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Religious Exclusivism

Religious Exclusivism:
The religious exclusivist views that among many religions, only one single religion is absolutely true, and the rest are false. The exclusivist has an absolute view on the issue of truth and believed that if a religion is not the only "truth", then It is not worthy of belief. In fact, any adherent who expresses his or her faithfulness and devotion to his or her religion naturally has an inherent exclusivity. 
There are three religious typologies, namely pluralism, inclusivism, and exclusivism, coined by Alan Race in his book Christians and Religious Pluralism (Race 1993). An Inclusivist believes that only one single faith tradition leads to salvation but it is available to all other traditions. A pluralist acknowledges the validity of all faith traditions, which all are the ways to salvation and realize to the same ultimate reality. These typologies were originally developed to examine Christian attitudes to other religions, but they can now be applied to any religious belief system. 
Many types of religious exclusivism have been explored by various outstanding theologians and scholars and they will be introduced under this theme.

Theological and Scholarly Arguments in Exclusivism
Douglas Pratt introduces different forms of exclusivism in his book Exclusivism and Exclusivity: A Contemporary Theological Challenge. He defines exclusivism by quoting distinguished theologian Diana Eck’s comment that: ‘Exclusivism is more than simply a conviction about the transformative power of the particular vision one has; it is a conviction about its finality and its absolute priority over competing views’ (Pratt 2007: 296).
He also explains three different religious exclusivism which is open, closed and extreme. Open exclusivism maintains the superiority in cognition and salvation. A person can at least tilt to the other side, as long as it allows - or even encourages - the other party's surrender (for example, through conversion) (Pratt 2007: 296). Closed exclusivism simply expels the "other" directly. The relationship with the "other", especially the other religions, was actually excluded (Pratt 2007: 297). Extreme exclusivism holds the negative value of "other" - no matter how other is defined - with severe punishments and restrictions imposed on the other party(Pratt 2007:298). 
Jerome Gellman explores two types of exclusivist: A plain exclusionist is a person who recognizes the diversity of the global religions, believes that his or her religion is real and that other religions are false in the event incompatible with their own religion. A contented exclusivist does not consider the difference between their religion and other religions. They do not ask whether their own religion is better than others. They simply do not reflect on this issue. 
David Pitman introduces several well-known exclusivist representatives including Karl Barth, Hendrik Kraemer, Emil Brunner and Lesslie Newbigin in his book Twentieth Century Christian Responses to Religious Pluralism: Difference is Everything.   
Karl Barth (1886-1968), a Swiss Neo-Orthodox theologian, is recognized as the greatest Protestant theologian of the twentieth century. Barth's theology is generally exclusivist and is typified as definitive one for his claim that Christianity is superior to other religions as the only religion contains God's definitive and others are limited. He argues that Jesus is the God’s self-revelation. God is well known through Jesus, the scripture and the message of the church. Only Jesus can overcome the gaps between God and humans (Pitman 2014: 30-31).
Hendrik Kraemer (1888-1965), the Dutch theologian, who was greatly influenced by Karl Barth and Emil Brunner. Kraemer represents the hard face of the exclusivist response to other religions for his view of no salvation outside the Christian church (Kraemer 1956). He believes that there was completely no connection between God's revelation in Christ and non-Christian religious traditions. No other religious traditions can be compared to the unique events of Jesus’s incarnation, death, and resurrection. There is no salvation outside the Christian church (Pitman 2014: 43). 
Emil Brunner (1889-1966) was a Swiss theologian. In comparison with Barth and Kraemer, Brunner holds more generous idea of exclusivism but regards the non-Christian religions as ‘stammering words from some half-forgotten saying’ (Brunner 1947: 262).
Lesslie Newbigin (1909-98) is a British theologian. Compared to Barth, Brunner and Kraemer, he is a moderate exclusivist for his broad understanding of other religions in a more open and compassionate manner. Newbigin gives an overview of his exclusivist response in the book of The Gospel in a Pluralist Society: exclusivist in the sense affirms the unique truths revealed by Jesus Christ but does not deny the possibility of saving non-Christians. It is inclusivist for it refuses to limit the grace of God's salvation to members of the Christian Church, but it rejects the inclusiveness of non-Christian religion as a carrier of redemption. It is pluralist that God’s universal salvation is for all human beings, but it rejects pluralism that denies the uniqueness and decisiveness that God has done in Jesus Christ (Newbigin 1989:182,183).
Another moderate type of exclusivism was developed by Paul Althaus (1888-1966) who was a German Lutheran theologian. Althaus believed that revelation is an eternal reality, realized through the creation of visible reality and the power of human perception and reasoning. And this general revelation of God is experienced by all human including various religions, but the ultimate salvation comes only through Christ’s revelation. This is contrary to Barth’s no true revelation of God outside of Christ (Knitter 1974).
Soft versus hard in Christian perspective:   
The soft and the hard exclusivists, as well as the hard inclusivist, argue that all need to listen, practice and follow the teachings of Jesus accordingly to receive the salvation. The differences are the hard exclusivist need to complete these requirements in this lifetime, the soft exclusivist may complete these requirements in this lifetime or next lifetime and hard inclusivist will complete these requirements in next lifetime. The soft and the hard exclusivists believe that the other religions do not contain revelatory truth and the hard inclusivist believes that the other religions do contain the truth of revelation. 
Gavin D'Costa argues that 'pluralism must always logically be a form of exclusivism and that nothing called pluralism really exists’ (D'Costa 1996: 225). John Hick debate that pluralism is not another historical religion making an exclusive religious claim (Hick 1997).
There is also the Islamic exclusivism. Dr. Imran Aijaz claims the traditional Islamic exclusivism which offers a special interpretation relying on exclusivist attitudes towards truth, epistemic justification, and salvation.
To modify the exclusivism there are Karl Rahner’s traditional inclusivism and Paul Tillich’s progressive inclusivism, Hans Kung’s and Raimundo Panikkar’s classical pluralism. John Hick’s theocentric pluralism, and Wilfred Cantwell Smith’s anthropocentric pluralism.
Avi Sagi, an Israel philosophy scholar, argues that: An exclusivist seems unattractive because of its denying the right of non-adherents to believe their own faiths which is not necessary. People may think that their religions are true and effective but need not deny the right to maintain false beliefs. People can be both exclusivist and tolerant. This theory of religious tolerance can be found in John Locke's Four Letters of Toleration (Sagi 2015:124).
John Locke (1632-1704) was a British philosopher and physician in the seventeenth century, also regarded as one of the great enlightened thinkers. John Locke’s writing Letters (1689–1692) concerning the theory of religious tolerance can be outlined as followed:
(1) Even judges as being ordinary human beings generally cannot reliably assess the true claims of competing for religious views; (2) even if they can, the enforcement of accepting a “true religion” will not produce the desired effect. Because faith cannot be forced by violence; (3) forcing religious unity will lead to more social chaos than allowing diversity (McGrath 1998).
The above introduces the theological and scholarly views in religious exclusivism. The following will briefly describe exclusivism in religions. 

Exclusivism in Religions
The historical religious exclusivism in the Abrahamic faiths according to the analysis of Alan Race and Daniel Strange:  
Christian exclusivism is the belief that only those who have faith in God’s revelation in Jesus Christ alone receive eternal salvation. Some scriptures in the Bible were pointed out and explained as exclusivist response. For example in John’s gospel, Jesus said, ‘I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me’ (John 14: 6, NIV). The second example is Peter’s proclamation after Jesus’ death, ‘Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to mankind by which we must be saved’ (Acts 4:12). Like ‘For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God’ (Romans 3:23) conveys the idea that no one deserves salvation without the grace of God. Other examples in the gospel of Luke, Jesus said, ‘whoever is not against you is for you’ (Luke 9:50); ‘Whoever is not with me is against me’ (Luke 11:23).
Islam is often regarded as an exclusivist faith because it focuses on the revelation of the Prophet Muhammad, the uniqueness of the Qur'an and the emphasis on monotheism as the correct faith. Historically, Islam usually held an exclusivist attitude toward polytheist religions, but an inclusivist attitude toward monotheist beliefs. An Islamic exclusivist response stated in Qur’an is ‘If anyone seeks a religion other than [Islam] complete devotion to God (Allah), it will not be accepted from him: he will be one of the losers in the Hereafter’ (3:85).
The exclusivism in Judaism emphasizes that there are no other gods but God (Yahweh). The First Commandment conveys this idea ‘You shall have no other gods before me’ (Exodus 20:3). It is also proclaimed by the Prophet Micah, ‘All the nations may walk in the name of their gods, but we will walk in the name of the LORD our God for ever and ever’ (Micah 4:5, NIV). There is also something about the Jewish people being the ‘chosen ones’ that God had promised, ‘you will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation’ (Exodus 19:6 NIV).
Exclusivism in other religions:
Buddhism is generally regarded as pluralist and this aspect can be found in the edicts of Emperor Ashoka (268 to 232 BCE). It states that the good teachings of other religions should be fully studied (Dhammika 1993). Buddha’s teachings are to realize the truth of life and the universe and to achieve universal harmony. Still, few aspects relate to exclusivism. For example, only by following the Buddha’s teachings can one escape samsara (transmigration in the cycle of life and death). Also, Nichiren Buddhism is intolerant and exclusivist, claiming that only the Lotus Sutra leads to salvation in the Dharma Ending age (Stone 1994).
Hinduism is naturally pluralist and polytheistic, which states that all paths lead to God. The aspects of inclusivism relate to Avatarism, which is the belief that great sages and saints are the innumerable incarnations (avatars) of Vishnu. Some exclusivist aspects emphasize Hindu nationalism and Hindu Caste system.

Exclusivism and the future
With religious freedom, an increasingly interdependent social economy and global integration, the global villages are gradually formed. Religious dialogue is not just a need to promote proper teachings and for humanity’s survival but it is also imperative to avoid disasters. In this sense, exclusivism is generally recognized as dangerous and divisive to the society, especially extreme exclusivism, which may nurture terrorism. When this exclusivity excludes other races, it becomes racism; when it excludes other unbelievers, it becomes a closed exclusivist religion. In the history of human beings, there are many large-scale battles because of conflicting ideology. As such, religious pragmatism, the value of tolerance, and soteriological universalism are greatly developed. Interfaith dialogues and interfaith leadership are urgently needed.
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