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Abstract

The debate about the theological status of non-Christian religions has focused on the theological loci of Christology and Salvation, and has become standardly framed by Alan Race’s three models of exclusivism, inclusivism, and pluralism. However, Evangelicals must not let the issue of forming an evangelical theology of religions rest with just deciding which of these three models they advocate. Accepting Weinandy’s definition of theology as clarifying mystery, rather than as solving problems, leads us to recognize that further issues remain—but how shall we identify these further issues? This paper proposes to build on Narendra Singh’s proposal to employ theological dialectic as a means of further identifying and developing the sorts of themes necessary for a more complete theology of religions. An important part of the discussion is my proposal for understanding the nature of dialectic within theological method.

Whether explicitly or implicitly, theologians have been forming theologies of religion since the earliest days of the Christian Church. Nonetheless, the past 25 years has been a period of particular importance in the history of this theme, with old views being given fresh interpretation and new views being developed. The debate now standardly revolves around Alan Race’s influential three-fold typology of exclusivism, inclusivism, and pluralism. Although my own proclivities lie with so-called “evangelical inclusivism,”
 nonetheless my purpose in this study is not to put forth arguments for inclusivism in general, nor for my brand of inclusivism in particular. Indeed, the various theological positions have been so extensively articulated and debated that an apologetic strategy by any of the parties today is able to provide fewer theological insights than it provided at earlier stages of the discussion. Instead, I want to suggest a possible direction for a constructive agenda for the future of this issue. My proposal is to identify as widely as possible theological loci relevant to the issue of “other religions” (i.e., to go beyond just the usual loci of soteriology and Christology), then to explore these through a “universal-particular” dialectic. The benefits of such a proposal will be identified throughout the course of this discussion, for which I will examine the following issues: the need for a new agenda on the issue of “Christianity viz. other religions”; some recent evangelical contributions; the nature of dialectic as a resource in theological method; some historical examples of dialectic for illustrative purposes (one from Luther, one from Kant); then conclude with the proposal itself.

Exploring Mystery

The need for a new investigative agenda for the issue of Christianity viz. other religions arises precisely because the theological discussions to date have been so successful—not in the sense that everyone has reached agreement (certainly far from it!), but rather in the sense that a standard framework for the discussion has become quite settled upon, namely the three models of pluralism, inclusivism, and exclusivism/particularism.
 With few exceptions, writings on the subject employ, or at least refer to, these categories, which take as their focus the doctrinal loci of Christology and Salvation—that is, the normativity of Jesus Christ and thus who gets saved. 

Nonetheless, to think that the issues have been resolved once matters of soteriology and Christology have been resolved, is, I suggest, to operate with an inadequate theology of theology! Here I will employ the insightful work of Thomas Weinandy, who contends that all too often theological issues are seen as problems to be solved. Consequently,

when theological issues are treated as problems to be solved, once the seeming solution has been found…the issue becomes completely closed. The problem is solved. The complete answer has been given. There is no longer any need for clarification or development. One can move on to the next problem.

Weinandy, though, eschews this approach. Rather than “solving problems,” Weinandy proposes that the purpose of theology is to “clarify mystery.” In the case of true theological and doctrinal development, 

the mystery has been clarified, [yet] it has not become fully comprehensible, and so it remains open to further clarification.…the depth of the mystery can still be plunged further.…The reason for the open-ended nature of true theological and doctrinal development is that we are ultimately engaged with the mystery of God in himself and with his actions in time and history…We can come to know who the mystery of God is, and we can come to know the mysteries embodied in his dealings with human persons, but we will never be able to fully comprehend him or his actions…To address the mysteries of faith as true mysteries is to clarify why two or more seemingly incompatible truths are not incompatible, and why they actually complement one another.

Importantly, this is a deeply theological account of theology,
 and thus this task of clarifying mystery is a co-operative effort between believers and God the Holy Spirit.
 Of course, God may decide at times not to permit us greater clarity—doing so for reasons known to God but which remain mystery to us!

My concern at this point is with an in-built tendency among Evangelicals to sub-consciously assume that theology is a problem-solving exercise, and also to assume that the necessary answers, to any issue, have already been provided. This, though, misses two significant qualifications to all doctrine and theology: the contextuality of all theology, and the depth of divine mystery in which every theological question and proposal is necessarily subsumed. Consequently, there is often lacking in Evangelicals a sense of the need for constructive theology—it seems that doctrinal conservativeness all too quickly becomes investigative conservativeness. Constructive theology, though, is the crucial task of addressing issues in our time and context primarily by means of the theological resources of the Christian tradition (ie., scripture and doctrine) along with assistance from other relevant conceptual resources in the present. There is an immense diversity of human needs and contexts, and no theological system is ever adequate to them all. Thus all theology is in some degree provisional—not in a sense of liberal revisionism, as if our beliefs must be accountable only to the intellectual or cultural ethos of our own age, and thus will vary as one age mutates into another, but rather in the sense that we are seeking continually to clarify divine mystery for these people in this place facing these particular issues. 

In terms of the issue at hand, one often finds the same response, namely an assumption that “the problem” of other religions has been solved: “the problem”—implicitly the only problem—is the salvific status of those who adhere to other religions, and when this salvific status is determined (such as by deciding upon one of Race’s three models), the problem is solved.
 This though leads us to a different problem, namely theological stasis, of thinking we have solved the problem (in this case, of other religions), when in fact further issues remain.

Recent proposals try to avoid stasis by suggesting constructive new directions in the discussion, of which two have been particularly prominent. One is to make the theology of religions more theological. Motivating this move is the recognition that the relevant theological issues are wider than just the doctrines of salvation and Christ, important as these are: a robust theology of religions requires the whole panoply of Christian doctrinal loci, such as Trinity, revelation, Church, worship, truth, sin, sanctification, and so forth. Over the past decade or more, a plethora of figures have offered diverse theologies of religion, such as K.P. Aleaz, Keith Ward, Mark Heim, Gavin D’Costa, and Joseph DiNoia, among others.

To take but one example of this theological focus, we may cite the doctrine of the Trinity. For most of the Enlightenment and Modernity, the doctrine of the Trinity was considered too speculative and foundationally unjustifiable to be of religious or practical value, and thus was often relegated to the dustbin of theological irrelevancy. However, one of the marks of Christian theology over the past 20 years has been the remarkable recovery of attention to this doctrine, which has spilled over into numerous areas of theological enquiry, including into the issue of Christianity-viz.-other-religions. Kevin Vanhoozer identifies a number of theologians who form their theology of religion(s) via the doctrine of the Trinity, including such theologically-diverse figures as Raimundo Panikkar, Rowan Williams, John Milbank, and Peter Hodgson.

A second move has been to provide a more anthropological account of religions. This recognises that religions are about more than just “ultimate reality” or “salvation”—they are, more comprehensively, about ways of human living. This recognition has the effect of driving our attention to other aspects of religions, of broadening the range of religious categories analysed from simply salvation (or nirvana, moksha, etc.) to other “religious ends” (to use Mark Heim’s term), including the different historical, sociological, psychological, moral, and epistemological patterns and purposes within the various religions.

Constructive Evangelical Proposals

At this point it would be helpful to discuss recent attempts by evangelicals to avoid theological stasis—in particular Kevin Vanhoozer, Mark Heim, Gerald McDermott, and Narendra Singh. 

Vanhoozer’s concern is to focus on the Trinity and the identity of God. Interestingly, he observes that it is not only exclusivist and inclusivist theologians who employ the doctrine of the Trinity for shaping their theology of religion(s), but that a number of pluralists do likewise. In observing these latter theologies of religion, he comments that, 

What seems to unite pluralistic theologies of religion is the role of the Spirit as “universalizer.” The Spirit resists the reduction of Being (Father) to logos (Son); consequently no one religious “form” can lay claim to have caught the fullness of reality…because the Spirit “blows where it will,” the activity of the Spirit cannot be confined to Christianity.

So argue the pluralists—but Vanhoozer responds thus: 

The underlying question that must be asked of these Trinitarian theologies of religion concerns the manner in which, and the extent to which, the Spirit is the Spirit of Jesus Christ. Bruce Demarest contends that what Panikkar calls “Spirit” derives more from speculative philosophy than from Christian theology…Timothy Bradshaw has argued that if various religions hold a common trinitarianism, it is only of a subordinationist or cosmological kind…John Milbank believes that [such attempts] fall short of orthodox Trinitarian theology.

It appears that pluralist Trinitarian theology of religions do not want to identify “the Spirit” with the Spirit of Jesus Christ. But according to Vanhoozer, such a move fails to adequately address the identity of God. Here Vanhoozer contrasts two different ways of identifying God. One way is that taken by pluralists, namely to identify God on the basis of an idem concept of God’s identity, which means that God’s identity is seen principally as metaphysical (“which seeks to do ontology without narrative mediation”). On the other hand, Vanhoozer proposes an ipse account, whereby identity is seen as arising from narrative—we identify someone both in themself and in distinction from others by the historical story of their observable actions and self-descriptions. This means that not all accounts of God are equally valid descriptions of God, and thus which narrative account one chooses as normative for identifying God is crucial. The Christian narrative account describes God in particular ways, such as trinitarian, incarnated in Jesus of Nazareth, etc., and this identifies a very different God than other narrative accounts. Vanhoozer’s argument then is that the Trinity is indeed a necessary category by which to form our theology of religion(s), but that for this to properly work we must more adequately identify the trinity employed as the Trinity of the Christian biblical narrative(s).

Vanhoozer’s proposal is primarily an apologetic proposal, which is of course necessary and helpful, but its constructive elements are essentially defensive rather than investigative. An attempt at a more investigative theology of religions by a self-professed evangelical is that of Mark Heim, who has used the theological categories of Trinity, Eschatology, and Plenitude to develop a theology of “religious ends,” whereby, while holding to an inclusivist prioritization of salvation-through-Christ-alone, he seeks to affirm the varying religious purposes of “non-Christian” religions as being legitimate before God, and even granted by God.
 Thus Buddhists do indeed achieve nirvana, and thus Hindus do indeed achieve moksa, though in neither case does this achievement constitute salvation.
 The reason for the inherent legitimacy in the religious ends of other religions is that “different religious practices and beliefs in fact aim at and constitute distinct conditions of human fulfillment…a very high proportion of what each tradition affirms may be true and valid, in very much the terms that the tradition claims.”
 Indeed, the diversity of religious ends for humanity is “a providential provision,”
 and each of these ends “grasps some dimension of the triune life and its economic manifestation…As such, each is an instance of God’s gracious, providential support for creatures.”
 

Heim’s proposal has been controversial, and has received substantial coverage, so I will not deeply enter into the discussion here other than to indicate why I find his proposal unpersuasive. For one, it seems to affirm dubious ontological states as real. For instance, to affirm the reality of Buddhist nirvana and Hindu moksa is necessarily to affirm the reality of both karma and samsara—metaphysical states which Christians simply do not and cannot affirm. It may well be true, as Heim says, that, for instance, Buddhists achieve a high degree of compassion and inner peace, but this is hardly basis for then proceeding to affirm non-existent metaphysical states. For another, Heim’s motive is to articulate the finality of Christ while at the same time affirming “the integrity of the religious traditions in their own terms” because these different religious ends are actually given to their adherents by the triune God—yet affirming the purposes of other religions seems to significantly detract from the call to discipleship to Jesus. There certainly is plenitude in God’s gifts to humanity, but I am less sanguine than Heim that many of the different religious ends are part of that divine plenitude.

Our third example, Gerald McDermott, seems more persuasive.
 McDermott’s concern is to ask if evangelicals have said all that needs to be said about other religions—and he answers “No.” In particular, he suggests that evangelicals have barely touched the question of revelation in other religions. He answers the title of his book, Can Evangelicals Learn from World Religions?, in the affirmative, and his theological basis for this is the concept of “revealed types.” McDermott points to the New Testament practice of identifying “types of Christ” found in the Old Testament—Christ as the new Moses (Moses is a type of Christ, as implied by Matthew), Christ is the second Adam (Adam is a type of Christ, according to Paul), Christ as the new Melchizedek (Melchizedek is a type of Christ, according to Hebrews), and so forth. In other words, “The Old Testament types reveal Christ obscurely, partially and indirectly—but nevertheless truly—in times and places where Christ’s name was not known”—and the same applies to other religions, which picture “divine realities in distorted fashion, [but] nevertheless contain enough truth to point truly to aspects of God’s triune identity.” Furthermore, these are “not merely human insights but developments (albeit twisted and broken) of original perceptions granted by God himself.” In short, McDermott’s claim is “that among the religions are scattered promises of God in Christ and that these promises are revealed types planted there by the triune God”
 Indeed, because Christians remain sinful, they continue to need correction from God, and thus God may choose to use these truths and promises, found throughout other religions, to teach Christians!

Together, Vanhoozer and McDermott show us that mystery remains to be clarified, that not all the problems have been identified let alone solved, and that the move to a broader theological approach is a valid and important move for clarifying the mystery. Consequently, my intention here is to contribute to this move. The means by which I seek to do this, however, is not so much one of content as one of direction, or, more precisely, of methodology, namely to suggest a particular methodological strategy for investigation, and my suggestion is that we follow Narendra Singh’s advocacy of dialectic method in the theology of religions.
 My proposal here though builds on Singh’s proposal in a number of ways, and so the remainder of this discussion will proceed as follows: first, I will describe dialectical theological method; second, following Singh’s approach, I will point to the historical fruitfulness of theological dialectic; third, I will propose how it can be useful for the theology of religions. In effect, my purpose is not to propose any new content, but rather to suggest an agenda for further theological investigation—that is, to point us in a direction that will lead us to new content, to further clarifying the mystery.

Theological Dialectic

What is theological dialectic, and what is its relationship to mystery? A dialectic is simply an active relationship between two or more concepts or propositions, a relationship which potentially can take four forms—conflict, paradox, sublimation, or synthesis. By “conflict” is meant that the concepts contradict each other, that they are logically incompatible—which presupposes that at least one of them is false or invalid by some criterion. By “paradox” is meant that two concepts appear opposed to each other yet both are nonetheless still held as true and valid, even if it is not understood how they can both be valid. By “sublation” is meant the Hegelian idea of aufhebung, whereby one opposing concept is taken into and transformed within another such that the concept sublated is simultaneously negated and preserved by the dominant idea, yet the dominant idea is itself thereby transformed into something new, with its own simultaneous negation and preservation. (The popular, though over-simplified, representation of Hegel here is the familiar triadic of thesis-antithesis-synthesis). 

In this study, however, I propose to use “dialectic” not in any of these first three senses of conflict, paradox, or sublation, but rather in the fourth sense of a dynamic synthesis which resolves the apparent conflict: two concepts which appear to be in opposition are not only both true and right (as in paradox), but are in fact related to some commonality such that, unlike paradox, a true, dynamic, and constructive relationship can be identified between them, and so a proper understanding of this relationship leads to new discoveries of truth. 

Dialectical method is a marvelous way of achieving Weinandy’s objective: dialectic enables conceptual clarity without claiming to have solved the problem—it provides conceptual progress while preserving the sense of mystery. Nonetheless, despite its potential for being theologically productive, dialectical method is often neglected or ignored by theologians—which raises the question, Why? In part, this neglect may be because some see the results of dialectical method as no more than the fuzziness of Hegel’s theological heirs, so that it leads either to hegemonic idealism or to liberal relativism. Some conservatives may also see in dialectical method the spectre of Paul Tillich’s “method of correlation.” Though Tillich is little discussed today, for theologically-orthodox theologians Tillich is often held up as an important representative figure of the legacy of modernist revisionism; consequently, since Tillich’s “method of correlation” is itself a form of dialectic, dialectical method itself becomes suspect by association. But probably most importantly, this undervaluation of dialectic may be due to its ambiguous legacy from a very different figure than Hegel or Tillich, namely Karl Barth. Barth’s early theology was famously known as “dialectical theology,” but, until recently, the history of Barth interpretation has been that Barth eventually repudiated this method (along with the Catholic method of analogia entis) in favour of his concept of analogia fidei. Various scholars now suggest that Barth actually deployed dialectic along with his analogia fidei throughout his full writing career;
 nonetheless, the long-held view that Barth had rejected dialectic has done the damage. 

In contrast to this recent history of neglect, here I intend to support Singh’s recovery of dialectical method from its marginal location in contemporary theology in order to employ it for our immediate purpose of forming a theology of religion(s). It must be said that dialectic is only one methodological tool within the full set of theological resources available to Christian thought. While dialectical method does not have the methodological breadth necessary to be promoted as the foundational theological method, nonetheless, the history of the Church shows that dialectical method has been a theologically important and fruitful element within the formation of orthodox Christian belief, and Singh is right to propose its recovery for the issue of Christianity viz. other religions. I propose though that a recovery of dialectic must include a method of ensuring its theological integrity, to protect it from taking on arbitrary forms such as in the mode of Hegel or Tillich. To this end I propose the method of “dialectical discernment.” 

Dialectical discernment is a two-stage process. For dialectic to be theo-logically legitimate, two propositions or concepts must be adequately true and valid coram deo—before, or in the sight of, God.
 If one or more of the concepts are false or unacceptable in the eyes of God, then the two propositions will be unavoidably in dialectical conflict. For instance, if God considers Jesus to have been both the Son of God and sinless, then there is a dialectical conflict between the propositions that Jesus is the Son of God and that Jesus was a sinner. Or if God considers certain human behaviours (say, racism or slavery) unacceptable, then there is dialectical conflict between the claims that Christians must love others and that Christians can be racists or slave-traders. Thus, when two theological claims are encountered together, the first stage of dialectical discernment is to discern whether either of the claims are false or unacceptable in the eyes of God. If both propositions or beliefs are judged to be adequately true and valid before God, the second stage of dialectical discernment arises, namely discerning how the two elements are actually and potentially related. We will see some historical examples of this below.

We need to note that this problem of the second stage of dialectical discernment is a significant methodological issue in Christian theology. This is the case not only at the doctrinal level but at the level of biblical hermeneutics as well, for there are many parts of scripture that actually appear to contradict each other. Here we can give just three of many possible examples: compare 1 Jn.2:15 (“Do not love the world or anything that is in the world. If any one loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him”) with Jesus’ command to love your neighbor; or compare Mt.10:34 (“I came not to bring peace but a sword”) with Jn.14:27: (“Peace I leave you, my peace I give you”); or compare 2 Cor.5:11 (“Since we know what it is to fear the Lord…”) and Lk.1:74 (“…to enable us to serve Him without fear…”). In such cases, theologically-orthodox hermeneutical tradition proposes ways by which to hold such apparent contradictions together while affirming the truth of both elements in each pair. 

The important observation to make here is that the second stage of dialectical discernment is not merely a defensive move to protect the coherence of apparently-contradictory theological beliefs; rather, this second stage is precisely the point at which constructive and productive new theological insights arise—insights that we might otherwise miss had we not employed this method.

Dialectic in Historical Theology

At this point, some readers may find it helpful if I point to historical examples of how dialectic has been theologically fruitful. Singh points out a number of such examples, for instance Chalcedonian Christology, with its “both/and” dialectic of Jesus as “truly God and truly man,” and recent work affirming the “both/and” dialectic of Christian mission as including both evangelism (metanoia to Christ) and social involvement (diakonia to society).
 For the sake of historical lessons, here I will discuss two further examples—one a dialectical success (Martin Luther), and one a dialectic muddle (Immanuel Kant), the latter providing some helpful warnings about the method.

Martin Luther: The Believer as both Servant and Master
Martin Luther’s classic essay, “The Freedom of a Christian” (1520), provides an example of dialectical fruitfulness. In that essay he states, “I shall set down the following two propositions concerning the freedom and the bondage of the spirit: A Christian is a perfectly free Lord of all, subject to none; A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all.”
 Although these two statements, both derived from scripture,
 appear on the surface to logically contradict each other, Luther’s objective was to demonstrate that in fact they fit perfectly together, for both propositions are necessary to the life of Christian discipleship. 

The context for Luther’s proposal here is that of the earliest stages of the Reformation. In 1517 he had issued his controversial Ninety-Five Theses, which strongly criticized a range of Roman theological claims and practices, most notably the sale of indulgences (whereby Rome raised vast sums of money by teaching, in effect, that the act of giving money to the Roman Church releases souls from purgatory). Luther issued the Theses as an academic exercise, not anticipating their widespread effect—anticipating neither the sympathy they would evoke nor the strong official reaction against them. In 1518 (or so most scholars think, though some suggest around 1514), Luther had his famous “Tower experience,” in which he realized that God’s righteousness in scripture is not a matter of divine anger to be feared (and so preempted by good works), but rather a divine gift to be joyfully received by faith—from which came his famous re-discovery of “justification by faith,” and by which he overcame his deep personal angst that he would never be acceptable to God. Consequently, Luther became greatly concerned that believers should be freed from Rome—freed from the false theological teachings of Rome (especially from the supposed need for good works in order to fend off God’s righteous anger) and freed from the exploitive political and economic power of Rome. The latter concern resulted in his essay, “An Appeal to the Ruling Class of German Nationality,” and the former concern motivated “The Freedom of a Christian.” Both of these were written, along with “The Pagan Servitude of the Church,” in 1520—a prolific and significant year for Luther’s writing. These writings were Luther’s final attempts at achieving reform within, rather than separation from, the Roman Church.

Given the sense of relief and freedom that came with his discovery of justification by faith, it would be surprising had Luther not written on the topic of Christian freedom. On Luther’s account, the Christian is free of the need for justification by works, and so is also free of the distress of justifying themself by doing such works, “of how he might satisfy the law”: 

if he has no need of the law, surely he is free from the law….This is that Christian liberty, our faith, which does not induce us to live in idleness of wickedness but makes the law and works unnecessary for any man’s righteousness and salvation, which does not induce us to live in idleness or wickedness but makes the law and works unnecessary for any mans’ righteousness and salvation.
 

How is it then that a Christian is “a perfectly free Lord of all, subject to none”? This freedom is first of all freedom in Christ. “The believing soul by means of the pledge of its faith is free in Christ, its bridegroom, free from all sins, secure against death and hell, and is endowed with the eternal righteousness, life, and salvation of Christ its bridegroom.”
 More than this, Luther ties Christian freedom to our priestly and kingly status in Christ:

All of us who believe in Christ are priests and kings in Christ…[W]ith respect to kingship, every Christian is by faith so exalted above all things that, by virtue of a spiritual power, he is lord of all things without exception, so that nothing can do him any harm. As a matter of fact, all things are made subject to him and are compelled to serve him in obtaining salvation…[Although] our ordinary experience shows us that we are subjected to all, suffer many things, and die…[and] the more Christian a man is, the more suffering, death and evils he must endure…[nonetheless] the power of which we speak is spiritual [and it] rules in the midst of enemies and is powerful in the midst of oppression….Yes, since faith alone suffices for salvation, I need nothing except faith exercising the power and dominion of its own liberty. Lo, this is the inestimable power and liberty of Christians…By virtue of his royal power he rules over all things which God asks and desires.
 

Here then we see Luther’s meaning: that by faith a Christian is perfectly free from both the Law of the Old Testament and the ungodly laws of the Church; by faith, the Christian is not subject to any evil (whether ecclesiastical or spiritual) but is rather Lord over all that is evil; and by faith God grants the Christian “royal power” to rule over whatever God so grants, and thus is subject to no one who is not of God.

Now for the second proposal, “a Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all.” Here Luther contends that it is in the freedom that comes with justification by faith that right works take their rightful theological-spiritual place: “In so far as he is free he does no works, but insofar as he is a servant he does all kinds of work.”
 Some of this work can be physical labour: “That Adam might not be idle, the Lord gave him a task to do, to cultivate and protect the garden. This task would truly have been the freest of works, done only to please God and not to obtain righteousness.”
 Another form of work can be service to people. Most importantly, though, the freedom is that such work is done with no sense of reward or benefit: 

A man does not live for himself…he lives only for others and not for himself…He cannot ever in this life be idle and without works towards his neighbor…that he may serve and benefit others in all that he does….faith is truly active through love, that is, it finds expression in works of the freest service, cheerfully and lovingly done with which a man willingly serves another without hope of reward.
 

It is in this sense, of serving others solely for their benefit, that a Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all. Consequently, the two premises of Luther’s dialectic are not at all contradictory, but rather jointly provide a profound theology of Servant Lordship.


In summary, Luther was faced with a theological problem: what is the right relationship between law and works on the one hand, and faith and righteousness on the other? By using two apparently contradictory propositions, Luther employed a dialectical-relational method of theology in order to articulate how Christians are to be both Lords and Servants: that faith alone, not works, is the basis of justification and spiritual freedom, and thus Christians are now freed from the constraints of law for the freedom of servant lordship—God grants believers “spiritual lordship” over evil powers and principalities, while at the same time calling believers to servanthood, serving the needs of others without thought of personal benefit or reward. Together these dialectical themes form Luther’s servant-lordship theology of Christian freedom. 

Immanuel Kant: The Transcendence and Immanence of God


We turn to a second historical example, though one which serves to provide some warnings. Singh rightly points out that the Church in every era has been confronted with the challenge of articulating the Christian understanding of the nature of God in a manner that holds together the twin truths of divine transcendence and divine immanence. Divine transcendence refers to the self-sufficiency and universal majesty of God: “He is seated on a throne, high and exalted” (Is.6:1), to quote the poetic imagery of Isaiah. On the other hand, divine immanence refers to the self-involvement of God in the world and especially with people: “If that is how God clothes the grass of the field…will he not much more clothe you?” (Mt. 6:30). Where a proper account and balance of immanence and transcendence is lacking, serious theological problems quickly emerge: “an overemphasis on transcendence can lead to a theology that is irrelevant to the cultural context in which it seeks to speak, whereas an overemphasis on immanence can produce a theology held captive to a specific culture.”
 


There has been no era in which the balance between transcendence and immanence has been so lacking as in Modernity. Here we will focus on the figure of Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) as a key representative figure to evoke for us the issues at hand (although Hegel or K.P. Aleaz would provide equally effective figures, though for different reasons). The Age of Reason (the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in Europe, during which Deism reigned) defended its core religious principles (namely the existence of the God, the immortality of the soul, and human freedom) by means of reason alone, rather than by means of the two other options of the day, namely revelation (which was considered unreliable or dubious) and empiricism (which, by self-definition, could hardly point to such non-physical entities as God, soul, or freedom.) But in the late eighteenth-century, Kant proposed a dramatic shift in this picture. Kant was deeply-committed to belief in God, yet strongly objected to traditional religious practices and behaviours, such as petitionary prayer (“the wheedling of God”), ceremonial praise of God (“the religion of ingratiation”), and creeds (an imposition on our individual freedom of thought). “No confession of faith, no appeal to holy names, nor any observance of religious ceremonies can help [persuade God to intervene for us].”
 Kant also had no patience for the mystical, for the miraculous, or for those whose religious behaviour was highly emotional (Schwärmerei)—and yet he was forcefully committed to arguing for the reasonableness of belief in God. What then motivated such a form of theism? 


In addition to his belief in God, Kant had several other intellectual commitments, one of which was to unite rationalism and empiricism (a task which included determining their respective epistemological limits). To this end he proposed a distinction between “pure reason” and “practical reason,” then proposed grounding religion not in pure reason (as did the Deists) but rather in practical reason. Practical reason is reason that is not groundable in pure reason yet is nonetheless necessary for human living—including both moral reason and belief in God. Kant held that arguments for God from pure reason (i.e., the ontological, cosmological, and teleological arguments) do not work, yet we are still justified in believing in God because the idea of God is an important implication arising from our human experience of both the need for morality and the desire to be moral (i.e., arising from practical reason). What then is true morality? True morality amounts to following one’s duty as prescribed by the “categorical imperative” built into every human mind. Kant gives this imperative in several forms, but it amounts to this: act only according to those maxims (principles) that can be consistently willed as universal law. The moral person, according to Kant, is the one who follows this imperative according to the dictates of their own autonomous reason.


In The Critique of Practical Reason Kant indicates the attributes of God which can be postulated, though not by revelation but rather by observing human morality: that God is the holy one (creator and lawgiver), the blessed one (as beneficent ruler and sustainer), and the only wise being (as the just judge).
 For our purposes the important thing to note is that these divine attributes and actions of God are either creational (creating, ruling, sustaining the world) or moral (lawgiving, beneficence, judging); they are not self-revelational (they do not reveal God’s inner nature or inner will). Kant’s prior epistemological assumption is that knowledge of God is possible only by our practical reason, thus, as he says in Religion, “we know not the nature of…the Supreme Being in [itself]...” This is to say, by implication, that God’s immanence does not extend to giving humanity knowledge of God’s own inner being, and thus Kant had no time or patience for the doctrine of the Trinity, nor for attempting to speak of or know the will of God beyond the general abstract command that God has built into us by the categorical imperative.


This picture is further developed by Kant’s writing both before and after the two Critiques. In 1775, Kant stated, “By ‘moral faith’ [which Kant advocated], I mean the unconditional trust in divine aid, in achieving all the good that, even with our most sincere efforts, lies beyond our power….[I]f we do as much as is in our power, trusting in the unknown and mysterious help of God, we shall (without meritorious ‘works’ of any kind) partake this divine supplement.”
 Thus God does exist and even comes to our aid—though not when we pray or fast or intercede, but rather when we act in conformity with both our autonomous reason and the categorical imperative.
 Almost 20 years later he would write in Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone (1793) that if we do all we can in our own power, then our moral sufficiency will be supplemented by a “righteousness not our own,” and that hence our moral perfection is achieved by divine grace.
 Thus God’s immanence takes the form of a vague, undefined moral “aid,” a “divine supplement” to our own moral efforts, but does not take the form of granting personal aid of other sorts—the possibility of God intervening in human lives with, say, “the joy of the Lord” or “the peace that passes understanding” or by “responding to our prayers” are ruled out by Kant. In effect, Kant’s god is definitely immanent, yet, from the perspective of historic Christian faith, this amounts to a very constricted, diminished account of divine immanence.


Furthermore, within Kant’s corpus his limited discussions of divine immanence are overwhelmed by the much greater frequency of his discussions of those aspects of God that normally come under the rubric of “divine transcendence.” The reason for this greater emphasis on divine transcendence is really two-fold: Kant wanted to emphasise God’s role as the basis for the possibility of human morality and social well-being; and he also wanted to undermine the Schwärmerei style of emotional faith which he so vehemently opposed. Thus, despite his occasional nods in the direction of God’s active immanence in the lives of people (even though not in an inner-revealing or personal-relationship sense), the overwhelming balance of Kant’s various discussions of God leave the impression of a highly transcendent God: in the end, as a postulate arising from moral experience, and as the transcendent figure who motivates moral consciousness, God’s transcendence overwhelms God’s immanence. Yet, just as God’s immanence is constricted by Kant, so too is God’s transcendence: in the divine transcendence Kant did allow a place for God as sustainer, ruler, and judge, yet the far-greater emphasis by Kant was on God as the basis of moral consciousness. In effect, Kant provided a constricted account of both God’s transcendence and God’s immanence, yet of these two accounts, the former dominates over the latter.


Berkhof points out how the last few years of Kant’s life would show a significant shift. Five years after writing Religion, in the year before he died, Kant wrote in Conflict of the Faculties that God is Infinite, Transcendent and Unconditioned, and therefore to claim that that the Transcendent can be immanent and experienced is nothing but a contradiction. In Conflict Kant repeatedly used the phrase “the God within us”—for instance, in discussing biblical interpretation, he stated, “the God within us is himself the interpreter, because we understand no one except the one who speaks with us through our own intellect and our own reason.” 
 As Berkhof observes, “Here practical reason does not postulate a transcendent God but is itself the voice of God within us.” Within Conflict, the tone is not that of giving greater recognition to the immanence of the divine Creator, but rather is that of pantheism or panentheism, which amounts to hyper-immanence through the erosion of the Creator/Created distinction. Furthermore, in his final writings, Opus Postumum, Kant took on further ambiguous tones. For instance, he stated that, “Neither gods nor worlds exist but the totality of being is God and world,” and that, “God is not a being outside of me but purely a thought within me. God is the moral-practical, self-legislative reason.”
 In his final years, the aged Kant seems to have moved from theism to some other position, though whether this other position would be pantheism, panentheism, or atheism is far from clear from his various muddled comments. 


This later shift in Kant proves helpful for illustrative purposes, for it makes him a highly representative figure of the various positions that would emerge in modernity. Some, such as the tradition of German “mediating theology” (e.g., Rothe, Ritschl, et al), would take the Transcendence route—their modernist historical-critical theories had the effect of pushing aside God’s immanence in any religiously- or devotionally-viable way, and seemed merely to permit a transcendent, self-sufficient God, with limited human involvement, as the residue of their historical-critical assumptions. In contrast, others took the Immanence route. Although this could be done in a way that preserved the Creator/Creation distinction, all too often it took more radical forms as pantheism or panentheism, such as with Hegel or Fichte. Contemporaneous with Hegel was Schleiermacher (1768-1834), who some interpret as panentheistic. Whether Schleiermacher was panentheistic or not, it is clear that his famous emphasis on “dependent feeling” resulted in another version of immanentism, one which not only resulted in a greatly-impoverished account of God’s transcendence but also reduced God’s immanence to the mode of human experience. Finally, certain other Western philosophers, such as Marx and Feuerbach, took the third route, namely of atheism. These various routes show the difficulty which modernity had holding together the transcendence-immanence balance—or, more precisely, the lack of desire to hold them together in dialectical balance.


The root of modernity’s inability to hold immanence and transcendence together has often been epistemological rather than ontological, arising from philosophically-derived limits imposed on our human modes of knowing, or at least on how we can justify our claims to knowledge. Consequently, the first stage of dialectical discernment was abandoned—the question Moderns asked was not, “What beliefs are adequately true and valid before God?,” but rather, “What beliefs are adequate and valid before ‘man’?” (i.e., before the philosophers and historians of the day). 


It is important to note though that there were theologians who did not succumb to the epistemological seductions of Modernity. For instance, Samuel Coleridge Taylor (a peer of Hegel, Schleiermacher and Fichte, all four of whom died in the early 1830s), employed orthodox Trinitarian theology in conjunction with his rich theology of creation and humanity, and consequently provided a more satisfactory account of both God’s immanence and transcendence. The early Karl Barth, in his Romans commentary, famously sought to counteract the errors of modernity although the result was, in part, a heavy over-emphasis on the transcendence of God; however, Barth later corrected this in his 1953 lecture titled “The Humanity of God,” in which he criticizes his own Romans commentary for precisely this imbalance, and proceeds to offer a more satisfactory proposal. More recently, proposals by Grenz and Olson, and William Placher, have sought to provide a more satisfactory account of God’s simultaneous transcendence and immanence. Such attempts are far more successful at demonstrating both God’s transcendence and immanence precisely because, unlike Kant et al, they meet both conditions, or stages, of dialectical discernment.

An Investigative Agenda: The Particular and the Universal

We may now return to the issue at hand, namely the theology of religions. From the impetus of Weinandy’s proposal for theology as clarifying mystery, we have a priori theological grounds to suggest that there is still much to clarify theologically regarding the issue of other religions. By accepting the investigative value of dialectical method, we must now ask what dialectical opposites should be employed for this particular issue.

Here some historical perspective is helpful. The relationship between Christ and the world religions, although a question as old as Christianity itself, often revolves around the universality and particularity of Christ, a distinction which has taken different forms within modernity and within post-modernity. From the viewpoint of modernity, there is a tension between the claimed particularity of Christ (i.e. the claim that God has acted definitively and decisively in world history through this particular person) and the universality of religions (i.e. that truth and authentic religious experience are qualities of all religions, and that all religions point to the same universal One or Real). From the viewpoint of post-modernity, there is a tension between the claimed universality of Christ (i.e. the claim that in Christ God has provided the universal standard for truth and life for all humanity) and the particularity of religions (i.e. that each religion provides valid truths and practices for members of its own particular community, but also that all religions do not necessarily point to the same One).

Though conflicting in their views on the particularity and universality of Christ, it appears that both positions are correct in one regard—namely that Christology has both particular and universal implications. Furthermore, this conflict between modernity and post-modernity allows us to see that much of the theological confusion around the issue of Christianity viz. other religions is a confusion about universality and particularity, namely which aspects of Christ are universal and which are particular. To confuse these two aspects of Christ is to create huge theological knots, to misindentify God, and ultimately to lead us out of true discipleship to Christ. Consequently, it is prerequisite for an adequate theology of religions to identify, disentangle, and clarify the universal and particular aspects of Christ—and yet, in fact, the need does not stop there, for, if alert to the method of dialectic, we quickly see that this method can be extended beyond just Christology: it becomes apparent that many doctrines—Trinity, Revelation, Christ, Salvation, Humanity, Church, and so forth—have both particular and universal aspects and implications. In other words, we can posit that it is true and valid before God to speak of both the universality and the particularity of any doctrinal loci. Thus our proposed agenda arises—namely to investigate both the universality of the Trinity and the particularity of the Trinity, the particularity of God’s self-revelation and the universality of God’s self-revelation, the particularity of Christ and the universality of Christ, the particularity of salvation and the universality of salvation,
 the particularity of the Church and the universality of the Church, the particularity of humanity and the universality of humanity, and so forth. 

It is important here to take note of one of the marks of post-modernity, namely the objection to “dualisms,” for dualisms create fallacious conceptual patterns—and dialectical method is certainly open to charges of dualism. To some extent, such a charge is invalid, for true dialectic actually describes a single reality—the dialectical propositions may appear “dualist,” but the reality they describe is certainly not. Nonetheless, to some extent this charge is valid, for the use of apparently-opposing categories can overlook significant patterns between the two poles. Thus, for each of these pairings we must remember that particularity includes not just particular individuals but also particular groups; and we must remember too that “universal” does not mean “general,”
 thus permitting room for patterns which are neither absolute nor trivial. In other words, the categories of universality and particularity must include groupings and sub-sets, both majority and minority, between the poles of the universal and the particular.

When these dialectic investigations are undertaken in view of the reality of other religions, we have a promising way forward—not the only way, nor the exhaustive way, but a helpful and constructive way nonetheless. For instance, the vexed question of the extent to which non-Christian religions are satanic creations, human creations, or divine creations, may well rest on the intersection of several of these dialectical investigations. Furthermore, some of these may admit further sub-dialectics. For instance, the universality and particularity of humanity will require attention to the universality and particularity of various aspects of humanity, for such as goodness, sinfulness, creativity, etc. 

To date, only Singh has attempted this dialectic effort within the theology of religions, doing so with the doctrines of Revelation, Christ, and Salvation. However, the history of theology shows that the route of dialectic has much potential for clarifying mystery, should we seek to pursue it, and should God graciously grant us greater clarity in the effort. 

� “Evangelical inclusivism” may be characterized by beliefs such as the following: that salvation comes through Jesus Christ alone; that the most determinative model for fullest human living (including religious living) is the life and teaching of Jesus the Nazarene; that God grants divine grace and self-revelation not just to Christians but to all people; that God grants eternal life to at least some who have not heard the Gospel (because God judges positively their response to whatever forms of divine grace and revelation they have been given by God, or to the Gospel post-mortem); and that evangelism (which seeks to lead people into intentional discipleship to Jesus the Nazarene) is an essential part of Christian mission, for the sake of obedience to scripture, for the sake of fullest human living, and for the sake of surer hope for eternal life. 


� Paul Knitter has recently proposed a four-model framework: the Replacement model, the Fulfillment model, the Acceptance model, and the Mutuality model. To what extent this proposal will or will not supplant Race’s three-model framework remains to be seen. See Paul Knitter, Introducing Theology of Religions (Maryknoll, NY: Oribs, 2002).


� Thomas Weinandy, Does God Suffer? (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame, 2000), p.32.


� Weinandy, Does God Suffer?, pp.36-7.


� For another theological account of theology, see John Webster, Theological Theology (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1998). Note, however, that Webster’s target audience is not conservative theology but liberal theology, with its frequent practice of reducing theology to sociology or philosophy.


� I do differ though from Weinandy in a point of emphasis. Weinandy blames the rise of “problem-solving theology” on the Enlightenment and its elevation of science as the criterion of epistemological method—which has been imported with devastating effects into theological method. I agree that this is indeed the source of “problem-solving” theological method; however, Weinandy does not go on to suggest where science can legitimately enter into theological method. My suggestion is that scientific method simply needs to have a stronger sense of its own provisionality—scientific method, at least in a critical realist mode, has an important place in theology if it has a humbler self-image than in secular scientific circles, that is, if it sees itself not as problem-solving but rather as a resource in the task of clarifying mystery.


� I make this observation not only from the literature, but from conversation with Evangelicals.


� Kevin Vanhoozer, “Does the Trinity Belong in a Theology of Religions?,” in Kevin Vanhoozer, First Theology: God, Scriptures, and Hermeneutics (Downer’s Grove, IL: IVP, 2002): 45-70.


� It should, though, be noted that these two developments (a more theological theology of religion and a more complex or “thicker” psycho-social description of religion) are not exclusive of each other. For instance, Jacques Dupuis has brought them together by suggesting that we distinguish between “theology of religion” (a theological account of the general phenomenon of human religiousness), “theology of religions” (a theological account of particular religions), and “theology of religious pluralism” (a theological account of the diversity of human religiousness). See Jacques Dupuis, Towards a Christian Theology of Religious Pluralism (Maryknoll, NY: Oribs, 1997).


� Vanhoozer, “Does the Trinity…?,” p.63. 


� Vanhoozer, “Does the Trinity…?,” pp.63-64.


� S. Mark Heim, The Depth of the Riches: A Trinitarian Theology of Religious Ends (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2001). For a similar approach, see J.A. DiNoia, The Diversity of Religions: A Christian Perspective (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1992).


� “[R]eligious paths in fact lead persons [of other religions] to the distinctively varied states they advertise and on which they set such transcendent value” (Heim, The Depth of the Riches, p.18); “[A]n experiential religious fulfillment described by the category of nirvana may be an actual human state” (ibid., p.25).


� Heim, The Depth of the Riches, p.20.


� Heim, The Depth of the Riches, p.44.


� Heim, The Depth of the Riches, p.273.


� Gerald McDermott, Can Christians Learn from World Religions? (Downer’s Grove, IL: IVP, 2000).


� McDermott, Can Christians Learn?, pp. 113-14. McDermott notes that these types count neither as special revelation (because they do not reveal that salvation comes through Christ) nor general revelation (because they are not generally available to all human beings). McDermott also notes that this idea of other religions having Christ-types is found in the work of the famous American Calvinist Jonathan Edwards, and in the “great dreams” and “good stories” that C.S. Lewis saw scattered in the myths of the world (p.113).


� Narendra Singh, The Particularity of Christ and the Plurality of Religions: A Dialectical Paradigm for Developing A Christian Theology of Religions (PhD Dissertation, Asbury Seminary and University of Kentucky, USA, 1995). A revised version of this dissertation is forthcoming from SAIACS Press, Bangalore.


� See N.H. Gregersen, “Dialectical Theology,” in Trevor Hart, The Dictionary of Historical Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), pp.159-60.


� Some readers may wonder about the adjective “adequately.” Here I am accepting a standard observation in epistemology that truth is in part a matter of adequacy: for instance, is it true to say “My car is big enough”? This proposition is not absolutely true, for there are conditions under which it may not be true, for instance, to carry a full class of students on a field-trip to the zoo! But it is true under other conditions, such as to carry my family to church. Here I intend the “adequate” modifier to indicate that God knows more fully than we do the full set of conditions by which to adjudicate the truth or falsity of a statement, yet the theological responsibility remains upon us to clarify these contextual truth-conditions as fully as possible.


� For another discussion of this, see Chris Barrigar, “Neither Tension Nor Deceit: Evangelism and Social Concern,” in Masihi Sevak Journal of Christian Ministry (Advent 1999); 35-49.


� Martin Luther, “The Freedom of a Christian,” in John Dillenberger, ed., Martin Luther: Selections from His Writings (New York: Anchor Books, 1961), p.53.


� Luther cites 1 Cor.9:19, Rom.13:8, Gal.4:4 and Phil.2:6-7.


� Luther, “Freedom,” pp.58-9.


� Luther, “Freedom,” p.61.


� Luther, “Freedom,” pp.63-4.


� Luther, “Freedom,” p.67.


� Luther, “Freedom,” p.69.


� Luther, “Freedom,” pp.73-4.


� I owe this example of transcendence versus immanence to Singh, though my account here is quite different from that in his doctoral dissertation.


� Stanley Grenz and Roger Olson, 20th Century Theology (Downer’s Grove, IL: IVP, 1992), p.12.


� Immanuel Kant, Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone, trans. by T.M. Greene and H.H. Hudson (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1960), pp.79-82.


� The categorical imperative has of course been subjected to extensive critique by philosophers and theologians. Significantly, at one point Kant suggests the need for moral community—“a people of God under laws of virtue” (Kant, Religion, p.142). Kant was not completely consistent here, for he also posited the notion of a moral community, which “is attainable, insofar as human beings can work toward it, only through the establishment and spread of a society in accordance with and for the sake of the laws of virtue, a society whose task and duty is rationally to impress these laws in all their scope upon the entire human race…The highest good cannot be achieved merely by the exertions of the single individual toward his own moral perfection, but instead requires a union of such individuals into a whole working toward the same end—a system of well-disposed human beings, in which and through whose unity alone the highest moral good can come to pass” (Kant, Religion, pp.86, 89). How such communitarian comments fit with his emphases on the categorical imperative and individual autonomy he does not clarify, but his communitarian comments are certainly far less important or central to his overall discussions than is his emphasis on the categorical imperative and individual autonomy. 


� See the L.W. Beck translation of The Critique of Practical Reason (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1949), pp. 233-34. In interpreting his two great works, The Critique of Pure Reason and The Critique of Practical Reason, some scholars raise the question of whether Kant proposed belief in God because God actually exists, or simply because it is important for humans to believe that God exists (because it is belief in God that prompts humans to obey the categorical imperative, whether God actually exists or not). Such a debate seems needless in light of those passages in Critique of Practical Reason which describe which attributes of God can be known. Kant was a sufficiently independent thinker that he would not have bothered with the effort to describe God’s knowable attributes if he did not actually believe in the existence of God.


� Kant in a letter to J.C. Lavater, cited by Allen W. Wood, “Rational Theology, Moral Faith, and Religion,” in Paul Guyer, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Kant (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), p.396.


� There is of course a question of logic here for Kant: does not the categorical imperative contradict the possibility of our autonomy? This is a standard question in discussions of Kant, one which we need not enter into here, but we should also point to the further post-modern question to Kant: does not our communal formation also deny the possibility of our supposed autonomy?


� Kant, Religion, pp. 60, 70.


� Berkhof, Two Hundred Years, p.16.


� Berkhof, Two Hundred Years, p.17.


� An important start has been provided by Narendra Singh; see his revised dissertation forthcoming.


� Universal means, in effect, “applicable to everyone, everywhere,” whereas “general” means applicable to many but not all. My doctoral supervisor often complained that the Baillie translation of Hegel’s Phenomenology repeatedly mistranslated “universal” as “general.”
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