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The late John Hick was a leading British scholar of religion and theology. He has written extensively on Western Christian perspectives and championed for the need of religious pluralism in a world where intolerance and illiberal are on the increase. To mention some of his renown works, ranging from well received published books (An interpretation of religion: Human response to the transcendent, Philosophy of religion) to short essays and journal articles. Hick has also had the privilege to lecture in America as well as England. Be as it may, the book in review here is; God Has Many Names. 

The first section in ‘God Has…’, Hick proposes to demonstrate a historical overview of Christianity and makes a subtle distinction between dogmatic theology and problematic theology in Christianity. He states, dogmatic theology is assertive and conservative holding on to inherited tradition; whereas problematic theology is concerned with the wider world and is open to creating new types of theology in the face of new situation, (1980: 13). Hicks main concern at this point is to challenge the position of dogmatic Christian theology, which in his view has also come into being through a process of interpretations in the face of new scenarios. For instance, he gives the example, Jesus’ induction in the world history was in the face of Judaism. Furthermore, as time progressed post Jesus, the interpretation of Christology, Salvation and the incarnation of Christ also underwent a process of interpretation and reinterpretation within Christianity. From a theological stand point, salvation understood in Christianity is a thorn for Hick reducing other world religion’s ability to attain God’s grace and salvation. Be as it may, by moving away from the traditional Christian typologies and understanding of Christology, Salvation and Incarnation of Christ. Does Hick’s understanding of Christianity remain Christian at all? God working through Jesus is a claim made by Jesus resulting in the Theological Christian understanding of incarnation characterised by Christian Eschatology and the passage to Salvation through Jesus (Pannenberg, 1990, pp. 99-103). Pannenberg criticises Hick for moving away from Christian understanding and maintains though we hope for salvation for the other, it is the promise of God in Christ that gives Christianity its validity. The remaining of his book precisely deals with how alternative religions should also be seen as religions with inherent truths capable of reflecting truths of God and reaching salvation.

The second phase in the book consist of Hick outlining how all other religions were epochs of divine revelation in the world throughout time. In light of this all world religions should be accepted as reflections of divine and inheritors of truth. This being the case, Hick is aware that religions within themselves only stand as religion due to its particular stance on rituals and traditions. To overcome this conflict Hick exclaims rituals and traditions are important for a religion but this is due to how God chose to manifest God’s self to that civilisation or that community in that particular time (1980: 43-57). Alternatively, if we observe all the religions with its traditions and rituals, they inevitably point to the manifestation of the one divine reality. Rationally, on an epistemological level Hick challenges the ardent followers of a particular religion to rethink its theology and the concept of transcendent. However, Hick too is proposing a new form of religion in which the theologies of all the world religions are assimilated under one banner embracing Hick’s definition of transcendent. Hick began his proposal by encouraging religious pluralism, yet by doing so he presented a global theology. It is uncertain if Hick’s religious pluralism relates to global theology or a mixture of both (Adam: 2012). The difficulty in distinguishing Hick’s religious pluralism or global theology lies in the fact that Hick is adamant other religions are also paths to the transcendent, yet at the same time he abandons the structures of religions and their theology. By approaching religious pluralism as such religions are asked to conform to Hick’s proposed ideal of theology. 

The final part of the book deals with how other religions might be incorporated into the proposal Hick is making, yet at the same time he is conscious of the crucial issues that are the cause of hindrance to his proposal. Firstly, Hick urges other religions to detach itself from arrogant theology (personal definition) this is where individuals presuppose their religion is the only way to the transcendent. The alternative way to approach other religions according to Hick would be to see one’s personal religion as a historical phenomenon equal to other religions which are also a phenomenon in history (1980: 123). Taking other religions as equal partners in the history of the world, does not mean one relinquishes their personal belief to a religion. Rather, the personal belief and view they have of their religion must remain intact. For example, a Muslim could hold onto the belief that Muhammed is the final messenger of God, yet at the same time believe Christianity is a religion of God too. Furthermore, the ardent Muslim could also come to accept Jesus was a messenger of God, whereas the Christian would accept Islam as a religion of God, at the same time hold onto the doctrine of Trinity. The difference between the two religions would not be the rejection of the others religion, rather the difference would be in the personal belief one holds to a religion. Secondly, he urges religions to take a leap of faith into the modernity like Christianity which embraces and aligns its faith to contemporary science (1980: 129). Though, one cannot be sure of what Hick precisely defines as Science, could it be human sciences, or just science itself? 

Nonetheless, Hick argued earlier that followers of a religion should forfeit their presuppositions when engaging with other religions, yet here, Hick, presupposes Christianity is the only religion to have sufficiently embraced the challenges of modern science. The assumption here suggests other religions have catching up to do with Christianity, with Christianity being the model prototype of how religions ought to be in order to be accepted. Clearly this is a misdirected assumption. For instance, during the Islamic Golden age religion and science had merged in harmony without causing discomfort to the progression of science or religion. What Hick fails to address is, the challenges modern science pose to some religions are not fought on the bases of intolerance, but on the bases of modern science failing to be incoherent with certain doctrinal belief of that religion. Secondly, if religions ought to look forward, towards modernity, to give itself a sense of credibility, the implications of this would undermine the religions rich traditions and history. It is unimaginable to think or encourage a religion to embrace modernity and its science with openhands, at the cost of prohibiting religion to question its own identity.  This being the case, the final section of the book leaves the reader with future recommendations and future ideas for dialogue in religious pluralism. 

All in all, this book is a persuasive academic literature that proposes Hick’s vision for a tolerant and harmonious world. It prompts the reader to observe Christianity and Hick’s theological vision in the West. By approaching it as such a path is paved for the reader where alternative methods are provided for the reader to engage in theology. It is aimed at academics or individuals who are interested in future religious and inter-faith dialogue. However, Hick is under the impression that religions must share a common ground and a common narrative of theology, in order for there to be tolerance and peace. The proposal submitted lacks the scholarly awareness of accepting disagreements between religions can also be a point of harmony and peace. Consequently, Hick is writing for a Western audience and Christian dialogue in the West. It would have been prudent to broaden the scope bringing in Eastern Christian engagement with other religions around the world into the conversation, in particular Eastern Christianity in dialogue with Islam in the Middle East. Lastly, Hick’s rational leading up to his arguments for global theology or religious pluralism are coherent and philosophically sound with little criticism. Notwithstanding, Hick’s theology is ambiguous, distorting the relationship between religious pluralism and global theology, with Hick being the new prophet bringing in all the religions under his all-encompassing transcendent method. 
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