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The Ramifications of Religious Pluralism for Ministry: How Christian Communities Are Currently Responding to this Challenge and a Vision for the Future
The reality of religious pluralism is one of many issues that ministry must deal with today. Religious pluralism has been encountered by the church before (Braatan 12). The Christian church emerged in a pluralistic society of Jews, Greeks, Romans, and others. In addition, the Church had to defend itself against the new threat of Islam, which it did both by the Crusades and the persecution of Jews. However, the religious pluralism currently being experienced in the church is not a political but a theological threat. The new wave of immigration experienced in America stems from the passing of the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965, which abolished the restrictive quota system of 1924 that had effectively ended immigration into the United States (Eck, New Religious America 6). These immigrants have brought with them the religious traditions of the world. How is Christian ministry to adjust to what Karl Rahner refers to as “the greatest scandal and the greatest vexation for Christianity” (qtd. in Knitter 17)? Scholars have been seeking the answer to this for many years. In 1966, 50 scholars representing Christianity, Judaism, Buddhism, Hinduism and Islam began a weeklong conference entitled “Religious Pluralism and World Community” in order to discuss methods for better understanding and communicating with one another (Dugan 28). Church communities today are responding in several ways, best described by the paradigm of exclusivist, inclusivist, and pluralist. The latter option holds the most promise for the future of ministry. Faced with the growing pluralistic society, ministry must fully participate in religious pluralism, seeking understanding and open communication.

Paradigm for Christian Responses


Scholars have constructed several paradigms to describe the way Christians respond to religious pluralism. One of the most commonly employed models is the tripartite scheme of exclusivist, inclusivist, and pluralist mentioned above. Diana L. Eck describes each of these terms in the context of the question “Is our God listening?” which asks whether or not God listens to the prayers of adherents to other religions:

[I]n the view of the exclusivist “our God” is not listening to those of other faiths. For the inclusivist, “our God” is indeed listening, but it is our God as we understand God who does the listening. The pluralist might say “our God” is listening, but he or she would also say that God is not ours, God is our way of speaking of a Reality that cannot be encompassed by any one religious tradition, including our own. (Encountering God 168-169)

Each part of this model will be examined more thoroughly below, looking at the insights and inadequacies, as well as examples of congregations employing each response. In addition to this paradigm, scholars have constructed multiple variations, which are lacking compared to this one. Two of these will now be explored.

Variations


Paul F. Knitter’s model for the various Christian attitudes toward religious pluralism consists of four types: the conservative Evangelical model, the mainline Protestant model, the Catholic model, and the theocentric model (xiii). The conservative Evangelical model, most akin to the exclusivist of Eck’s model,
 centers on the uniqueness of Christ, believing that without Christ, salvation is not possible (Knitter 79). With Karl Barth as an advocate, the Evangelical model is based on the belief that “[n]o matter how good and true a religion might seem, it is false, useless – because the light of Christ has not fallen on it” (Knitter 86). The inclusivist of Eck’s model is split in Knitter’s paradigm between the mainline Protestant and the Catholic. The main difference between these two types lies in the question of salvation. Both believe that other religions contain God’s revelation. However, the Protestant maintains the belief that there is no salvation without Christ because only with Jesus can other religions have true knowledge and achieve salvation (Knitter 107). In contrast, the Catholic model believes that there is saving grace within other religions, and that grace is Christ’s (Knitter 128). The theocentric prototype is most analogous to the pluralist of Eck’s model, though it is a perversion of such, incorporating the incorrect stereotype of the pluralist being a relativist or syncretist (Knitter 157). The main shortcoming in Knitter’s model lies in the names of each type. Though he maintains throughout the book that each is a generalization, not an absolute, these terms pigeonhole both each denomination and each response to pluralism.


Robert Wuthnow puts forth another paradigm for Christian responses to religious pluralism. His model includes the spiritual shopper, the inclusivist, and the exclusivist. The latter two mirror the inclusivist and the exclusivist of Eck’s model. The main problem with this scheme is the spiritual shopper. As with Knitter’s theocentric model, all of the negative stereotypes of the pluralist are expressed. Wuthnow depicts spiritual shoppers as individuals seeking to find themselves spiritually by “pick[ing] up a spiritual technique here and an insight about the sacred there, rather than commanding loyalty to only one tradition” (111). Spiritual shoppers generally do not have a full understanding of any religious tradition and are only exposed to Americanized versions of non-Western religions, such as yoga or meditation classes (111-112). Spiritual shoppers believe that all religions are essentially the same (116). This characterization describes the syncretism and relativism of New Age religions, which do little to advance interreligious dialogue. By maintaining no commitment to any religion, true understanding cannot take place. Because spiritual shoppers have no concrete ties to the church, their inclusion in Wuthnow’s model does nothing to describe ministry’s response to religious pluralism.

Exclusivism


With other variations rejected, the next task is to examine Eck’s model more thoroughly, studying how each response is currently exemplified in ministry in an attempt to determine which response holds the most promise for the future. The exclusivist’s response is: “Our own community, our tradition, our understanding of reality, our encounter with God, is the one and only truth, excluding all others” (Eck, Encountering God 168). This stance is based on the uniqueness and oneness of Christ, leading to the oneness and exclusivity of truth. Eck writes, “Oneness and onlyness are the language of identity… this identity is… built up over against who we are not… the exclusivist response to diversity… is to mark every more clearly the boundaries and borders separating ‘us’ from ‘them’” (Encountering God 174). There is little room for dialogue in this response, except for the purpose of conversion (Knitter 79). The exclusivist insists that the truth of Christ is superior to all other supposed religious truths (Eck, Encountering God 178). However, the exclusivist position is not without its insights. By stressing the importance of “by faith alone,” exclusivists emphasize the human condition of sinfulness from which all of humanity needs deliverance (Knitter 87). In addition, the affirmation of the uniqueness of Christ has the possibility to unite rather than divide. If “one of the religious figures [is] genuinely different from all the others… this religious figure could serve as a symbol of unification… affirming the truth of the others… [and elevating] them to a new level of consciousness and integration” (Knitter 90).


This response to religious pluralism is visible in many different religious communities, but it is most evident amongst several Evangelical groups, in particular from the statements of their religious leaders. As mentioned above, exclusivists often defend their own religious tradition by constructing a dichotomy in which Christianity is good and everything else is evil. Several Evangelical leaders spoke out about Islam following the attacks of September 11, 2001. These leaders not only constructed this dichotomy but also characterized Islam as a threat. Franklin Graham, president and CEO of the Billy Graham Evangelical Association, spoke out against Islam on multiple occasions:
It wasn’t Methodists flying into those buildings, and it wasn’t Lutherans.  It was an attack on this country by people of the Islamic faith… I don’t believe this is this wonderful, peaceful religion. When you read the Koran… it instructs the killing of the infidel for those that are non-Muslim. (“Franklin Graham has some harsh words”)

It’s a different god. The god that we worship is a god… that’s a father and he has a son, and his name is Jesus Christ, who came to this earth to die for the sins of mankind. And, of course, in Islam, their god is not a father. He -- it does not have a son, and of course, if you said that he has a son, that’s blasphemous to a Muslim… It’s a completely different view. (“Interview With Franklin Graham”)

Jerry Falwell is another Evangelical Christian, serving as a pastor and televangelist. He has also depicted Islam in a negative way:

I think Mohammed was a terrorist… I’ve read enough of the history of his life written by both Muslims… and non-Muslims, that he was a… violent man, a man of war… I believe that Jesus set the example for love, as did Moses. And I think that Mohammed set an opposite example. (“Zion’s Christian Soldiers”)

These two men and their followers represent a growing trend towards fundamentalism, in which the possibility of salvation without Christ and the church is not possible. Because of this belief, “the Southern Baptist Convention published a prayer guide to enable Christians to pray for Hindus during Diwali. It spoke of the 900 million Hindus who are ‘lost in the hopeless darkness of Hinduism… who worship gods which are not God’” (Eck, New Religious America 23-24). These attitudes all too often manifest themselves in acts of hate. Non-Christian religious groups often face difficulties in buying property for worship spaces. In Quincy, MA a group of Muslims sought to buy a large building that was for sale in Milton.

[W]hile the Islamic community was finalizing its mortgage arrangements, a group of Milton buyers purchased the property out from under them for one and a quarter million dollars in cash… [T]he city council of Palos Heights… offered prospective buyers $200,000 to walk away from the offer they had made on the Reformed Church building. The prospective buyers were Muslims and planned to convert the space into an Islamic Center… One [citizen] remarked that the value of his property would go down should a mosque come into the neighborhood. An alderman spoke of Islam as an “upside down” religion… When Muslims in Edmond… planned to build a mosque in 1992, a move was made to deny a building permit because… [o]ne of the minister’s wives attended the first public hearing and vehemently opposed it. She said, “The constitution says One nation under God, and that’s a Christian God. These people have absolutely no right to be here.” (Eck, New Religious America 230, 307-309)

In these examples, attempts were made to exclude a group of people solely because of their religious affiliation. When Eck wrote an op-ed piece discussing the religious pluralism of America, she received a letter from a man in Tampa, FL that read, “If this is indeed the case, as you have alleged, then I wonder how all these people got here. Now is the time to close the doors. I suggest they go back where they came from” (Eck, New Religious America 294). These communities that reject members of non-Christian faiths are responding as exclusivists. This response often leads to hatred that does nothing to advance interreligious dialogue and cooperation. Even self-proclaimed Evangelical exclusivist Clark H. Pinnock believes that religious pluralism “has produced a refusal to rethink almost anything and a resistance to fresh ideas that might help resolve the problem” amongst “traditionalists” (11). Because it goes so clearly against the Christian value of love for one’s neighbors, this viewpoint cannot be the future of ministry.

Inclusivism


Eck summarizes the inclusivist response as follows: “There are, indeed, many communities, traditions, and truths, but our own way of seeing things is the culmination of the others, superior to the others, and at least wide enough to include the others under our universal canopy and in our own terms” (Encountering God 168). This viewpoint maintains Christianity as the tradition that can encompass all of the others. To inclusivists, “other religious traditions are not so much evil or wrong-headed as incomplete, needing the fulfillment of Christ… While not wholly false, they are but partially true. All people of faith are seekers, and Christ, finally, is what they seek” (Eck, Encountering God 179). The inclusivist upholds Christ as the exclusive source of salvation but also affirms God’s saving presence in all of creation, including other religions (Pinnock 15). Karl Rahner, a Catholic theologian, has made famous the idea of “anonymous Christianity.” Anonymous Christians are “faithful people of non-Christian religions who do not ‘name the name’ of Christ, but who are nonetheless saved by his power and grace, even though they do not know it” (Eck, Encountering God 183). Rahner states that other religions can be constructive methods of establishing a relationship with God, which leads to salvation, and the means for this salvation is included in God’s plan (qtd. in Knitter 127). Carl Braatan, an inclusivist, believes the “eschatological light of God’s coming kingdom, which shines in Christ, flashes back upon all the religions as the end to which God has been directing them unawares” (7). He states, “God’s will is that all shall be saved and that the whole creation, now in a struggle for life, will at last reach its fulfilling future in the reign of God through Jesus Christ our Lord” (3, emphasis mine). While this response might seem to be a positive step forward from the exclusivist view, it does the same damage to adherents of non-Christian faiths. Inclusivists obliterate the differences that make each religion unique. In addition, most religious faithful would be quite offended at being included in someone else’s religious tradition behind their backs.


Despite its inadequacies, most Christians are most likely inclusivists (Eck, Encountering God 178). In a study cited by Wuthnow, seventy-four percent of those questioned agreed that “[a]ll major religions, such as Christianity, Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam, contain some truth about God” (qtd. in Wuthnow 191). Examples of inclusivist Christian cooperation with other religious faiths make a stark comparison to the acts of exclusivist Christians. That same Islamic community in Quincy that was denied the ability to purchase a building in Milton received a much more welcome response in neighboring Sharon when they introduced themselves to their neighbors:

The rabbi of Temple Israel, Barry Starr told [a leader in the Islamic community], “I think you are going to enrich our town. You’re going to bring new things here.” Starr called a meeting of the Sharon Clergy Association, and all of them had the opportunity to meet representatives of the Muslim community. The clergy voted a unanimous welcome to the Islamic Center.  (Eck, New Religious America 230-231)

When attacks of hatred do occur, Christian inclusivist communities often come to help the harassed congregation. Eck documents one such case, writing, “During the Gulf War [the Islamic Institute of Knowledge] was defaced with anti-Arab graffiti, and people from the Presbyterian church came over to help the Muslim congregation scrub it off” (New Religious America 249). While the inclusivist response might seem like a sufficient compromise compared to exclusivism, can the Christian community go beyond this in order to respect other religions in their own rights, without lumping them together under the canopy of Christian salvation?

Pluralism


The last element of the tripartite model, and the one that holds the most hope for the future of ministry, is the pluralist, which Eck describes as: 

Truth is not the exclusive or inclusive possession of any one tradition or community. Therefore the diversity of communities, traditions, understandings of the truth, and visions of God is not an obstacle for us to overcome, but an opportunity for our energetic engagement and dialogue with one another. It does not mean giving up our commitments; rather it means opening up those commitments to the give-and-take of mutual discovery, understanding, and indeed, transformation. (Encountering God 168)

Similar to the inclusivist viewpoint, the pluralist believes that other faiths have both revelation and salvation. However, that salvation is provided within each particular religion, not through Christianity. Pluralists understand that “God always transcends what we humans can apprehend or understand. No tradition can claim the Holy or the Truth as its private property. As Gandhi put it so succinctly, ‘Revelation is the exclusive property of no nation, no tribe’” (Eck, Encountering God 190). Unlike inclusivism, pluralists embrace the differences between the various religions rather than trying to find a unifying factor. For pluralisms, “[t]he aim is to find those particular places within each tradition that provide the open space where we may meet one another in mutual respect and develop, through dialogue, new ways of speaking and listening. The aim is not only mutual understanding, but mutual self-understanding and mutual transformation” (Eck, Encountering God 189).  

Pluralism is often misunderstood, and it is not without its critics. Carl Braaten states:

Christian theology cannot surrender the claim of eschatological finality in connection with the person and work of Jesus Christ. Any attempt to compromise this claim either to accommodate religious pluralism or to promote tolerance and mutual good will yield a different gospel. I do not believe, therefore that the new pluralistic theology of religions… is a genuine way to handle the problem of pluralism, nor does it hold much promise for the longer future.  (Braaten 12)

To Braaten and others, the idea of Christian pluralism seems to go against the basic tenets of the oneness and onlyness of Jesus Christ. Many of pluralism’s opponents base their criticisms on incorrect assumptions. Eck responds to these critiques by listing what pluralism is not:

First, pluralism is not the sheer fact of plurality alone, but it is active engagement with plurality… Second, pluralism is not simply tolerance, but also the seeking of understanding… Third, pluralism is not simply relativism, but assumes real commitment… Fourth, pluralism is not syncretism, but is based on respect for differences… Fifth, pluralism is based on interreligious dialogue. (Encountering God 191-197)

Pluralism is necessary not only for interreligious cooperation, but also for increased self-understanding. One of the major threats of the growing pluralistic society is its implications for Christianity. Knitter explains, “To have a friend, a colleague, or a neighbor who has found meaning according to a religious path that apparently is quite different from Christianity… disturbs us… what does this mean for our lives and our beliefs?” (3). The fear of other religions stems from internal insecurities. Through dialogue, Christians can build up their religious self-esteem. Rita Gross believes, “Because one sees so clearly that [one’s religion] is not the only rational or compelling option, one can see what specifically about one’s own tradition is personally relevant and compelling.” These encounters allow Christians to examine shortcomings and strengths within Christianity and question what they might never have questioned before, leading to greater self-understanding. Some individuals challenge this idea, viewing this sort of dialogue as a threat. In response to this, Eck writes, “What kind of faith refuses to be tested by real encounter with others? What kind of faith grows by speaking and proclaiming without having to listen, perhaps even be challenged, by the voices of others?” (Encountering God 198). The pluralist response is necessary to move past mere tolerance, recognizing the need for drastic new approaches toward communication and coexistence (Eck, Encountering God 191).

Vision for the Future


In John Hick’s vision of the year 2056 in which the pluralistic viewpoint has gained acceptance, Christian ministry will continue largely as it does today, but with a few changes:  “worship is explicitly directed to God, rather than to Jesus, or to the Virgin Mary, or the saints… there is no suggestion that God’s acceptance of us is conditional upon Jesus’ death as an atoning sacrifice” and ultimately, “relations with the other world religions are now generally good, being based on a formal acceptance of their independent validity… inter-faith co-operation is now widespread in work for social justice and fairness, and in work for world peace and the protection of mother earth” (Hick 136, 138). How can this vision with its latter goal be a reality? Rita Gross has planned out a possible path. The first internal condition that must be achieved is a desire for knowledge (Gross). Many of the negative attitudes towards non-Christian religions find their roots in sheer ignorance, which for some is willed. Upon gaining this knowledge, the second step is to rid oneself of feelings of hostility and superiority in favor of feelings of mature love. These first two steps serve to move towards an attitude of tolerance. Perhaps the most important transition is that from tolerance to curiosity  (Gross). Gross ends her plan with the development of a curiosity that allows individuals to learn both about other religions and one’s own. But is individual curiosity enough? Gross’ plan mostly exists within an individual, not within a community. Eck believes “the move to pluralism begins for Christians the moment we imagine that the one we call God is greater than our knowledge or understanding of God” (Encountering God 186). Eck calls Christians to engage in the pluralist society, which requires “active positive engagement with the claims of religion and the facts of religious diversity. It involves not the mere recognition of the different religious traditions and the insuring of their legitimate rights, but the active effort to understand difference and commonality through dialogue” (Eck, Encountering God 192). This involvement is already becoming a reality through the establishment of many interreligious councils throughout the United States, often within churches. The Christian ministry must move away from the exclusivist view of dialogue as a means of conversion towards the pluralist view of dialogue as a means towards common goals. As Eck states, “Unless all of us can encounter one another’s religious visions and cultural forms and understand them through dialogue, both critically and self-critically, we cannot begin to live with maturity and integrity in the world house” (Encountering God 196).


Christian ministry must undergo a transformation. The reality of religious pluralism cannot be ignored. Within the tripartite paradigm of exclusivist, inclusivist, and pluralist, the pluralist response is the one that allows for full engagement with other religions, without any derision or illusions of superiority. The nature of ministry today makes strides towards this goal, but in many ways, it still struggles to move past the stage of tolerance towards active engagement with the religious world around it. It’s impossible for the church to regress back to the fortress church of the Counter-Reformation. The only option for the future of ministry is the embracement of religious pluralism.
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� Diana L. Eck did not invent this model, but since I am using her definition of this model, I will refer to the tripartite scheme of exclusivist, inclusivist, and pluralist as “Eck’s model.”





