or Buddhists or Muslims?  Or is Nirvana the truth for Buddhists, Allah the truth for Muslims, and so on?  These questions seem to have first emerged in the academy in the 19th century, but they have now certainly made it onto the streets and to the family dinner table.  In fact, many Christians today are asking if a Christianity with absolute truth can still be respectful of other religions.  Can absolute truth and tolerance co-exist?

John Hick’s Religious Pluralism

I will begin to flesh out this challenge to traditional Christianity by turning to perhaps the best-known proponent of what is called “religious pluralism,” the idea that all religions are basically equally true and valuable.  I am speaking of the English philosopher of religion John Hick.  I think his ideas are particularly useful because they often express a basic set of very popular assumptions about the relationship between the great world religions and absolute truth.

Hick realizes that Christianity and most other religions make a certain claim to have special access to salvation or liberation and the truth about human life.  But he prefers to take a practical approach as a starting point, instead of beginning with doctrinal claims.  He wants us to look around at the lives of the members of the major religions of the world.  Hick proposes that, overall, the peoples of different religions are basically living equally morally upright lives.  The fruits of the Spirit are found everywhere.  This “empirical” starting point is crucial for Hick.  It is his primary standard to measure all religious claims.

Secondly, Hick proposes that in fact, a well-rounded understanding of salvation would include such present human transformation, that is, moral uprightness.  Salvation starts here and now through the movement from self-centeredness to “reality-centeredness,” which is precisely what we see in the Hindus, Muslims or Christians who are living morally upright lives.  And since they are living equally moral lives, the members of the different religions have already begun moving towards their ultimate salvation at an equal rate.  Thus, each religion seems equally effective in helping its members to attain salvation.

Thirdly, Hick’s claim that the different religions enjoy equal “success rates” suggests that the different religions are moving towards the same transcendent reality and that each of them have equally true understandings of this reality.  Buddhists seek Nirvana, Hindus pursue divine consciousness, Muslims are striving for the garden of delights, Jews search for Torah holiness, and Christians desire communion with the Trinity.  But if we ponder these ideas long enough and keep coming back to the actual transformation of people’s lives, we will soon realize that in fact these goals are different descriptions of the same transcendent reality.  Hick prefers “reality-centeredness” as a generic description that covers all of the bases.  Now since these religions have equal success rates, it does not make sense to say that one religion’s description of the transcendent reality is truer than another.  For if such were the case, we would expect to see a greater moral transformation among Christians than among Hindus.  But the empirical data suggests otherwise, at least in Hick’s estimation.

Having assigned equal status to these central claims of the different religions, Hick is left with a problem.  Hinduism conceives of the transcendent reality as impersonal, while the Abrahamic faiths consider it to be a personal reality.  Other differences could be noted.  Therefore, says Hick, the diverse doctrines about the transcendent reality are human conceptions.  They are equally valid human responses to real experiences of the same transcendent reality.  They are not mere human inventions, for they truly respond to a real experience of the ultimate Reality, as Hick likes to call it.  Yet they remain human images or ideas.  Everyone encounters the same reality in prayer, worship or meditation, and simply describes it differently.  Thus, the equality of the religions is respected, and each is affirmed in its movement towards the same ultimate Reality.

So what is this ultimate Reality anyway?  In order to avoid favoring one religion over another, Hick proposes that it is an infinite richness that remains utterly ineffable or unknowable.  It is so great and mysterious that it remains beyond all description.  Members of the different religions can touch this Reality by their “religious experience,” yet they do not come away with any idea of what this Reality is.  It is beyond distinctions such as personal and impersonal, good and evil, one and many, or substance and process.  It is beyond all attributes.  Hick does not want to say that this Reality is God, since Buddhism is a non-theistic religion.  We will encounter it in the after-life, where the different human responses to religious experience, like the Trinity or Allah, will disappear.

Evaluating Religious Pluralism


As we begin to evaluate John Hick’s proposal, the first thing we should notice is that he is far from total relativism.  Hick is quite convinced that the main points of his theory which I have just outlined are true.  In fact, this is the case with every position that posits the equality of the religions and insists that all religions are aiming for the same goal in different ways.  The religions are equal.  Their aim is the same.  These are absolute truth claims.  Our evaluation can therefore focus on what kind of absolute truth statements lead to an adequate respect and tolerance for other religions, not if absolute truth statements are even possible.  A relativistic theory of truth always falls apart.  “Truth is relative,” or “no religion has the ultimate truth” are absolute truth statements.  We might respond, “really, are you sure, or is that just your opinion?”  Of course, such relativism is usually applied only to the realm of religion and personal ethics, but almost never to the realm of the natural sciences or social ethics.  Most relativists in the West are quite convinced that Darwinism is true, racism is wrong, and genocide is terrible.  This Western intellectual schizophrenia would make for a fascinating study in social psychology, but that is beyond the realm of this lecture.  The point is that the central question revolves around the kind of absolute truth statements that lead to mutual respect.


The Buddhist scholar Edward Conze once noted that Roman Catholic Saints would make bad Buddhists.  Having read several lives of the saints, he noted that the human qualities which they exemplified would actually not aid them in attaining Nirvana.
  He thus alerts us to the fact that the beginning of human salvation which we might see in others in this life will look radically different for Christians and Buddhists.  In other words, our standards for determining one’s transformation from “self-centeredness” to “reality-centeredness” may even be contradictory to the standards of other religions.  This may well be because “self” and “reality” have radically different meanings for Christians and Buddhists.  In Christianity, the self is made in the image of God and called to fulfillment by becoming more like God.  In Buddhism, the self is an illusion which must be overcome by losing all attachments to self in the process of attaining Nirvana.


Thus, Hick’s “empirical observation” concerning the moral achievements of Buddhists, Christians and other religious people presumes a moral standard that is both above each of the religions and quite possibly in contradiction to one or more of them.  The example of Mother Teresa and her sisters’ work in Calcutta will clarify this point.  The great mass of desolate homeless people that Mother Teresa found on the streets of Calcutta were partly in such bad shape because the local Hindu culture considered them victims of the sins of their past lives.  In other words, their present condition was part of their cosmic fate.  They were supposed to be reincarnated as desolate homeless people.  One could hope that their next life would be better, but helping them in the current life really made little sense in the typical view of local Hindus.  Furthermore, the Hindu caste system, which is rooted in Hindu sacred texts, forbids members of certain castes to be close to or touch members of certain other castes, including many of Calcutta’s homeless.  Mother Teresa’s belief in the doctrine of the human being as the image of God led her to care for the very people that were ignored because of the moral teachings of the local Hindu culture.  Christianity and Hinduism offer contradictory moral standards to evaluate one’s actions on behalf of Calcutta’s homeless population.  Hick does not explain how to resolve this dilemma, since one of his central claims is that the doctrine of one religion which contradicts the doctrine of another religion cannot claim to be absolutely true.  Yet Hick’s description of moral behavior in his essays, which essentially sounds like a liberal Protestant ethic, certainly leads to the conclusion that Mother Teresa was right in caring for the homeless of Calcutta.  Hick presumes that his liberal Protestant ethic is true.


Secondly, let us tackle the relationship between different religious doctrines about the ultimate Reality (Nirvana, Allah, etc.) and the Reality in itself.  Hick appropriates the philosophy of Immanuel Kant to try to describe this relationship.  Kant insisted that we can never know the thing in itself.  Rather, we know it through the categories of the mind.  Similarly, the great world religions do not attain the Reality itself, but rather mental objects or human ideas.  Thus, the notion of a personal being is a category of the human mind used by the Abrahamic faiths that is then imposed on an authentic religious experience of the ultimate Reality, leading to the notion of a personal god, just as the notion of an impersonal being is simply a human category used by Hinduism to project onto its experience of that same Reality.

This means that Christians worship a human projection called the Trinity while Muslims worship the human conception called Allah, and Hindus worship a human idea called Brahman.  The ultimate Reality is actually none of these.  This means that Christians, Muslim and Hindus all worship human concepts.
  Let us note that all of them intentionally direct their worship at the Trinity or Allah or Brahman.  They purposefully do not direct their worship at some Reality beyond the Trinity or Allah or Brahman.  In fact, the Abrahamic faiths make it quite clear that the worship of a human idea or creation is idolatry, probably the worst of sins.  Now let us imagine Pope Benedict XVI continuing his ongoing dialogue with Muslim leaders by pointing out to them that in worshipping Allah, they are in fact worshipping a human concept, one that is totally different from the ultimate Reality that Christians and Muslims share as our ultimate destiny.  What would the response of the Muslim world be?  It turns out that Hick’s proposal identifies the central religious act of the theistic religions - the worship of God - as something which at least the Abrahamic religions would identify as a terrible sin.  The reduction of each religion’s central claims about the ultimate Reality to human concepts is simply not respectful.  We actually end up insulting Christians, Muslims and Jews.


Thirdly, let us complete our evaluation of Hick by considering his notion of the ultimate Reality.  He tells us that it is the source and ground of everything, but essentially beyond all description.  He knows of its existence and infinite richness, but nothing more.
  Yet even terms such as Reality, ground, source and infinite richness imply a kind of theistic conception, which is precisely what Buddhism denies.  For Buddhism, there is no ground or source of anything, since nothing truly is except Nirvana.  In fact, Hick’s theory sounds very Hindu: a Reality beyond the distinction of good and evil.  It is not accident that Hick arrived at his pluralistic theory of religions during a year of study in India.  Hick gives absolute primacy to what seems to be some type of unmediated mystical experience of a certain transcendence, for it is hard to see what else Hick means by “an authentic religious experience of the ultimate Reality.”  He then sets up this bare, neutral, quasi-theistic Reality to judge the limits of each religion’s central doctrinal claims with tremendous confidence.  Those doctrinal claims are all reduced to human conceptions, while Hick’s conception of ultimate Reality is a kind of direct window onto the Infinite.  The tendency to give mystical experience absolute primacy over all religious doctrines is typically Hindu, in contrast to the Abrahamic religions, for whom the prophet, not the mystic, is the central revelatory figure.

Hick essentially employs what philosophers call a univocal truth theory.  Hick’s theory offers an adequate description of that Reality, while others do not even attain partial truth.  This truth theory also explains why Hick cannot allow any one religion even some truth in their description of Reality, though Hinduism seems to win out after all: if one religion is true in some way, then the others are false.  There is no middle ground.  If Christianity is true, then all the other religions have gotten it completely wrong.
  Consequently, Hick’s quasi-Hindu pluralism has gotten it right.


Let me make one point of clarification.  I have been speaking of the doctrinal claims of the major world religions.  This phrase may strike some ears as strange.  We often hear it said that the religions of Asia are non-dogmatic, in contrast to the religions of the West.  But any serious study of Hinduism and Buddhism will quickly show that this idea is false.  Let me quote the Buddhist scholar Sangharakshita speaking of the Dharma, which refers to the Buddhist teaching about Nirvana.  He says that the Dharma “is not just one more path to Nirvana, but the underlying principle, the rationale, of all paths … outside the Dharma it is impossible to go, for it presents in their most universal … aspect those teachings which in other religions are more often found in fragmentary and distorted forms.”
  Hindu teachings about the relation between its God Brahman and the doctrines of other religions involve the same kind of dogmatic truth claim.  The popular bumper sticker “my karma ate my dogma” is naïve.

Aquinas & Our Multi-Religious World

It turns out that the dialogue among the major religions is really an encounter of different communities that all make absolute truth claims, that all have central doctrinal claims.  The reduction of each of these claims to a human concept strikes me as the worst possible response.  It reduces each religion to a brilliant human creation, which is precisely what each major world religion claims not to be.  But is there an alternative to one religion being right while all others are completely wrong?

I would propose that Hick’s univocal truth theory lies at the heart of the problem.  In fact, every healthy Christian theology has a good doctrine of analogy to speak of divine and spiritual realities.  Analogy means that the things of God and heaven have a real similarity with earthly realities while also retaining a strong element of dissimilarity.  We find analogy all over the Fathers, especially in the teachings on the Trinity offered by Sts. Gregory of Nyssa and Gregory of Nazianzen, two great pioneers of the divinity of the Holy Spirit in the 4th century, not to mention the mystical theology of Pseudo-Dionysius, a 6th century Syrian monk.  I’ll focus on the doctrine of analogy proposed by St. Thomas Aquinas as a partial answer to the challenge of absolute truth and tolerance.  Aquinas is especially handy since he attempts a synthesis of the Bible, the Greek Fathers and the best of ancient philosophy.

First, Thomas denies that any unmediated knowledge of God is possible in this life.  “No one can see God and live,” is a passage in Exodus that he likes to quote.
  Rather, all our knowledge about God in this life is taken from his effects.  Without grace, the human being can already gain some knowledge of God’s goodness or beauty through the goodness or beauty of creation.  Yet even the Christian only knows God through his effects.  By the miracles and saving works of Jesus encountered in his humanity, we gain a partial glimpse of the God who is working in Jesus, who is Jesus.  Yet no single divine action in the world, no matter how great, offers an adequate representation of God’s nature.  Thomas and the Fathers would insist that the same applies to Jesus’ discourses.  Thomas and the Fathers are actually less confident about our ability to name the “ultimate Reality” than Hick, even though the English philosopher claims to be Kantian.


However, this dissimilarity between God’s action as it is encountered by us and God himself is not total.  Like his patristic predecessors, Thomas was convinced that all divine action bears a trace of the divine being.  Action always manifests the being of the acting being in some way, as a house manifests the skill of its architect in some way.  Thomas adopted a three-fold method to speak of God intelligibly: by causality, negation and eminence.
  God is beautiful somewhat like the beauty of the universe that he has made.  Yet he is not limited in beauty as are all visible things around us.  Instead, his beauty is beyond all the limitations of creation.  God is super-beautiful.  His beauty really is like the beauty of creation, or rather, creation’s beauty really is like God’s beauty, yet it is far more different than it is similar.  Thomas is convinced that such language about God truly has meaning, yet it also always falls infinitely short.  There is no adequate name for God, nor an adequate list of names.  Our grasp of any one name’s meaning is always extremely partial and insufficient.  Even names like “good” or the revelation of God’s identity as Father, Son and Spirit remain far beyond our complete understanding, i.e. our univocal understanding.


In this context, Thomas makes the following striking statement: “neither the Catholic nor the pagan knows God as he is in himself, but both know him by reason of causality, eminence and negation.”
  In a way, Christians and non-Christians are in the same boat, sharing the same human condition, and yet by faith in the revelation of Jesus, Christians have encountered bigger and better effects of God that manifest who he is in a more powerful way.  Yet Thomas’ own doctrine of analogy and his practice of mining the wisdom of pagan and Muslim philosophers to gain deeper insights into the nature of God and his action in the world already demonstrate a way to claim absolute truth while being truly respectful of non-Christians and their traditions.  Since we Christians are incapable of exhausting the rich meaning of divine names such as “good” or “merciful,” it seems logical that Hindu or Muslim understandings of divine goodness or mercy might help us to see more clearly the infinite richness of Jesus’ definitive revelation of God.  Could it be that there are other divine names of which Christians have hardly thought that can compliment the true yet insufficient list of holy names of which we have explicit knowledge?  Furthermore, since the doctrine of analogy even precludes us from claiming to have a sufficient grasp of divine grace or the full power of God’s historical action in the world (since grace is a participation in the divine life), could it not be possible that even non-theistic religions like Buddhism may have gained glimpses of divine grace that now manifest themselves in some of their doctrines and practices, encounters with the holy that can bring Christians to a fuller understanding of God’s activity in the world and the kind of persons that we are called to be?  One thinks of Buddhist teachings on detachment or harmony with nature.
  Inter-religious dialogue can thus bring the Christian to a deeper understanding of his own tradition.

This is not to say that the central Christian doctrines are now back on the table, though some on the fringe of Christianity certainly seem to hope so.  The insistence on Christian revelation as an unsurpassable deposit of truth rests on the unsurpassable nature of the Incarnation.  God became flesh once and for all, an event rooted in history, not an idea or a cultural phenomenon.
  The uniqueness of the Incarnation, of the deeds and sayings of Jesus, explains why Christianity is much more than a neat presentation of what other religions also teach.  Rather, Christians doctrines are at times radically different from and even in contradiction to those of other religions.  It is this difference which also requires a critical approach to certain aspects of other religions, as manifested in Mother Teresa’s response to the Hindu treatment of Calcutta’s homeless.  Many elements of other religions are quite problematic and even false.  On the other hand, can the reasoning ability of so many human beings be ever so corrupted by sin that their religions have nothing but falsity to offer?  Only the most pessimistic doctrine of sin and grace would agree, one that has remained in the minority within the Catholic tradition.

Conclusion


Clearly, I am giving Christian doctrine priority over that of other religions, and calling for openness to their teachings insofar as they do not contradict the central doctrines of Christianity.  In other words, I am proposing an approach to truth and inter-religious dialogue that every Jew, Hindu or Buddhist faithful to his or her own tradition would also use.  It turns out that the insistence on non-negotiable truths with an openness to a richer understanding of those same truths through dialogue is precisely the one starting point that most learned and faithful members of other religions would insist upon.

The conclusion that no religion has absolute truth essentially shuts down any real dialogue among the religions, with the exception of those who populate the fringes of the world’s religious traditions.  The debate among these fringe members turns out to be quite boring, reflecting their own ideologies much more than the traditions with which they have grown uncomfortable.  A relativistic approach to the world’s great religions imposes tolerance, forcing the religions of the world to give up all that is most dear to them in return for a vague ultimate Reality that no one can recognize as their own.  Any religious diversity that truly matters is obliterated in return for an ambiguous, secure unity that supposedly brings peace.  Is this not the essence of totalitarianism?

On the contrary, my deepest respect for another will emerge only when I come to understand his or her most profound truth convictions and desires of the heart, which may well lead me to a partial and imperfect yet real glimpse of the holy and the divine.
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