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Pluralism in our times

∗ Globalization has left no country untouched. 
Entire societies today are keenly aware of what's 
happening around the world through improved forms of 
communications and transport.

∗ While pluralism is not new, it is now a much more 
common and intense experience for most people.
This is due to globalization and increasing population 
growth among other factors.
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Pluralism in our times

∗ There is a need to learn how to live with one another 
in the midst of a wide diversity of views, customs, 
and beliefs.

∗ Knowledge of differing religious faiths has 
challenged adherents of their own religions to take a 
deeper look at their belief structures and their 
attitudes towards the religious "other".
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Theology of Religions

∗ In Christianity, the field of study that explores how 
Christians should view other religions is : "Theology 
of Religions".

∗ Some common questions:
"Is Jesus the only way to salvation?",
"What about the followers of other religions?" 
“Are the existence of other faiths providential?"

∗ Most theologians utilize a three-fold paradigm of 
Soteriological Pluralism, Inclusivism, and 
Exclusivism to encapsulate the possible range of 
positions.
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The Three-fold Paradigm

∗ The logical assertions underlying the three 
categories can be summarized generally as :

∗ Pluralism - that one's tradition is as good as other 
traditions.

∗ Inclusivism - that one's tradition is better than other 
traditions.

∗ Exclusivism - that one's tradition is the only good one.
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The Three-fold Paradigm

∗ More specifically, for Christianity:

∗ Christian pluralist : argues that the Christian faith is 
as good as any other religion in bringing one to 
salvation. 

∗ Christian inclusivist : contends that while Christianity 
is better than other traditions, other religions may also 
have a role to play in attaining to salvation, albeit an 
inferior one. 

∗ Christian exclusivist : believes that only the Christ 
found in the Christian faith can lead a person to 
salvation. 
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Main Objections to the Paradigm

∗ 1. Terminological

∗ "Exclusivism" is seen as connoting discrimination
and intolerance. Alternatives such as particularism 
and restrictivism have been suggested.

∗ Response 

∗ While "exclusivism" may suggest narrow-mindedness, 
given the scandalous nature of the gospel, any other 
chosen term is still likely to be viewed negatively by 
contemporary culture.
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Some Main Objections

∗ 2. Criteriological 

∗ Not all theologians agree that the question of salvation 
is the most crucial one for a religion. Some argue more 
important concerns for religions include ecology, 
international peace and humanitarian issues.

∗ Response 

∗ While there are legitimate concerns proper to each 
faith, the core of the Christian religion concerns the 
issue of salvation.
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Some Main Objections 

∗ Response (cont.).

∗ When Christ walked on earth, he performed acts of 
healing out of love and compassion. However the one 
act he did which could not be accomplished by anyone 
else was to die an atoning sacrifice on the Cross.

∗ This doesn’t mean Christians are unconcerned with 
ethical issues, but rather, this position is taken because 
of the irreplaceable role of the Cross.
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Some Main Objections 

∗ Response (cont.)

∗ At the same time, faith should not be turned into 
salvific-monism since human existence is a broad and 
multifaceted experience. There remains a crucial need 
for Christian acts of charity and mercy, at both the 
corporate and individual levels.

∗ In sum, salvation is not the only issue, but it is a 
central one for the Christian faith.
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The Three-fold Paradigm

∗ Summary

∗ While there have been attempts to redefine the 
typology, the issue of salvation should continue to be 
determinative for the Christian theology of religions.

∗ We will examine the main positions of 
(1) soteriological pluralism,
(2) soteriological inclusivism, 
(3) soteriological exclusivism.
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(1) Soteriological Pluralism

∗ What is Pluralism:

∗ Holds that besides Christianity, other world religions 
are true and valid in their understanding of the divine 
and appropriation of salvation.

∗ Contrary to popular perception:

∗ Pluralists do not suggest that all religions are valid paths 
to God. 

∗ This could include cults or groups with deviant religious 
practices. Hence, they generally refer to recognized 
major world religions. 
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(1) Soteriological Pluralism

∗ What is Pluralism (cont.):

∗ Contrary to popular perception (cont.):

∗ Also, pluralists do not suggest that all religions are equal
paths to God.

∗ This would suggest an ability to measure the efficacy of 
each religion that is impossible to verify. The assertion is 
more nuanced; that the various religions lead to the 
same transcendental reality using their own mechanisms. 
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(1) Soteriological Pluralism

∗ Who are its main proponents?

∗ Most notable theologians are John Hick and Paul F. 
Knitter. Others include Wilfred Cantwell Smith, Alan 
Race and Perry Schmidt-Leukel. 

∗ Since Hick's ideas remain influential, we will examine 
them as an example of traditional pluralism. 
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(1) Soteriological Pluralism

∗ John Hick's "Copernican revolution"

∗ Before Copernicus, people believe that the planets and 
the sun revolve around the earth. Copernicus' theory
changed all that.

∗ Traditional Christianity saw the only valid path of 
salvation as through Christ, and is in dire need of a 
‘Copernican revolution’. If God the Father is seen as 
the true Saviour, then Christ can become one among 
many saviours.
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(1) Soteriological Pluralism

∗ John Hick's "Copernican revolution" (cont.)

∗ This position was later modified when Hick realized 
he had assumed the common goal of all religions was 
to seek a divine reality. For that would have ruled out 
non-theistic religions such as Buddhism. 

∗ Hence, he proposes a conception of ultimate reality as 
the Real, which does not possess any personal or non-
personal characteristics.

16



	

(1) Soteriological Pluralism

∗ Pluralists' view of Jesus Christ

∗ Most pluralists accept “the uniqueness of Christ” but 
have re-interpreted what “unique” means.

∗ E.g. John Cobb sees uniqueness can be applied to any 
non-repeatable event. The Christ-event is unique in 
the same sense as Buddhism and other religions are 
also unique. Paul Knitter interprets the uniqueness of 
Christ to mean he is a distinct saviour rather than the 
only one.
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(2) Soteriological Inclusivism

∗ What is Inclusivism:

∗ Is committed to one religion but argues that salvation, 
can be found in fragmentary and incomplete forms 
within other faiths. In those religions, any conflicting 
claims are judged by criteria based on the one true 
religion.

∗ Main difference with pluralism : inclusivism does not 
believe other religions are independent means to
salvation.
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(2) Soteriological Inclusivism

∗ What is Inclusivism (cont.):

∗ Proponents: Karl Rahner, Clark Pinnock, John E. 
Sanders.

∗ Many Catholic theologians now accept this view, 
mainly due to the influence of Rahner and his idea of 
"Anonymous Christians".
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(2) Soteriological Inclusivism

∗ Rahner’s “Anonymous Christians”:

∗ In God's providence, non-Christian religions could be 
channels of his salvific grace until their followers have 
the opportunity to encounter the gospel.

∗ Nonetheless, since all salvation is through the work of 
Christ, those religious followers could be called 
“Anonymous Christians”.
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(2) Soteriological Inclusivism

∗ Vatican II

∗ Rahner's inclusivism has been taken up in most part 
by the Catholic Church’s Second Vatican Council 
(1962-65).

∗ Lumen Gentium (Dogmatic Constitution of the 
Church), Article 16 states:

∗ Those also can attain to salvation who through no 
fault of their own do not know the Gospel of Christ or 
His Church, yet sincerely seek God and moved by 
grace strive by their deeds to do His will as it is known 
to them through the dictates of conscience.
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(2) Soteriological Inclusivism

∗ Vatican II (cont.):

∗ Lumen Gentium Article 16 also asserts:

∗ The plan of salvation also includes those who 
acknowledge the Creator. In the first place, amongst 
these there are the Mohamedans, who, professing to 
hold the faith of Abraham, along with us adore the 
one and merciful God.
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(2) Soteriological Inclusivism

∗ Vatican II (cont.):

∗ The Second Vatican Council has officially moved the 
Catholic Church away from the traditional exclusivist 
position it has held for the past 2000 years. The major 
changes are:

∗ 1. Non Christians who have not heard of the name of 
Christ could be saved.

∗ 2. Muslims are now included in the plan of salvation 
because they are deemed to worship the same God as 
Christians.
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(2) Soteriological Inclusivism

∗ Protestant Inclusivism:

∗ Vatican II’s views have spread beyond its boundaries 
and have influenced Protestant theologians who see it 
an a viable alternative to traditional exclusivism.

∗ Recent inclusivists include John Stackhouse and C.S. 
Lewis.
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(2) Soteriological Inclusivism

∗ Protestant Inclusivism (cont.):

∗ Pinnock writes (Four Views on Salvation in a 
Pluralistic World, 1996,  p 107):

∗ “C. S. Lewis helped me understand the relationship 
between Christianity and other religions in an 
inclusivist way…in that incident in The Last 
Battle,…where the pagan soldier Emeth learns to his 
surprise that Aslan regards his worship of Tash as 
directed to himself. Anyone who appreciates that 
incident is on his or her way to inclusivist thinking.”
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(2) Soteriological Inclusivism

∗ Protestant Inclusivism (cont.):

∗ Pinnock (A Wideness in God’s Mercy, 1992, p 75):

∗ “There is no salvation except through Christ but it is not 
necessary for everybody to possess a conscious 
knowledge of Christ in order to benefit from redemption 
through him.”
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(3) Soteriological Exclusivism

∗ What is Exclusivism:
∗ The traditional position of the Christian Church for most 

of its history. Holds to the finality of the Christian faith in 
Christ and the necessity of an explicit confession in him to 
be saved.

∗ Harold Netland describes its main tenets as:

∗ The Bible as God's full revelation,

∗ Christ as God's unique incarnation who alone provides 
salvation,

∗ God's salvation is unavailable through other religions.
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(3) Soteriological Exclusivism

∗ What is Exclusivism (cont.):

∗ Other exclusivists include J.I. Packer and Leslie 
Newbigin.

∗ Soteriological exclusivism is not unique to Christianity. 
There may be Islamic, Buddhist or other religious 
exclusivists, each of whom will assert her religion as 
the sole source of ultimate truth and salvation.
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(3) Soteriological Exclusivism

∗ What is Exclusivism (cont.):

∗ It may take two forms, either strong or moderate. 

∗ Strong exclusivism views other faiths as antithetical to 
Christian truth and essentially demonic.

∗ Proponents regard dialogue as impossible since good 
cannot co-exist with evil and eschew any form of 
conversation. Its main mode of communication with the 
Other is proclamation and conversion.
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(3) Soteriological Exclusivism

∗ What is Exclusivism (cont.):

∗ Moderate exclusivism recognizes elements of truth and 
goodness in religions, and attributes these to the 
presence of general revelation or common grace.

∗ They argue that proclamation and dialogue are not 
mutually exclusive and that dialogue may be initiated in 
a multi-religious world. 

∗ Both forms assert salvation and truth are exclusively 
to be found in Christ through the bible and, therefore, 
Christ is the only way for salvation.
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Theological Assessment

∗ (1) Soteriological Pluralism

∗ One of the chief features of salvific pluralism is the claim 
to religious tolerance.

∗ Alister McGrath: "The attraction of pluralism lies…in its 
claim to foster tolerance among the religions."

∗ Problems: 

∗ 1. Pluralism assumes it has a transcendent viewpoint to assess 
various religious aims to arrive at a common goal. 

∗ E.g., John Hick's contention of an underlying reality behind 
all religions, the Real, assumes he has access to new insights 
that hitherto no other religious founder possesses.
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Theological Assessment

∗ (1) Soteriological Pluralism

∗ Leslie Newbigin has critiqued an oft-used illustration 
by pluralists of the story of three blind men touching 
an elephant to support their claims that no one has 
complete truth.

∗ Newbigin points out that the story implicitly assumes 
only the narrator knows that an elephant is being 
touched, and has secretly claimed an epistemological 
superiority with privileged access to information.
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Theological Assessment

∗ (1) Soteriological Pluralism

∗ 2. Pluralism pays a high price for the loss of 
particularity in the Christian faith. In asserting all 
religions are valid, Christ becomes one among many 
possible redeemers. 

∗ This casts into doubt the need for the Great 
Commission since other religions are independently 
salvific. Also, the Christian message becomes reduced 
to cultural or social efforts to uplift the living 
standards of its recipients. The Church becomes 
another NGO.
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Theological Assessment

∗ (1) Soteriological Pluralism

∗ Examples of how pluralists lose the particularity of 
Christ:

∗ Alan Race argues Jesus Christ is only a metaphor for the 
love of God and suggests that the word "incarnation" be 
abandoned due to its cultural specificity.

∗ Paul Knitter describes the normativity of Christ as that 
he is both the norm for other religions, as well as being 
normed by them.
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Theological Assessment

∗ (1) Soteriological Pluralism

∗ In summary, in its attempt to adapt culturally, the 
pluralist position results in a dilution of the gospel that 
is no longer recognizable as distinctively Christian.

∗ Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen concludes that pluralism is not 
a sustainable position "if one wants to stay within the 
contours of the classical Christian view of God".

35

Theological Assessment

∗ (2) Soteriological Inclusivism

∗ The chief merit of inclusivism is it attempts to allow 
for a wider scope of salvation, especially for those who
have not heard of Christ.

∗ Unfortunately, in its current form, it is theologically 
incoherent and contradictory.
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Theological Assessment

∗ (2) Soteriological Inclusivism

∗ Main theological issue: 

∗ Sundering the person of Christ from the work of Christ. 
Philipp Melanchthon (1497-1560): “to know Christ is to 
know his benefits.”

∗ Theologically, inclusivism results in a separation of the 
ontological and epistemological necessities of Christ that 
is too great for traditional Christology to maintain for its 
purposes.
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Theological Assessment

∗ (2) Soteriological Inclusivism

∗ Also, as in pluralism, inclusivism contradicts the logic 
of the Great Commission.

∗ If followers of other religions could be saved by their 
own faiths (through Christ), then there is no rationale
for bringing the gospel to them. 

38



�


Theological Assessment

∗ (2) Soteriological Inclusivism

∗ In fact, evangelism may be deleterious for the non-
Christian, because if she had been presented with the 
message of the gospel by Christians, there is a chance 
that she might reject and be condemned for her 
rejection.

∗ Rather, it might be preferable for her to face God 
herself in the eschaton, than to present her a message 
which might end up even remotely resulting in her 
eternal condemnation, especially when presented by 
limited and sinful human messengers.
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Theological Assessment

∗ (2) Soteriological Inclusivism

∗ Some theologians argue the bible allows for inclusivism. 
E.g. OT Israelites as examples of salvation granted without 
hearing the name of Christ.

∗ The problem with this comparison is that OT believers, 
while not having heard of the name of Christ, are
recipients of special revelation, through theophanies and 
the Mosaic Law and the prophets.

∗ Also, in the OT, faith in God is still a pre-requisite for 
salvation. Gen 15:6:

Abram believed the LORD, and he credited it to him as 
righteousness. (NIV)
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Theological Assessment

∗ (2) Soteriological Inclusivism

∗ So the relationship between the unevangelized with 
God cannot be compared with the OT believers’ 
relationship with God

∗ If inclusivists claim that the unevangelized had access 
to special revelation through their religions, they risk 
lapsing into pluralism.
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Theological Assessment

∗ (2) Soteriological Inclusivism

∗ Others argue that since most theologians accept that 
children who die prematurely and the mentally 
challenged persons are not lost in eternity, hence, 
analogously, the unevangelized could be saved.

∗ However, the difference between children/the mentally 
challenged with general humanity is that they have no 
capacity or opportunity to receive any revelation of 
God.
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Theological Assessment

∗ (2) Soteriological Inclusivism

∗ The bible asserts that humanity do possess some 
knowledge of God through general revelation.

∗ Rom 1:20

For since the creation of the world God’s invisible 
qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have 
been clearly seen, being understood from what has been 
made, so that people are without excuse. (NIV)
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Theological Assessment

∗ (2) Soteriological Inclusivism

∗ This means that children who die prematurely/the 
mentally challenged do not have the same level of 
culpability as the unevangelized who have received 
general revelation of God through created nature.
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Theological Assessment

∗ (3) Soteriological Exclusivism

∗ The main issue pluralists and inclusivists have with 
exclusivists is that their insistence that Christ be
recognized as the only Saviour denies the possibility of 
salvific mechanisms in other faiths.

∗ Such an exclusionary approach seems unacceptably 
intolerant and goes against an inclusive society.
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Theological Assessment

∗ (3) Soteriological Exclusivism

∗ Firstly, we need to remember that the unpalatability 
of a theological position should not be a decisive factor 
in its rejection or acceptance.

∗ (a) If palatability were taken as a theological criterion 
for acceptance, then fundamental doctrines such as 
original sin would also be rejected, since it is 
reasonable to expect most peoples don't like being told 
that they are sinners. 
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Theological Assessment

∗ (3) Soteriological Exclusivism

∗ (b) Christians should resist the temptation to accept a 
doctrine precisely because of its unpalatability. This 
could stem from a misguided attempt by the believer 
to demonstrate that she has moved beyond the stage of 
milk-drinking and can now digest harder doctrines 
(Heb 5:12). 

∗ Therefore, the only warrant for holding on to a 
position is on explicit biblical authority.
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Theological Assessment

∗ (3) Soteriological Exclusivism
∗ Texts such as:

∗ John 14:6 – "Jesus answered, "I am the way and the truth 
and the life. No one comes to the Father except through 
me."

∗ John 3:16-17 – "For God so loved the world that he gave 
his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall 
not perish but have eternal life. For God did not send his 
Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the 
world through him."

∗ Acts 4:12 – "Salvation is found in no one else, for there is 
no other name under heaven given to mankind by which 
we must be saved."
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Theological Assessment

∗ (3) Soteriological Exclusivism

∗ Exceptions to the necessity of the name of Christ being 
heard include : the OT believers, children who die 
prematurely, and the mentally challenged. 

∗ These examples do not attenuate the position of 
soteriological exclusivism but rather demonstrate the 
mercy of God in providing salvation for those who 
incapable or have been inopportune in grasping it.

∗ So what of the fate of the unevangelized? We can trust that 
a just and loving God will not unfairly condemn based on a 
failure to believe in a Saviour they have not heard of but 
will do so only due to sins wilfully committed.
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Summary

∗ Exclusivism, esp. of the moderate form that holds non-
Christian religions are not devoid of values and virtue, 
is biblically and theologically coherent.

∗ By understanding all revelation as God’s revelation, it 
allows for dialogue with the other religions while 
holding to the necessity of the name of Christ for 
salvation by maintaining the distinction between 
general and special revelation.

∗ Current trend in the field – exploring the doctrine of 
the Trinity as a resource to resolving some of these 
issues, i.e. the Trinitarian theology of religions.
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