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The Challenge of Religious Pluralism 
by Harold Netland 

Even a cursory survey of the theological literature of the 
past three decades indicates that theologians have discovered 
what missionaries and nonwestern Christians have known for 
a long time: we live in a religiously pluralistic world in which 
the great majority of people hold religious convictions quite 
different from those of orthodox Christianity. 

Today there is unprecedented interaction between various 
cultures, and western theologians are becoming aware as never 
before of the great diversity among religious traditions, and 
also of the implications of this for doing Christian theology. 
For someone who has done his or her theologizing exclusively 

Harold Netland is a missionary in Japan serving with the Evan
gelical Free Church of America. Portions of this essay appeared in 
earlier form in Dr. Netland's "Religious Pluralism and Truth," in 
Trinity Journal, 6, (1985) pp. 74-87, and are included here with 
permission of the editor. 
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within the western intellectual context, it can be most unset
tling to be invited, for example, to give a series of lectures in, 
say, Kyoto or Bangalore, and there to be exposed firsthand to 
sophisticated, articulate, and sincere adherents of other faiths, 

With increased awareness of religious pluralism has come 
a host of disconcerting and perplexing questions: If Christi
anity is the true religion, why is it that so much of today's 
world rejects it in favor of diametrically opposing religious 
traditions? Why are there so many diverse religions? Is it the
ologically and morally acceptable to maintain that one religion 
is uniquely true, and that others are at best incomplete or even 
false? Is Jesus Christ really so unique after all? The challenge 
to Christian theology posed by pluralism should not be min
imized, Canon Max Warren seems to have had prophetic in
sight when he observed-almost thirty years ago-that the 
impact of agnostic science upon theology will turn out to have 
been as mere child's play when compared to the challenge to 
Christian theology of the faith of other men.1 



The growing awareness of religious pluralism is forcing 
many theologians today to grapple in a fresh way with the 
issue of the relation of Christianity to other faiths. And this 
is as it should be, for as Wilfred Cantwell Smith notes, the 
fact of pluralism should affect the way in which theology is 
conducted in the West: 

How does one account, theologically, for the fact of 
man's religious diversity? This is really as big an issue, 
almost, as the question of how one accounts theologi
cally for evil-but Christian theologians have been much 
more conscious of the fact of evil than that of religious 
pluralism .... From now on any serious intellectual 
statement of the Christian faith must include, if it is to 
serve its purpose among men, some sort of doctrine of 
other religions. We explain the fact that the Milky Way 
is there by the doctrine of creation, but how do we ex
plain the fact that the Bhagavad Gita is there?2 

Consequently, over the past quarter century, questions re
garding the relation of Christianity to other faiths have been 
addressed in the writings of P. Tillich, K. Barth, H. Kraemer, 
S.C. Neill, K. Rahner, H. Kung, R. Panikker, W. Pannenberg, 
J.A.T. Robinson, J.B. Cobb, Jr., J. Macquarrie, J. Moltmann, J. 
Hick, and W. Cantwell Smith, as well as a host of lesser fig
ures.3 

of the " ... sheer incredibility to the modern person of an 
exclusivist approach ... " to the relation among religions.4 The 
evangelical Christian, who maintains the unique truth of the 
claims of Scripture and rejects as false any rival claim, is very 
much on the defensive in contemporary discussions of plu
ralism. 

Why has exclusivism fallen into such disrepute? Several 
widely accepted, yet dubious, assumptions seem to be re
sponsible. First, much of contemporary theology is inundated 
with a pervasive epistemological skepticism which regards any 
claim to religious truth as problematic, and which views with 
incredulity those who hold that God has definitively revealed 
himself in one particular tradition. Closely related is the re
jection of the universal (viz., transcultural and timeless) and 
exclusive (viz., a true statement necessarily excludes its con
tradictory as false) nature of truth as being "Greek" or "Ar
istotelian," and thus not necessarily valid in today's pluralistic 
world. Roger Trigg notes that historically, epistemological and 
moral relativism have always been attractive options when 
people who had previously led settled and complacent lives 
are suddenly confronted with new and different ideas and 
practices.5 It is hardly surprising, then, to see that an increas
ingly influential relativism has accompanied the growing 
awareness of cultural and religious pluralism. 

Second, it is frequently assumed that there is something 

We live in a religiously pluralistic world in which the great majority of people hold religious 
convictions quite different from those of orthodox Christianity. 

Undoubtedly most persons-at least until recent times
have concluded that since some conflicting truth-claims are 
made by the major religions, not all the claims made by the 
various traditions can be true. At least some must be false. 
For example, it has traditionally been held that the Muslim 
and the orthodox Christian cannot both be correct on the ques
tion of the identity of Jesus of Nazareth. We might, for con
venience, refer to this as the exclusivist position. As I use the 
term, exclusivism maintains that if the central claims of a given 
religion R are true, then if the claims of another religion S 
contradict those of R the claims of S are to be rejected as false. 
We should note that as here defined exclusivism does not 
entail that if the central claims of one religion are true then 
all of the claims of the other religions must be false; nor does 
it entail that all of the other religions are without inherent 
value. It simply maintains that if two or more incompatible 
beliefs are advanced by various religions they cannot all be 
true. 

On this definition, orthodox Christianity has historically 
been exclusivist. When claims from Buddhism or Islam con
tradict those of Scripture, the former have been rejected as , 
false. What is often overlooked, however, is that most other 
traditions (with the possible exception of certain forms of Hin
duism) are also exclusivist. For example, Theravada Buddhism 
rejects as false those claims made by Christians which are 
incompatible with its central beliefs. 

Now the fact that there are a number of exclusivist tradi
tions presents what is often:regarded as the scandal of religious 
pluralism-the problem of conflicting truth-claims, with the 
apparent implicatiol,'I that millions of devout and sincere peo
ple are embracing false beliefs. In part as a result of great 
personal contact with adherents of other faiths, exclusivism is 
increasingly being rejected by Christian theologians and even 
missionaries as naive, arrogant, intolerant, and a vestige of an 
immoral religious imperialism. Thus, Waldron Scott, former 
general secretary of the World Evangelical Fellowship, speaks 

arrogant and intolerant about holding that one religion is true 
and that those which are incompatible with it are false. Sim
ilarly, it is sometimes claimed that exclusivism must be re
jected since it allegedly produces such reprehensible effects 
upon the interaction between adherents of different faiths. 
And, since today we are all members of an interdependent 
global community, it is claimed that we must at all costs strive 
for peaceful coexistence and harmony, and that accusing ad
herents of other religions of embracing false beliefs is some
how incompatible with this. 

And third, it is increasingly accepted today that if God is 
indeed a God of love, he is morally obligated to provide all 
persons with equal opportunity for responding to him; and 
that maintaining that salvation is necessarily linked to per
sonal response to the person and work of Jesus Christ is in
compatible with God's love and goodness, since it allegedly 
cuts off from the possibility of salvation those who through 
no fault of their own have never heard of the gospel of Jesus 
Christ. Accordingly, christologies which see Jesus Christ as 
being uniquely and exclusively divine, and thus normative for 
all persons, are increasingly being criticized for being out of 
touch with the realities of our pluralistic world. As a result of 
these and other related assumptions, a strong reaction against 
the perceived evils of exclusivism has resulted in a preoccu
pation with dialogue and searching out areas of agreement 
among religions at the expense of considerations of truth. 

Consequently, a growing number of theologians and mis-
, sion leaders are rejecting .exclusivism in favor of a more open 

posture which sees God at work in all the major religions. 
Many-such as Karl Rahner, Hans Kung, and John B. Cobb, 
Jr.-are willing to admit that God has revealed Himself in other 
traditions besides Christianity and that other faiths offer au
thentic ways of salvation, while also still maintaining in some 
sense the superiority, uniqueness, and normativity of Jesus 
Christ. However, such "mediating" positions are vigorously 
attacked from both the theological right and the left. Con-
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servatives accuse them of failing to take seriously the biblical 
data on the exclusivity of the person and work of Christ, while 
radical theologians chide them for still holding on (in some 
sense) to the uniqueness and normativity of Christ. Thus, the 
central focus of much of the debate over the proper Christian 
response to other religions is upon christological issues.6 

The Theocentric Model 
Of particular interest in recent years has been the emer

gence of a growing number of theologians who accept what 
Paul Knitter calls the "theocentric model" of the relation among 
religions.7 Although individual thinkers vary in details, all 
who put forward this model agree that any christology which 
allows for the absoluteness, exclusivity, or normativity of Jesus 
Christ must be rejected. In contrast to exclusivism, the theo
centric model holds that it is the one God who is ultimately 
at the center of reflection and devotion in all the various re
ligions, and thus no single religion can claim superiority or 
definitive truth. While recognizing significant differences 
among religions, it is maintained that ultimately all the major 
traditions are authentic historically and are culturally condi
tioned responses to the same divine reality. Just as there are 

the Christian religion was founded by God-on-earth in 
person, it is then very hard to escape from the traditional 
view that all mankind must be converted to the Christian 
faith. 13 

Accordingly, he urges us to reinterpret the doctrine of the 
Incarnation as a "mythological idea," a "figure of speech, a 
piece of poetic imagery" which signifies that Jesus is "our 
sufficient, effective, and saving point of contact with God."14 

By understanding the Incarnation in mythological categories, 
Hick claims that Christians can maintain God is truly to be 
encountered in Jesus but not that God is uniquely or defini
tively revealed in Jesus. God can and does reveal Himself in 
similar ways through other great religious figures. 

But if the various religions all reflect the same divine reality, 
why the bewildering diversity in the respective conceptions 
of the divine? Why are there conflicting truth-claims about the 
nature of the divine reality? Hick has a two-fold answer which 
brings us to the heart of his theory. 

First, the various conceptions of the divine found in the 
major religions represent culturally conditioned human re
sponses to the one divine reality: 

The growing awareness of religious pluralism is forcing many theologians today to grapple 
in a fresh way with the issue of the relation of Christianity to other faiths. 

many paths leading to the summit of Mt. Fuji, so there are 
many authentic paths to salvation mediated through the great 
religions. This, of course, is a familiar theme in certain tra
ditions in eastern thought, such as Advaita Vedanta. But it is 
also a view which has considerable appeal today in the west, 
not only on a popular level among the laity but increasingly 
among Christian clergy and the theological community as well. 
As such it demands closer scrutiny. 

One of the most articulate and influential spokesmen for 
the theocentric position is John H. Hick, currently Danforth 
professor of religion and philosophy at Claremont Graduate 
School. Professor Hick's 1986 Gifford Lectures at the Uni
versity of Edinburgh, which deal with the problem of religious 
pluralism, are to be published in book form under the tentative 
title, An Interpretation of Religion. Hick, who at one time ac
cepted a Christianity "of a strongly evangelical and indeed 
fundamentalist kind," 8 began in 1973 to call for a "Copernican 
revolution" in our thinking about religions. 9 The revolution 
he advocated would involve "a shift from the dogma that 
Christianity is at the center to the thought that it is God who 
is at the center and that all the religions of mankind, including 
our own, serve and revolve around Him."10 God-or, as Pro
fessor Hick prefers, the Eternal One-should be recognized as 
being the center of religious awareness, with the various con
ceptions of the divine expressed in the many traditions all 
being reflective of the one divine reality. That is, "the great 
religions are all, at their experiential roots, in contact with the 
same ultimate divine reality."11 

One of the implications of Hick's proposal is a kind of 
equality among religions such that no single religion can claim 
to be exclusively true or correct, or to have a definitive rev
elation from God.12 It naturally follows from this that the or
thodox understanding of the Incarnation must be abandoned, 
or at least significantly modified. For Hick correctly points out 
that if Jesus were literally God incarnate then it is very difficult 
to avoid the conclusion that the Christian revelation is defin
itive: 

For if Jesus was literally God incarnate, the second 
Person of the holy Trinity living a human life, so that 
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The basic hypothesis which suggests itself is that the 
different streams of religious experience represent di
verse awarenesses of the same transcendent reality, 
which is perceived in characteristically different ways, 
by different human mentalities, formed by and forming 
different cultural histories .... One then sees the great 
world religions as different human responses to the one 
divine Reality, embodying different perceptions which 
have been formed in different historical and cultural cir
cumstances. 

This is partially simply an extension of Hick's religious ep
istemology, which is based upon what he takes to be the 
irreducibly interpretative nature of all experience, including 
religious experience.16 In the context of pluralism, then, he is 
building upon this interpretative element in religious experi
ence and crediting various historical and cultural factors with 
influencing how followers of different traditions conceptualize 
the divine reality. 

The second part of Hick's answer lies in his distinction 
between the divine reality as it is in itself and the divine reality 
as it is experienced by historically and culturally conditioned 
persons. Immanuel Kant's distinction between noumenon and 
phenomenon is adapted (and used in a most non-Kantian 
manner!) to illustrate the point: 

Summarizing this hypothesis in philosophical terms 
made possible by the work of Immanuel Kant, we may 
distinguish between, on the one hand, the single divine 
noumenon, the Eternal One in itself, transcending the 
scope of human thought and language, and, on the other 
hand, the plurality of the divine phenomena, the divine 
personae of the theistic religions and the concretizations 
of the concept of the Absolute in the nontheistic reli
gions .... The Eternal One is thus the divine noumenon 
which is experienced and thought within different re
ligious traditions as the range of divine phenomena wit
nessed to by the religious history of mankind. 17 

By making this fundamental distinction Hick claims to be able 
to maintain consistently both that the conceptions of the di-



vine reality in the various religions are actually different, and 
even conflicting, and that these various images are human 
responses to and reflective of the same single divine reality. 
Certainly if both propositions can be maintained consistently, 
then it would make good sense to reject the position that one 
religious tradition can be true and other conflicting religions 
are false, for all religions would be partial reflections of the 
same divine reality. 

But in spite of its considerable intuitive appeal, Hick's thesis 
is highly vulnerable on several counts.18 First, scholars have 
been quick to point out that Hick and his colleagues who call 
for a mythological reinterpretation of the doctrine of the In
carnation seriously distort the New Testament data on the 
person and work of Jesus Christ.19 Their suggestions that the 
New Testament language of incarnation was originally in
tended to be simply metaphorical, and not literal, and that 
Jesus did not conceive of Himself as in any sense uniquely 
divine, and that similar notions of divine incarnation can be 
found in other religious traditions are held on extremely ten
uous grounds, and have been vigorously challenged in the 
academic community. Indeed, such mythological reinterpre
tation of the Incarnation seems to be little more than a dubious 
and speculative account of the person of Christ read back into 
the New Testament writings. 

Second, it is important to recognize that Hick's thesis is a 
comprehensive, second-order theory about all religions and 
religious experiences. That is, he is not proposing an alter
native religious perspective but rather a comprehensive theory 

rivalled status among religious experiences. Hick recognizes 
the Zen claims for the exclusivity of satori, but he then goes 
on to suggest that not even satori can be granted such exclu
sivist status, since it too is the product of interpretative activity 
and the influence of the surrounding culture. 20 Now Hick may 
very well be correct in his analysis of satori (it is not at all 
clear to me that the notion of satori is even coherent) but this 
is beside the point. Zen Buddhists will almost certainly not 
accept Hick's reinterpretation of satori since it eliminates what 
is central to Zen: the claim to a direct, unmediated apprehen
sion of ultimate reality which transcends all distinctions. Thus, 
Hick's theory cannot accommodate the basic notion of satori 
as it is understood within the Zen tradition. 

In both cases, Hick attempts to deal with troublesome doc
trines by reinterpreting them to eliminate problematic ele
ments. But the price of doing so is that the reinterpreted doc
trines bear little resemblance to the beliefs originally held in 
the respective traditions, And this surely counts against his 
theory as a general theory of the nature of religion. 

Nor does Hick's theory fare much better when we inquire 
into its internal consistency and plausibility. The Eternal One 
in itself is said to be the divine noumenon and the various 
conceptions of the divine in the many religions are the divine 
phenomena, or manifestations of the Eternal One. Thus, Yah
weh, Allah, Krishna, Shiva, Brahman, Amida, Sunyatta, etc., 
are all divine phenomena or personae through which the Eternal 
One is manifested. If the personae are indeed accurate reflec
tions of the Eternal One, there must be significant continuity 

A growing number of theologians and mission leaders are rejecting exclusivism in favor of a 
more open posture which sees God at work in all the major religions. 

about all religious perspectives. As such, the adequacy of his 
theory will be a function of at least two factors: ( a) the accuracy 
with which the theory reflects the ease with which it accom
modates the various religious traditions, and (b) the internal 
consistency and plausibility of the theory itself. His proposal 
is problematic in both areas. 

To the extent that certain major religious traditions do not 
find their views adequately accounted for on Hick's analysis, 
his theory is called into question. If significant elements of a 
religion clash with his proposal, this prim a f acie counts against 
his theory. Two examples, one from Christianity and one from 
Buddhism, will be given to demonstrate that significant as
pects of some major religions cannot be accounted for neatly 
on Hick's theory. 

Orthodox Christianity accepts the traditional understand
ing of the doctrine of the Incarnation, in which it is held that 
Jesus was both God and man. Hick, as noted above, rejects 
this view in favor of a mythological reinterpretation of the 
Incarnation, Now the christological issues involved in the de
bate need not concern us here; what is crucial to see, however, 
is that since Hick's theory-by his own admission-cannot ac
commodate the orthodox understanding of the Incarnation, it 
cannot be an adequate general theory about religious tradi
tions. Certainly the orthodox doctrine of the Incarnation is a 
central element of a major religious tradition, and the fact that 
Hick's theory cannot accommodate it counts significantly 
against his thesis. 

Similarly, Hick's theory has difficulty accounting for the 
Zen notion of satori. Satori is said to be an immediate, direct, 
unmediated apprehension of ultimate reality which transcends 
all distinctions and dichotomies. Any kind of apprehension 
which implies dualism is rejected by Zen as being less than 
ultimately real. This, of course, gives satori an absolutely un-

between images of the divine and the divine reality they re
flect. This can be expressed in another way by saying that the 
set of true propositions about a given image of the divine ( e.g., 
Allah or Amida Buddha) must form a subset of the set of all 
true propositions about the Eternal One as it is in itself. 

Hick correctly notes that images of the divine can be placed 
into two broad categories: those which conceive of the divine 
reality as personal (e.g. Yahweh, Allah) and those which con
ceive of it in non personal categories ( e.g. Nirvana, Sunyatta). 21 

It is crucial to Hick's thesis that the Eternal One can accurately 
be described in both personal and nonpersonal categories, as 
these categories are understood in the respective traditions. 
Thus, terms such as "Yahweh," "Allah," "Shiva," "Nirguna 
Brahman," and "Emptiness" should all ultimately have the 
same referent. But this hardly seems plausible. Careful con
sideration of the meanings of the personal and nonpersonal 
images of the divine in the respective traditions reveals that 
several of them seem to have clearly incompatible entailments. 
For example, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that the 
ontological implications of the Judeo-Christian image of the 
divine as Yahweh, who is ontologically distinct from and in
dependent of the created world, are incompatible with the 
ontological monism of the notion of the Nirguna Brahman 
from Advaita Vedanta. 23 Or again, the ontological implications 
of the Muslim image of the divine as Allah seem clearly in
compatible with the monistic idealism of the Yogacara school 
of Mahayana Buddhism, to say nothing of the ontologically 
ultimate notion of Emptiness in Zen. 

Thus, in spite of its considerable intuitive appeal, John Hick's 
proposal is plagued by some serious epistemological difficul
ties. And it would seem that similar difficulties would vitiate 
any formulation of the theocentric model which holds that all 
religious traditions are ultimately reflecting the same single 
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divine reality. If we are to take seriously the beliefs o_f the 
various religions and to portray them accurately, and 1f we 
are to have a view which is epistemologically sound, I do not 
see how we can avoid something very much like the tradi
tional exclusivist position. 

An Evangelical Response to Religious Pluralism 
How should evangelicals respond to the challenges posed 

by religious pluralism? Simply ignori~~ the issues. ~ill ha,:dly 
do; nor will mere mechanical repetition of traditional pat 
answers" be adequate. If evangelical theology is to be credible 
in today's pluralistic world-particularly in Asia-what is 
needed is a comprehensive and sensitive response to the set 
of perplexing questions which are the focus of the current 
debate. And integral to such a response will be a carefully 
formulated apologetic for exclusivism. 

An evangelical response must begin by refuting certain 
widely accepted-yet gratuitous-assumptions. For example, 
the epistemological skepticism and relativism which are per
vasive in much contemporary theology must be shown to be 
unwarranted. Much of the current literature on religious plu
ralism is marked by sloppy and indefensible work in episte
mology masquerading as profundity. Evangelical philosophers 
can make a vital contribution by clarifying basic issues and 
exposing faulty reasoning. Similarly, evangelicals must refocus 
attention upon the central issue of truth and the problem of 
conflicting truth-claims.23 While we can readily admit that re
ligion serves a variety of social and psychological funct_io_ns, 
we must recognize that one of the central concerns of relig10n 
is to provide truth about God, humanity, and our universe. 
As such, the truth question must not be glossed over but must 
be vigorously pursued. 

Further, it must be emphasized that the widely accepted 
equation of exclusivism with int?lerance is mislea~i~g. To be 
sure, history provides ample evidence that exclus1v1sts of all 
faiths have acted in intolerant and barbarous ways to adher
ents of other faiths. But there is no necessary connection be
tween holding a given group's religious beliefs to be false and 
the radical mistreatment of members of that group.24 Surely 
one can consider the beliefs of another to be false and yet 
treat that individual with dignity and respect. To deny this is 
to suggest that we can only respect and live har~o~iously 
with those with whom we happen to agree. But this 1s non
sense. On the contrary, is it not a mark of maturity to be able 
to live peaceably with those with whom we may profoundly 
disagree? 

It is crucial that an evangelical response to religious plu
ralism develop a genuinely biblical theology of religions which 
gives special attention to three areas. Fir_st,. since much of ~he 
current debate is over christology, the biblical understanding 
of the person and work of Jesus Christ must be clarified. This 
should be done not simply by collating the biblical data, but 
also by making explicit reference, through comparison and 
contrast, to other great religious figures. 25 In this mann~r the 
supremacy and normativity of Christ ~il: be clearly ev1den~. 
Second, an evangelical theology of rehg10ns must tak_e s~n
ously the biblical teaching on general revelation and its im
plications for non-Christian religi~ns.26 To_ what extent do re
ligions such as Islam and Buddhism retam truths (howe~er 
distorted or incomplete) about the nature of God, morality, 
and the human predicament? What is needed is not simply 
careful exegesis of all the relevant biblical texts-.t~o~gh t~at 
of course is essential-but also a thorough fam1lianty with 
other faiths. Third, given that universalism is practically axi
omatic in much of the discussion of pluralism, the biblical 
teaching on the nature of and conditions for salvation must 
be clarified. Are those who have never heard of the gospel of 
24 TSF Bulletin September-October 1986 

Jesus Christ necessarily lost without hope of salvation? Ob
viously this is a highly sensitive issue, but it must be con
fronted and settled solely on the basis of careful exegesis of 
all the relevant biblical texts.27 

Finally, I suggest that the following should serve as guide
lines for developing an evangelical response to the cluster of 
issues raised by religious pluralism: 

1. The Bible alone-and not religious experience in general 
or the sacred scriptures of other traditions-is to be the final 
authority for conclusions about the relation of Christianity to 
other faiths. 

2. An evangelical response must be based upon careful and 
rigorous exegesis of all the relevant biblical passages. Too often 
contemporary discussions of pluralism are marred by what 
seem to be arbitrary and superficial treatment of the biblical 
text. Scripture must be allowed to speak for itself. 

3. An adequate response must also be epistemologically 
sound. That is, it cannot be based upon notions of truth, faith, 
knowledge, or the extent of cultural influence upon beliefs, 
etc., which are epistemologically untenable. 

4. The beliefs and practices of other religious traditions 
must be portrayed accurately. Too often evangelica~s have 
been guilty of distorting other faiths through gross caricature. 
Every effort must be made to understand adequately other 
traditions. And yet in so doing, basic differences between re
ligions must not be ignored. We do th~ other traditi?ns an 
injustice if we distort or reinterpret beliefs and practices to 
minimize the differences. 

5. Similarly, a genuinely biblical response will be marked 
by a sensitive awareness of ~he fac~ t~at those who fo~low 
other faiths are also created m God s image and are obJects 
of God's limitless love. Our interaction with those of other 
faiths must be characterized by genuine humility and respect; 
there is no room here for arrogance or triumphalism. 

6. While in no way compromising the claims of Scripture 
and the absolute uniqueness of Jesus Christ, nor minimizing 
the significant differences between various religions, an ade
quate response must actively seek to discern points ~f agree
ment between Christianity and other faiths, and to bmld upon 
these to establish bridges of communication to those of other 
faiths. 

7. Out of a profound recognition of the love and grace of 
God, who earnestly desires that all people come to repentance 
and an experience of salvation ( John 3:16, 2 Peter 3:9) to the 
end that all the peoples of the earth will glorify and praise 
Him (Psalm 67), a genuinely biblical response to religious 
pluralism must also include the priority of the proclamation 
of the gospel of Jesus Christ to all people-including devout 
adherents of other faiths. 

The troubling questions prompted by our increasing aware
ness of religious pluralism cannot be conveniently ignored; 
they will not quietly go away. The theological agenda for 
evangelicals in the coming decades must include careful and 
Spirit directed consideration of these issues,. and th: for~u
lation of a response which is thoroughly consistent with Scrip
ture and also sensitive to the realities of other religious tra
ditions. 
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Naming the Powers: The Language of Power 
in the New Testament 
by Walter Wink (Fortress, 1984, 181 pp., 
$14.95). Reviewed by John H. Yoder, De
partment of Theology, University of Notre 
Dame. 

Since the initial popular synthesis Christ 
and the Powers by Hendrik Berkhof (E,T, 1962) 
and more occasional uses by Jacques Ellul 
and Albert van den Heuvel, the Pauline 
"priricipalities and power" language has been 
used increasingly to express the ambivalence 
of value structures in human experience: 
structures which both make life possible and 
make it difficult. Those who do use this lan
guage seldom check out whether it has been 
demonstrated to be an adequate frame for 
theologically informed social analysis, The 
critics of this usage do not take the trouble
with the exception of one passage by John 
Stott-to make their case, 

The "principalities, powers, thrones, 
etc . , ," are, in the minds of the apostolic 
writers, either real spiritual beings (in which 
case we cannot and need not deal with them, 
since we moderns know there can be no such 
things), or they are mythical images for real 
historical entities, and then we can with profit 
demythologize them and spare ourselves the 
spooky projections. This either/or is taken 
for granted as the name of the problem; no 
one doubts that that is the problem, Even the 
conservatives who want to affirm that such 
spiritual entities do exist do not do much the
ologically or practically about their meaning
fulness for faith and life. 

The achievement of the Wink survey is to 
destroy completely the either/ or, on the basis 
of a meticulous reading of all the texts, not 
only in the New Testament but in the sur
rounding literatures. 

The powers are both human and super
human, both personifiable and structural, 
both visible and invisible, both in institutions 

and in the heart, both good and evil, Some
times shades of difference of meaning can be 
discerned, as with stoicheia or exousia in the 
singular, More often their meanings overlap 
or they occur in near-synonymous strings, 
Sometimes the change is that they be sa
cralized, sometimes that they be secularized, 

The demonstration is abundantly clear that 
there is in the New Testament-not only in 
the Pauline texts where Berkhof had found 
it emerging most clearly-a coherent and us
able cosmology to describe the mysteries of 
creaturely fallenness and the Cross's Victory. 
The transition from the New Testament data 
to contemporary relevance is reserved for the 
other two volumes of Wink's promised tril
ogy, The hints already generously offered in 
this volume need therefore not be reviewed 
here, The value for guiding discernment in 
social analysis and ethics should be substan
tial, 

The demonstration is least convincing at 
the point of the assumptions adopted un
critically from realms not under study, One 
notable weakness is the variety of meanings 
with which the word demonic is used. The 
other is the discussion of the sense in which 
the Powers' reality is "inward and outward" 
and how the "inward" component has no 
existence of its own, At both of these points 
Wink seems to slide back from the semantic 
and philosophical care that had been so pro
ductive in reading first century texts, to make 
a twentieth century "reality statement" which 
after all boils off some of the dimensions of 
the material due to the inadequacy of the 
"inner aspect" notion, The later volumes will 
have to fill this gap, 

For now, the demonstration is convincing 
on purely scholarly grounds, The New Tes
tament writers did think this way about the 
cultural/institutional dimension of creation, 
fall, and redemption. They took for granted 
(more than they taught it or declared it) that 
this cosmology, fluid yet clearly patterned, 
could describe the facts of both history and 
salvation. They did so with greater refine-

ment (here the reviewer speaks) than the later 
theologians' systems of nature and grace, law 
and gospel, or the "orders of creation," to 
say nothing of post-enlightenment reduc
tions, Whether we have to think that way 
because the apostles did is a question "evan
gelicals" will go on debating. Whether post
enlightenment minds can think that way, our 
apologetes and culture critics will still debate. 
Wink has provided them all the material they 
cannot avoid facing. 

The Seeds of Secularization: Calvinism, 
Culture, and Pluralism in America, 1870-
1915 
by Gary Scott Smith (Christian University 
Press, 1985, 239 pp., $14.95). Reviewed by 
David Kling, Assistant Professor of His
tory, Palm Beach Atlantic College. 

Ever since Arthur M, Schlesinger, Sr.'s 
groundbreaking article on "The Critical Pe
riod in American Religion" (1932-33), his
torians have recognized that between the Civil 
War and World War I Americans succumbed 
to and eventually embraced secularization
the loss of religion as a molding force in so
ciety. In this revised dissertation, Gary Scott 
Smith focuses on the origins and evolution 
of secular thought in America during this crit
ical period and traces the response of Cal
vinistic thinkers to this profound change, Af
ter mapping out a useful typology of 
Calvinists (" consistently," "considerably," 
and "somewhat"), Smith elucidates Re
formed answers to such secular "isms" as sci
entific and social Darwinism, ethical subjec
tivism, socialism, and a generic secular 
humanism, Calvinists not only defended their 
worldview against these competing ideolo
gies, but also developed institutional re
sponses to such threats, For example, they 
crusaded for Christian government by sup
porting the National Reform Association; they 
strongly advocated biblically centered public 
education; and they established social agen
cies for dealing with urban poverty and the 


