The chosen encyclopaedia is The Encyclopedia of Religion, which is often identified as a primary resource within the study of religions. It began as an ambitious project initiated by the Romanian-born scholar Mircea Eliade (1907-1986), and has since retained a focus on the history of religions. The following article is an attempt at relating certain theological understandings of ‘religious pluralism’ to the wider field of study addressed by The Encyclopedia of Religion, to provide non-theologian scholars with a summary of influential arguments and rationales in an important intra-theological debate. This debate will also be related to some wider developments which characterise the post-1945 world, so that historians may appreciate parts of the context and influences on contemporary theology.
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Religious pluralism within the Christian ‘theology of religions’
The term ‘religious pluralism’ can describe different things. Beyond its use as synonymous with ‘religious diversity’, scholars have also used it for an appreciation of such plurality and its effects. Thomas Banchoff has used ‘religious pluralism’ to distinguish peaceful interreligious engagement from violent (or otherwise oppressive) forms of interaction,[footnoteRef:1] while Amanda Porterfield has defined it as “an influential form of religious idealism”, which “tends to lift up most inspiring and socially constructive aspects of religion, and downplay those aspects that fall short or fail to harmonize”.[footnoteRef:2] In short, ‘religious pluralism’ is often used to signal a certain attitude towards religion; focused on, for example, harmonious engagement in multicultural/-religious contexts. Beyond more general uses, the concept has also been used to describe an influential trend within contemporary theology. Such theological pluralism stresses constructive engagement with religious ‘others’ and highlights how different traditions may all be capable of achieving things like truth or salvation.  [1:  Banchoff 2008: 5.]  [2:  Porterfield 2013: 22.] 

While it is possible that one-sided understandings of religion that may arise from a conscious focus on pluralism, the influence of these ideas is still substantial. It can also be argued that the scholarly focus on issues of pluralism can serve complementary purposes beside those endeavours focused on otherwise delimited aspects of religious life (‘religion and violence’, ‘religion and politics’, etc.). Moreover, the influence of pluralist ideals on contemporary theology indicates that historians should strive towards the proper evaluation of how such ideas developed; both as a means of constructive engagement with theologians and as a way of situating parts of contemporary theology within the wider history of religion.
This article is a contribution to the historical study of theological ‘pluralism’ as an expression of certain attitudes toward religion(s). It will provide a brief overview of developments related the expression of pluralist ideals within contemporary theology, and place these in a cultural and historical context. 



The historical context of theological pluralism
‘Theology of religions’ describes a discipline aimed at making theological sense of the meaning and value of other religions. While such efforts have ancient precedent, it has been argued that Western Christian theology has witnessed a notable shift in the last half-century, during which attitudes toward other religions have become more positive.[footnoteRef:3] This shift can partially be explained with the help of Alan Race’s three-part typology, which describes different attitudes towards other religions.[footnoteRef:4] Writing from a Christian perspective, Race identifies so-called ‘exclusivists’ as rejecting the possibility of non-Christian salvation, while ‘inclusivists’ recognise that such salvation can be achieved yet is nevertheless (in some way) mediated by Christ. Finally, ‘pluralism’ posits that different religious traditions represent autonomous and valid methods for salvation. In simplified terms, developments during the last century has lead towards a strengthening of the latter two of these positions at the expense of exclusivism, with pluralism often identified as most influential today.[footnoteRef:5]  [3:  For an overview, see Harris et al 2016. Also, Arthur 2000: 1-36.]  [4:  Race 1982.]  [5:  Mortensen 2011.] 

Ideas that can be described as either pluralist or inclusivist have a long history, with examples abound from different contexts. The policies of the Mughal emperor Akbar (1542-1605 CE) and the teaching of Baha’u’llah (1817-1892 CE) can be named as prominent examples of religious syncretism with elements of either pluralism or inclusivism. The teachings of the Muslim prophet Muhammad (570-632 CE) can also be described as containing a delimited form of inclusivism, as the Qur’an acknowledges both the Jewish Torah and the Christian Gospels as originally valid forms of divine revelation. 
In Western contexts, historians have connected the current influence of both inclusivism and pluralism to long-term developments largely connected to the Protestant Reformation.[footnoteRef:6] Among other things, the lack of an American national church resulted in denominationalism there, while millennialist expectations about a universal church before the Second Coming (together, perhaps, with shared experiences of colonisation, revolution, etc.) simultaneously encouraged interdenominational cooperation.[footnoteRef:7] The multicultural character of American society, accentuated by waves of migration from around the world, strengthened ideals focused on tolerance and cultural/religious pluralism. This latter process has continued well into the 21st century, reinforcing notions about the importance of theological pluralism. Developments toward multiculturalism have also affected Europe, which has contributed to the spread and influence of pluralist ideals there as well – with prominent pluralist theologians describing their experiences in multicultural milieus as crucial for informing their understanding of religion.[footnoteRef:8]  [6:  E.g. Cohen & Numbers 2013. ]  [7:  Porterfield 2013: 25-29.]  [8:  E.g. Hick 1980] 

Beyond experiences of diversity ‘at home’, Western theologians were also confronted with global changes after the Second World War.[footnoteRef:9] Crucially, the rapid weakening of European imperialism transformed political landscapes in the so-called ‘Third World’, which highlighted a need for respectful engagement with local communities. The power exercised by non-Western powers, such as the Soviet Union and OPEC (together, perhaps, with political failures at Suez, in Vietnam, etc. – not to mention the moral failures signalled by the ‘European’ Holocaust), punctuated myths about Western superiority, which in turn perhaps undermined self-absorbed Western exclusivism. Simultaneously, technological advancements in the Third World resulted in rapid population growth, with demographic shifts toward the ‘Global South’ and Asia accentuating the need for respectful interchange.  [9:  Ustorf 2008.] 

Additional significance has been ascribed to the influence that certain scholars, such as Mircea Eliade (1907-1986) and Paul Tillich (1886-1965), have enjoyed within the academic study of religion.[footnoteRef:10] These scholars promoted an understanding of religion focused on elements shared across time and space, and encouraged a re-evaluation of traditions which had been depreciated as ‘primitive’. Moreover, they were part of a wider current of European thought, rooted 19th century Romanticism, which (in simplified terms) combined an essentially positive view of ‘the sacred’ with a deep-rooted scepticism of changes brought about by industrial modernity.[footnoteRef:11] These ideas, in turn, combined with increases in academic and public interest in Asian religiosity, illustrated by such phenomena as the rise of so-called ‘new age’ movements and the spread of Buddhism in the West through people like D. T. Suzuki (1870-1966). Simultaneously, popular perceptions about different religions were reinforced by ways in which atheism became associated with secular ideologies like communism and fascism, both of which were widely viewed as destructive and oppressive – with such notions being especially influential in the United States, in the context of its ‘Cold War’ rivalry with the Soviet Union.[footnoteRef:12]  [10:  Porterfield 2013: 28-30.]  [11:  For an overview, see Kippenberg 2002. ]  [12:  Porterfield 2013: 29-31.] 


Developing a pluralistic theology of religions
The ‘religious pluralism’ of contemporary theology did not emerge out of a cultural or historical vacuum, but reflects broader trends; changes in terms of global demographics, cultural perceptions, and much more. An apparently crucial factor is the relative weakening of Western (and especially European) influence after 1945, which changed perception about engagement with non-Westerners. With waves of migration from the ‘Third World’ reaching both Europe and America, such issues were ‘brought home’ to the West. Arguably, such developments have contributed to the resonance of narratives stressing the positive aspects of cultural diversity, of which contemporary pluralist theology is an example. 
While these developments are multi-faceted, it can nevertheless be argued that the decades of 1960-1980 marked the time at which such ideas became more clearly defined within Western theology. The Second Vatican Council (1962-1965) is often named as symbolically significant, as it resulted in the church’s adoption of religious inclusivism. [footnoteRef:13] In proclamations like the Nostra Aetate (1965), the church encouraged its followers to treat other religions with sincere respect; acknowledging that these other traditions could in fact contribute to paths toward salvation. This reflected certain ideas of the influential theologian Karl Rahner (1904-1984), who held that salvation was possible outside of the Catholic church because the spirit of Christ is present among all humanity.[footnoteRef:14] Christ was still identified as the essential instrument of salvation, however, and the non-Christians who achieves it were thus identified as ‘anonymous Christians’. Such ideas should be described as inclusivist rather than pluralist, yet the Vatican’s adoption of related doctrine did arguably prepare the ground for the more radical pluralism of subsequent decades. The council legitimised positive attitudes toward non-Christian religion, confirmed that the largest Western church had abandoned its centuries-old exclusivism, and encouraged the re-evaluation of theology based on new realities of the contemporary world. In more than one sense, this development can be related to the historical context described above; not least of which is the fact that the council validated that the church itself had turned into a global and multicultural phenomenon, rather than an exclusively Western one.[footnoteRef:15]  [13:  Knitter 2016: 143-144.]  [14:  For an overview of Karl Rahner’s ideas, see Wong 1994. ]  [15:  Rahner & Darlap 2005: 9536.] 

It has been argued that figures like Karl Rahner represent a shift away from ecclesiocentric exclusivism (in which the church represent the only means of salvation), to a ‘Christocentric’ inclusivism built upon a more versatile understanding of religion.[footnoteRef:16] As theology of religions developed during the 1970s, increasingly theocentric visions were put forward. In some cases, this entailed the lessening of the special status ascribed to the figure of ‘Christ’, such as with the ideas of John Hick (1922-2012). Hick’s theocentric philosophy has been described as one of the most influential attempts at presenting pluralism as “a systematic position within Christian theology”.[footnoteRef:17] He argued that different religions served as culturally variant means of attaining salvation, and thereby rejected notions about salvation through Christ alone. Hick was profoundly affected by the multicultural shift of British society during his lifetime,[footnoteRef:18] and his theocentric theology can perhaps also be related to older (puritan, or otherwise anti-ecclesiastic) ideals about believers’ personal relationship with God.[footnoteRef:19] Hick’s ideas appear as shaped by notions about diversity and individualism, both of which are related to the wider context of late modernity.  [16:  E.g. Wong 1994: 635-637.]  [17:  Pannenberg 1990: 97. ]  [18:  Hick 1980: 1-9. ]  [19:  For an introductory overview of ways in which puritan ideals have influenced Western culture, see Magill Jr. 2013. While the connection between Hick’s pluralism and earlier puritanism may seem far-fetched, his insistence on theocentrism and depreciation of cultural specifics suggest that the relationship could be worth analysing as part of the history of religion. ] 

While Hick is often identified as instrumental for the development of a systematic pluralist theology, similar ideas have been presented and developed by others as well, such as Raimon Panikkar (1918-2010) and Paul Knitter (b. 1939). These thinkers depart somewhat from Hick’s primary focus on supposedly universal truth, and have directed more attention towards questions regarding real differences between religious traditions.[footnoteRef:20] In related ways, recent decades have witnessed philosophical and theological challenges to pluralist theology.[footnoteRef:21] Given the historical context of the post-war intellectual debates in the West, it is not surprising that much of such criticism can be traced to certain currents of so-called ‘post-modern’ philosophy.[footnoteRef:22] In simplified terms, such critiques have focused on how pluralist theology devalues cultural context, essentialises religious thought, and focuses on a perceived ‘universal’ which (according to these critics) is deeply coloured by specifically Western notions. Such criticism has inspired a partial reformulation of pluralist theology; notably in the sense of being more conscious about how universalist assertions may obscure actual diversity, while also inspiring a shift towards an increasing concern about the practicalities of interreligious engagement.[footnoteRef:23] This latter point can perhaps be related to contemporary debates in which other Christian theologians have expressed worries about how pluralism may distract from the more immediate concerns of Christian congregations. Such concerns have been addressed through pluralist theologies which focus on the immediacy of human experience, such a Paul Knitter’s ‘soteriocentric’ (i.e. well-being-centred) theology.[footnoteRef:24] In this, Paul Knitter acknowledges the influence of (originally) Latin American ‘liberation theology’ – highlighting, once again, how contemporary pluralist theology is the result of globally transmitted influences, born out of and designed to address the culturally ambiguous spaces of an interconnected world.  [20:  For details on how Panikkar’s pluralism departs from that of Hick, see Yadlapati 2010.]  [21:  For an overview of debates, see Hedges 2010. For specific critiques, see D’Costa 1996 and Plantinga 1995.]  [22:  Knitter 2016: 147-153.]  [23:  Knitter 2016.]  [24:  Knitter 2016: 148-149.] 
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