An Exploration of Inclusivism- The Encyclopaedia of Christian Theology. 

Inclusivism’s Context 
Religious diversity is an undeniable element of our reality, and we are arguably more aware of this than ever before. As this pluralistic reality began to make its way to the forefront of our consciousness, it inevitably brought with it questions regarding the nature of salvation. Questions such as- If Christianity offers the only means by which to attain salvation, why do other religions not only persist in their existence but continue to thrive and flourish? Furthermore, what is the eternal destiny for those, who for several social/cultural/geographical reasons, have not been in contact with the Christian Gospel? Similarly, what was the fate of those who lived and died before Jesus? Theologians have wrestled with salvific questions such as these and have presented a broad range of theories which fall under the classic framework known as the Theology of Religions. 
Although the viewpoints on this matter are vastly varied, the Theology of Religions framework seeks to place each theological opinion within one of three focal categories- Exclusivism, Inclusivism and Pluralism. It is Inclusivism that will be explored within this article. I will firstly present the theological arguments that underpin this position before briefly focusing on prominent theologians who have lent their voice to Inclusivism- Karl Rahner, Hans Kung, Jacques Dupuis and Clark Pinnock.
What is Inclusivism? 
At the core of Christianity are two seemingly contradictory beliefs, the first is the belief that God has a universal salvific will (cf. John 12:32; 2 Cor. 5:19; Heb. 2:9), and the second is that the life, death and resurrection of Jesus is the only means by which such salvation can be obtained (cf. John 14:6;  Acts 4:12; 1 Tim. 2:5). It could be argued that these two Christian values seem to counteract each other- How can God’s will be to bring the whole world into salvific unification with him, and yet exempt every person who has not submitted themselves to Jesus? Surely, these are incompatible values. And yet, the very foundation of Inclusivism is built upon the acknowledgment of these beliefs and the opinion that they are not incompatible values. Inclusivist scholars argue that the tension between this universality and particularism is in fact, a solution, not a problem. It is the answer and not the question. 
Inclusivism is therefore a theological negotiation between these two values- a negation which settles upon the idea that although God’s saving grace exclusively originates and ultimately leads back to Jesus, other religions can act as vehicles of this grace. 
And it is commonly the example of Jesus himself who sustains such an argument, as the Gospels record how he frequently and intentionally breaks down the religious and cultural barriers within his own context. For example, he uses a parable in order to praise the empathy of a Samaritan man while condemning the apathy of Jewish officials (Luke 10:25-37), he also singles out the exemplary faith of Greek men (John 12:20-50) and a Canaanite woman (Matt. 15:22-28)- all of which would have been considered the religious ‘other’. It is Jesus’ seeming disregard for the differing religious identities along with his commission to “go, therefore, and make disciples of all nations” (Matt. 28:19) that underpin many Inclusivist arguments and have led many historically prominent Christian scholars to accept such arguments- scholars such as John Stott, John Wesley and C.S Lewis who wrote that “If you are a Christian, you are free to think that all these religions, even the queerest ones, contain at least some hint of the truth.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  C.S Lewis, Mere Christianity, London: Geoffrey Bles Publishing, 1952.] 

It is also important to note that Inclusivism is often acknowledged as western Christianity’s mainstream response to the existence of other religions and has consequently become the official stance of both the Catholic and the Anglican church.[footnoteRef:2] The Catholic Encyclical (Remptoris Missio) states that:  [2:  Cf. The Church of England’s Mission and Ministry in a Multi-Religious Society A report on the recent work and future vision of the Presence and Engagement programme, https://www.churchofengland.org/sites/default/files/2019-05/Report%20to%20General%20Synod%20July%202017.pdf
Pope John Paul II, Papal Encyclical, Remptoris Missio, Vatican Polyglot Press: Vatican City State, 1990. ] 

The universality of salvation means that it is granted not only to those who explicitly believe in Christ and have entered the church. Since salvation is offered to all, it must be made concretely available to all.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Pope John Paul II, Papal Encyclical, Remptoris Missio, Vatican Polyglot Press: Vatican City State, 1990.] 

Therefore, it is argued that there is an element of truth and consequent worth to be found in other religious traditions. And yet the Christocentric nature of salvation remains, as the Encyclical continues to explain that: 
Although participated forms of mediation of different kinds and degrees are not excluded, they acquire meaning and value only from Christ’s own mediation, and they cannot be understood as parallel or complementary to his.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Papal Encyclical, Remptoris Missio. ] 

While some scholars brand Inclusivism as nothing more than a compromise between Exclusivism and Pluralism, other scholars defend the position, claiming that it is more than a position on which the ‘unsure’ tend to settle, but a theological argument within its own right. David Cheetham describes Inclusivism as “a commitment to both the revelation of God (in Jesus) and the heart of God”[footnoteRef:5] as well as a means by which Christians can honour both a faithfulness to their own tradition and an un-threatened openness towards others.[footnoteRef:6] However, such an argument may solve one question while bringing forth others- questions such as, does this extend to all and any religion? How close to salvation do these other traditions get a person, if not the whole way? Is Inclusivism not simply a way of saying that all religions are adequate, but Christianity is superior? There is arguably no one answer to these sub-questions as each scholar’s boundaries fall in different places; this has led many to the conclusion that there is no one ‘Inclusivism’, but rather, a spectrum of multiple ‘Inclusivisms’.  [5:  David Cheetham, Inclusivisms: Honouring Faithfulness and Openness in Christian Approaches to Other Faiths, Alan race and Paul Hedges, London: SCM Press, 2008. P-63.]  [6:  Cheetham, Inclusivisms, p- 63.] 

There are however, three leading voices that help us to dig into the details of how Inclusivism/Inclusivisms work - those of Karl Rahner and his critics: Hans Kung, Jacques Dupuis and Clark Pinnock. 
Karl Rahner 
Karl Rahner (1904-1984) was a German theologian and anthropologist whose work greatly impacted the Catholic church’s afore mentioned inclusivist viewpoint.[footnoteRef:7] It is perhaps because of his influence over the Catholic church’s official stance, that Rahner is often considered to be the most influential voice in Inclusivist theology, as his work has helped to develop and define the details of Inclusivism. Rahner’s theological conclusions can only be fully understood when we identify his anthropological premise: that all people are born with an innate sense of God’s presence, even if they live the entirety of their lives unaware of it. Rahner argues that it is human nature to seek God, and not any God, but the God presented within the Christin scriptures and ultimately revealed through the person of Jesus. As Cheetham points out, Rahner’s Inclusivism is firmly rooted in the Christian tradition, as he maintains that Jesus is the highest expression of God’s salvific grace.[footnoteRef:8]  [7:  Cf. Nostra Aetate, second Vatican Council, 1962-65.]  [8:  David Cheetham, Inclusivisms: Honouring Faithfulness and Openness in Christian Approaches to Other Faiths, Alan race and Paul Hedges, London: SCM Press, 2008. P-70.] 

Rahner’s idea that every person is naturally inclined to seek God, partnered with the belief that Jesus is the ultimate revelation of God brings Rahner to the conclusion that all of humanity are searching for what Christianity offers. This conclusion famously led to him labelling all participants of other religions as ‘Anonymous Christians.’[footnoteRef:9] His use of this term could also be described as ‘potential Christians’, as he argues that all other religions provide and potentiality for the Christian gospel to break through- therefore, according to Rahner, participants of other religious traditions are experiencing the grace of God before being exposed to the gospel. Furthermore, through other religious practices and teachings, participants are cultivating selfless love, which is Rahner’s definitive marker of an ‘anonymous Christian’.[footnoteRef:10] [9:  Karl Rahner, Anonymous and Explicit Faith, in Theological Investigations vol. 16, London: DLT (Morland David Trans), 1979. ]  [10:  Karl Rahner, Anonymous and Explicit Faith, in Theological Investigations vol. 16, London: DLT (Morland David Trans), 1979.
Karl Rahner, Foundations of Christianity, New York: Crossroads Publishing, 1982.
Karl Rahner, Theological Investigations vol 4,5, London: DLT (K.H Kruger trans), 1966] 

Although Karl Rahner’s voice has arguably remained the most celebrated within Inclusivist theology, it has also become the most criticised. 
Other voices- Hans Kung, Jacques Dupuis and Clark Pinnock
In order to highlight the diversity which falls under the Inclusive category, I have briefly outlined the core of Kung, Pinnock and Dupuis’ nuanced theologies. 
Kung (1928-present day) shares many commonalities with Rahner, as he is also a devoted member of the catholic church (a catholic priest) and a firm Inclusivist, and yet their definitions, details and boundaries around such theology differs considerably- Kung is particularly critical of Rahner’s ‘Anonymous Christianity’ theory, stating that it has a self-importance to it, and is also too particular and definitive. Kung sought to develop an inclusivism which is equally as confessional as Karl Rahner’s, and yet is more fluid and therefore relevant to the realities of the religious ‘other’.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Hans Kung, The age of globalization requires a global ethic, Theology, September 2010, Vol.113(875), pp.323-33] 

Clark Pinnock (1937-2010) introduced a more pneumatological element to Inclusivist theology, emphasising the omnipresent nature of God’s experiential presence, his ultimate sovereignty and the ‘wideness of his mercy’.[footnoteRef:12] He argues that if such elements of God’s character are to be taken seriously, than other religious experiences should also be taken as possible revelations of God’s presence. Pinnock refers to Rahner’s theology as ‘cautious Inclusivism’ in comparison to his own conclusions.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Clark Pinnock, A Wideness in God’s Mercy: The Finality of Jesus Christ in the World of Religions, Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1992. ]  [13:  Clark Pinnock, Inclusivism in More Than One Way?, D.L Okholm, T.R Phillips (eds), Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995, pp- 98-100.] 

Jacques Dupuis (1923-2004) is perhaps the most ‘radical’ of the Inclusivists I have referenced, as he argued that not only do other religions experience/present revelations of God that are familiar to Christianity, but that Christianity is not vast enough to encompass every dealing that humanity has had with the divine. Therefore, other religions are experiencing elements on God’s nature in a way that Christianity is not. [footnoteRef:14] [14:  Jacques Dupuis, Toward a Christian Theology of Religious Pluralisms, Maryknoll: Orbis Publishing, 1997. ] 

Inclusivism Summarised 
While some may state that Inclusivism is simply a balancing act between Exclusivism and Pluralism- and therefore, the absence of any firm theological position, others would argue that it is quite the contrary; that it is a complex and highly nuanced range of positions. The differences between the Inclusive theologies are undeniably vast, and yet they are all built upon two core values: that Jesus is the only mediator of salvific grace, but that the experience of such grace can be obtained in other religions.  
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