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ABSTRACT

T'he author discusses three directions in which Chtistianity can be
rcthought:  exclusivist, inclusivist and pluralist. While the
inclusivist view is better than the exclusivist view, both views do
not rethink Christianity in a way that it becomes suitable for a new
ape, Le. globalization, in which we all have to deal with people
from different faiths. Christianity is seen as superior in both the
exclusivist and the inclusivist view. Whereas in the pluralist view
Christianity is seen as one among many religions, which make a

penuine dialogue possible.
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Today, people live in a world that is racially, culturally and
religiously pluralistic. Globalization brings tremendous effects
not only in the socio- economic and political realms but in the cultural and
religious aspects as well. While a few countties, like India and Indonesia,
have been multi-religious for much of their history, today almost all
countries have become multi-religious.” The mmpact of globalization in
drawing religious communities together is something we cannot overlook.
Globalization is indeed creating a new religious reality and a new level of
relationships between religious traditions. Thus, the reality of living
together with people belonging to other faith traditions is inevitable.”
Today the reality of the existence of other cultures and religions is no longer
confined within a certain geographical location or in what was commonly
conceived as 'distant lands'.

Wilfred Cantwell Smith aptly describes the current state of religious
affairs in this manner: “The religious life of mankind from now on if it is to
be lived at all, will be lived in a context of religious pluralism...This is true
for all of us; not only for mankind in general on an abstract level, but for
you and me as individual persons. No longer people of other persuasions
peripheral or distant, the idle cutiosities of traveler's tale. The more alert we
are, and the more involved in life, the more we are finding that they are our
neighbors, our colleagues, our competitors, our fellows. Confucians,
Hindus, Buddhists, Muslims are with us not only in the United Nations,

but down the street. Increasingly not only in our civilization's destiny
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alfected by their actions; but we drmk cotfee with them personally as well”

Mark fucrgensmeyer's observes that scarcely any region in the world is
today composed solely of members of a single strand of a traditional
religton. He says that in an cra of globalization the pace of cultural
interaction and change has increased by seemingly 'exponential expansions
ol degrees'. These fluid processes of cultural interactions, expansions,
syntheses, borrowings and changes have been going on from the catliest
times of recorded history. Religion therefore has always been global in the
scnse that religious communities and traditions have always maintained
'permeable boundaries'. They have moved, shifted and interacted with one
another around the globe. If one thinks of religion as the cultural
cxpression of a people's sense of ultimate significance, it is understandable
that these cultural elements would have moved as people have moved, and
they would interact and change over time just as people have. Although
some  religious traditions claim ultimate basis of truth that are
unchangeable, the fact remains that every tradition contains within it an
cnormous diversity of characteristic and cultural elements gleaned from its
ncighbors. Religion then is global in that it is related to the global
transportation of peoples and transnational acceptance of religious ideas.
Religions in modern times have become religions of plural societies.”

As religions and cultures move, and interact with each othet,
possibilities for immergence of new forms of religion or changes within
cach religious tradition is to be expected. Christianity is no exception to
this process of movement, interaction, adoption, adaptation and change. In
a pluralistic culture, it is impossible for Christians to ignore the existence of
other flourishing world religions. The question then of how Christianity is
supposed to understand and relate itself with other faith traditions in a
pluralistic setting 1s something that Christians today must scriously
consider. T'his question 1s quite sensitive and at the same time problematic.

As it appears, Christans are divided on this issue and it is unfeasible o
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generalize at this point and come up with something that we can call a
Christian response to the challenge of religious and cultural pluralism. To
do that is to deny the different contesting views held by various Chtistian
groups with different claims and convictions.

In this paper, I lay out three dominant theological thoughts and
perceptions on the relation of Christianity to other religions, and analyze
these positions and relate them to contemporary issues of religious
pluralism. I also propose new ways of thinking Christianity that is both
consistent with the Christian faith and relevant to the current socio-cultural
and religious context. Keenly aware of the threats and the dangers of inter-
religious conflict and of the need for peace and cooperation between wotld
religions, this paper poses the challenge of the necessity and urgency of

inter-faith dialogue.

1. The exclusivist, absolutist view

The exclusivist concept is used to denote the historic Christian view
that salvation cannot be found in other religions. Jesus is understood as
both revealer and redeemer, the one individual through whom God has
reconciled the world to Himself. Thus the only way that the salvation in
Christ may be appropriated is by heating and responding in faith to the
gospel of the historic Jesus. Revelation and redemption come only in Christ
Jesus and not through any other religion.’

Generally, the position that the Christian Church has maintained from
the fifth to the sixteenth centuries is that of Extra Ecclesiam nulla sallus,
that is, outside of the Church there is no salvation. In 1442 BCE, the
Catholic Church unequivocally stated, “The Holy Roman Church firmly
believes, confesses and proclaims that no one outside the Catholic Chutch,
neither heathen nor Jew nor unbeliever, nor schismatic will have a share in
eternal life but rather is condemned to the eternal fire prepared for the devil

and his angels unless he joins the Catholic Church before his death.
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laithfulness to the revelation in Christ as attested in Scripture requites
everyone to believe that all those who have not made an cxplicit
commitment of faithin Christare eternally lost.”’

Hendrik Kraemer, taking his clue from the well known protestant
theologian Catl Barth, is one very important and strong proponent of this
position. While he believes that religion is 2 widesptead feature of human
experience and while Christianity as it exists in history shares many of the
characteristics of a religion, the gospel is the announcement of an unique
event, something that cannot be put in a class along other events. Kraemer
does not deny the universal graciousness of God towatds all people, but he
believes that the Church has been charged with the unique and unshareable
responsibility of making known to all peoples the mighty event in which
reconciltation 1s offered to the whole world. He does not recognize any of
the world religions as salvation alternatives to Christ.”

Evangelical and fundamentalist Christians, who have maintained a
conservative view and a narrow concept of salvaton, also mostly hold this
theological position. For instance, the Lausanne Covenant in 1974, which
was attended by evangelical theologians from about 150 countries,
reconfirmed the spirit of the Frankfurt Declaration. The declaration
categorically rejected any possibility of salvation through other religions.
And a dialogue with other religions would then mean a compromising with
other faith traditions.” The Lausanne Covenant was a reaction to the
increasing mood of dialogue with other religions since the New Delhi
conference of the World Council of Churches in 1961.The Lausanne
Covenant declared the uniqueness and universality of Christ as follows:
“We also reject as derogatory to Christ and the Gospel every kind of
syncretism and dialogue which implies that Christ speaks equally through
all religions and ideologies. Jesus Christ, being Himself the only God-man,
who gave Himself as the only ransom for sinners, is the only mediator

. . . y
between GGod and Man. There is no other name by which we mustbe saved.”
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The Lausanne Covenant strictly rejected the tendency of syncretisniand
strongly denied the possibility of salvation through other religions. T'he
Manila Manifesto, which came out during the 'Lausanne Manila' in 1989,
expresses the same sentiment. The conference was attended by
approximately three thousand evangelical Christians from 170 countries to
reflect on the theme 'Calling the Whole Church to take the Whole Gospel
to the Whole Wotld'. The manifesto had twenty-one items of confessions.
The seventh item of confession declared the impossibility of salvation
through other religions as follows: “We affirm that the other religions and
ideologies atre not alternative paths to God, and that human spirituality, if
unredeemed by Chitist, leads not to God but to judgment, for Christ is the
only Way.”]0 The third item of confession showed the uniqueness of Jesus
Christ as follows: “We ate called to proclaim Christ in an increasingly
pluralistic world. Because human beings are sinful, even religious people
are in need of Chtist's redemption. We therefore reject both the relativism
which regard all religions and spiritualities as equally valid approaches to
God, and the syncretism which tries to mix faith in Christ with other faiths.
In the past we have sometimes been guilty of adopting towatrds adherents of
other faiths attitudes of ignotance, arrogance, disrespect and even hostility.
We repent of this. We nevertheless, are determined to bear a positive and
uncompromising witness to the uniqueness of our Lord, in His life, death
and resurrection, in all aspects of our evangelistic work including interfaith
dialogue.”

This absolutist and exclusivist theological position implies that the only
option that is open to Christians in relation to other religions is to preach
the Gospel as respectfully and sensitively as possible, and to challenge other
religions to Christian discipleship. The other implication of the position is
that all religious traditions in themselves are devoid of the knowledge of
God and are in fact in rebellion against God. This position is problematic

and presents a lot of difficulties not only in a thcological and doctrinal
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sense, but also in the cthical and practical sense. As pointed out by
Panikkar, 1t carrics with it the obvious danget of intolerance and contempt
for others. It further bears the intrinsic weakness of assuming an almost
surely logical conception of truth and the uncritical attitude of an
¢pistemological immaturity.”' This positon does not also allow any
possibility for openness and acceptance of the validity of other religions. 1f
Christianity is the only true religion, then logically it follows that all the rest
are to be false. If salvation is in Chmustianity alone, then all the rest are
condemned to eternal damnation and unless they turn and accept
Christianity as the only true and valid religion they will never be saved. It
must be observed that the over all witness of the Bible if taken from its
proper context does not support exclusivism, but rather affirms diversity of
faith expressions. In a culturally and religiously pluralistic wotld of today
the exclusivist view exhibits the danger of promoting more mistrust,
prejudice, hatred and violence. Thus, it requires a more careful rethinking

and evaluation.

2. The inclusivist view

Inclusivism allows that salvation is possible to adherents of other faiths,
but attributes it to the secret and often unrecognized work of Christ in
other religions. This is a view that there is a general revelation of God which
is corrupted by human sin, a revelation sufficient to make people
accountable for their sin but not to save them. Thus, some revelations may
he found in other religions, but not in enough clarity to make salvation
possible in any way apart from hearing the gospel of Jesus Christ. The most
influential of this position is Karl Rahner, whose thoughts had strongly
infucnced and tevolutionized the Roman Catholic's exclusivist position,
Rahner affirmed that if God is present in other religions, people in those

traditions may know God too. The awareness of the divine in other
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religions tells us not to down play and ignore these rcligi(ms.” The second
Vatican Council of 1965 marked a significant beginning of a morc open
and tolerant attitude. For the first time the Catholic Church has formally
declared itself against a narrow-minded, arrogant absolutism which posits
its own truth absolutely over the truth of others.

In the Council documents, like nostra aetate, we see an opening for a
reassessment of the issue. It says that “The Catholic Church rejects nothing
which is true and holy in other religions, and those also can attain
everlasting salvation who through no fault of their own do not know the
Gospel of Jesus Christ or His Church, yet sincerely seek God, and moved by
his grace, strive by their deeds to do his will as it is known to them through
the dictates of their conscience.”” Here, the Catholic Church affirms that
the God revealed in Jesus Chtist cannot be confined to the Christian
Churches. He is the God and Father of all mankind therefore he is not only
present in Christianity, but also in other religions. In a background paper
prepared and presented for the Round Table Conference on Mission held
in Hong Kong in 1999, Felix Wilfred pointed very clearly out the advances
that have been made since the second Vatican Council in affording greater
recognition to teligions themselves as having a role in God's economy of
salvation, and in looking upon the presence and activity of the Holy Spirit
as affecting not only individuals “but all society, and history, peoples,
cultures and religions.”14

Here, we see a significant shift and development in the Catholic
Church's theological thinking. Whereas before the Catholic Church
understood Christianity as the absolute religion being founded on the
unique event of the incarnation of God in Jesus Christ, now there is 2
dawning realization that God's grace and purpose for salvation is for all
mankind, therefore, salvation is available not only for Christians, but also
for people of other faith traditions. However, a careful analysis of this

position shows that still the one who accepts the gospel has a greater chance
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ol salvation than the "anonymous Christian'. 'This view, though, allows the
cllects of Jesus' death and resurrection to actually work outside the Church
within and through other religions. 1t only insists that in Jesus, God's gift of
saving love, is actually offered or constituted, and thercefore only in Jesus is
God's truth fully revealed. In Jesus and in his Church alone all the truths
and values of other religions are to find fulfillment.

Paul Knitter observes that Christians who have an inclustvist attitude
are more open and tolerant and they may seek a more positive, a more
dinlogical Christian approach to other faiths than conservative Evangelical
Christians. In this view, some people who have heard the name of Jesus may
appropriate the saving efficacy of God's historic redemption in Jesus
through a tentative but genuine faith response to the presence of cosmic
Christ in general revelation. However, in this Christian view of other
relipions, the image of anonymous Chiistianity has clear limits. It states not
only that there is saving grace won by Christ and essentially oriented
towards him, but it also maintains that other religions are incomplete until
they come to know and embrace Christ. Only in him can they find their
(rue identity and the fullness of salvation.”

l.eslic Newbegin sees inclusivism as quite appealing in that, it retains the
unique centrality of Christ as the sole bearer and dispenser of salvation and
yel at the same time avoids the morally hideous idea that God relegates to
condemnation the majority of the human race, who has not accepted Jesus
as their Lord and Savior. It is thus a “comfortable package enabling
Christianity to go on regarding itself as superior while at the same time
being charitable to the people of other r(:]jgions.”]6 Logically, if salvation is
only through the atoning work of Christ, then salvation is by definition
Christian salvation and it is asserted that Christianity alone knows and
proclamms its fulfillment.

So, on the surface we sce that the inclusivist position appears to be very

(olerant, open and all-aceepting. Nothing is rejected and all is fitted to its
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proper place. It can easily embrace different thought and belief systems.
However, it also has its own inconsistencies. While it acknowledges the
validity of other faith traditions and the possibility of salvation for those
who practice other religions, it presents Christianity as a supetior religion, a
super structute in which other religions find fulfillment and satisfaction.
Of course, another question is whether or not, nostra aestate — the official
pronouncements of the Catholic Church that calls for a2 mote open and
tolerant attitude towards other religions are expressed in actual
missiological approaches and practices of the Roman Catholic Church and
in its engagements with other faith tradidons. Again, quite clearly,
inclusivism, which in itself is not free from absolutism and superiority,
does not encourage positive relations, but only triggers animosities and
contempt between Christianity and other faith traditions. This position
therefore is incapable of addressing current issues related to the problem of

religious and cultural pluralism.

3. The pluralist view

Pluralism is the recognition of the integrity of each religion in all its
diverse particularities. It renounces every claim that Christianity is
absolute, unique, definitive, final, normative and ultimate or universal.
Instead, Christianity must be viewed as only one religion among many, and
Jesus as only one savior among others. John Hick is one of the most
influential figures associated with this position. John Hick disclaims
Christian absolutism and any uniqueness or centrality for Christianity
among the religions. Using his well-known analogy of the Copernican
revolution in astronomy, he has argued that we require a shift from the
dogma that Christ is at the center to the realization that it is God who is at
the center and that all religions of mankind, including our own, serve and
revolve around him."

John Hick and other proponents of this view arguc that the witness of
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e New Testunent and the Christian tradition needs to be reinterpreted in
e of plaralism. While Christians can proclaim Jesus to be truly Savior
ol the waorld, yer, he is not the only savior of the world. In other words, the
naving tole of Jesus remains universal, that is, meant for all peoples, not just
C hyotrans; hut this role is not exhaustive of what God is up to in the world.
ho, st as Christians may announce that Jesus and his message are necessary

fot hunmanity to understand and live what God intends for creation, so
might other religious figures or revelations be equally necessary.”

I'his position that regards all religious traditions as equally necessary is
Ianed on three basic assumptions. Firstly, God is the Creator and Sustainer
ol alllife, therefore, God is concerned with the whole human family. While
Giod may call any one person or community into service to further God's
prposes in the world, no community is closer or more important to God
thun another. All persons regardless of race, culture and teligion are equally
the children of God. God does not show pattiality. Secondly, all human
atempts to understand and respond to God are ambiguous and not
ahroluie. All religious traditions ate witnesses to specific events and specific
salvilic figures that are in the experience of the community. These specific
events and faith experiences are special to the respective communities. It is
therelore inappropriate for others who do not share the 'story' to judge the
truth and authenticity of these experiences and affirmations. Thitdly,
Christans are only one among many witnesses to God, and one people
wonp many others who witness to a life in relationship to God. While
Chnstanity is distinet and different from othets, there is no reason to
beheve that it is in any way supetior to others or that it has been the
culmmation or end of other revelatory experiences. This means that anyonc
who wants to talk about God must be attentive to what other expetiences of
Giod have been among other human beings. They are part of the data of
theolopy. Therefore, people belonging to different faith traditions are

. . . . 19
fetHow pilgrims in the journey of” faich.
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Wesley Ariarajah observes that the Chrisdan Church has reluctantly
opened its door to the truth that each religious tradition is in some sensc
unique and has an inner cohesive vision of reality that is peculiar to the
place of its origin or to the prophetic figure whose intense experience
matked its beginnings.” The specificity of each religion is also expressed in
the philosophical, cultural, linguistic and geo-political realities, the cultural
traits of the periods of origin and other factors that shape its religious
expetiences, beliefs and practices.” Each religion also claims universality,
cither implicitly or explicitly. For instance, in religions like Christianity
and Islam, belief in the universality of the respective faiths is built into their
own self-understandings. It finds expression in the claim to validity of their
faith experience to all people, which is backed up by the intention to bring
the message to all human beings. The Jewish claim to universality is
eschatological, it holds up the hope that in the 'last days' nations will come
to Zion, the city of God, to confess the Lord as God and to walk in the ways
of righteousness and peace. Buddhism also expresses the same claims to
universality in its belief that all human beings will be liberated from their
bondage to tanha (craving) or avidya (ignorance) if only they see what they
have seen to be the truth about the nature of reality. Universality of
religious traditions can also be argued on the basis that most of them
emphasize common human values, like love, compassion, justice, peace
and other common virtues.”

From this perspective, therefore, Christianity is only one of the strands
of the religious history of humankind. The truth of what it says about God
and how God relates to humankind should stand or fall on its own merit.
The claims to one, only, decisive, final, etc., are human constructs and do
not represent the overall message and testimony of the Bible. These
affirmations seek to give theological reality and significance to other
religious traditions that have generally been considered by Christians to be

in error, or, in some sense, preparatory to the Christian message. This
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posttion, while being widely and severely criticized among different
¢ hnstian circles, appears to be more relevant and makes sense in addressing
the current pluralistic conditions. Indeed, unless Christians get rid of the
assumed superiority and absolutism they will never be able to engage
themselves with other people belonging to different religious persuasions

it a4 mote genuine and meaningful way.

Rethinking Christianity: A theological and moral challenge

[t must be observed that the new global religious phenomenon has put
(he isolationist, absolutist and exclusivist tendency of Christianity under
pressure. It threatens Christians' claims for supremacy and universal
sipnificance. In recent years, many Christian theologians have become
increasingly aware of the necessity of positioning their own understanding
of the Christian faith within a context of plutalism. Keenly aware of this
relipious phenomenon, Paul Knitter presents, what he calls, a paradigm
shift from eithet exclusivism or inclusivism to pluralism, which is a move
(rom insistence on absolutism towatd a tecognition of the independent
validity of other ways.” He criticizes Christianity's claim of absolutism and
insists that no religion has the monopoly of religious truth.” This
conclusion leads to the dialogical imperative, because it is through dialogue
with members of other faith traditions that we can expand or correct the
(ruth that we have, thereby overcoming the limitations of our own
vicwpoint.25

Cantwell Smith dismisses, what he calls, the fallacy held by traditional
(hristians that they alone will be saved.” Smith regards Christianity's view
(hat their own forms of doctrines and practices are given by God and other
(orms are not as idolatrous.” From a historical perspective, John Hick
describes the destructive effects of the assumption of Christian superiority,
which can be evidently seen in the anti-Semitism of Christians against the

. . . . . 28 .
Jews and in the European colonization and imperial enterprise. This
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superiority complex breeds animosities and threatens peaceful coexistence
among people belonging to different religious traditions.” John Cobb, in
his book Beyond Dialogue, joins Knitter, Smith and Hick in rejecting the
deep-seated tendency of Christians to absolutize their tradition.
Supporting the need for Chtistians to engage in dialogue with members of
other teligious tradidons, he insists that “Christians should set aside all
claims of exclusiveness that entails a monopoly of wisdom and respect the
other traditions as comparable in worth.” »

J.B. Banawitatma, using the Javanese traditional ritual of slametan as an
example of communal and religious cooperation, strongly affirms the need
for different religious traditions to move through the “dialogue of life with
in a holistic paradigm.”31 He maintains that there is a need for collaborative
efforts among academicians, intellectuals, institutions, movements of civil
society and different teligious traditions for dialogue and reconciliation.
He believes the current situation requires a ne\x} understanding of other
faiths and other religions. People must create common ground and
discover both what unites them and what can focus their divergent interests.

Aloysius Pietis maintains that each religious tradition is specific and
that we need to respect this specificity in our relationships and dialogues.32
In his view, “cach teligious tradition is a singular phenomenon and is in a
way a judgment passed on every other religion.”” He also maintains that
religions are “so many alternative configurations of basic human values
and that it is therefore in their nature to provoke comparison and mutual
criticism, confrontation and reciprocal correction”” He sees these
dimensions of relationship as positive signs for mutual understanding and
dialogue. Howevet, he is quick to point out that this is not the case, because
Christianity, especially Western Christianity, has been passing judgment,
criticism and corrections on other religions to articulate its own
u‘niqueness.33 Pannikat points out that since the Christianization of

Europe, the West had one sole paradigm at its disposal to understand the
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religious phenomenon: namely its own Christian experience. Thus, the
“philosophy of one religion became the 'Philosophy of Religion'.””

Kenneth Cracknell, in his book Towards a New Relationship, says that
this development within the Western Christian tradition along with the
“legracies of earlier missionary theologies” and the “prejudices stemming
from the assumption of cultural supremacy by the colonizers” rolled into
“one sad tangle” that “makes it difficult for Western Christians and for us
who have inherited this hetitage to think in new ways. Cracknell suggests
that Christians must “unravel some of these unblessed ties” that “binds
them in knots.”” Paul Knitter suggests that the situation calls for a shift
from alien to neighbot, from monologue to dialogue. He observes that
throughout most of Church history, the religious others have been for
Christians the alien others. If thete was any positive Christian relationship
with them it was one of trying to convert them, because they were moving
away from God toward eternal damnation.” The encounter of world
religions can lead to profound and transforming experiences. Deep
affinities and deep divergences will be discovered. This kind of encounter
can lead to a much deeper understanding of one's own religion. Deeper
understanding may involve significant changes in a person's interpretation
of his faith. Hocking calls the process as 'reconception' for what could and
should happen when one teligion meets another in real encounters.”

Owen maintains that the fact for the existence of other great living
wortld religions, with ancient traditions, millions of adherents and claims to
universality, cries out for reinterpretation from a Christian point of view.
‘There is a necessity of 2 measure of wotld community in the face of cultural
and religious diversity, and a necessity for the beginning of real encounters

between adherents of the world religions.38

The Challenge of Inter-faith Dialogue

In spite of the dominant exclusivist view among Christians, there is a
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growing conviction that in a pluralistc setting Christian mission should be
concerned with dialogue and encounters between persons or cncounter
between Christians and people of other faiths. In such dialogue and
encounters, it should be presumed that particular local contexts in which
people of different religious traditions live and wotk together are
significant and should be respected for this encountet to take place. Stanley
J- Samarta, a well-known Indian theologian, says that “dialogue is the most
important essence to search Christianity itself. Thetefore, the Christian
Church must give attention to the importance of dialogue with other
religions.”39 Raimundo Panikkar expresses the same conviction. He
maintains that who wants to discetn reality in this pluralistic world, must
not depend on one's own conscience only, but also understand and receive
the conscience of others.” The second Vatican Council's declaration on the
relation of the Church to non-Christian religions abandons Christianity's
absolute claims on truth and expresses the need for intet-religious dialogues
to unite different religions to work together for the common cause of
promoting the well-being of mankind by forgetting the bitter memories of
the past.” Here, we see the inevitable development of religious pluralism
that poses critical challenges against traditional views of exclusivism. Thus,
it poses the need for dialogue.

Indeed, the call for inter-religious dialogue is not new. In the past
decades there have been attempts at initiating ecumenical dialogues that
promote peace and mutual understanding among different faith traditions.
For instance, The World Council of Chutches (WCC) and the Pontifical
Council for Interfaith Dialogue (PCID) have begun initiating moves for
religious dialogues as part of their ongoing ministties.” There are also
increased initiatives on the part of other religious communities to support
dialogues among different faith traditions. The National Council of
Churches in the Philippines,” for example, has also initiated peace

programs and religious dialogues between Christians and Muslims in
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Mindanao and the propran his been gomg on fora number of years now.

The prolileration of International Taterfaith Organizations brings the

possibility of interfaith experience to many thousands of people at all levels
of responsibility within thetr religious communities. Schools in several
countries have begun to discuss multi-faith curricula; university courses on
inter-religious dialogue are being developed and offered. One example is
the Inter-religious Study Program of the Indonesian Consortium for
Religious Studies in Yogyakarta, Indonesia, which brings together scholars
from different religious traditions for mutual learning and enrichment.

These wider interfaith movements are further strengthened by calls to
pray together on a number of occasions and invitations to engage in
common struggles for peace, justice, human rights and other ethical and
political issues that call for concerted cfforts among different religious
traditions. These interfaith dialogues arc aimed at engaging in mutual
interaction with a view of creating a community of conversation, learning
from each other, mutual enrichment and coopetation. Some go further to
cnvision the transformation of all religious traditions as the result of their
cncounters with others. The subjects of dialoguc are either doctrinal and
iheological or common concerns that religious traditions face together in
the wortld, such as issucs of peace, justice, human rights, violence,
¢nvironment, the place of women in religion and society, and so on.”

l.ooking back, however, one casily recognizes that there are aspects of
the dialogue that remain unexplored. While it is true that there have been
numerous interfaith dialogues at local, national, international and global
levels, it seems to appear that the impacts of thesc dialogues are minimal
and not much has been achieved in terms of fostering honest and truly
cnriching dialogues among different religious traditions. There are still
clements of mistrust and doubts that need to be overcome for a real and
penuine dialogue to take place. Again, it scems that most of the previous

dinlogues were top-level dialogues that mvolved only a few scholars and
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academicians and not much has been done on the grassroots level. A
dialogue should not be limited to academic discussions on conceptual
ideas. The ongoing dialogue in day-to-day life should not be ignored. It
should not only be among chosen representatives, but it should spread into
wider circles involving larger numbers of people and communities. For
inter-faith dialogue to create more impact, the 'dialogue of life' (as proposed
by Banawiratma) that takes into account the daily encounters and
fellowship of people within communities who belong to different faith
persuasions, it should be pursued more vigorously. For inter-faith dialogue
to prospet, it must go beyond mere formalities and top-level talks and move
into the concrete and practical. The praxis of inter-faith dialogue is more
important than its theories and abstract formulations. It must be seen in
practice and in the ways people of different cultural and reﬁgious

backgrounds and orientations relate to each other in daily life.

Conclusion

Thete has been a growing realization among different Christian groups
of the need to rethink Christianity in the light of the changing historical,
socio-political and cultural context. The second Vatican Council marked a
significant beginning of a new kind of thinking that moves away from the
traditional exclusivist stance that regards Christianity as absolute and the
only true religion. This significant shift in the Church's theological
thinking allows some possibilities for other religions to possess some degree
of truth, but it still views Christianity as the fulfillment of other religions.
The most significant development that has tevolutionized Christianity's
way of thinking is the pluralist view, which maintains the validity and
uniqueness of each religion. It questions Christianity's absolute claims as
the only true, final and ultimate religion. Instead, Christianity is viewed as
only one religion among many, and Jesus as only one savior among others,

In spite of these recent developments, Christians are still divided on the
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issuc of whether or not Christianity should maintain her superior and
exclusivist thinking and attitude. Some Christians are still exclusivists,
some inclusivists, while some are pluralists.

The present socio-cultural and religious context, however, calls for a
new and a more meaningful understanding and interpretation of the
Christian faith. Today, everybody is the next-door neighbor and spiritual
ncighbor of everyone else in the wotld. People of different races, colors,
cultures and religions not only meet but interpenetrate each other's lives.
Every religion that exists in the wotld is like all cultural possibilities and
actualities of other people. They have become part of one's own existential
situation. No longer merely theoretically but in concrete reality of living
together in one community. This particular context puts the absolute claim
of our own faith into question. How is Christianity supposed to deal with
today's pluralism? What should be the Christian position with regards to
the religious pluralism in the world of today? From the earliest times,
Christianity understands itself as the absolute religion, intended for all.
Chtistianity cannot recognize any other religion beside itself as equal of
right. The traditional relation of the Christian Church to other religious
traditions was that of proselytizing evangelism. This kind of thinking and
attitude, however, is brought into setious question by current realities and
appears not consistent with Christianity's basic teachings. The Vatican
Council, for instance, states: “The Church denounces any sort of
discrimination as something that destroys universal brotherhood. We
cannot call on God, the Father of all men, if there are any men whom we
refuse to treat as brothers, since all men are created in God's image.” The
Bible teaches that man's relation to God the Father is connected with his
relation to his fellowmen in such a way that scripture says 'He that loveth
not, knoweth not God' (1 John 4:8). The Church condemns all
discrimination between men and all conflicts of race, colot, class or creed as

being contrary to the mind of Christ,
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This Christian idealism must be seen in practice. It is not easy and many
of us have yet to learn what it is to live together as partners in a world of
religious and cultural plurality. But the only way Christianity can become
consistent with her faith is to live out the spitit of love, compassion,
humility, brothethood and sisterhood and other Christian values that
promote peace and harmony among all peoples of the world. Not to do that
is to deny the Biblical vision of full humanity and harmony among all
God's creations. Unless men and women can learn to be loyal and
committed to each other across religious boundaries, unless we can build a
wotld in which people of different faiths can live together and work
together peacefully and harmoniously, then peace will remain an illusive
dream and will not become a reality. Faced with alarming realities of wars,
poverty, environmental destruction and other pressing global issues,
cooperation among different religious traditions is a moral imperative,

The call for continues inter-faith dialogue is relevant. Through
dialogues we strive to break down bartiers and recognize all men and
women as neighbors, as fellows, as sons and daughter of the universal
Father. Wilfred Cantwel Smith strongly asserts that we do not become truly
Chtistian until we have reached out towards a community that turns
mankind into one total 'we'. He says that in today's highly pluralistic
society the question is whether it is morally right for Christians to say, “We
are saved” and you are “damned”, “we believe that we know God and we are
right, you believe that you know God but you are totally wrong,” Smith
believes that this attitude antagonizes and alienates rather than reconciles, it
is arrogant rather than humble, it segregates rather than unites.”

Dialogue with other religions is essential to human survival and
necessary for the sake of peace in the wotld. In our present historical milieu,
Hans Kung strongly suggests that different world religions should be keen
to recognize their responsibility for peace, love of neighbor, reconciliation

and forgiveness instead of creating conflicts.” With that, the question is
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whether or not Christians should really stick to their traditional exclusivist
and absolutist way of thinking, or is there a need for Christians to rcthink
and reshape their theological understanding in a manner that is both
consistent with their faith and relevant to the present context. If Christians
believe that God works among all, regardless of race and creed, then, there is
a need to respect and show appreciation to what God is doing in the lives of
people who do not adhere to what Christians believe in. To say that God is
not present in all is blasphemy. It is false witness against the Creator. Itis a
human attempt to put limits on God and to dictate to God where God

might and might not be active.
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