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BOOK REVIEW

Twenty First Century Theologies of Religions, Retrospections and Future Prospects.
Edited by
Elizabeth J. Harris, Paul Hedges and Shanthikumar Hettiarachchi.
This book review falls within the remit of the journal, ‘Religion, State & Society’, a leading authoritative multidisciplinary publication which recognises religion as a dimension that needs to be taken into account by students and specialists in a wide range of disciplines and it covers all faiths and all regions of the world.

The Editors of this book describe the volume as an important critical account of the current state of play across the broad ‘theology of religion’ debate, mainly within the Christian tradition.[footnoteRef:1] Published in 2016, it is dedicated to the Reverend Canon Doctor Alan Race, author of Christians and Religious Pluralism:  Patterns in the Christian Theology of Religions (1983), in honour of his landmark seminal contribution to the ‘theology of religions’ and his introduction of the typology of exclusivism(s), inclusivism(s), pluralism(s) with the later addition of particularities.   These became the standard markers for debates and classifications and were later reverted to the plural, emphasising that each ‘pattern’ represents a range of views which can also merge into the other. [footnoteRef:2] [1: Hettiarachchi S., ‘Avowing the Religious Other, A Postcolonial Perspective’.   https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Shanthikumar_Hettiarachchi/publication/309772577_Avowing_Religous_identity_and_the_Religious_Other_A_Postcolonial_Perspective_Shanthikumar_Hettiarachchi/links/5823100f08aeb45b58892130/Avowing-Religious-Identity-and-the-Religious-Other-A-Postcolonial-Perspective-Shanthikumar-Hettiarachchi.pdf [Accessed: 10th December 2017].]  [2:  Hedges P., and Race A., Eds., Christian Approaches to Other Faiths, SCM Core Text Series,
  (London: SCM Press, 2008), pp. 17-33.] 


This book highlights how discussions on the ‘theology of religion’ which began thirty years ago are still dominated by Christian tradition, which this volume attempts to address.  It is presented from a Western-Christian frame of reference but extends debate by incorporating insights from comparative theology and discussing contributions from multiple religious scholars beyond the Western world.  
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The chapters consist of a selection of essays by eminent scholars which offer diverse discussions on the ‘theology of religions’, structured into four sections :-  
i) Disputing and Using the Typology - a discussion of the disputes and contentions around the typology; 
ii) Pluralist Voices and Contestations – an exploration of the pluralist position within the typology;  
iii) Beyond the Typology – a discussion relating to the ‘Theology of Religions’, including reactions from non-Christian religions. 
Graham Adams poses the question,  “how should we assess the truth and salvific efficacy of religious traditions?”[footnoteRef:3]  and goes on to affirm his interpretation of the goals of the typology which remain for him Christian centred.  He claims that Christian identity impresses on us the need to attend to the ‘otherness‘  within the Christian tradition and he underpins his argument with the concerns of Andrew Shanks who relates the revelatory power of God to ‘shakenness and trauma’. [footnoteRef:4]  Adams calls for greater honesty and quotes Shanks (2014), who asserts that honesty is about being truly open about what ‘others’ have to say. [footnoteRef:5]  He goes on to describe truth as honesty being inherently hospitable, which goes to the heart of the gospel, however, his Christocentric position is evident as he ponders whether greater honesty is re-wiring the internal circuitry of Christian faith.  [3:  Harris E., Hedges P., and Hettiarachchi S., Eds., Twenty-First Century Theologies of Religions, Retrospectives
   and Future Prospects (Lieden:  Brill, 2016), p. 10.]  [4:  Shanks, A., Hegel versus ‘Inerfaith Dialogue’:  A General Theory of Xenophilia (New York: Cambridge 
   University Press) p. 15.]  [5:  Shanks, A., A Neo-Hegelian Theology:  The God of Greatest Hospitality (Farnham: Ashgate,
  2014).] 


The reader is left to discern whether this ‘re-wiring’ would be either a good or bad proposition, and is prompted to consider that ‘Being Shaken in Pursuit of Honesty’ may be necessary to effectively project Christian scholars out of their culturally-conditioned presuppositions and prejudices.


-3-

Describing the emergence of an increasingly globalised religious society, the question is raised as to how traditions and religions beyond Christianity perceive ‘a theology of religion’ and whether the standard typology introduced by Race may be effectively extended and applied to ‘other’ traditions and worldviews.  With this extended approach in mind, the religious historical context is explored by Shanthiumar Hettiarachchi who reaches out to new vistas as he examines the post-colonial impact and the metamorphosis of the ‘other’ to the religious ‘Significant Other.’   He presents a post-colonial approach as a counter narrative to other perspectives and scholarship of critical theories as he deconstructs the standard typology.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Hetiarachchi S., ‘Avowing Religious Identity and the Religious Other, A Postcolonial Perspective’.
  https://www.researchgate.net/publication/309772577-Avowing _  
   Religious_Identity_and_the_Religious_Other_A_Postcolonial_Perspective_Shanthikumar_Hetiarachchi 
   [Accessed: 16 December 2017].] 


For Hettiarachchi the significance of the ‘other’ constitutes the core of systematic religious pluralism debated within the world of Christian theology over the past thirty years.  He draws from Edward Said’s cultural analysis in his book, Orientalism (1978) and discusses the colonial ‘other’ by the motifs, “Europe is powerful and articulates; Asia is defeated and distant.”[footnoteRef:7]  He identifies the ‘other’ in the context of the philosophical nuance of ‘otherness’ as studied by scholars who are focusing on alterity from the perspective of ‘history told from below’.[footnoteRef:8]     [7:  Said E., Orientalism (London: Penguin Books, 1995), p. 57.]  [8:   Harris E., Hedges P., and Hettiarachchi S., Eds., Twenty-First Century Theologies of Religions, Retrospectives
   and Future Prospects (Lieden:  Brill, 2016), pp. 192, 193.] 


He warns that the old colonial mindset should not be allowed to manifest itself in either trade, debt, information technology or diplomacy, and It should also not be applied negatively to theological and religious debate as it represents the colonial ‘other’ which resulted in the demarcation of East and West and continues to emphasise cultural differences both in religiosity and power. [footnoteRef:9] In comparing the domination of world economics with the domination of religion resulting from colonialism, he metaphorically describes the process of engaging in a business transaction as ‘dealing with the other’ and asserts that nothing, including theology, can work without the other. [footnoteRef:10] [9:   Ibid., p. 193.]  [10:  Ibid., p. 195.] 
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Hettiarachchi proposes decolonized reading as a new tool of analysis (postcolonial theory) to redefine Christianity in Asia and he cites Alan Race, Paul Knitter and John Hick among those theologians whose works have assisted the engagement of Asian Christians who have suffered religious annexation, hegemony and the dominance of colonialism. [footnoteRef:11]  [11:   Harris E., Hedges P., and Hettiarachchi S., Eds., Twenty-First Century Theologies of Religions, Retrospectives
   and Future Prospects (Lieden:  Brill, 2016), p. 201.] 


He describes ‘otherwardness’ as the new foundation for ethical living, a recovered self-understanding, a spiritual maturity and integrity which can be arrived at when traditions are willing to revisit their roots and gain insight for reading their context courageously. [footnoteRef:12] He strongly advocates the importance of dialogue in dealing with pluralism and the complexity of issues in twenty first century societies which have become ever more multi-cultural.  [12:   Ibid., p.197.] 


While he pays tribute to the typology introduced by Alan Race (1983) which paved the way for intellectual theological debate on issues of religious plurality,  he  also emphasises the need for further dialogue and quotes Race’s reference to the Indian scholar Stanley Samartha,
“Samartha has opened the door to the scandalous possibility that other religions are a product of divine intention rather than human accident – with the consequence that they have a theological right to exist and be heard and that by virtue of religious freedom enshrined in human rights, they become equal partners in the spiritual quest of humanity”.[footnoteRef:13]  [13:  Race A., Interfaith Encounter:  The Twin Tracks of Theology and Dialogue (London: SCM Press, 1993), p. 21.] 


Conclusion
This volume is an important resource for students and scholars of the ‘theology of religions’ and provides a retrospective overview of the last thirty years.   Race’s typology was developed in an era in which post-imperialist and post-colonial Britain was adjusting to a rise in religious plurality with the emergence of a second-generation immigrant population. Moreover, the challenges of internet technology and the rise of globalisation in the twenty first century were yet to come. 
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The valuable contributions to this book from diverse scholars highlight the impact of globalisation and the urgent need for further dialogue and debate on the ‘theology of religions,’ together with an examination of the similarities and differences between Christians and the ‘Significant Others’. This book demonstrates Race’s typology as a useful tool for the study of the ‘theology of religions’, however, since the emergence of a multi-cultural globalised world,  an adjustment to this typology is required as in the twenty first century, the typology is more applicable to Christian intra-faith reflection than a framework for inter-faith study.  There is a need to re-appraise the typology in line with global interfaith dimensions and to turn away from the ‘isms’ of Christocentric introspection in order to explore the ‘Other’ experientially with effective and honest interfaith dialogue.

While emphasising the importance of hospitality and courage, Adams and Hettiarachchi advocate the need to revisit the roots of religions to seek new approaches of engaging with the ‘Other.’ However, before embarking on the ‘re-wiring of the Christian faith’, scholars would be wise to consider the words of Jesus when challenged by the Pharisee who enquired of Him :-
“Teacher, which commandment in the law is the greatest?”  He said to him, “‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.’  This is the greatest and first commandment.  And a second is like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’  On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.” (Matthew 22: 36-40)[footnoteRef:14] [14:  NRSV Bible, Matthew 22: 36-40, https//www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%2022:36
    [Accessed: 15 December 2017].] 
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