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636 PART VI• RELIGIOUS PLURALISM 

he grasped the animal's rear leg. "You're all mistaken," insisted the sixth. 
"An elephant is a long snake," and he held up the tail. Then they all 
began to shout at each other about their convictions of the nature of an 
elephant. 

After telling the story the 13uddha commented, "How can you be 
so sure of what you cannot see. We are all like blind people in this 
world. We cannot see God. Each of you may be partly right, yet none 
completely so." 

The religious pluralist calls on us to give up our claims to exclusivity and accept 
the thesis that many paths lead to God and to salvation or liberation. As Lord 
Krishna says in the Bhagavad Gita, "Jn whatever way men approach me, I am 
gracious to them; men eve1ywhere follow my path." 

On the other side of the debate are exclusivists. They believe that only one 
way leads to God or salvation. Whereas Hinduism, reflected in the words of Lord 
Krishna (above), has tended to be pluralistic, Christianity and Islam have tended 
toward exclusivity. In the Gospel of John, Jesus says, "I am the way, the truth, 
and the life. No one comes to the Father but by me." And Peter says in the 13ook 
of Acts, "Nor is there salvation in any other, for there is no other name under 
heaven given among men, whereby we must be saved." The inspiration of the 
missionary movement within Christianity and Islam has been to bring salvation 
to those who would otherwise be lost. 

Ch1istians and Muslims have histo1ically rejected pluralism. If Ch1ist or 
Mohammed is the unique way to God, the other creeds must be erroneous 
because they deny these claims. Since Muslims and Ch1istians believe that they 
have good reasons for their beliefa, why should they give them up? Why should 
they give up their claims to exclusivity? 

One consideration given by the pluralists is that it is an empirical fact that 
people generally adhere to the religion of their geographical location, of their 
native culture. Thus, Indians are likely to be Hindus, Tibetans Buddhists, Israelis 
Jews, Arabs Muslims, and Europeans and Americans Christians. If we recognize 
the accidentality of our religious preference, shouldn't we give up the claim to 
exclusivity? 

The exclusivist responds that one might give up a claim to religious certainty 
as he or she recognizes that other traditions have different beliefs. But if reconsid-
eration of relevant evidence leaves one still believing that one's original religious 
views are more likely than the alternatives to be correct, then one might well be 
perfectly reasonable in continuing to hold those beliefa and in continuing to 
think that one's own religious tradition ofiers the only path to .salvation. The fact 
that one's religious belief5 are partly a result of where one lives does not by itself 
show that exclusivist claims are false. At best, the exclusivist will say, it shows that 
sociological factors have some role to play in detennining how easy it is for one 
to happen upon the truth. 

In our readings, John Hick defends the pluralist position and Alvin Plantinga 
defends religious exclusivism. Plantinga argues that religious exclusivism is not 
(or need not be) morally or epistemically improper and that a certain exclusivism 
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is present no matter what Wt' believe. For example. suppose the pluralist believes 
that all the major religions are equally good paths to God. Many others disagree; 
but the pluralist persists in thinking that they are mistaken. Thus, the pluralist is 
an exclusivist with regard to her belief that all of the major religions are equally 
good paths to God. 13elieving anything implies that those who believe the con-
trary of what you believe are wrong. So virtually all of us fall into exclusivism 
with respect to some belief or other. 

David 13asinger, in the third reading, attempts to reconcile Hick's religious 
pluralism with Plantinga 's exclusivism. Basinger argues that, properly understood, 
the two positions are compatible, both offrring valid insights on the diversity of 
religious phenomena. 

In our fourth and final reading, the Dalai Lama reflects on the Buddhist 
perspective on world religions, indicating some areas of unity within diversity. 

Vl.1 

Religious Pluralism and Ultimate Reality 
JOHN HICK 

Biographical re111arks about jo/111 Hick precede selection III. C.2. 111 this essay ji'0111 his gro1111dbreaki11g 
1110rk God and the Universe of Faiths, Hick sets _{<>rth the thesis that God historically revealed God-
sclf through /lmio11s i11di11id11als i11 11ario11s sit11atio11s 11J/1ere isolatio11 preve11ted a w111111011 
rc;1clatio11 to all l111111a11ity. Each 111ajor rel(«io11 has a d[ffere11t i11tc1pretatio11 cif the sa111e 11lti111atc reality, 
to the sa111c sal11atio11. No111 the ti111e has co111c to engage i11 i11tcl7'el(i,:io11s dialogue so that 111c 111ay 
disco11cr 011r co111111011 bonds and realize that other rel(i,:io11s people participate i11 11/ti111atc reality as 
11alidly as 111c do 1/lithi11 011r religion, ':for all these exist i11 ti111c, as 1/lays thro11,'<h ti111c to etcmity." 
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Let me begin by proposing a working definition of 
,_; religion as an und_erstanding of the universe, to-

gcth-;-with an appropriate way of living within it, 
which involves reference beyond the natural 
world to God or gods or to the Absolute or to a 
transcendent order or process. Such a definition 

includes such theistic faiths as Judaism, Christianity, 
Islam, Sikhism; the theistic Hinduism of the Bhaga-
vad Gira; the semi-theistic faith of Mahayana 
Buddhism and the non-theistic faiths of Theravada 
Buddhism and non-theistic Hinduism. It does not 
however include purely naturalistic systems of belief, 

Rl'primc:d from John Hick, Gtid ,md tl1f U11i11a.ff tf Fair/is. published 1988 (Palgr.t\'C l'vfacMillan). Reproduced with p1..·n11ission of 
Palgra\·c: MacMillan. Notes ddctcd. 
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638 PART VI• RELIGIOUS PLURALISM 

such as commurnsm and humanism, immensely 
impo1tant though these arc today as alternatives to 
religious life. 

When we look back into the past we find that 
religion has been a virtually universal dimension of 
human life-so much so that man has been defined 
as the religious animal. For he has displayed an 
innate tendency to experience his environment as 
being religiously as well as naturally significant, and 
to feel required to live in it as such. To quote the 
anthropologist, Raymond Fi1th, "religion is univer-
sal in human societies." "In every human commu-
nity on earth today," says Wilfred Cantwell Smith, 
"there exists something that we, as sophisticated 
observers, may term religion, or a religion. And we 
are able to sec it in each case as the latest develop-
ment in a continuous tradition that goes back, we 
can now affo-m, for _.1t }cast one _hundred thousand 
years." In the life of primitive man this 
tendency is expressed in a belief in sacred objects 
endowed with 11za1za, and in a multitude of natural 
and ancestral spirits needing to be carefully propiti-
ated. The divine was here crudely apprehended as a 
plurality of quasianimal forces which could _tosome 
extent be controlled by 1itualistic and magical pro-
cedures. This represents the simplest beginning of 
man's awareness of the transcendent in the infancy 
of the human race-an infancy which is also to 
some extent still available for study in the life of 
primitive tribes today. 

The development of religion and religions 
begins to emerge into the light of recorded history 
as the third millennium B.C. moves towards the 
pc1iod around 2000 B.C. There are two main 
regions of the earth in which civilisation seems first 
to have arisen and in which religions first took a 
shape that is at least dimly discernible to us as we 
peer back through the mists of time-these being 
Mesopotamia in the Near East and the Indus valley 
of northern India. In Mesopotamia in 
nomadic shepherd tribes, each worshipping its own 
god. Then the tribes gradually coalesced into 
nation states, the fonner tribal gods becoming 
ranked in hierarchies (some however being lost by 
amalgamation in the process) dominated by great 
national deities such as Marduk of Babylon, the 

Sumerian Ishtar. Amon of Thebes, Jahweh of Israel 
the Greek Zeus, and so on. Further cast in 
Indus valley there was likewise a wealth of gods 
and goddesses, though apparently not so much 
tribal or national in character as expressive of the 
basic fmc;cs of nature, above all fertility. The many 
deities of the Near East and of India expressed 
man's awareness of the divine at the dawn of docu-
mentary history, some four thousand years ago. It is 
perhaps worth stressing that the picture was by no 
means a wholly pleasant one. The nibal and 
gods were often martial and cruel, sometimes requir-
ing human sac1ifices. And although rather little 
known about the very early, pre-A1yan Indian deities 
it is ce1tain that later Indian deities have 
symbolised the cruel and destructive as well as the 
beneficent of nature. 

These early developments in the two cradles of 
civilisation, Mesopotamia and the Indus valley, can 
be desc1ibcd as the growth of natural religion, ptior 
to any special intrusions of rev-Clat!o1r-or !Ilu-
mination. P1'imitive spi1it-worship expressed man's 
fears of unknown forces; his reverence for nature 
deities expressed his sense of dependence upon 
realities greater than himself; and his t1ibal gods 
expressed the unity and continuity of his group 
over against other groups. One can in fact discern 
all sorts of causal connections bet\veen the fonns 
which early religion took and the mate1ial circum-
stances of man's life, indicating the large part played 
by the human clement within the history of reli-
gion. For example, Trevor Ling points out that life 
in ancient India (apart from the Punjab immedi-
ately prior to the A1yan invasions) was ag1icultural 
and was organised in small village units; and 
gests that "among ag1icultural peoples, aware of the 
fertile earth which brings forth from itself and 
nomishes its progeny upon its broad bosom, it is 
the which seems important." 
Accordingly God the Mother, and a va1iety of 
more specialised female deities, have always held a 
prominent place in Indian religious thought and 
mythology. This contrasts with the characteristi-
cally male expression of deity in the Semitic reli-
gions, which had their origins among- i1omadic, 
pastoral, herd-keeping peoples in the 
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The divine was known to the desert-dwelling 
herdsmen who founded the Israelite tradition as 
God the King and Father; and this conception has 
continued both in later Judaism and in Christianity, 
:1nd was renewed out of the desert experience of 
Mohammed in the Islamic religion. Such regional 
vaiiations in our human ways of conceiving the 
divine have persisted through time into the devel-
oped world faiths that we know today. The typical 
western conception of God is still predominantly in 
tenns of the male principle of power and authority; 
and in the typical Indian conceptions of deity the 
female principle still plays a distinctly larger part 
than in the west. 

Here then was the natural condition of man's 
i< religious life: religion without revelation. But 

sometime around- 800 B.C. there beiil1- what has 
been called the golden age of religious creativity. 
This consisted in a remarkable series of revelato1y 
experiences occurring during the next five hundred 
or so years in different parts of the world, expe1ien-
ces which deepened and pmified men's conception 
of the ultimate, and which religious faith can only 
attribute to the pressure of the divine Spi1it upon 
the human spirit. First came the early Jewish 
prophets, Amos, Hosea and first Isaiah, declaring 
that they had heard the Word of the Lord claiming 
their obedience and demanding a new level of 
righteousness and justice in the life of Israel. Then 
in Persia the great prophet Zoroaster appeared; 
China produced Lao-tzu and then Confucius; in 
India the Upanishads were w1itten, and Gotama 
the Buddha lived, and Mahavira, the founder of 
the Jain religion and, probably about the end of this 
pe1iod, the writing of the Bhagavad Gita, and 
Greece produced Pythagoras and then, ending this 
golden age, Socrates and Plato. Then after the 
gap of some three hundred years came Jesus of 
Nazareth and the emergence of Christianity; and 
after another gap the prophet Mohammed and the 
1ise of Islam. 

The suggestion that we must consider is that 
these were all moments of divine revelation. But 
let us ask, in order to test this thought, whether we 
sli,,ould not expect God to make his revelation in a 

mighty act, rather than to produce a number 

of different, and therefore presumably partial, reve-
lations at difforent times and places? I think that in 
seeing the answer to this question we receive an 
imp01tant clue to the place of the religions of the 
world in the divine purpose. For when we remem-
ber the facts of history and geography we realise 
that in the period we are speaking of, between two 
and three thousand years ago, it was not possible 
for God to reveal himself through human 
mediatiol1- to all i11ankind. A world-wide revelation 
might be possible today, thanks to the inventions 
of printing, and even more of radio, ,TV and com-
munication satellites. I3ut in the technology of the 
ancient world this was not possible. Although on a 
time scale of centrnies and millennia there has 
been a slow diffusion and interaction of cultures, 
particularly within the vast Euro-Asian land mass, 
yet the more striking fact for our present purpose is 
the fragmented character of the ancient world. 
Communications between the different groups of 
humanity was then so limited and slow that for all 
practical purposes men inhabited different worlds. 
For the most part people in Europe, in India, 
in Arabia, in Afiica, in China were unaware of 
the others' existence. And as the world was frag-
mented, so was its religious life. If there was to be a 
revelation of the divine reality to mankind it had to 
be a plmifonn revelation, a series of revealing expe-
riences occuning independently within the differ-
ent streams of human history. And since religion 
and culture were one, the great creative moments 
of revelation and illumination have influenced the 
development of the various cultures, giving them 
the coherence and impetus to expand into larger 
units, thus creating the vast, many-sided historical 
entities which we call the world religions. 

Each of these religio-cultural complexes has 
expanded until it touched the bounda1ies of 
another such complex spreading out from another 
centre. Thus each major occasion of divine revela-
tion has slowly transfom1ed the primitive and 
national religions within the sphere of its influence 
into what we now know as the world faiths. The 
early Dravidian and Aryan polytheisms of India 
were drawn through the religious experience and 
thought of the Brahmins into what the west calls 
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640 PART VI• RELIGIOUS PLURALISM 

Hinduism. The national and mystcry cults of 
the Meditc!l'anean world and then of northern 
Europe were drawn by influences stemming from 
the life and teaching of Christ into what has 
become Christianity. The early polytheism of the 
Arab peoples has been transformed under the influ-
ence of Mohammed and his message into Islam. 
Great areas of Southeast Asia, of China, Tibet and 
Japan were drawn into the spreading Buddhist 
movement. None of these expansions from differ-
ent centres of revelation has of course been simple 
and uncontested, and a number of alternatives 
which proved less durable have perished or bccn 
absorbed in the process-for example, Mithraism 
has disappeared altogether; and Zoroastrianism, 
whilst it greatly influenced the development of the 
Judaic-Christian tradition, and has to that extent 
bccn absorbed, only survives directly today on a 
small scale in Parsccism. 

Seen in this histo1ical context these movements 
of faith-the Judaic-Christian, the 13uclclhist, the 
Hindu, the Muslim-arc not essentially 1iyals. They 
began at different times and in different places, and 
each expanded outwards into the surrounding 
world of primitive natural religion until most of the 
world was drawn up into one or other of the great 
revealed faiths. And once this global pattern had 
become established it has ever since remained fairly 
stable. It is true that the process of establishment 
involved conflict in the case of Islam's cnt1y into 
India and the virtual expulsion of Buddhism from 
India in the medieval period, and in the case of 
Islam's advance into Europe and then its retreat at 
the encl of the medieval period. But since the fron-
tiers of the different world faiths became more or 
less fixed there has been little penetration of one 
faith into societies moulded by another. The most 
successful missionaty efforts of the great faiths con-
tinue to this day to be "downwards" in!c_> the 
remaining world of relatively primitive religions 
rather than "sideways" into tenitoties dominated 
by another world faith. For example, as between 
Christianity and Islam there has been little more 
than rather rare individual conversions; but both 
faiths have successful missions in Africa. Again, the 
Chtistian population of the Indian subcontinent, 

afi:cr more than two centmies of missionary effon, 
is only about 2.7 pncent; but on the other hand 
the Christian missions in the South Pacific arc fairlv 
successful. Thus the general picture, so far as 
great world religions is concerned, is that each has 
gone through an early period of geographical 
expansion, converting a region of the world from 
its more primitive religious state, and has thereafter 
continued in a comparatively settled condition 
within more or less stable boundaries. 

Now it is of course possible to see this entire 
development from the p1imitivc forms of religion 
up to and including the great world faiths as the his-
to1y of man's most persistent illusion, growing from 
crude fantasies into sophisticated .metaphysical speett-
lations. Uut from the standpoint of religious faith the 
only reasonable hypothesis is that this historical pic-
ture represents a movement of divine self-revelation 
to mankind. This hypothesis offers a general answer 
to the question of the relation between the different 
world religions and of the truths which they 
embody. It suggests to us that the same divine reality 
has always been self-revealingly active towards 
mankind, and that the ditTe!:encesof human response 

related to different human circumstances. These 
circumstances-ethnic, geographical, ·climatic, eco-
nomic, sociological, histo1ical-have produced the 
existing differentiations of human culture, and 
within each main cultural region the response to the 
divine has taken its own charactetistic fonns. In each 
case the post-primitive response has been initiated 
by some spi1itually outstanding individual or succes-
sion of individuals, developing in the course of time 
into one of the great religio-cultural phenomena 
which we call the world religions. Thus Islam 
embodies the main response of the Arabic peoples 
to the divine reality; Hinduism, the main (though 
not the only) response of the peoples of India; 
Buddhism, the main response of the peoples of 
South-east Asia and part' of northern Asia; Cluisti-
anity, the main response of the European peoples, 
both within Europe it,elf and in their emigrations to 
the Americas and Australasia. 

Thus it is, I think, intelligible histmically why the 
revelation of the divine reality lo man, and the disclo-
sure of the divine will for human life, had to occur 
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sepai:1rcly within the diffrrent streams of human lifi:. 
We can sec how these revelations took different 
fonns related to the different mentalities of the 
peoples t_o \Vhom they. came and developed 
these different cultures mto the vast and many-sided 
historical phenomena of the world religions. 

But let us now ask whether this is intelligible 
theologically. What about the conflicting truth 
claillls of the different faiths? Is the divine nature 
personal or non-personal; docs deity become inc1r-
n;{te in the world; arc human beings b<?_'.·11_Jgain 
.1-11d ;wain on earth; is the Uible, or the Koran, or ' 

Bl1ag:1,-;acl Gita the Word of God? If what 
Christianity says in answer to these questions is 
true. must not what Hinduism says be to a large 
extent false? If what Buddhism says is true, must 
not what Islam says be largely false? 

Let us begin with the recognition, which is 
made in all the main religious traditions, that the 
ultilllate divine reality is infinite and as such tran-
scends the grasp of the human mind. God, to use 
our Christian term, is infinite. He is not a thing, a 
part of the universe, existing alongside other things; 
nor is he a being falling under a certain kind. And 
therefore he cannot be defined or encompassed by 
hulllan thought. We cannot draw bounda1ies 
around his nature and say that he is this and no 
more. If we could fully define God, describing his 
inner being and his outer limits, this would not be 
God. The God whom our minds can penetrate and 
whom our thoughts can circumnavigate is merely a 
finite and partial image of God. 

From this it follows that the different cncoun-
ters with the transcendent within ihe different.Leli-
gious traditiol1s ii1ayall be encounters with 
infinite i·cality; though with partially different and 
overlapping aspects of that rea1fry. This is a ve1y 

thought in Indian religious literature. We 
read, for example, in ancient Rig-Vedas, dating 
back to perhaps as much as a thousand years before 
Cluist: 

They call it Indra, Mitra, Van.ma, and Agni 
And also heavenly, beautiful Garutman: 
The real is one, though sages name it 

variously. 

W c might translate this thought into the tenns of 
the faiths represented today in Britain: 

They call it Jahweh, Allah, Krishna, P:iram 
Atma, 

And :ilso holy, blessed T1inity: 
The real is one, though sages name it 

differently. 

And in the 13hagavad Gita the Lord Krishna, the 
personal God of love, says, "However me11·-·1 
approach me, even so do I accept them: for, on all 
sides, whatever path they may choose is mine." _J 

Again, there is the parable of the blind men 
and the eJgil_iant, said to have been told by the 
Buddha. An elephant was brought to a group of 
blind men who had never encountered such an 
animal before. One felt a leg and reported that an 
elephant is a great living pillar. Another felt the 
trunk and reported that an elephant is a great snake. 
Another felt the tusk and reported that an elephant 
is like a sharp ploughshare. And so on. And then 
they all quaITelled together, each claiming that his 
own account was the truth and therefore all the 
others false. In fact of course they were all true, but 
each referring only to one aspect of the total reality 
and all expressed in vcty imperfect analogies. 

Now the possibility, indeed the probability, that 
we have se1iously to consider is that many different 
account' of the divine reality may be true, though all 
expressed in impe1fect human analogies, but that none 
is "the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the 
truth." May it not be that the different concepts of 
God, as Jahweh, Allah, K1ishna, P:iram Atma, Holy 
Trinity, and so on; and likewise the different concepts 
of the hidden structure of reality, as the eternal emana-
tion of Brahman or as an immense cosmic process cul-
minating in Nirvana, are all images of the divine, each 
expressing some aspect or range of aspect' and yet 
none by it,elf folly and exhaustively con-esponding to 
the infinite nature of the ultimate reality? 

Two im1 ediate qualifications however to this 
--.-£'-

hypothesis. f Firs ;-tl'le'ldeatliiC\ve are considering is 
not that any and evety conception of God or of the 

transcendent is valid, still less all equally valid; but 
that eve1y conception divine which has 
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come out of a great revelato1y religious expe1ience 
and has been tested through a long tradition of 
worship, and human faith over centu-
ries of time and in millions of lives, is likely to rep-
resent a genuine encounter with the divine reality. 
And· sec01j):l, the parable of the blind men and the 
elcphantis of course only a parable and like most 
parables it is designed to make one point and must 
not be pressed as an analogy at other points. The 
suggestion is_ not that the different encounters with 
the divine which lie at the basis of the great reli-
gious traditions are responses to different parts of 
the divine. They arc rather encounters fr01:11 differ-
ent historical and cultural standpoints with the same 
infinite divine reality and as such they lead to dif-
ferently focused awareness of the reality. The indi-
cations of this are most evident in worship and 
prayer. What is said about God in the theological 
treatises of the different faiths is indeed often widely 
different. l3ut it is in prayer that a belief in God 
comes alive and does its-i11ain work. And when we 
tum from abstract theology to the living stuff of 
worship we meet again and again the overlap and 
confluence of faiths. · 

Here, for example, is a Muslim prayer at the 
feast of Ramadan: 

Praise be to God, Lord of creation, Source 
of all livelihood, who orders the morning, 
Lord of majesty and honour, of grace and 
beneficence. He who is so far that he may 
not be seen and so near that he witnesses 
the secret things. Blessed be he and for 
ever exalted. 

And here is a Sikh creed used at the morning 
prayer: 

There is but one God. He is all that is. 
He is the Creator of all things and He is all 

pervasive. 
He is without fear and without enmity. 
He is timeless, unborn and self-existent. 

He is the Enlightener 
And can be realised by grace of Himself 

alone. He was in the beginning; He was· 
in all ages. 

The True One is, was, 0 Nanak, and shall 
for ever be. 

And here again is a verse from the Koran: 

To God belongs the praise. Lord of the 
heavens and Lord of the earth, the Lord of 
all being. His is the dominion in the heav-
ens and in the earth: he is the Almighty, 
the All-wise. 

Turning now to the Hindu idea of the many 
incarnations of God, here is a verse from the 
Ramayana: 

Seers and sages, saints and hermits, fix on 
Him their reverent gaze, 

And in faint and trembling accents, holy 
scripture hymns His praise. 

He the omnipresent spi1it, lord of heaven 
and earth and hell, 

To redeem His people, freely has 
vouchsafed with men to dwell. 

And from the 1ich literature of devotional song 
here is a Bhakti hymn of the Vaishnavite branch of 
Hinduism: 

Now all my clays with joy I'll fill, full to 
the biim 

With all my heart to Vitthal cling, and 
only Him. 

He will sweep utterly away all dole and 
care; 

And all in sunder shall I rend illusion's 
snare. 

0 altogether dear is He, and He alone, 
For all my burden He will take to be His 

own. 
Lo, all the sorrow of the world will 

straight way cease, 
And all unending now shall be the reign 

of peace. 

And a Muslim mystical verse: 

Love came a guest 
Within my breast, 
My soul was spread, 
Love banqueted. 
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And finally another Hindu (Vaishnavite) devotional 
hymn: 

O save me, save me, Mightiest, Save me 
and set me free. 

O let the love that fills my breast Cling to 
thee lovingly. 

Grant me to taste how S\vcct thou art; 
Grant me but this, I pray. 

And never shall my love depart Or turn 
from thee away. 

Then I thy name shall magnify And tell 
thy praise abroad, 

For ve1y love and gladness I Shall dance 
before my God. 

Such prayers and hymns as these must express, 
surely, diverse enc()unters with the same divine 
reality. These encounters have take_n ___ place \.vithiti 
different human cultures by people of different 
ways of thought and feeling, with different histories 
and different frameworks of philosophical thought, 
and have developed into different systems of thcol-
o<!V embodied in different religious structures and 

t), 

organisations. These resulting large-scale religio-
cultural phenomena arc what we call the religions 

the world. l3ut must there not lie behind them 
the same infinite divine reality, and may not our 

; divisions into Christian, Hindu, Muslim, Jew, and 
\ so on, and all that goes with them, accordingly rep-
\resent seconda1y, human, hist01ical developments? 

There is a further problem, however, which 
now arises. I have been speaking so far of the ulti-
mate reality in a vatiety of terms-the Father, Son 
:ind Spirit of Ch1istianity, the Jahweh of Judaism, 
the Allah of Islam, and so on-but always thus far 
in theistic terms, as a personal God under one name 
or another. But what of the non-theisti_c religiqus? 
What of the non-tl1eiSt:fr · HiiiCllilsln- according to 
which reality, Brahma!_!,_ is not J::Ie 
It; and what about Buddhism, which in one fonn is 

-;gnostic concerning the existence of God even 
though in another form it has come to worship the 
l3uddha himself? Can these non-theistic faiths be 
seen as encounters with the same divine reality that 
is encountered in theistic religion? 

Speaking very tentatively, I think it is possible 
that the sense of the divine as non-personal may 
indeed reflect an aspect of the same infinite reality 
that is encountered as personal in theistic religious 
experience. The question can be pursued both as a 
matter of pure theology and in relation to religious 
expetience. Theologically. the Hindu distinction 
between Nirguna Brahman and Saguna Brahman is 
important and should be adopted into western reli-
gious thought. Detaching the distinction, then 
from its Hindu context we may say that 
God is the eternal self-existent divine reality, 
heyoffd the scope of all human categ01ies, includ-
ing personality; and Saguna God is God in relation 
to his ct:eation and with tlie attributes which 
express this relationship, such as personality, om-
nipotence, goodne_ss, love and omniscience. Thus 
the one ultimate reality is both Nirguna and non-
personal, and Saguna ancf-pe!.:Sonal, in a duality 
wfocnis in principle acceptable to human under-
standing. When we turn to men's religious aware-
ness of God we are speaking of Saguna God, God 
in relation to man. And here the larger traditions of 
both east and west report a dual expe1ience of 
the divine as personal and as other than personal. It 
will be a sufficient reminder of the strand of per-
sonal relationship with the divine in Hinduism 
to mention Iswa_r.u, the personal God who repre-
sents the Ab$;lute as known and worshipped by 
finite persons. It should also be remembered 
that the characte1isation of l3rahman as satrita11a11da, 
absolute being, consciousness and bliss, is not far 
froin the conception of infinitely transcendent per-
sonal life. Thus there is both the thought and the 
experience of the personal divine within Hinduism. 
But there is likewise the thought and the 
experience of God as other than personal within 
Christianity. Rudolph Otto describes this strand in 
the mysticism of Meister Eckhart. He says: 

The divine, which on the one hand is con-
ceived in symbols taken from the social 
sphere, as Lord, King, Father, Judge--a per-
son in relation to persons-is on the other 
hand denoted in dynamic symbols as the 
power oflife, as as spi1it ebbing 

-··--- ---- .... -·- -------------
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and flowing, as truth, knowledge, essential 
justice and holiness, a glowing fire that pen-
etrates and pe1vades. It is characte1ized as the 
p1inciple of a renewed, supernatural Life, 
mediating and giving itself, breaking fonh in 
the living man as his nova vita, as the con-
tent of his lifo and being. What is here 

/ insisted upon is not so much an immanent 
God, as an "expe1ienced" God, known as 
an inward p1inciplc of the power of new 
being and life. Eckhan knows this dc11tcros 

\ tlrcos besides the personal God ... 

Let me now try to draw the threads together and 
to project them into the fi.iture. I have been sug-
gesting that Christianity is a way of salvation 1.vhich, 
beginning some two thousand years ago, has 
become the principal way of salvation in three con-
tinents. The other great faiths are likewise of salva-
tion, providing the principal path to the divine 
reality for other large sections of humanity. I have 
also suggested that the idea that Jesus proclaimed 
himself as God incarnate, and as the sole point of 
saving contact between God and man, is without 
adequate histmical foundation and a 

developed by the church. We should 
therefore not infer, from the cl11istian experience of 
redemption through Christ, that salvation cannot 
be experienced in any other way. The alternative 
possibility is that the ultimate divine reality-in our 
cl11istian terms, God-has always been pressing in 
upon the human spi1it, but in ways which leave 
men free to open or close themselves to the divine 
presence. Human life has developed along charac-
te_i:jstically differei1tlii1-esli1 111.1in areas of civili-
sation, and these differences 11ave naturally entered 
'into the ways in which men have apprehended and 
responded to God. For the great religious figures 
through whose experience divine revelation has 
come have each been conditioned by a particular 
histmy and culture. One can hardly imagine 
Gotama the Buddha except in the setting of the 
India of his time, or Jesus the Christ except against 
the background of Old Testament Judaism, or 
Mohammed except in the setting of Arabia. And 
human history and culture have likewise shaped 

the development of the \vebs of religious creeds. 
practices and organisations which we know as the 
great world faiths. 

It is thus possible to consider the hypothesis that 
they are all, at their experiential roots, in contact 
with the same ultimate reality, but that their 
ing expe1iences of that reality, interacting over the 
ccntu1ies with the different thought-fo1111s of differ-
ent cultures, have led to increasing differentiation 
and contrasting elaboration-so that Hinduism, for 
example, is a ve1y different phenomenon from 
Christianity, and very diffrrent ways of conceiving 
and experiencing the divine occur within them. 

However, now that the religious traditions are 
consciously interacting with each other in the "one 
world" of today, in mutual obse1vation and dia-
logue, it is possible that their future developments 
may be on gradually converging courses. For dur-
ing the next few centu1ies they will no doubt con-
tinue to change, and it may be that they will grow 
closer together, and even that one day such names 
as "Christianity," "Buddhism," "Islam," "Hindu-
ism," will no longer describe the then CUITent con-
figurations of men's religious experience and belief 
I am 1:._g_t__l_1ere thinking of the extinction of human 
religiousness in a universal wave of secula1isation. 
This is of course a possible future; and indeed 1i1any 
think it the most likely future to come about. 13ut 
if man is an indelibly religious animal he will 
always, even in secular expe1ience a 
sense of the transcendent by which he will be both 
troubled and uplifted. The future I am thinking of 
is accordingly one in which what we now call the 
different religions will constitute the past histo1y of 
different emphases and variations within a global 

life. I do not mean that all men every-
, where will be overtly religious, any more than they 

are today. I mean rather that the discoveries now 
taking place by men of difforent faiths of central 
common ground, hitherto largely concealed by-the 
V.11icty of fonns in which it was expressed, 
may eventually obsolete the sense of 
belonging to 1ival ideological communities. Not 
tl;at all religious men will think alike, or worship in 
the same way or experience the divine identically. 
On the contra1y, so long as there is a 1ich va1iety of 
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human cultures-and let us hope there will always 
be this-\\"e should expect there to be correspond-
iiwlv different forms of religious cult, 1itual and 

conceptualised in different theological 
d:Ctrines. And so long as there is a wide spectrum 
of human psychological types-and again let us 
hope that there will always be this-we should 
expect there to be correspondingly different 
emphases between, for example, the sense of the 
divine as just and as merciful, between karma and 
[,/i,1kti; or between worship as fonnal and commu-
1;;1! and worship as free and personal. Thus we may 
expect the diflerent world faiths to continue as reli-
giocultural phenomena, though phenomena which 
are increasingly influencing one another's develop-
ment. The relation between them will then per-
haps be somewhat like that now obtaining between 
the diffrrent denominations of Christianity in 
Europe or the United States. That is to say, there 
will in most count1ies be a dominant religious tra-
dition, with other traditions present in va1ying 
strengths, but with considerable awareness on all 

hands of what they have in common; with some 
degree of osmosis of membership through their 
institutional walls; with a large degree of practical 
C()operation; and even conceivably with some 
interchange of ministry. 

Beyond this the ultimate unity of faiths will be 
an eschatological unity in which each is both fulfilled 
and transcended-fulfilled in so far as it is true, tran-
scended in so far as it is less than the whole truth. 
And indeed even such fulfilling must be a transcend-
ing; for the function of a religion is to b1ing us to a 
right relationship with the ultimate divine reality, to 
awareness of our true nature and our place in the 
Whole, into the presence of God. In the eternal life 
there is no. longer any place for religions; the pilgiim 
has no need of a way after he has finally arrived. In 
St. John's vision of the heavenly city at the end 
of our christian sctiptures it is said that there is no 

christian church or chapel, no jewish 
sy1;agogue, no hindu or buddhist temple, no muslim 
irlosque, no sikh gurdwara .... For all these exist in 
time, as ways through time to eternity. 

Vl.2 

A Defense of Religious Exclusivism 
ALVIN PLANTINGA 

Bio,{!raphical remarks about Al11i11 Plm1ti11ga appear sclectio11 I. B. 8. In this sclectio11, Pla11ti11ga 
mx11es.f<1r three theses: (1) The rcl({!io11s cxc/11si11ist is 110t 11ecessarily guilty 'Y a11y moral 
(2) the cxc/11si11ist is 11ot 11ccessarily guilty a11y cpistcmicfa11lt; mid (3) some exc/11si11ism i11 
011r is i11e11itable. !fa perso11 truly bclie11es her creed, it may be 11,ro11g to expect her to treat all 
rcl(1?io11s as cq11ally good 1/lays to Cod, or e11e11 as 1mys to Cod at all. Ne11crtheless, Pla11ti11ga agrees 
that the ef other religions is something to be sought, a11d that this may sensibly lessen 011r 
a55111"a/ICC ill Ollr OJIJll belief. 

This appl·.u1.·d in prim for the first time in an t.•arlicr t•dition of this tt·xt. Used with pt."rmission. Endnotes edited. 
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When I was a graduate student at Yale, the philos-
ophy department prided itself on diversity, and it 
was indeed diverse. There were idealists, pragma-
tists, phenomenologists, existentialists, Whitehea-
dians, historians of philosophy, a token positivist, 
and what could only be described as observers of 
the passing intellectual scene. In some ways, this 
was indeed something to take pride in; a student 
could behold and encounter real, live representa-
tives of many of the main traditions in philosophy. 
However, it also had an unintended and unhappy 
side effect. If anyone raised a philosophical question 
inside, but particularly outside, of class, the typical 
response would be to catalog some of the various 
different answers the world has seen: There is the 
A1istotelian answer, the existentialist answer, the 
Cartesian answer, Heidegger's answer, perhaps 
the Buddhist answer, and so on. But the question 
"What is the truth about this matter?" was often 
greeted with disdain as unduly naive. There are all 
these diflcrent answers, all endorsed by people of 
great intellectual power and great dedication to 
philosophy; for every argument for one of these 
positions, there is another against it; would it not be 
excessively naive, or perhaps arbitrary, to suppose 
that one of these is in fact true, the others being 
false? Or, if even there really is a truth of the mat-
ter, so that one of them is true and conflicting ones 
false, wouldn't it be merely arbitrary, in the face of 
this embarrassment of riches, to endorse one of them 
as the truth, consigning the others to falsehood? 
How could you possibly know which was true? 

A similar attitude is sometimes urged with 
respect to the impressive variety of religions the 
world displays. There are theistic religions but also 
at least some nontheistic religions (or perhaps non-
theistic strands) among the enonnous variety of 
religions going under the names Hinduism and 
Buddhism; among the theistic religions, there are 
strands of Hinduism and Buddhism and American 
Indian religion as well as Islam, Judaism, and 
Christianity; and all differ significantly from each 
other. Isn't it somehow arbitrary, or irrational, or 
unjustified, or unwarranted, or even oppressive and 
imperialistic to endorse one of these· as opposed to 
all the others? According to Jean Bodin, is 

ti l l ll" I - I ' . re_ __ >y3 ; must we not t 1s Ill this 
neighborhood that the so-called problem of plural-
ism arises. Of course, many concerns and problcllls 
can come under this rub1ic; the specific problem 
I mean to discuss can be thought of as follows. To 
put it in an internal and personal way, I find myself 
with religious and religious that 
I realize aren't shared by nearly everyone else. For 
example, I believe both 

(1) The world was created by God, an almighty, 
all-knowing, and pe1fectly good personal being 
(one that holds belicfa; has aims, plans, and 
intentions; and can act to accomplish these 
aims). 

(2) Human beings require salvation, and God has 
provided a unique way of salvation through 
the incarnation, life, sacrificial death, and 
resurrection of his divine son. 

Now there are many who do not believe these 
things. First, there are those who agree with me on 
(1) but not (2): They arc non-Ch1istian theistic 
religions. Second, there are those who don't accept 
either (1) or (2) but nonetheless do believe that 
there is something beyond the natural world, a 
something such that human well-being and salva-
tion depend upon standing in a right relation to it. 
Third, in the West and since the Enlightenment, 
anyway, there are people-11at11ralists, we may call 
them-who don't believe any of these three things. 
And my problem is this: When I become really 
aware of these other ways of looking at the world, 
these other ways of responding religiously to the 
world, what must or should I do? What is the right 
sort of attitude to take? What sort of impact should 
this awareness have on the beliefs I hold and the 
strength with which I hold them? My question is 
this: How should I think about the great religious 

\

diversity the world in fact displays? Can I sensibly 
remain an adherent of just one of these religions, 
·ejecting the others? And here I am thinking specif-
cally of bclicfS. Of course, there is a great deal more 

to any religion or religious practice than just belief, 
and I don't for a moment mean to deny it. But 
belief is a crucially important part of most religions; 
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it is a crucially important part of 111y religion; and 
the question I mean to ask here is, What does the 
;nvareness of religious diversity mean or should 
mean for my religious beliefs? 

Some speak here of a 11c111 awareness of reli-
aious diversity and speak of this new awareness as 

(for us in the West) a crisis, a revolu-
tion, an imellectual development of the same mag-
nitude as the Copernican revolution of the 
sixteenth century and the alleged discovery of evo-
lution and our animal origins in the nineteemh. 2 

No doubt there is at least some truth to this. Of 
course, the fact is all along many Western Christi-
ans and Jews have known that there are other reli-
gions and that not nearly eve1yone shares their 
religion. The ancient Israelites-some of the 
prophets, say-were clearly aware of Canaanite re-
ligion; and the apostle Paul said that he preached 
"Clnist crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and 
folly to the Greeks" (1 Corinthians 1:23). Other 
early Christians, the Cluistian martyrs, say, must 
have suspected that not everyone believed as they 
did; and the church fathers, in offering defenses of 
Christianity, were certainly apprised of this fact. 
Thomas Aquinas, again, was clearly aware of those 
to whom he addressed the S11111111a Contra Gc11tiles; 
and the fact that there are non-Christian religions 
would have come as no surprise to the Jesuit mis-
siona1ies of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuties 
or to the Methodist missiona1ies of the nineteenth. 
To come to more recent times, when I was a child, 
'J71c Ba1111er, the official publication of my church, 
contained a small column for children; it was writ-
ten by "Uncle Dick" who exhorted us to save our 
nickels and send them to our Indian cousins at the 
Navaho mission in New Mexico. Both we and our 
elders knew that the Navahos had or had had a reli-
gion different from Ch1istianity, and part of the 
point of sending the nickels was to try to rectify 
that situation. 

Still, in recent years, probably more of us 
Clnistian W estemers have become aware of the 
world's religious diversity; we have probably learned 
more about people of other religious persuasions, and 
we have come to see that they display what looks like 
real piety, devoutness, and spirituality. What is new, 

perhaps. is a more widespread sympathy for other 
religions, a tendency to see them as more valuable, as 
containing more by way of tmth, and a new feeling 
of solida1ity with their practitioners. 

Now there are several possible reactions to 
awareness of religious diversity. One is to continue 
to believe-what you have all along believed; you 
learn about this diversity but continue to believe 
that is, take to be propositions as 
(I) and (2) above, consequently taking to be false 
any religious or otherwise, that are incom-
patible with (1) and (2). Following current practice, 
I will call this exc/11si11is111; the exclusivist holds that 
the tenets or the tenets of one religion-
Christianity, let's say-are in fact true; he adds, natu-
rally enough, that any propositions, including other 
religious beliefa, that are incompatible with those 
tenets are false. And there is a fairly widespread 
apprehension that there is something seriously 
wrong with exclusivism. It is i1ntional, or egotistical 
and unjustified,3 or intellectually a1Togam;' or elit-
ist,5 or a manifestation of harn1ful pride,6 or even 
oppressive and imperialistic.7 The claim is that 
exclusivism as such is or involves a vice of some sort: 
It is wrong or deplorable. It is this claim I want to 
examine. I propose to argue that exclusivism need 
not involve either epistemic or moral failure and 
that, furthem1ore, something like it is wholly 
unavoidable, given our human condition. 

These objections, of course, are not to the truth 
of (1) or (2) or any other proposition someone 
might accept in this exclusivist way (although 
objections of that sort are also put forward); they 
are instead directed to the propriety or of 
exclusivism. There are initially two different kinds 
of indictments of exclusivism: broadly moral, or 
ethical, indictments and other broadly irrtellectual, 
or epistemic, indictments. These overlap in inter-
estingways as we will see below. But initially, any-
way, we can take some of the complaints about 
exclusivism as intcllect11al criticisms: It is irratio11al or 
111ij11stificd to think in an exclusivistic way. The 
other large body of complaint is moral: There is 
something 111orally suspect about exclusivism-it is 
arbitra1y, or intellectually arrogant, or imperialistic. 
As Joseph Runzo suggests, exclusivism is "neither 
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tolerable nor any longer intellectually honest in the 
context of our contempora1y knowledge of 
other faiths." 8 l want to consider both kinds of 
claims or niticisms; I propose to argue that the 
exclusivist as such is not necessarily guilty of any of 
these charges. 

MORAL OBJECTIONS TO 

EXCLUSIVISM 

I turn to the moral complaints: that the exclusivist 
is intellectually aJTogant, or egotistical or self-
servingly arbitrary1 or dishonest, or imperialistic, or 
oppressive. 13ut · first,J I provide three qualifications. 
An cxclusivist, like anyone else:·will probably be 
guilty of some or of all of these things to at least 
some degree, perhaps particularly the first two. The 
question, however, is whether she is guilty of these 
things just by virtue of being an exclusivist. Second) 
I will use the term exd11si1Jis111 ii1 such a way that 
you don't count as an exclusivist unless you arc 
ra_thcr fully aware of other faiths, have had their 
existence and their claims called to your attention 
with some force and perhaps fairly frequently, and 
have to some degree reflected on the problem of 
pluralism, asking yourself such questions as whether 
it is or could be really true that the Lord has 
revealed Himself and His programs to us Ch1istians, 
say, in a way in which He hasn't revealed Himself 
to those of other faiths. Thus, my grandmother, for 
example, would not have counted as an exclusivist. 
She had, of course, heard of the heathen, as she 
called them, but the idea that perhaps Christians 
could learn from them, and learn from them with 
respect to religious matters, had not so much as 
entered her head; and the fact that it had11 't entered 
her head, I take it, was not a matter of moral dere-
liction on her part. This same would go for a 
Buddhist or Hindu peasant. These people arc not, 
I think, properly charged with aJTogance or other 
moral flaws in believing as they do. 

Q:'hi5d, suppose I am an exclusivist with respect 
to (1 r for example, but nonculpably believe, like 

that I have a knock-down, drag-out 

argument, a demonstration or conclusive proof of 
the proposition that there is such a pnson as Cod· 
and suppose I think further (and nonculpably) tha; 
if those who don't believe (I) were to be apprised 
of this argument (and had the ability and training 
necessary to grasp it and were to think about the 
argument fairly and reflectively), they too would 
come to believe (1)? Then I could hardly be 
charged with these moral faults. My condition 
would be like that of Godel, let's say, upon having 
recognized that he had a proof for the incomplete-
ness of arithmetic. True, many of his colleagues 
and peers didn't believe that arithmetic was inco111-
plete, and some believed that it was complete; but 
presumably Godel wasn't arbitraty or egotistical in 
believing that a1ithmetic is in fact incomplete. Fur-
thermore, he would not have been at fault had he 
nonculpably but 111istakmly believed that he had 
found such a proof. Accordingly, I will use the 
term exrl11si1Jist in such a way that you don't count' 
as an exclusivist if you nonculpably think you 
know of a demonstration or conclusive argument ; 
for the belief<; with respect to which you are a1/ 
exclusivist, or even if you nonculpably think you 
know of an argument that would convince all or 
most intelligent and honest people of the truth of 
that proposition. So an exclusivist, as I use the ter111, 
not only believes something like (1) or (2) and 
thinks false any proposition incompatible with it; 
she also meets a furthe.r__ condition C that is hard to :i 

state precisely and in detail (and in fact any attempt ,... 
to do so would involve a long and presently itTele-
vant discussion of fftcris pari/111s clauses). Suffice it to 
say that C includes (a) being rather fully aware oJ 

(b) that there __ that\ 
at the least looks like genuine piety and \ 
in them, and (c) believing that you know of no 
arguments that would necessa1ily corivince- air-or 
most honest and intelligent dissenters. ,/ 

Given these qualifications then, why should 
we think that an cxclusivist is properly charged 
with these moral faults? I will deal first and most 
b1ief1y with charges of and impe1ialism: 
I think we must say that they arc oi;-thefue of it 

I daresay there are some among 
you who reject some of the things I believe; I do 
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not believe that you are thereby oppressing me, 
even if you do not believe you have an argument 
that \\"Otild convince me. It is conceivable that 
c;.;clusivism might in some way co11trilmtc to oppres-
sion, but it isn't in itself oppressive. 
· The more important moral charge is that there 

is a sort of an or 
egotism. in accepting such propositions as (I) or (2) 

condition C; exclusivism is guilty of some 
serious moral fault or flaw. According to Wilfred 
Cantwell Smith, " ... except at the cost of insensi-
tivity or delinquency, it is morally not possible 
actually to go out into the world and say to devout, 
intelligent, fellow human beings: ' ... we believe 
that we know God and we are right; you believe 
that you know God, and you are totally wrong. ,,,.i 

So what can the exclusivist have to say for 
hirnselt? Well, it must be conceded immediately 
that if he believes ( l) or (2), then he must also 
believe that those who believe something incom-
patible with them are mistaken and believe what is 
false. That's no more than simple logic. Further-
·jj1ore, he must also believe that those who do not 
believe as he does-those who believe neither (1) 
nor (2), whether or not they believe their nega-
tions-Jail to believe something that is deep and 
important and that he docs believe. He must there-
fore see himself as prillileged with respect to those 
others-those others of both kinds. There is some-
thing of great value, he must think, that he has and 
they lack. They are ignorant of something-some-
thing of great importance-of which he has 
knowledge. 13ut does this make him properly sub-
ject to the above censure? 

I think the answer must be no. Or if the an-
swer is yes, then I think we have here a genuine 
moral dilemma; for in our earthly life here below, 
as my Sunday School teacher used to say, there is 
no real alternative; there is no reflective attitude 
that is not open to the same sttictures. These 
charges of arrogance are tar 
Get dose enough to them· to use then1-agali1st the 
exclusivist and you are likely to find them stuck fast 
to yourself. How so? Well, as an exclusivist, I real-
ize that I can't convince others that they should 
believe as I do, but I nonetheless continue to 

believe as I do. The charge is that I am, as a result, 
aITogant or egotistical. arbitrarily prefrrring my way 

.. J. 1· I !013 1 ot uomg t 1111gs to ot 1er ways. ut w 1at are my 
alternatives with respect to a proposition like (I)? 
There seem to be three choices. I can continue to 
hold it; I can withl1old it; in Roderick Chisholm's 
sense, believing -11eitlier it nor its denial, and I can 
accept_ its denial. Consider the third way, a way 
taken by those pluralists who, like John Hick, hold 
that such propositions as (I) and (2) their col-
leagues from other faiths are literally false, although 
in some way still valid to the Real. This 
seems to me to lie no -adval1ce at all with respect to 
the arrogance or egotism problem; this is not a way 
out. For if I do this, I will then be in the very same 
condition as I am now: I will believe many propo-
sitions others don't believe and will be in condition 
C with respect to those propositions. For I will 
then believe the denials of (I) and (2) (as well as 
the de11ials of many other propositions explicitly 
accepted by those of other faiths). Many others, of 
course, do not believe the denials of (1) and (2) and 
in fact believe (1) and (2). Further, I will not know 
of any arguments that can be counted on to per-
Sllade those who do believe (I) or (2) (or proposi-
tions accepted by the adherents of other religions). 
I am therefore in the condition of believing propo-
sitions that many others do not believe and further-
more am in condition C. If, in the case of those 
who believe (1) and (2), that is sufllcient for intel-
lectual anogance or egotism, the same goes for 
those who believe their denials. 

So consider the second option: I can 
hold the proposition in question. I can say to myself: 

-"The 1ight course here, given that I can't or couldn't 
convince these others of what I believe, is to believe 
neither these propositions nor their denials." The plu-
ralist objector to exclusivism can say that the right 
course, under condition C, is to abstain from believ-
ing the offending proposition and also abstain from 
believing denial; call him, therefore, "the abstemi-
ous pluralist." But does he thus really avolcltl1e-c6i1-
-dition that: on the part of the exclusivist, leads to the 
charges of egotism and atTogance in this way? Think, 
for a moment, about disagreement. Disagreement, 
fundamentally, is a matter of adopting conflicting 



6 

die an 
Howe· 
I told I 

mornn 
for it s 
cough1 
comm: 
diately 
learn, 
I was 
Ah! 111 

tion; I 
0n th 

'-t- ;vante• 
.ts ike a 
1g !nnou 
l-

rhere 

1g illSWe 
his le ,_ 

)r hat sl 

te Sh 

>ll 
jful l 
! 

::-::--·than 
l\); OU h 
s- >ma 
10 fferi 
:e, •U c 
()- ur 1 

" is ·re 
;)f\l lVC 

l1y 
is as .r . 
pc\-

n,1set ;h 
a•e at ri• 
11 

n 
c 

u 
I" l 

650 PART VI• RELIGIOUS PLURALISM 

propositional attitudes with respect to a given propo-
sition. Jn the simplest and most familiar case, I dis-
agree with you if there is some proposition p such 
that I believe p and you believe -p. 13ut that's just the 
simplest case; there are also others. The one that is 
presently of interest is this: I b<;lieve p and you with-
hold it, fail to believe it. Call the first kind of disagree-
n1el1t call the second "dissenting." 

(

. My claim is that if contradicting others (under 
the condition C spelled out above) is atTogant and 
egotistical, so is dissenting (under that same condi-

\ tion). Suppose you believe some proposition p but 
\ \ I don't; perhaps you believe that it is wrong to dis-

criminate against people simply on the grounds-of 
rac<:, but 1; recognizing that there are mal1y 
who disagree with you, do not believe this proposi-
tion. I don't disbelieve it either, of course, but in 
the circumstances I right thing to do is to 
abstain from belief. Then am I implicitly con-
demning you!· attitude, your belic1Ji11.iz the proposi-
tion, as somehow imp;·oper-naive, perhaps, or 
unjustified, or in some other way less than optimal? 
I am implicitly saying that my attitude is the supe-
rior one; I think my course of action here is the 
right one and yours somehow wrong, inadequate, 
improper, in the circumstances at best second-
rate. Of course, I realize that there is no question, 
here, of sho11Jing you that your attitude is wrong or 
improper or naive; so am I not guilty of intellectual 
arrogance? Of a sort of egotism, thinking I know 
better than you, anogating to myself a p1ivileged 
status with respect to you? The problem for the 
exclusivist was that she was obliged to think she 
possessed a truth missed by many others; 
lem for the abstemious plt:ra!ist is _he isQbliged 

d1i11k that he possesses a virtue others don't .. or 
acts rightl)'\vhere don;t. If, in C, 
one is anogant by way of believing a proposition 
others don't, isn't one equally, under those reflec-
tive conditions, anogant by way of withholding a 
proposition others don't? 

Perhaps you will respond by saying that the 
abstemious pluralist gets into trouble, falls into ano-
gance, by way of implicitly saying or believing that 
his way of proceeding is better or wiser than other 
ways pursued by other people; and perhaps he can 

escape by abstaining from rhar view as well. Can't 
he escape the problem by refraining from believing 
that racial bigotry is wrong and also refraining 
holdii1g the view that it is hcrtcr, under the cotidi-
tions that obtain, to withhold that proposition than 
to assert and believe it? Well, yes he can; then he 
has no reason for his abstention; he doesn't believe 
that abstention is better or more appropriate; he 
simply does abstain. Does this get him off the ego-
tistical hook? Perhaps. l3ut then he can't, in consis-
tency, alsohold !hat there is something wrong With 
not abstaining, with coming right out and bcliclli11g 
that bigott)' is wrong; he loses his objection to the 
exclusivist. Accordingly, this way out is not avail-
able for the abstemious pluralist who accuses the 
exclusivist of arrogance and egotism. 

Indeed, I think we can show that the abstemi-
ous pluralist who brings charges of intellectual arro- . 
gance against exclusivism is hoist with his own l 

holds a position that in -sclr 
referentially inconsistent in the circumstances. For 
he believes 

(3) IfS knows that others don't believe p and that 
he is in condition C with respect top, then S 
should not believe p. 

This or something like it is the ground of the 
charges he b1ings against the exclusivist. l3ut the 
abstemious pluralist realizes that not 
accept (3); and I suppose he also realizes that .. Tt is 
tmlikely- that he can find arguments for (3) that will 
convince them; hence, he knows that condition 
obtains. Given his acceptance of (3), therefore, the 
right course for him is to abstain from believing (3). 
Under the conditions that do in fact obtain-
namely, his knowledge that others don't accept it 
and that condition C obtains-he can't properly 
accept it. H).;,_ - < •,-.(;··h" 

I am i'nclined to think that one can't, 
in the circumstances, properly hold (3) or any other 
proposition that will do the job. One can't find 
here some principle on the basis of which to hold 
that the exclusivist is doing the wrong thing, suffers 
from some moral fault-that is, one can't find 
such a principle that doesn't, as we might put it, fall 
victim to itself 
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So the abstemious pluralist is hoist with his 

0 ,,·n petard; but even apart from this dialectical 
argument (which in any event some will think 
ui00ys.m.e), aren't the charges unconvincing and 
ii;iplausible? I must concede that there are a vanety 
of ways in which I can be and have been intellectu-
all\' arrogant and egotistic; I have certainly fallen 

this vice in the past and no doubt am not free 
of it now. l3ut am I really arrogant and egotistic just 
bv virtue of 6-eITe-ving- \vliat-I know others don't 

/ where I ca·n 't show them· tlfat I am right? 
I- the matter.over, - conside}= the 

objections as carefully as I can, realize that I am 
finite and furthermore a sinner, certainly no better 
than those with whom I disagree; but suppose it 
still seems clear to me that the proposition in ques-
tion is true. Can I really be behaving immorally in 
continuing to believe it? I am dead sure that it is 
wron<> to try to advance my career by telling lies 
abour°my f are tri'C:ise-\vho 
disagree; I realize that in all likelihood there is 
no way I can find to show them that they are 
wrong; nonetheless I think they are wrong. If 
J think this after careful reflection, if I consider the 
claims of those who disagree as sympathetically as 
I can, if I tty my level best to ascertain the truth 
here, and it still seems to me sleazy, wrong, and 
despicable to lie about my colleagues to advance 
my career, could I really be doing what is immoral 
by continuing to believe as before? I can't see how. 
If, after careful reflection and thought, you find 
yourself convinced that the right propositional atti-
tude to take to (1) and (2) in the face of the facts of 
religious pluralism is abstention from belief, how 
could you properly be taxed with egotism, either 
for so believing or for so abstaining? Even if you 
knew others did not agree with you? 

EPISTEMIC OBJECTIONS TO 

EXCLUSIVISM 

I turn now to epistemic objections to exclusivism. 
There are many different specifically epistemic vir-
tues and a conesponding plethora of epistemic vices. 

The ones with which the exclusivist is most 
frequently charged, however, are in:arionality and lack 
of ;11srificatio11 in holding his bcliefS. The 

. is that as an cxclusivist he holds unjustified 
beliefs and/ or inational beliefS. 13etter, he is unjusti-
fied or i1ntional in holding these beliefS. I will there-
fore consider those two claims, and I will argue that 
the exclusivist views need not be either unjustified 
or i1ntional. I will then turn to the question 
whether his beliefS could have 11 1arrm11-that prop-
erty, whatever precisely it is, that distinguishes 
knowledge from mere true belief-and whether 
they could have enough wan-ant for knowledge. 

Justification 

The pluralist objector sometimes claims that 
to hold exclusivist views, in condition C, is 
111!i11st[ficd-cpisrcmi(c1/ly unjustified. Is this true? And 
what does he mean when he makes this claim? As 
even a brief glance at the contempora1y epistemo-
logical literature will show, justification is a protean 
and multifarious notion. There are, I think, sub-
stantially two possibilities as to what he means. The 
central core of the notion, its beating heart, the 
paradigmatic center to which most of the my1iad 
contemporary variations are related by way of ana-
logical extension and family resemblance, is the 
notion of 11Jithi11 011c's intcllcct11alr(izhts, having 
violated no !n'tellectualor .. dt;t!es or obli-
gations in the formation and sustenance of the 
belief in question. This is the palimpsest, going 
back to Rene Descartes and especially John Locke, 
that underlies the multitudinous battery of contem-
porary inscriptions. There is no space to argue that 
point here; but chances are, when the pluralist ob-
jector to exclusivism claims that the latter is unjusti-
fied, it is some notion lying in this neighborhood 
that he has in mind. (Here we should note the very 
close connection between the moral objections to 
exclusivism and the objection that exclusivism is 
epistemically unjustified.) 

The duties involved, naturally enough, would 
be specifically epistemic duties: perhaps a duty to 
proportion degree of belief to (propositional) evi-
dence from what is certain, that is, self-evident or 
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inconigible, as with Locke, or perhaps to tiy one's 
best to get into and stay in the right rcbtion ttJ the 
tri.1th, as with Chisholm, the leading 
chainpion of the justificationist tradition with 
respect to knowledge. But at present there is wide-
spread (and as I sec it, correct) agreement that there 
is no duty of the Lockean kind. Perhaps there is 
one of the Chisholmian kind; but isn't the cxclusiv-
ist conforming to that duty if, after the sort of care-
ful, indeed prayerful consideration I mentioned in 
the response to the moral objection, it still seems to 
him strongly that (I), say, is true and he accordingly 
still believes it? It is therefore ve1y hard to see that 
the necessarily unjustified in this way. 

The possibility for understanding the 
charge-the -charge that exclusivism is cpistcmically 
unjustified-has to do with the oft-repeated claim 
that exclusivism is intellectually arbif!:atJ'. Perhaps 
the idea is that there is an duty to treat 
similar cases similarly; the exclusivist violates this 
duty by arbitrarily choosing to believe (for the 
moment going along with the fiction that we choose 

of this sort) (1) and (2) in the face of the plu-
rality of conflicting religious beliefs the world 
presents·. But suppose there is such a duty. Clearly 
you do not violate it if you nonculpably think the 
beliefS in question are not on a par. And as an 
exclusivist, I do think (nonculpably, I hope) that 
they are not on a par: I think (1) and (2) tme and 
those incompatible with either of them false. 

The rejoinder, of course, will be that it is not 
alethic pa1ity (their having the same truth value) that 
is at issue: it is epistc111ic pa1ity that counts. What kind 
of epistemic parity? What would be relevant, here, 
I should think, would be intcmal or internalist episte-
mic parity: parity with respect 
a':'aifablC to the believer. Whatislnfen1allyavailable 
to the believer includes, for example, detectable rela-
tionships between the belief in question and other 
beliefs you hold; so internal parity would include 
parity of propositional evidence. What is internally 
available to the believer also includes the phmo111e11ol-
o,1?y that goes with the beliefS in question: the scns11-
011s phenomenology but also the nonsensuous 
phenomenology involved, · for example, in the 
beliefs just having the feel of being r(f]hl. But once 

more, then, (I) and (2) arc not on an internal par, 
for the cxclusivist, with beliefs that arc incompatible 
with them. (I) and (2), after all. seem to me to be 
true; they have for me the phenomenolosry that 
accompanies that seeming. The same cannot be said 
for propositions incompatible with them. If, further-
more, John Calvin is right in thinking that there is 
such a thing as the Scns11s Di11initatis and the Internal 
Testimony of the Holy Spi1it, then perhaps (I) and 
(2) arc produced in me by those belief-producing 
processes and have for me the phcnomenolosry that 
goes with them; the same is not true for propositions 
incompatible with them. 

But then the next rejoinder: lsn 't it probably 
true that those who reject (!) and (2) in favor 
other belicfS have propositional evidence for their 

that is on a par with mine for my beliefs? 
And isn't it also probably true that the same or sim-
ilar phenomenology accompanies their beliefS as 
accompanies mine? So that those belicfS really -are 
epistemically and internally on a par with (I) and 
(2), and the exclusivist is still treating like cases dif-
ferently? I don't think so; I think there really are 
arguments available for (1 ), at least, that are not 
available for its competitors. And as for similar phe-
nomenology, this is not easy to say; it is not easv to 
look into the breast of another; the secrets of' the 
human heart are hard to fathom; it is hard indeed 
to discover this sort of thing even with respect to 
someone you well. I am 
however, to lipulate /botl( sorts of papJy. Let's 
agree for purposes of argument that these beliefs 
are on an epistemic par in the sense that those of a 
different religious tradition have the same sort of 
internally available phenome-
nology and the like-for their beliefs as I for 
(1) and (2). What follows? 

Return to the case of moral belief. King David 
took Bathsheba, made her pregnant, and then, after 
the failure of various stratagems to get her husband 
Uriah to think the baby was his, arnnged for him to 
be killed. The prophet Nathan came to David and 
told him a story about a rich man and a poor man. 
The rich man had many flocks and herds; the poor 
man had only a single ewe lamb, which grew up 
with his children, "ate at his table, drank from his 
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cup. lay in his bosom, and was like a daughter to 
hiJll." The rich man had unexpected guests. Rather 
than slaughter one of his own sheep, he took the 
oor man's single ewe lamb. slaughtered it, and 

;erved it to his guests. David exploded in anger: 
"The man who did this deserves to die!" Then, in 
one of the most 1iveting passages in all the Bible, 
Nathan rums to David and declares, "You are that 
man!" And then David sees what he has done. 

My interest here is in David's reaction to the 
storv. I agree with David: Such injustice is utterly 
and, despicably wrong; there are really no words for 
it. [ believe that such an action is wrong, and 
I believe that the proposition that it iS11't wrong-· 
either because really 11othi11,1? is wrong, or because 
even if some things are wrong, this isn't-is false. 
As a matter of fact, there isn't a lot I believe more 
strongly. I recognize, however, that there are those 
who disagree with me; and once more, I doubt that 
[ could find an argument to show them that I am 
right ancl they wrol1g. Filltl1er, for all I knO\v, their 
conflicting beliefS have for them the same internally 
available epistemic markers, the phenomenol-
ogy, as mine have for me. Am I then being arbi-
traty, treating similar cases difl:erently in continuing 
to hold, as I do, that in fact that kind of behavior 

/ dreadfully wrong? I don't think so. Am I wrong in 
thinking racial bigot1y despicable, even though 
[ know that there are others who disagree, and 
even if I think they have the same internal markers 
for their beliefs as I have for mine? I don't think so. 
[ believe in serious actualism, the view that no 
objects have in they do 
not exist, not evei'l'"1"10nexistence. ()thers do not 
believe this, and perhaps-th_e_ internal markers of 
their dissenting views have for them the same qual-
ity as my views have for me. Am I being arbitra1y 
in continuing to think as I do? I can't see how. 

And the reason here is this: in each of these 
cases, the believer in question doesn't really think 
the beliefS in question are on a relevant epistemic 
par. She may agree that she and those who dissent 
are equally convinced of the truth of their belief 
and even that they are internally on a par, that the 
internally available markers are similar, or relevantly 
similar. But she must still think that there is an 

important epistemic difference, she thinks that 
somehow the other person has 111adc a 111istake, or 
has a blind spM, or hasn't been wholly attentive, or 
hasn't received some grace she has, or is in some 
way cpistcmically less fortunate. And, of course, 
the pluralist ciitic is in no better case. He thinks the 
thing to do when there is internal epistemic pa1ity 
is to withhold judgment; he knows that there arc 
others who don't think so, and for all he knows 
that belief has internal parity with his; if he contin-
ues in that belief, therefore, he will be in the same 
condition as the exclusivist; and if he docsn 't con-
tinue in this belie( he no longer has an objection 
to the exclusivist. 

But couldn't I be wrong? Of course I could! 
13ut I don't avoid that 1isk by withholding all reli-
gious (or philosophical or moral) beliefs; I can go 
wrong that way as well as any other, treating all 
religions, or all philosophical thoughts, or all moral 
views as on a par. Again, there is no safe haven 
here, no way to avoid 1isk. In particular, you won't 
reach a safe haven by t1ying to take the same atti-
tude toward all the histotically available patterns of 
belief and withholding; for in so doing, you adopt 
a particular pattern of belief and withholding, one 
incompatible with some adopted by others. "You 
pays your money and you takes your choice," real-
izing that you, like anyone else, can be desperately 
wrong. But what else can you do? You don't 
have an alternative. And how can you do better 

believe and withhold according to what, after 
serious and responsible consideration, seems to you 
to be the right pattern of belief and withholding? 

Irrationality 

therefore can't see how it can be sensibly main-
tained that the exclusivist is unjustified in his exclu-
sivist views; but perhaps, as is sometimes claimed, 
he or his view is irrational. Irrationality, however, is 
many things to many people; so there is a prior 
question: What is it to be irrational? More exactly, 
precisely what quality is it that the objector is 
attributing to the exclusivist (in condition q when 
the fonner says the latter's exclusivist beliefs are 
irrational? Since the charge is never developed at all 
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fully, it isn't easy to say. So suppose we simply con-
sider the main varieties of irrationality (or, if you 
prefer, the main senses of "irrational") and ask 
whether any of them attach to the exclusivist just 
by virtue of being an exclusivist. I believe there are 
substantially five va1ieties of rationality, five distinct 
but analogically connected senses of the term 
ratio11al; fortunately not all of them require detailed 
consideration. 

Aristotelian Rationality This is the sense in 
which man is a rational animal, one that has ratio, 
one that can look before and after, can hold beliefs, 
make inferences and is capable of knowledge. This 
is perhaps the basic sense, the one of which the 
others arc analogical extensions. It is also, presum-
ably irrelevant in the present context; at any rate 
I hope the objector does not mean to hold that an 
cxclusivist will by that token no longer be a rational 
animal. 

The Deliverances of Reason To be rational in 
the Aristotelian sense is to possess reason: the power 
of thinking, believing, inferring, reasoning, know-
ing. Aristotelian rationality is thus ,\?eneric. But there 
is an important more specific sense lurking in the 
neighborhood; this is the sense that goes with rea-
son taken more narrowly, as the source of a prio1i 
knowledge and belief. An important use of ratio11al 
analogically connected with the first has to do with 
reason taken in this more narrow way. It is by rea-
son thus constmed that we know 'SCJEevTde11t __ 
bdiefa-b-eli:efs so Obvious thaT · 

them without seeing that they couldn't be 
false. These will be among the dclivera11ces ef reaso11. 
Of course there are other beliefa-38 X 39 = 
1482, for example-that are not self-evident but 
are a consequence of self-evident beliefs by way of 
arguments that are self-evidently valid; these too 
are among the deliverances of reason. So say that 
the deliverances of reason is the set of those propo-
sitions that are self-evident for us human beings, 
closed under self-evident consequence. This yields 
another sense of rationality: a belief is ratio11al if it is 
among the deliverances ·of reason and irratio11al if it 
is contrary to the deliverances of reason. (A belief 

can therefore be neither rational nor irrational, in 
this sense.) This sense of ratio11al is an analogical 
extension of the fundamental sense, but it is itself 
extended by analot,1y to still other senses. Thus, we' 
can broaden the category of reason to include 
mem01y, experience, induction, probability, and 
whatever else goes into science; this is the sense of 
the term when reason is sometimes contrasted with 
faith. And we can also soften the requirement fo/ 
self-evidence, recognizing both that self-evidence 
or a prio1i warrant is a matter of degree and that 
there arc many propositions that have a p1i01i war-
rant, but are not such that no one who understands 
them can fail to believe them. 11 

Is the exclusivist irrational in these senses? 
I think not; at any rate, the question whether he is 
isn't the question at issue. His exclusivist beliefs are 
irrational in these senses only if there is a good 
argument from the deliverances of reason (taken 
broadly) to the denials of what he believes. I do 
not believe that there are any such arguments. Pre-
sumably, the same goes for the pluralist objector: at 
any rate, his objection is not that (1) and (2) are 
demonstrably false or even that there are good 
arguments against them from the deliverances of 
reason; his objection is instead that there is some-
thing wrong or subpar with believing them in con-
dition C. This sense too, then, is irrelevant to our 
present concerns. 

The Deontological Sense This sense of the 
term has to do with intellectual req11ire111e11t, or d11ty, 
or a person's belief is irrational in this 
sense if in forming or holding it she violates such a 
duty. This is the sense of irratio11al in which accord-
ing to many contempora1y e:::identialist . objectors 
to theistic belief, those who believe li1God without 

evidel1ce -;re Irrationalityin 
this sense is a rnatter o(':faiJi1:Jg::-fo_fOnfonn tQ_ intel-

_or _epistemic the 
tion with the first, Aristotelian sense is that these 
duties are thought to be among the deliverances of 
reason (and hence among the deliverances of the 
power by virtue of which human beings are 
rational in the Aristotelian sense). But we have al-
ready considered whether the exclusivist is flouting 
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duties: \Ve need say no more about the matter here. 
As we say. the exclusivist is not necessarily i1Tational 
in this sense either. 

zweckrationalitat A common and very impor-
tant notion of rationality is 111ca11s-e11d ratio11ality--
\\'hat our continental cousll1s, follc)\viiig- Max 
Weber, sometimes call Z111cckratio11alitdt, the sort of 
rationality displayed by your actions if they are well 
calculated to achieve your goals. (Again, the ana-
logical connection with the first sense is clear: The 
calculation in question requires the power by virtue 
of which we are rational in A1istotle's sense.) 
Clearly, there is a whole constellation of notions 
lurking in the nearby bushes: What would i11 fact 
contribute to your goals? What you take it would 
contribute to your goals? What you 1/1011/d take it 
would contribute to your goals if you were suffi-
ciently acute, or knew enough, or weren't dis-
tracted by lust, greed, pride, ambition, and the like? 
What you would take it would conttibutc to your 
goals if you weren't thus distracted and were also to 
reflect sufficiently? and so on. This notion of 
rationality has assumed enormous importance in 
the last 150 years or so. (Among its laurels, for 
example, is the complete domination of the devel-
opment_ofthe discipliii.e-oteeonomics.) Rationality 

is a matteiofKi10Wlng how to get 
what you want; it is the cunning of reason. Is the 
exclusivist properly charged with irrationality in 
this sense? Docs his believing in the way he does 
interfere with his attaining some of his goals, or is it 
a markedly infe1ior way of attaining those goals? 

An initial caveat: It isn't clear that this notion of 
rationality applies to belief at all. It isn't clear that 
in bclic11i11,r; something, I am acting to achieve some 
goal. If believing is an action at all, it is ve1y far 
from being the paradigmatic kind of action taken 
to achieve some end; we don't have a choice as to 
whether to have beliefs, and we don't have a lot of 
choice with respect to which beliefs we have. But 
suppose we set this ca11eat aside and stipulate for 
purposes of argument that we have sufficient con-
trol over our beliefa for them to qualify as actions. 
Would the exclusivist's beliefs then be i1i-ational in 
this sense? Well, that depends upon what his goals 

arc; if among his goals for religious belid. is, for 
example, not believing anything not believed by 
someone else, then indeed it would be. But, of 
course, he needn't have that goal. If I do have an 
end or goal in holding such beliefa as (I) and (2), it 
would presumably be that of believing the truth on 
this exceedingly important matter or perhaps that 
of trying to get in touch as adequately as possible 
with God, or more broadly with the deepest real-
ity. And if (1) and (2) are tmc, believing them will 
be a way of doing exactly that. It is only if they arc 
1101 true, then, that believing them could sensibly 
be thought to be irrational in this means-ends 
sense. Because the objector does not propose to 
take as a premise the proposition that (I) and (2) 
are false-he holds only that there is some flaw 
involved in bclievi11g them-this also is presumably 
not what he means. 

Rationality as Sanity and Proper Function 
One in the giip of pathological confusion, or flight 
of ideas, or certain kinds of agnosia, or the manic 
phase of manic-depressive psychosis will often be 
said to be irrational; the episode may pass, 
after which he has regained rationality. Here ratio11-
ality means absence of dysfunction, . disorder, 
impainnent, or patFology-\vith 

So this.va1iety ofratlonality is again ana-
logically related to A1istotelian rationality; a person 
is rational in this sense when no malfunction 
obstructs her use of the faculties by virtue of the 
possession of which she is rational in the Aristote-
lian sense. Rationality as sanity does not require 
possession of particularly exalted rational faculties; 
it requires only nonnality (in the nonstatistical 
sense) or health, or proper function. This use of the 
tenn, naturally enough, is prominent in psychiat1ic 
discussions-Oliver Sacks's male patient who mis-
took his wife for a hat, for example, was thus i1Ta-
tional. This fifth and final sense of rationality is 
itself a family of analogically related senses. The 
fundamental sense here is that of sanity and proper 
function, but there are other closely related senses. 
Thus, we may say that a belief (in certain circum-
stances) is irrational, not because no sane person 
would hold it, but because no person who was sane 
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and had also undergone a certain course of educa-
tion would hold it or because no person who was 
sane and fi.11thermore was as intelligent as we and 
our fiiends would hold it; alternativelv and more 
b1idly, the idea is not merely that no 0;1e who was 
functioning properly in those circumstances would 
hold it, but rather no one who was functioning 
opti111ally, as well or nearly as well as human 
ordinarily do (leaving aside the occasional great 
gernus) would hold it. And this sense of rationality 
leads directly to the notion of 11111rra111; I turn now 
to that notion; in treating it, we will also treat 
a111/mla11do--this fifth kind of irrationality. 

Warrant 

So we come to the third version of the epistemic 
objection: that at any rate the exclusivist doesn't 
have warrant, or anyway 11111c/1 warrant (enough 
wanant for knowledge) for his exclusivistic views. 
Many pluralists-for example, Hick, Runzo, and 
Cantwell Smith-unite in declaring that, at any rate, 
the exclusivist certainly can't k110111 that his exclusivis-
tic views are true. 13ut is this really true? I will argue 

that it is not. At any rate, from the perspec-
tive of each of the major contemporary accounts of 
knowledge, it may very well be that the exclusivist 
knows (I) or (2) or both. First, consider the two 
main intemalistic accounts of knowledge: the justi-
fied true belief and the coherentist 

As I have already argued, it seems clear 
that a theist, a believer in (1) could certainly be j11sti-

Jicd (in the primary sense) in believing as she does: 
she could be flouting no intellectual or cognitive 
duties or obligations. 13ut then on the most straight-
forward justified true belief account of knowled<Ye "'' she can also k110111 that it is that is, it can be 
true. More exactly, what must be possible is that 
both the exclusivist is justified in believing (1) and/ 
or (2) and they be true. Presumably, the pluralist 
does not mean to dispute this possibility. 

For concreteness, consider the account of justi-
fication given by the classical foundationalist Chis-
holm. On this view, a for me 
the extent that accepting it is apt for the fulfillment 
of my epistemic duty, which (roughly speaking) is 

that of trying to get and remain in the right relation 
to the truth. 13ut if after the most careful, thorough. 
open, and prayerful consideration, it still seems to 
me-perhaps more strongly than evn-that (l) 
and (2) arc true. then clearly accepting them has 
great aptness for the fulfillment of that duty. 

A similarly b1ief argument can be givrn with 
respect to cohcrmti.m1, the view that what constitutes 
warrant is coherence with some body of belief W c 
must distinguish two varieties of coherentism. On 
the one hand, it might be held that what is required 
is coherence with some or all of the other beliefs I 
actually hold; on the other, that what is required is 
coherence with my wr[{lr noetic structure (Keith 
_Lehrer's term): the set of beliefa that remains \vhen 
all the ones are deleted or replaced by their 
contradictories. 13ut surely a coherent set of beliefs 
could include both ( l) and (2) together with the 
beliefa involved in being in condition C, what 
would be required, perhaps, would be that the set 
of beliefs contain some explanation of why it is 
that others do not believe as I do. And if (1) and 
(2) are true, then surely (and a fortiori) there can 
be coherent verific noetic structures that include 
them. Hence, neither of these versions of coherent-
ism rule out the possibility that the exclusivist in 
condition C could know (1) and/ or (2). 

And now consider the main externalist 
accounts. The most popular externalist 
present would be one or another version of rcliabil-
is111. And there is an oft-repeated pluralistic argu-
ment that seems to be designed to appeal to 
reliabilist intuitions. The conclusion of this argu-
ment is not always clear, but here is its premise, in 
Hick's words: 

For it is evident that in some ninety-nine 
percent of cases the religion which an 
individual professes and to which he or she 
adheres depends upon the accidents of 
birth. Someone born to Buddhist parents 
in Thailand is very likely to be a Buddhist, 
someone born to Muslim parents in 
Saudi Arabia to be a Muslim, someone 
born to Ch1istian parents in Mexico to be 
a Ch1istian, and so on. 
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As a matter of sociological fact. this may be 1ight. 
furthennore, it can certainly produce a sense of in-
relkctual vertigo._ 13ut what is one to do \\'ith tl1is 

Tt--iS:and \vhat fiJllows from it? Does it 
follow. for example, that I ought not to accept the 
religious views that I have been brought up to 
accept, or the ones that I find myself inclined to 
accept. or the ones that seem to me to be true? 
Or that the belief-producing processes that 
have produced those in me are unreliable? 
Surely not. Furthermore, self-referential problems 
once more loom; this argument is another philo-
sophical tar baby. 

For suppose we concede that if I had been 
born of Muslim parents in Morocco rather than 
Ch1istian parents in Michigan, my beliefs would 
have been quite different. (For one thing, I prob-
ably wouldn't believe that I was born in Michigan.) 
The same goes for the pluralist. Pluralism isn't and 
hasn't been widely popular in the world at large; if 
the pluralist had been born in Madagascar, or medi-
eval France, he probably wouldn't have been a plu-
ralist. Does it follow that he shouldn't be a pluralist 
or that his pluralist beliefs are produced in him by 
an unreliable belief-producing process? I doubt it. 
Suppose I hold the following, or something similar: 

(-l) If S's religious or philosophical beliefs are such 
that if S had been born elsewhere and else 
when, she wouldn't have held them, then 
those beliefa are produced by unreliable belief 
producing mechanisms and hence have no 
warrant. 

Once more I will be hoist with my O\Vn petard. 
For in all probability, Mexico to 
Christian parents wouldn't believe (4) itself. No 
matter what philosophical and religious beliefa we 
hold and withhold (so it seems), there are places 
and times such that if we have been born there and 
then, then we would not have displayed the pattern 
of holding and withholding of religious and philo-
sophical beliefs we do display. As I said, this can 
indeed be vertiginous; but what can we make of it? 
What can we infer from it about what has warrant 
and how we should conduct our intellectual lives? 

That's not easy to say. Can \Ve infer a11ythi11g at all 
about what has waITant or how we should conduct 
our intellectual lives? Not obviously. 

To return to rcliabilism then: For simplicity, 
let's take the version of reliabilism according to.I "·'. 'c 
\\'hich S knows p if the belief p is produced in · i; 
S by a reliable belief producing mechanism or 
0·()(ess-:-I don;t have the space here to go into this 
matter in sufficient detail, but it seems pretty clear 
that if ( l) and (2) arc true, then it co11/d be that the 
beliefs that ( l) and (2) be produced in me by a reli-
able belief-producing process. For either we are 
thinking of ro11crclc belief-producing processes, like 
your memory or John's powers of a priori reason-
ing (tokens as opposed to types), or else we are 
thinking of types of belief-producing processes 
(type rcliabilism). The problem with the latter is 
that there are an enormous number of d{fl(Tc111 types 
of belief-producing processes for any given 
some of which arc reliable and some of which are 
not; the problem (and a horritying problem it is) is 
to say which of these is the type the reliability of 
which determines whether the belief in question 
has warrant. So the first (token reliabilism) is a bet-
ter way of stating rcliabilism. But then clearly 
enough if ( l) or (2) are true, they could be pro-
duced in me by a reliable belief-producing process. 
Calvin's Sc11s11s for example, could be 
working in the exclusivist in such a way as to reli-
ably produce the belief that (!) is true; Calvin's 
Internal Testimony of the Holy Spirit -the 

for (2). If (1) and (2) are true, 
from a reliabilist perspective there is no reason 
whatever to think that the exclusivist might not 
know that they are true. 

There is another brand of externalism which 
seems to me to be closer to the truth than reliabil-
ism; call it (fa11tc de 111ic11x) "prope1Junctionalism." 
This view can be stated to a first .-\ 
follows: S knows p if (1) the belief that p is pro- } 
duced in S by cognitive faculties that are function-
ing properly (working as they ought to work, 
suffe1ing from no dysfunction), (2) the cognitive 
environment in which p is produced is approp1iate 
for those faculties, (3) the purpose of the module of 
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the epistemic faculties producing the belief in ques-
tion is to produce true (alternatively, the 
module of the design plan governing the produc-
tion of p is aimed at the production of true 
and ( 4) the objective probability of a beliefs being 

! true, given that it is produced under those concli-
_ _-tions, is high. All of this needs explanation, of 

course; for present purposes, perhaps, we can col-
lapse the account into the first condition. 13ut then 
clearly it could be, if (1) and (2) are true, that they 
arc produced in me by cognitive faculties function-
ing properly under condition C. For suppose (I) is 
true. Then it is surely possible that God has 
us human beings with something like Calvin's Sc11-
s11s Di1Ji11itatis, a belief-producing process that in a 
wide variety of circumstances functions properly to 

1 iJ 1 produce (1) or some very similar belief. Further-
more it is- also . possible that in to the 
human condition of sin and misery, God has pro-
vided for us human beings a means of salvation, 
which he has revealed in the Bible. Still further, 
perhaps he has amrnged for us to come to believe 
what he means to teach there by way of the opera-
tion of something like the Internal Testimony of 
the Holy Spi1it of which Calvin sp·eaks; So OH this 
view, too, if (1) and (2) arc true, it is cc1tainly pos-
sible that the cxclusivist know that they are. We 
can be sure that the cxclusivist's views are irrational 
in this sense, then, only if they are false; but the 
pluralist objector docs not mean to claim that they 
arc false; this version of the objection, therefore, 
also fails. The exclusivist isn't necessarily irrational, 
and indeed might k11011' that (1) and (2) are true, if 
indeed they arc true. 

All this seems tight. But don't the realities of 
religious pluralism count for anything at all? Is there 
nothing at all to the claims of the pluralists? Could 
that really be right? Of course not. For many or 
most exclusivists, I think, an awareness of the enor-
mous variety of human religious response functions 
as aJ;Jcatcr for such beliefs as (1) and (2)-an 1111dcr-

as opposed to a rebutting defeater:- It 
calls into question·, to some degree or other, the 
sources of one's belief in (1) or (2). It doesn't or 
needn't do so by way of an mg11111e11t; and indeed 

there isn't a very powerful argument from the 
proposition that many apparently devout people 
around the world dissent from (I) and (2) to the 
conclusion that (I) and (2) arc false. I nsteacl, it 
works more directly; it dire_ctly reduces the level of 
confidence or degree in propositio1ilii 
questioti. From a-Christian perspective, this 

religious pluralism and our awareness of it is 
itself a manifestation of our miserable human con-
dition; and it may deprive us of some of the com-
fort and peace the Lord has promised his follO\vers. 
It can also deprive the exclusivist of the 
that (l) and (2) are true, if even they are true and 
he bclic1Jes that they are. Because degree of wan-ant 
depends in part on degree of it is possible, 
though not ncccssa1y, that knowledge of the 
facts of religious pluralism should reduce an exclu-
sivist's degree of belief and hence of warrant for 
(1) and (2) in such a way as to deprive him of 
knowledge of (1) and (2). He might be such that if 
he had11 't known the facts of pluralism, then 
he would have known (1) and (2), but now 
that he docs know those facts, he (1) 
and_('.2). fo this way, -he may coine to know less b)· 
knowing more. 

Things co11/d go this way with the exclusivist. 
On the other hand, they 11ced11't go this way. 
Consider once more the moral parallel. Perhaps 
you have always believed it deeply wrong for a 
counselor to use his position of trust to seduce a cli-
ent. Perhaps you discover that others disagree; they 
think it more like a minor peccadillo, like running 
a red light when there's no traffic; and you realize 
that possibly these people have the same internal 
markers for their beliefs that you have for yours. 
You think the matter over more fully, imagina-
tively recreate and rehearse such situations, become 
more aware of just what is involved in such a situa-
tion (the breach of trust, the breaking of implied 
promises, the injustice and unfairness, the nasty 
irony of a situation in which someone comes to a 
counselor seeking help but receives only hurt), and 
come to believe even more fully that such an 
action is wrong-and indeed to have more watTant 
for that belief. But something similar can happen in 
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the case of religious be lids. A _ti·csl1 _or 
. ··uTness of the facts of religious pluralism could 
,\\\' - . - -- --
bring about a of one's religious life, a 

a new or renewed and deepened 
grasp and qf ( IJ (2). F1'?1i1 · C:al-

·s perspective, it could serve as an occ1s1on for a 

renewed and more powerful working of the belief: .. 
producing processes by which we come to appre-
hend (I) and (2). In that way, knowledge of the 
facts of pluralism could initially serve as a defeater, 
but in the long run have precisely the opposite 
effect. 

NOTES 

I. Ct>ll<>q11i11111 J-lcpt.1ph>111crcs de Rcr11111 S11/ili111i11111 ilm111is 
.·lhditis. written by 1593 but first published in 1857. 
English translation by Marion Kuntz (Princeton. 
N.J.: Princeton Univ. Press, 1975), p. 256. 

2. Joseph Runzo: "Today. the i111pressive and 
n·ident rationality of the belief syste111s ot other 
religious traditions, inescapably confronts Christians 
with a crisis and a potential revolution." "God, 
Co111mitme11t, and Other Faiths: Pluralism vs. 
Relativism," Faith a11d Phil<>sophy 5, no. 4 (October 
1988): 343f 

3. Garv Gutting: "Applying these considerations to 
we sce111 led to the conclusion that, 

believers have 111any epistemic peers who 
do not share their belief in God ... , they have no 
right to maintain their belief without a justifiotion. 
If they do so, they arc guilty of epistemological 
egoism." Rcl(!(it111s Bcli1:f a11d Skcptiris111 
(Notre J)a111e, Ind.: Univ. of Notre Dame Press, 
1982), p. 90 (but see the following pages for an 
important qualification). 

4. Wilfred Cantwell Smith: "Here 111y submission is 
that on this front the traditional doctrinal position 
of the Church has in fact 111ilitated against its 
traditional moral position, and has in fact 
encouraged Christians to approach other men 
immorally. Christ has taught us humility, but we 
have approached them with arrogance .... This 
charge of arrogance is a serious one." 
Dil'crsity (New York: Harper & Row, 1976), p. 13. 

5. Runzo: "Ethically, Religious Exclusivism has the 
morally repugnant result of making those who have 
privileged knowledge, or who are intellectually 

astute, a religious elite, while penalizing those who 
happen to havt' no access to the putatively correct 
religious view, or who are incapable of advanced 
unclerstanding." Op. cit., p. 348. 

(,, John Hick: "13ut natural p1ide, despite its positi\'c 
connibution to human life, becomes harmti.il when 
it is elevated to the levd of dogma and is built into 
the belief system of a religious community. This 
happens when its sense of its own validity and 
worth is expressed in doctrines implying an 
exclusive or a decisively superior access to the truth 
or the power to save." "Religious Pluralism and 
Absolute Claims," P/11ralis111 (Notre Da111c, 
Ind.: Univ. of Notre Dame Press, 1984), p. 197. 

7. John Cobb: "I agree with the liberal theists that 
even in Pannenberg's case, the quest for an absolute 
as a basis fr1r understanding reflects the long 
tradition of Ch1istian imperialis111 and triumphalism 
rather than the pluralistic spirit." "The Meaning of 
Pluralism or Christian Self-Understanding." 

P/11ralis111, ed. Leroy Rouner (Notre Dame, 
Ind.: Univ. of Notre Dame Press, 1984), p. 171. 

8. "God, Commit111ent, and Other Faiths: Pluralism 
vs. Relativism," Faith .111d Philosophy 5, no. 4 
(October 1988):357. 

9. Smith, op. cit., p. 14. 
l O. John Hick: " ... the only reason for treating one's 

tradition differently from others is the very human 
but not very cogent reason that it is one's own!" !111 
illtc1prctatia11 <f Rcligio11, Joe. cit. 

11. Au illtc11nctatio11 <?( (New· Haven, Conn.: 
Yale Univ. Press, 1989), p. 2. 
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justifiably continue to claim that the hypothesis 
you aftinn has some special status just because you 
found it formed in you? Or, to state the question 
somewhat differently, Hick's analysis of religious 
diversity challenges knowledgeable R.cformcd 
cxclusivists to ask themselves why they now believe 
that their religious belief-forming mechanisms arc 
functioning properly while the analogous mecha-
nisms in all others arc faulty. 

Some Reformed cxclusivists, as we h:ive seen, 
h:ivc a ready response. Because of "the fall," they 
maintain, most individuals suffi:r from religious 
epistemic blindncss-i.e., do not possess properly 
functioning religious belief-forming mechanisms. 
Only our mechanisms are trustworthy. However, 
every exclusivistic religious tradition can-and 
many do-make such claims. Hence, an analogous 
Hickian question again faces knowledgeable 
Reformed exclusivists: Why do you believe that 
only those religious belief-forming mechanisms 
which produce exclusivistic belief<; compatible with 
yours do not suffer from epistemic blindness? 

Refonncd cxclusivists cannot at this point 
argue that they have found this belief just formed 
in them for it is 110111 the reliability of the belief-
forming mechanism, itself, which is being ques-
tioned. Nor, since they are anti-foundationalists, 
can Reformed exclusivists argue that the evidence 
demonstrates conclusively that their religious posi-
tion is correct. So upon what then can they base 
their crucial belief that their belief-forming mecha-
nisms alime produce true belief<;? 

They must, it seems to me, ultimately fall back 
on the contention that their belief-forming mecha-
nisms can alone be trusted bcc:iuse that set ofbelief5 
thus generated appears to them to fom1 the most 
plausible religious explanatory hypothesis available. 
But to respond in this fashion brings them into ba-
sic methodological agreement with Hick's position 
on Q2. That is, it appears that knowledgeable 
Reformed exclusivists must ultimately maintain 
with Hick that when attempting to discover which 
of the many self-consistent hypotheses that ran 
rationally be affirmed is the one that ought to be 
affirmed, a person must finally decide which hy-
pothesis she believes best explains the phenomena. 

Or, to state this important point diffi:rcntl\' 
yet, what Hick's analysis of religious diversity 
onstratcs, I believe, is that even for those knowl-
edgeable Reformed cxclusivists who claim to find 
their religious perspectives just formed in them, a 
conscious choice among competing religious 
hypotheses is ultimately c:illcd for. 

This is not to say, it must again be emphasized 
that such Reformed cxclusivists must attempt 
"prove" their choice is best. But, given the cultur-
ally relative nature of religious belicf-fi.mning 
mechanisms, a simple appeal to such a 
seems inadequate as a basis for such cxclusivists to 
continue to affirm their perspective. It seems rather 
that knowledgeable exclusivists must ultimately 
make a conscious decision whether to retain the re-
ligious hypothesis that has been formed in them or 
choose another. And it further appears that thcv 
should feel some prima facie obligation to considdr 
the available options-consciously consider the na-
ture of the various religious hypotheses formed in 
people-before doing so. 

Now, of course, to agree that such a compara-
tive analysis should be undertaken is not to say that 
Hick's pluralistic hypothesis, is, in fact, the most 
plausible alternative. I agree with the Reformed 
exclusivist that "plausibility" is a very subjective 
concept. Thus, I doubt that the serious considera-
tion of the competing explanatory hypotheses for 
religious phenomena, even by knowledgeable 
open-minded individuals, will produce consensus. 

However, I do not see this as in any sense 
diminishing the importance of engaging in the type 
of comparative analysis suggested. For even if such 
comparative assessment will not lead to consensus, 
it will produce two significant benefits. First, only 
by such assessment, I feel, can a person acquire 
"ownership" of her religious hypothesis. That is, 
only by such an assessment can she insure herself 
that her belief is not solely the product of environ-
mental conditioning. Second, such an assessment 
should lead all concerned to be more tolerant of 
those with whom they ultimately disagree. And in 
an age where radical religious exclusivism again 
threatens world peace, I believe such tolerance to 
be of inestimable value. 
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This does not mean, let me again emphasize in 
closing. that the consideration of QI-the consider-
ation of the conditions under which a religious hy-
pothesis can be rationally affinnecl-is unimportant 
or even less impmtant than the consideration of Q2. 
It is crucial that we recognize who must actually 
shoulder the "burden of proof' in this context. And 
we need to thank Reformed cxclusivists fix helping 

us think more clearly about this matter. But I fear 
that a preoccupation with QI can keep us from see-
ing the importance of Q2-the consideration of the 
basis upon which we choose the hypothesis to be 
defended-and the comparative of 
hypotheses to which such us. 
And we need to thank pluralists such as Hick for 
ck1wing our attention to this fact. 

Vl.4 

Buddhism, Christianity, and the 
Prospects for World Religion 

DALAi LAMA 

Dalai Lama, 'fr11zi11 Gyatso (I 935-), the spirit11al and temporal head 4 Tibet, 111as bom 
i11 China. 111 1937 he 111as rhe_{tlllrtemrh Dalai Lama, /mt his r((!ht to rnle 1/las delayed 
1111til 1950. A11 ardent adl!oratc tf 11<inJ1iolmt libcrario11, he 1/las at/larded the i\Tobcl Prize _fin Peace 
i11 1989. 111 this sclccrio11 he rcspo11ds to questio11s .fi'om Jose Cabczou 011 the possibility 4 a 

i11fc,(!ratio11 4 Buddhism a11d Christianity. The Dalai Lama to as "His Holi11css") 
doesn't thi11k such an intc,(!ration is possible, .fln there arc 11nique }Cat111'es i11 these that ca1111or 
be con1p/'()111iscd 111it/10ut loss tf idc11tity. But he aixucs that all the major hallc 1m1c/1 in co111-
n1011. 'l71ey aim at the same goal tf pemiancnt happi11ess, and all c11co111'agc moral i11h;(!rity. These 
con1111on w11aTns should e11ablc people <f al/faiths to Jiud w111111011 ,\!ro1111d i11 !J11ildi11g a better 1/lorld 
t?(pcacc and just ire. 

Q11cstio11: Do you sec any possibility of an integra-
tion of Ch1istianity and Buddhism in the West? An 
overall religion for Western society? 

His Holi11ess: It depends upon what you mean by 
If you mean by this the possibility of the 

integration of Buddhism and Christianity within a 
society, where they co-exist side by side, then I 

would answer affinnatively. If, however, your view 
of integration envisions all of society following some 
sott of composite religion which is neither pure 
Buddhism nor pure Ch1istianity, then I would have 
to consider this form of integration implausible. 

It is, of course, quite possible for a country to 
be predominantly Ch1istian, and yet that some of 
the people of that country choose to follow 

RL'prillt< . .'d fro111 '/7u· bHt'n>it'll'.', t.·d. Josl' Ignacio CabL·zon (Snow Lion Publicacion.;;. 1988) by pt:nnission. 
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Buddhism. I think it is quite possible that a person 
who is basically a Christian, \Vho accepts the idea of 
a God, who believes in God, could at the same 
time incorporate certain Buddhist ideas and techni-
ques into his/her practice. The teachings of love, 
compassion, and kindness are present in Christian-
ity and also in Buddhism. Particularly in the Bodhi-
sattva vehicle there are many techniques which 
focus on developing compassion, kindness, etc. 
These are things which can be practiced at 
the same time by Christians and by Buddhists. 
While remaining committed to Christianity it is 

/quite conceivable that a person may choose to 
. / undergo training in meditation, concentration, and 

onepointedncss of mind, that, while remaining a 
Christian, one may choose to practice Buddhist 
ideas. This is another possible and very viable kind 
of integration. 

Q11cstio11: Is there any conflict between 
the Buddhist teachings and the idea of a creator 
God who exists independently from us? 

/-/is J-/oli11css: If we view the world's religions from 
the widest possible viewpoint, and examine their 
ultimate goal, we find that all of the major world 
religions, whether Christianity or Islam, Hinduism 
or Buddhism, are directed to the achievement of 
permanent human happiness. They are all directed 
to\vard that Alfrellgions emphasize the fact 
that the true follower must be honest and gentle, in 
other words, that a truly religiot!s_ must 
always strive to be a better human being. To this 
end, the different world's religions teach different 
doctiines which will help transform the person. In 
this regard, all religions are the same, there is no 
conflict. This is something we must emphasize. We 
must consider the question of religious diversity 
from this viewpoint. And when we do, we find no 
conflict. 

Now from the philosophical point of view, the 
theory that God is the creator, is almighty and per-
manent, is in contradiction to the Buddhist teach-
ings. From this point of view there is disagreement. 
For Buddhists, the universe has no first cause and 
hence no creator, nor can there be such a thing as a 

permanent, primordially pure being. So. of cour;e, 
doctrinally, there is conflict. The views are opposite 
to. one another. But if we consider the purpose of 
these different philosophies, then we see that thcv 
arc the same. This is my belief · 

Different kinds of food have different tastes: 
one niay be very hot. one may be very sour, and 
one very sweet. They are opposite tastes, they con-
flict. But whether a dish is concocted to taste sweet, 
sour or hot, it is nonetheless made in this way so as 
to taste good. Some people prefer very spicy hot 
foods with a lot of chili peppers. Many Indians and 
Tibetans have a liking for such dishes. Others are 
very fond of bl_;md tasting foods. It is a wonderful 
thing to have variety. It _ls an expression of individ-
uality; it is a personal thing. 

Likewise, the variety of the different world re-
ligious philosophies is a very useful and beautiful 
thing. For certain people, the idea of God as creator 
and of everything depending on his will is benefi-
cial and soothing, and so for that person such a 
doctrine is worthwhile. For someone else, the idea 
that there is no creator, that ultimately, one is one-
self the creator-in that everything depends upon 
oneself-is more appropriate. For certain people, it 
may be a more effective method of spiritual 
growth, it may be more beneficial. For such 
sons, this idea is better and for the other type of'\ 
person, the other idea is more suitable. You see, . 
there is no conflict, no problem. This is my belief. / 

Now conflicting doctrines are something whicl/ 
is not unknown even within Buddhism itself The 
Madhyamikas and Cittamat1ins, two Buddhist philo-
sophical subschools, accept the the01y of emptiness. 
The and Sautrantikas, two othe1:s·, -accept 
another theo1y, the the01y of selflessness, which, 
strictly speaking, is not the same ·doctrine of 
emptiness as posited by the two higher schools. So 
there exists this difference, some schools accepting 
the emptiness of phenomena and others not. There 
also a difference as regards the way in which 
the two upper schools explain the doctrine of emp-
tiness. For the Cittamat1ins, emptiness is set forth in 
tenns of the of subject and object. The 
Madhyamikas, repudiate the notion that 
emptiness is tantamount to Idealism, the claim that 
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cwrvrhing is of the nature of mind. So you see. 
c\·ei; within Buddhism. the Madhyamikas and Cit-
ramatrins schools are in conflict. The Madhyamikas 
arc again divided into Prasa1'1gikas and Svatantrikas, 
and between these two sub-schools there is also con-
flict. The latter accept that things exist by virtue of 
an inherent while the former do not. 

So you see, conflict in the philosophical field 
is nothing to be surprised at. It exists within 
Buddhism itself. ... 

Q11cstit111: I would like to know the rok that con-
sciousness plays in the process of reincarnation . 

His Holi11css: In general, there are different levels of 
consciousness. The more rough or gross levels of 
consciousness are very heavily dependent upon the 
pl1ysical or material sphere. Since one's own physi-

c··il aaareaate (the bod)') changes from birth to 
I 't°'t? t°) ._ 

birth, so too do these gross levels of consciousness. 
The more subtle the level of consciousness, how-
ever, the moh: independent of the physical sphere 
and hence the more likely that it will remain from 
one life to the next. But in general, whether more 
stibtk; or more gross, all kvels of consciousness are 
of the same nature. 

Q11cstio11: It is generally said that teachers of other 
religions, no matter how great, cannot attain lib-
eration without turning to the Buddhist patli. 
N-ow suppose there is a great teacher, say he is a 
Saivite, and suppose he upholds very strict disci-
pline and is totally dedicated to other people all of 
the time, always giving of himself. Is this person, 
simply because he follows incapable of 
attaining liberation, and if so, what can be done 
to help him? 

J-lis Ho/i11css: During the Buddha's own time, there 
were many non-Buddhist teachers whom the 
Buddha could not help, for whom he could do 
nothing. So he just let them be. 

Tl;e Buddha Sakyamuni was an extraordinaty 
being, he was the manifestation (11in117i11ak7iya), the 
physical appearance, of an already enlightened 
bein1Cl3ut people recognized him as a , __ _,,--,,..--

Buddha. others regarded him as a black rnag1c1an 
with strange and evil powers. So, you see, even the 
13uddha Sakyamuni himself was not accepted as an 
enlightened being by all of his contemporaries. Dif-
ferent human beings have diffi:rcnt mental predis-
positions. and there are cases when even the '1 

Buddha himself could not do much to overcome 
these-there was a limit. 

Now today, the followers of Siva have their 
own religious practices and they reap some benefit 
from engaging in their own forms of worship. 
Through this, their lit"l· will gradually change., Now 
my mvn position on this question is that Siv;tji's 
followers should practice according to their ow1_1_ 

and -·traditiol1s, -christians--IlUtSt genuii1ely 
si;1cerel)' frlllow what they believe, and so 

forth. That is sufficient. 

Q11cstio11: But they will not attain liberation! 

His J-/oli11css: We Buddhists ourselves will not be 
liberated at once. Iii our own case, it will take 
tin;-;;. ·cradually \ve will be able to reach or 
11i1v7i11a, but the majority of Buddhists will n?t 
achieve this within own lifetimes. So there's 

hurry. If I3iiddhists have to wait, 
perhaps many lifetimes, for their goal, 
why should we expect that it be different for 
non-Buddhists? So, you see, nothing much can 
be done. 

Suppose, for example, you try to some-
one from another religion to the Buddhist religion, 
and you arb'l.te with them t1ying to convince them 
of the infcri01ity of their position. And suppose you 
do not succeed, suppose they do not become 
Buddhist. On the one hand, you have failed in your 
task, and on the other hand, you may have weak-
ened the trust they have in their own religion, so 
that they may come to doubt their own faith. What 
have you accomplished by all this? It is of no use. 
When we come into contact with the followers of 
different religions, we should not argue. Instead, we 
should advise them to follow their own beliefs as . 
sincerely and as truthfullf as- possible. 
so:-they \vlff i10 dffiifa i:eap ce1:tain benefit. Of this 
there is no doubt. Even in the immediate future 
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they will be able to achiev<: more happiness and 
more satisfaction. Do you agree? 

This is the way I usually act in such matters, it 
is my belief. When I meet the followns of different 
religions, I always praise tlwm, for it is enough, it is 
sufficient, that they are following the moral teach-
ings that are emphasized in every religion. It is 
enough, as I mentioned earlier, that they are trying 
to become bettn human beings. This in itself is 
very good and worthy of praise. 

Q11estio11: But is it only the Buddha who can be the 
ultimate source of refuge? 

His Holi11css: Herc, you sec, it is necessa1y to exam-
ine what is meant by liberation or salvation. Libera-
tion ''; mind r1;:1r sphere 
of reality annihilates all defilements in the sphere of 
rca]i_ty" is a state that onlyffi:ic:fdl1ists- can-accoi11pTish. 
This kind of or 11ilv7i11a is only explained in 
the Buddhist scriptures, and is achieved 
Buddhist practice. According to certain religions, 

·salvation is a place, a _paradise, 
like a peaceful valley. To attain such a state as this, 
to achieve such a state of does not require the 
practice of emptiness, the understa;:;-dii1g-
In Buddhisl11 itself, we believe that through the 
accumulation of merit one can obtain rebirth in 
heavenly paradises like . ... 

Q11estio11: Could you please give us some brief 
advice which we can take with us into our daily 
lives? 

His Holi11css: I don't know, I don't really have that 
much to say-I'll simply say this. We are all human 
beings, and from this point of view we areilie same. We all want happiness, and we do not want 

\ve-colmoe·rt:his point, we will find 
that there are no differences between people of dif-
ferent faiths, races, color or cultures. We all have 
this common wish for happiness. 

Actually, we Bupdhists are supposed to save all 
sentient beings, but practically speaking, this may 
be too broad a notion for most people. In any case, 
we must at least think in tenns of helping all 

human beings. This is ve1y important. Even if we 
cannot think in tenns of sentient beings inhabiting 
different worlds, we should nonetheless think 
terms of the human beings on our own planet. T 0 
do this is to take a practical approach to the prob-
lem. It is necessary to help others, not only in_mu 
p9.}'.ers, \)_ut i_1un11: daily lives. If we find we cannot. 
help another, the least we can do is to desist from 
harming them. We must not cheat others or lie to 
them. We must be honest human beings, sincere 
human beings. 

On a very practical level, such attitudes are 
things which we need. Whether one is a believer, a 
religious person, or not, is another matter. Simply 
as an inhabitant of the world, as a member of the 
human family, we need this kind of attitude. It is 
through such an attitude that real and lasting world 

_and can be achievel--Through 
haiinony, friendship, and respecting one another, 
we can solve many problems. Through such means, 
it is possible to overcome problems in the right 
way, without difficulties. 

This is what I believe, and wherever I go, 
whether it be to a communist countty like the 
Soviet Union or Mongolia, or to a capitalist and 
democratic country like the United States and 
the countries of Western Europe, I express this 
same message. This is my advice, my suggestion. It 
is what I feel. I myself practice this as much as 
I can. If you find you agree with me, and you 
find some value in what I have said, then it has 
been worthwhile. 

You see, sometimes religious persons, people 
who are genuinely engaged in the practice of reli-
gion, wi,thdra\V from the sphere of human activity. 
In my opinion, this is not good. It is not tight. But 
I should qualify this. In certain cases, when a person 
genuinely wishes to engage in intensive meditation, 
for example when someone wishes to--;tt;;in 
sa111atha, then it is alright to seek isolation for cettain 
limited pe1iods of time. But such cases are by far 
the exception, and the vast majmity of us must 
work out a genuine religious practice within the 
context of human society. 

In Buddhism, both learning and practice are 
extremely important and they must go hand in 
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band. Without knowledge. just to rely on faith, 
faith and more faith is good but not sufficient. So 
rhe intellectual part must definitely be present. At 
the same tili1e. strictly i!i't-ellectual development 
without faith and practice, is also of no use. It is 
necessary to combine knowledge born from study 
with sincere practice in our daily lives. These two 
must go together. ... 

Q1tcstio11: The C:h1istian notion of God is that He is 
omniscient, all-compassionate, all-powerful, and 
the creator. The Buddhist notion of Buddha is the 
same, except that He is not tl!t' Cn.:.ator. To what 
extent docs the Buddha exist apart from our minds, 
as the Ch1:istians believe their God to? ---- --· 

His Holi11css: There arc two ways of interpreting 
this question. The general question is whether the 
Buddha is a separate thing from mind. 
se'iise, this cowa be--askilig '\vhether or not the 
Buddha is a phenomenon imputed or labelled by 
!llind, and of course all phenomena in this sense 
!llUSt be said to be labelled by name and conceptual 

/thought. The Buddha is not a separate phenom-
/ eno1; from mind because our minds impute or label 
\Him by means of words and conceptual thought. 

In another sense, the question could be asking 
about the relationsl'!iE__ of buddhahood to our own 
!llinds, we 
hood. or the state of a buddha, is the object to be 
attained by us. Buddhahood is the resultant object 
of refuge. Our minds are related to buddhahood 
(they are not separate from buddhahood) in the 
sense that that 
attain by the systematic purification of our minds. 
He1Ke, by purifying our minds step by step, we will 
eventually attain the state of buddhahood. And that 
buddha which we will eventually become is of the 
same continuity as ourselves. But that buddha which 
we will become is different, for example, from 
Sakyamuni Buddha. f'fhey are two 
We-C:anl1otat:E\ri; Sakyamuni 
ment, because that is His own individual thing. 

If instead the question is refe1Ting to whether 
or not our minds are separate from the state of 
buddhahood, and if we take buddhahood to refer 

to the essential purity of the mind, then of course 
this is something which \Ve possess even now. Even 
today, our minds have the of 
!1ty. This is something called the "buddha nature." 

very nature of the mind, the mere quality of 
knowledge and clarity without being affected by 
conceptual thoughts, that too we may call "budclha 
nature." To be exact, it is the inne1111ost clear light 
mind which is called the . 

Q11cstio11: When creating merit, one must acknowl-
edge that Ch1istians create mc1it as well as Bud-
dhists, so that the whole source of mc1it cannot 
reside solely in the object, i.e., Buddha or God, to 
which one is making offerings. This leads me to 
think that the source of merit is in our own minds. 
Could you please comment on this? 

His Holi11css: The main thing is motivation, but 
probably there is some difference in regard to the 
object to which one makes offering and so forth. 
The pure motivation must, however, be based on 
reasoning, that is, it must be verified by valid cogni-
tion; it must be unmistaken. But no doubt that the 
main point is the motivation. 

For example, when we generate great compas-
sion we take as our object sentient beings. But it is 
not due to anything on the side of sentient beings, 
on the part of sentient beings, that great compas-
sion is special. It is not due to any blessing from 
sentient beings that great compassion is special. 
Nonetheless, when we meditate in this way on 
great compassion and we generate it from our 
hearts, we know that there is a tremendous amount 
of benefit that results from this. This is not, how-
ever, due to anything from the side of sentient 
beings, from the object of the great compassion. It 
is simply by thinking of the kindness of sentient 
beings and so forth that we generate great compas-
sion and that benefit comes, but not due to the 

in) 
themselves. So sttictly from the pomt of view of 
motivatlo11: from one's own motivation, a great 
amount of benefit can result, isn't it so? 

Likewise, when we take the Buddha as our 
object, if our motivation is that of great faith, of 
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ve1y strong faith, and we make offerings and so 
forth, then again, great benefit can result from this. 
Although a suitable object is necessary, that is, an 
object which, for example, has limitless good qual-
ities, nonetheless the principal thing is our motiva-
tio_n, i.e., the strong faith. Still there is probably 
some difference as regards the kind of object to 
which one is making these offerings. 

From one point of view, were sentient beings 
not to exist, then we could not take them as our 
object, and great co111passion could not arise. So 
fro111 this perspective, the object is, once again, 
very important. If suffering sentient beings did 
not exist, compassicrn could never arise. So from 
that point of view, the object, sentient beings, is a 
special one .... 

Q11estio11: To what do you attribute the grmving 
fascination in the West, especially in A111crica, with 
Eastern religions. I include many, many cults and 
practices which arc beco111ing extremely strong in 
A111erica. To what do you attribute, in this particu-
lar age, the reasons for this fascination, and would 
you encourage people who are dissatisfied with 
their own Western way of life, having been 
brought up in the Mosaic religions (Christianity, 
Judais111 and Islam), dissatisfied with their lack of 

spiritu:d rcfresh111ent, would you encourage them 
to search further in their own religions or to look 
into l3uddhis111 as an alternative? 

His J-/o/i11css: That's a tricky question. Of course, 
from the Buddhist viewpoint, we are all human 
beings and we all have every right to investigate ei-
ther one's own religion or another relit,rion. This is 
our right. I think that on the whole a comparative 
study_ of different religious traditions is useful. 

I generally believe that major religion 
has the potential for giving any hu111an being good 
advice; there is no question that this is so. But we 
must always keep in mind that diflerent individuals 
have different mental predispositions. This means 
that for some individuals one religious system or 
philosoiihy will be more suitable than another. The 
only way one can come to a proper conclusion as 
to what is most suitable for is through com-
parative study. Hence, we and study, 
find a teaching that is most suitable to our own 
taste. This, you see, is my feeling. 

I cannot advise eve1yone to practice Buddhism. 
That I cannot do. Certainly, for some people 
the Buddhist religion or ideology is 111ost suitable, / 
most eflective. But that does not mean it is suitable j 
for all. / 

PART VII 

Death and Immortality 

Of all the many forms which natural religion has assumed none 
probably has exerted so deep and far-reaching an influence on 
hu111an life as the belief in i111mortality and the worship of the 
dead; hence I a discussion I of this 111omentous creed and of the 
practical consequences which have been deduced from it can 

hardly fail to be at once instructive and impressive, whether we 
regard the record with complacency as a noble testimony to the 

aspiring genius of man, who claims to outlive the sun and the 
stars, or whether we view it with pity as a melancholy 

monument of fruitless labour and banen ingenuity expended 
in p1ying into that great myste1y of which fools profess their 

knowledge and wise men confess their ignorance. 
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IS THERE LIFE AFTER DEATH? Few questions have troubled humans as 
deeply as this one. Is this finite, short existence of three score and ten years all that 
we have? Or is there reason to hope for a blessed postmortem existence where 
love, justice, and peace, which we now experience in only fragmented ways, will 
unfold in all their fullness and enable human existence to find fulfillment? Are we 
merely mortal or blessedly immortal? 

Anthropological studies reveal a widespread and ancient sense of immortality. 
Prehistoric societies buried their dead with food so that the deceased would not 
be hung1y in the next life. Most cultures and religions have some version of a 
belief in another life, whether it be in the fonn of a resmTected body, a transmi-
grated soul, reincarnation, or an ancestral spirit present \Vith the uibe. 

Let us begin by understanding what we mean by immortality. Being immor-
tal is not simply a matter of living on through our works or in the memories of 
our loved ones. Rather, for our purposes, immortality involves freedom 
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