John Hick, Your Next Manifestation of God:
An Assessment of the Life’s Work of John Hick

The pluralist is a funny bird who says, ‘Let’s have it both ways.’ [footnoteRef:1] [1:  (Driver, 1987, p. 212)] 

Tom F. Driver

[bookmark: _Hlk507946472]John Hick died Feb 9, 2012. Upon his death, he became aware that he was surrounded by a glorious and peaceful light, leading him to a path of increasingly greater light. As he rose higher and higher, he realised that he was entering the ineffable light of the Real. And he felt – not so much heard – a voice of the Real telling him to ‘Come and worship.’ The light faded a bit, and was replaced by a vision of an enormous domed temple by an enormous lake. The Real placed him gently down on a path next to great fountains, beautiful gardens, tall shrubs and cherry trees. As he drew closer and closer to the temple, he saw other pilgrims with him, each nodding in recognition; and in great joy, he understood that they were people from every nation, creed, ethnicity and gender, and most especially, from every religion: he could see saffron robes, clerical collars and head coverings. And finally, John entered the temple, under a beautiful dome, with The Greatest Name (“O Glory of Glories”) etched at its centre. John’s joy could not be more complete, as he was seeing a confirmation of what he truly believed in his heart to be the case: that it was possible for faithful believers of the world to unite and worship the Real, as defined by each of their individual traditions, in peace, love and harmony. And finally, a man stood at the podium to speak. What he heard confirmed everything he had ever thought and taught: the man spoke of 
the oneness of God and religion, the oneness of humanity and freedom from prejudice, the inherent nobility of the human being, the progressive revelation of religious truth, the development of spiritual qualities, the integration of worship and service, the fundamental equality of the sexes, the harmony between religion and science, the centrality of justice to all human endeavours, the importance of education, and the dynamics of the relationships that are to bind together individuals, communities, and institutions as humanity advances towards its collective maturity. (Anon., 2018) 
John Hick could not believe it. The Real was real; all humanity united when they turned from self-centredness to Reality-centredness. He left the building and headed for the lake and chuckled to himself, realizing that when his many detractors arrived – for he bore them no malice now that he was proved right, and they in their absolutism were proved wrong –  they would then know the truth, and the truth would set them free.
On the way back from the lake, he noticed a sign: ‘Bahá’í Temple’ with an arrow pointing to where he had just worshiped. 
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Hlk508182226]The purpose of this article is to expound upon Hick’s life’s work, especially regarding his philosophy of pluralism, which evolved over 50 years of scholarship. I will chart the evolution from his early to late scholarship and continue by evaluating the various claims made by him – and others – about the definition, goals and challenges of pluralism, touching on several of his works, especially The Myth of Christian Uniqueness and God and the Universe of Faiths. The second part of the article will be to see the effect John Hick had on religious scholars who claim to have found logical and theological problems with pluralism, including a former student who says there cannot be such a thing as pluralism. My conclusion is that pluralism is impossible and that the lifelong, self-avowed Christian John Hick served as an anonymous evangelist for the Bahá’í religion for the better part of his life.
John Hick and pluralism
Ironically, the best summary of pluralism comes from one of its critics, Keith Ward:
The pluralistic hypothesis is that religions provide different valid but culturally conditioned responses to a transcendent reality, and offer ways of transcending self and achieving a limitlessly better state centred on that reality. Thus no one tradition possesses a set of absolute and exclusive truths, while all others are delusory and ineffective for salvation. All will, or at least can be, saved by adhering to their own traditions, which purvey differing, but authentic, responses to the ultimately real…Believers no longer have to condemn all others as mistaken, and no longer have to wonder why their God leaves the majority of creatures in mortal error. (Ward, 1990, p. 2)
The benefits of pluralism are crystal clear for everyone – from a five-year-old Nigerian Lutheran Sunday School girl to a 91-year-old Trappist monk – who wonders, ‘What about the good people in other religions who don’t believe in Jesus?’[footnoteRef:2] As D’costa says, ‘The advantage of this position, argue its supporters, is that it renders genuine respect and autonomy to the various different religions’ (D'Costa, 1996, p. 224). [2:  While lip-service is paid to other religions, Christianity is the most common religion inveighed against.] 

John Hick did not know the word pluralism in 1973 when he launched his Copernican Revolution in God and the Universe of Faiths, replacing ‘Christianity’ with ‘God’ at the centre of the religious universe. Nine years later, when Alan Race created the tri-typological system of exclusivism, inclusivism and pluralism,[footnoteRef:3] Hick had a name for the theory he is most associated with, which for him began in 1963-65. Vatican II shook the world, an apotheosis for the Catholic Church as it began the process of ridding itself of the albatross of extra Ecclesiam nulla salus. Hick saw the first steps in the pluralistic process in 1854, calling the Catholic Church’s proclamations of 1854 (‘invincible ignorance’ of saving faith) and 1949 (‘implicit desire’ for God) (Hick, 1973, pp. 123-4) ‘powerfully reminiscent of the epicycles that were added to the old Ptolemaic picture of the universe’ (p. 123). Vatican II took giant leaps in saying those who do good deeds through their conscience (pp. 125-6), as well as those who live a good life are on the way to salvation (though, Hick ruefully notes, still through Christ alone.) In 1965, the church affirmed that other church bodies may ‘reflect a ray of that truth that enlightens men’ (p. 126). While it was a big step, it was still a Ptolemaic epicycle, as was Rahner’s ‘anonymous Christians’ (127) and Küng’s ‘pre-Christians’ and their ordinary/extraordinary salvation paths (128). While these where close to scratching the itch, what Hick needed was not another epicycle – he needed a Copernican Revolution. ‘It involves a shift from the dogma that Christianity is at the centre to the realisation that it is God who is at the centre, and that all the religions of mankind, including our own, serve and revolve around him’ (Hick, 1973, pp. 130-1). His theory provided that leap, one that evolved from his very first publication, Faith and Knowledge. While still a long way from downgrading Christianity as just one of many salvific religions, the foundation for his pluralistic thought was there in 1957. An early reviewer noted that Hick himself said his book was more radical philosophically than theologically, and that his primary point was that religious faith is a ‘mode of cognition’ built upon an ‘explicit act of assent’ resulting in an act of ‘total interpretation’ (Bedau, 1958, p. 138). Once Hick asserted, ‘The primary locus of religious significance is the believer’s experience as a whole. The basic act of interpretation which reveals to him the religious significance of life is a unique “total interpretation…”’ (Hick, 1957, p. 113), the dye was cast for the next logical step – if Christianity is based on interpretative fact rather than empirical fact, it becomes one of many interpretations, and whose interpretation is correct is a matter of opinion, largely due to an accident of birth (Hick, 1973, p. 132). [3:  Race, A., 1982. Christians and Religious Pluralism: Patterns in the Christian Theology of Religions. Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books.] 

In 1986, Hick invited some of the world’s greatest theological minds at time for reading each other’s manuscripts and hashing them out in a ‘fast-moving, animated discussion’ (Knitter, 1987, p. viii). The results were compiled into The Myth of Christian Uniqueness, which has at its stated goal to defuse Christianity’s ‘unique definitiveness, absoluteness, normativeness, superiority[footnoteRef:4] of Christianity in comparison with other religions of the world’ (Knitter, 1987, p. vii). Gilkey set the table. Unless Christianity gives up its stranglehold of exclusivism, ‘a serious discussion of diversity and its theological meaning would not be undertaken, nor would serious and authentic dialogue between religions be possible’ (Gilkey, 1987, p. 37). Hick sets about the difficult task of grading the religions[footnoteRef:5] based on his specific, ‘objective’ outcomes. After comparing the pros and cons of Christianity, Hindu, Islam and Buddhism in the areas of number of ‘saints,’ advancements in science and technology, conquests, wealth-creation, democracy, human rights, ethics/morality and justice, he concludes, ‘Each tradition has constituted its own unique mixture of good and evil…None can be singled out as manifestly superior’ (Hick, 1987, p. 30). Hick said the outcome would have been different if Christians held up under the kind of scrutiny Christ talked about: ‘By their fruit you shall know them’ (Matt. 7: 20): ‘The picture would be very different if Christianity, commensurate with its claim to absolute truth and unique validity, had shown a unique capacity to transform human nature for the better’ (Hick, 1987, p. 17).  In a conclusion that would have delighted Franz Bibfeldt[footnoteRef:6], Gilkey attempts to resolve the pluralistic dilemma – how can a pluralist retain his/her faith traditions’ truth-claims – by arriving at the term ‘relative absoluteness.’  [4:  Gilkey (1987, p. 39) further defined Christianity’s spectrum of superiority: ‘clear superiority,’ ‘grandiose superiority,’ ‘assumption of superiority.’ Hick (1987, p. 24) added ‘manifest superiority’ for good measure.]  [5:  He treated this subject at length in his chapter ‘On Grading Religions,’ in which he judged the various religions on their morality, the ability for its mediator to establish a calling for believers, and for the message to transform others (Hick, 1985, pp. 67-87)]  [6:  Bibfeldt is a fictional character popularised by Martin Marty, who used him as the ultimate theological cipher; Bibfeldt’s greatest addition to theology is a response to Kierkegaard’s Either/Or, entitled Both/And, and its follow-up, Either/Or and/or Both/And. (Easton, 1995).] 

A dialectic or paradox combining and interweaving both one part absoluteness and two parts relativity, a relative absoluteness, represents a posture essential to public and political praxis, again whether humanistic or theological….The interplay of absolute and relative – of being a Christian, Jew, Buddhist, and affirming that stance, and yet at the same time relativizing that mode of existence – both stuns and silences the mind, at least mine (Gilkey, 1987, p. 47, author’s emphasis).
What is at stake for the pluralists is nothing short of the end of life on the planet. Kaufman literally uses the nuclear option: ‘Now the threat of nuclear war has irrevocably bound us altogether in one common fate, whether we like it or not. It is no longer possible, therefore, or desirable, for us to continue living simply and uncritically out of the parochial religious and cultural traditions we have inherited. (Kaufman, 1987, p. 14). This apocalyptic theme is raised by several pluralists, but in his Disputed Questions (Hick, 1993, p. 162), Hick himself will suffice:
However, the world needs this developing pluralistic outlook, not only because it is intellectually realistic but also because it can defuse the religious absolutism which has validated and intensified virtually every international conflict in every age. The modern weaponry we saw in use in the Gulf war, and on an even more frightening scale at Hiroshima and Nagasaki, has produced a world which can no longer afford such intra-human conflicts.
As well as saving us from a nuclear winter, Hick sees pluralism as the antidote to a problem of that awkward moment in interfaith dialogue occasioned by, in his example, a Christian and a Muslim who approach the meeting courteously, but who come from what each believes is ‘a religiously superior position – the position of one who has the full truth to one who has only a lesser truth’ (Hick, 2001). 
Therefore, Hick’s final pluralistic solution for the problems caused by exclusivists is that each religion needs to relinquish unprovable truth-claims that he regards as not foundational to the respective religious beliefs. In the spirit of unity, Hick gamely says that as a Christian, he will lay Christianity’s belief system on the altar first (Hick, 1985, p. 51). He says, it would be better for all religions if Christians stopped referring to Jesus as God incarnate, the only begotten Son of God, a claim which Jesus himself never made. Hick accomplishes this by claiming (via Rahner, Baillie and Lampe (Hick, 1985, pp. 54-62)) that the rabbit Jesus pulled out of the hat by fusing divine grace with creaturely freedom is available to all. ‘For we are no longer speaking of an intersection of the divine and the human which only occurs in one unique case, but of an intersection which occurs, in many different ways and degrees, in all human openness and response to the divine initiative’ (Hick, 1985, p. 63). The result of Christianity foregoing a belief in the Trinity[footnoteRef:7] – and accept that their religion, like all others, is founded on a movement from self-centredness to Reality-centredness – will be mutual enrichment, and the sharing of different insights with the great religious minds of the world in a grand interfaith dialogue (Hick, 1985, p. 44). [7:  In addition to the Trinity and the incarnation, Christians are also advised to jettison atonement theory (Hick, 1987, p. 30).] 

Replies to Pluralism

John Hick is indisputably a giant in the field of theology as well as philosophy, and as such, has withstood cries of heresy from the moment he wrote The Myth of God Incarnate in 1977 (Hick, 1985, pp. 11-12). These cries typically come from practitioners of all religions, and as such, have no place in this article. His fellow religious scholars, however, also have several bones to pick, including the logic that religions can amicably solve their truth-claims issue; that the world view of some religions is mistaken, and further, that one of those world views might be true; that pluralism is an egregious form of colonialism; that the brush that Hick paints exclusivists can also be used against pluralism; and finally that it is impossible for pluralism to exist. We turn to those arguments now.
Returning to one sentence of Ward’s description of pluralism cited earlier, ‘All will, or at least can be, saved by adhering to their own traditions, which purvey differing, but authentic, responses to the ultimately real,’ against which he creates a syllogism that points out the illogic behind pluralism:
1) To believe a truth-claim means you think it is really true.
2) To believe it is true means you think it is real.
3) An affirmation of one truth-claim renders other truth-claims false.
4) It is impossible for all truth-claims to be compatible.
5) It is possible for religions to contain incompatible truth-claims.
6) Not all religions can be equally true. (Ward, 1990, p. 2)

	Griffiths and Lewis take a slightly different tack in pointing out Hick’s illogic, and they put it in terms an eight-year-old could understand: ‘you can only be nice to people if you agree with them’ (Griffiths & Lewis, 1983, p. 77) Calling pluralism ‘non-judgmental inclusivism,’ and while conceding that exclusive attitudes have caused great unsavoriness, they nevertheless answer Gilkey’s charge that exclusivists cannot take part in authentic dialogue until they release their stranglehold on truth: 
It is both logically and practically possible for us, as Christians, to respect and revere worthy representatives of other traditions while still believing - on rational grounds - that some aspects of their world-view are simply mistaken. On a rather less exalted level, we can trust and respect, even have as a friend who can be relied on, a member of the Flat Earth Society, even though we know that his cosmological views are less than accurate (Griffiths & Lewis, 1983, p. 78).

	Almond’s arguments against Hick reference two of his metaphors, the Copernican Revolution and the parable of the blind men and the elephant, attributed to the Buddha, and which Hick paraphrased thus:
An elephant was brought to a group of blind men who had never encountered such an animal before. One felt a leg and reported that an elephant is a great living pillar. Another felt the trunk and reported that an elephant is like a sharp ploughshare. And so on. And then they all quarrelled together, claiming that his own account was the truth and therefore all the others false. In fact of course they were all true, but each referring only to one aspect of the total reality and all expressed in very imperfect analogies. (Hick, 1973, p. 140)
Hick used this version to claim that different religions experience the Real/God/Transcendent in different ways, and that their particularistic truth-claims are only partially correct and not exclusively right. While Buddha’s point in telling the story was the same as Hick’s – that to believe you have exclusive religious knowledge is fool-hardy[footnoteRef:8] – Hick chose this version over an earlier one, in which the elephant stood for Truth, not the Real/God/Transcendent. Secondly, Hick also conveniently dropped the seeing raja from the story, the one who actually knows what the elephant is. Ninian Smart says, 'if one is in an advantageous position regarding the truth, one can say with confidence that others only have a partial view of it' (Almond, 1983, p. 37). For Seeman (2003, p. 170), Hick’s choice fit his religiously ambiguous worldview. The fact that there could be One Truth – as incontrovertible as an elephant – does not fit into the pluralist wheelhouse.  [8:  O how they cling and wrangle, some who claim
For preacher and monk the honored name!
For, quarreling, each to his view they cling.
Such folk see only one side of a thing. (Buddha, 1995)
] 

Tanner takes this idea a step further, claiming that pluralist’s attempt to generalizing the religions of the world brings them ‘close to the kind of absolutism that is part of their own project to avoid’ (Tanner, 1993, p. 2)[footnoteRef:9] Her main critique is that when Hick attempts to neuter the beliefs of the various religions,[footnoteRef:10] like the colonialist, he devalues the differences. ‘The unrepentantly different, difference that cannot be reduced to what is inessential or inescapably tied to commonly held beliefs or a common referent, is consequently – for the pluralist and the colonizer – suspect’ (Tanner, 1993, pp. 11-12). In Hick’s view, if a person of faith is not willing to cede what he says are inessential features of their particular system of belief[footnoteRef:11] – that is, irreconcilable truth claims – it becomes a kind of ‘mistake or pathology’ (Tanner, 1993, p. 12). Tanner believes the path forward towards Hick’s desired pluralistic outcome considers the Christian concept creature-hood, of God as creator of the world, and that people of all religions are creatures under God’s care. ‘If one respects them as workers of God’s will, one must respect the fact that each is to live his or her own life, i.e., to live it in the way it is specifically allotted and loaned by God’ (Tanner, 1993, p. 14). [9:  Or, as Plantinga might put it, they are ‘hoist with their own petard’ (Plantinga, 1995, p. 178)]  [10:  Hick believes that this essential message, present in all religions, is that it leads one to turn from self-centredness to Reality-centredness (Hick, 1985, p. 34).]  [11:  The Incarnation, Trinity, atonement theories.] 

The most linguistically entertaining argument against Hick comes from Plantinga, who makes the simple argument that when the ‘abstemious pluralist’ critiques exclusivism on charges of arrogance, they are in danger of being ‘a philosophical tar baby: get close enough to them to use them against an exclusivist, and you are likely to find them stuck fast to yourself’ (Plantinga, 1995, p. 177). While Plantinga is more concerned with defending the rights of exclusivists, Hick’s former undergraduate student Gavin D’costa argues that pluralism cannot exist because it is a form of exclusivism (D'Costa, 1996, p. 225). He says that if pluralists are committed to holding a particular truth-claim – even a truth-claim that soteriologically-effective truth-claims do not exist – it ‘operates within the same logical structure of exclusivism and in this respect pluralism can never really affirm the genuine autonomous value of religious pluralism for, like exclusivism, it can only do so by tradition specific criteria for truth’ (D'Costa, 1996, p. 226). He terms Hick’s theory as ‘transcendental agnosticism,’ and claims that ‘The irony about tolerant pluralism is that it is eventually intolerant towards most forms of orthodox religious belief, Christian or otherwise’ (D'Costa, 1996, p. 229).
In a rebuttal to this article, Hick wrote that pluralism is a philosophical hypothesis and a meta-theory about how the major religions relate to one another and not a ‘self-committing affirmation of faith…The hypothesis is offered as the best available explanation, from a religious as distinguished from a naturalistic point view, of the data of the history of religions’ (Hick, 1997, p. 163). His hypothesis is not a religion because unlike D’costa’s religion, he doesn’t consign a billion people to perdition, but instead invites exclusivists ‘to try to produce a better explanation of the data’ (Hick, 1997, p. 163).
Bahá’í
A better explanation of the data is that while John Hick continually claims Christianity as his religious belief, he is by thought, word and deed an anonymous evangelist for the Bahá’í religion. I say anonymous because he claimed Christianity as his faith tradition from beginning to end; by way of Rahner’s much-criticised term, in all that he wrote, Hick was Bahá’í in everything but name. The Bahá’í Faith began with two Divine Messengers—the Báb and Bahá’u’lláh. The latter’s son and grandson succeeded them as Messengers of God; it is currently in the hands of the Universal House of Justice, ordained by Bahá’u’lláh. (Anon., 2018). I believe a worthy successor to the mantle of Messenger of God is John Hick, based on the following evidence:
· the Bahá’í pay tribute to him and his legacy;[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  https://bahaitributes.wordpress.com/2008/09/21/john-hick-1922/. Accessed March 6, 2018. ] 

· he calls Bahá’í the ‘most explicit teaching of pluralism as religious truth’ (Hick, 1999, p. 85); 
· he adds its founder, Bahá'u'lláh to his list of great religious leaders; (Hick, 1999, p. 233); 
· he wrote an article for their magazine, reiterating much of his life’s hypothesis, especially that ‘we come to the objective truth that no religion is true’ (Hick, 2001); 
· This, verbatim from the ‘What Bahá’ís Believe’ webpage. As quoted in the introduction, they believe in:
the oneness of God and religion, the oneness of humanity and freedom from prejudice, the inherent nobility of the human being, the progressive revelation of religious truth, the development of spiritual qualities, the integration of worship and service, the fundamental equality of the sexes, the harmony between religion and science, the centrality of justice to all human endeavours, the importance of education, and the dynamics of the relationships that are to bind together individuals, communities, and institutions as humanity advances towards its collective maturity. (Anon., 2018) 
I’m not sure a better summary of John Hick’s philosophy, life and beliefs exists.
One of the tropes of a romantic comedy is that the audience and all of the characters in the film except the primary couple know that they belong together in the end; at the end of 90 minutes, having put aside all of the rational and realistic choices for partners, the two realise they were made for each other and live happily ever after. I do not know whether John Hick, in his heart of hearts, admitted that he loved Christianity (except for the Trinity, the Incarnation, the chewing noises she made at breakfast and the means of grace) but that he belonged with Bahá’í as the screen fades to black. 
Christian missionaries are criticised for their zealotry, forgetting that most believed in their hearts – at least in the beginning – that they were literally saving people’s eternal lives. Their fervency was based on fear, that if they did not personally preach the gospel to the indigenous, they would be sent to hell. John Hick was also a fear-based evangelist, and his gospel was one of unity. Hick was afraid that if he was not successful in spreading the good news that we can all get along, we would be plunged into a religion-based nuclear war. I am sure that John Hick loved people, and spent his life trying to find a way to save everyone, and so, like the founder of a commune, he gets top marks for the attempt. Because it would be better to live in a world where everyone is right, and no one is wrong. Being a good and kind person and outwardly matching the outcomes of other religious people does not mean you are not wrong about a fundamental truth of your world view, even if it is a sincerely-held, life-long belief – like believing the earth is flat, or the world is 6000 years old, or God wants you to have three wives, or the sun revolves around the earth. The truth is as plain as an elephant: if one person can be mistaken about her religious beliefs, four billion people can be mistaken about theirs. But this truth has no bearing on whether we can get along. I share John Hick’s belief that people can rise above their differences and get along; I disagree that each party has to give up a foundational part of their belief system in order to do so.
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