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WILFRED CANTWELL SMITH:
The Christian in a Religiously Plural
World

Wilfred Cantwell Smith (1916-2000) was Professor of the Comparative History of
Religions ar Harvard University. Having specialized, in early writings, in Islamic
studies, be turned to the wider problem of world religion in a series of influential hooks,
The Meaning and End of Religion (1962, reprinted New York and London, 1 978),
Questions of Religious Truth (London, 1967), Belief and History (Charlottesville,
1977), Faith and Belief (Princeton, 1979), Towards a World Theology (London,
1980). Cantwell Smith insisted throughout bis writings on the primacy of ‘personal
truth’ over the truth of doctrines.

We live, if  may coin a phrase, in a time of transition. The observation is a plat-
itude; but the transitions themselves through which we are moving, the radical
transformations in which we find ourselves involved, are far from hackneyed.
Rather, there is excitement and at times almost terror in the newness to which all
our cherished past is giving way. In area after area we are becoming conscious of
being participants in a process, where we thought we were carriers of a pattern.

[ wish to attempt to discern and to delineate something at least of the
momentous current that, if I mistake not, has begun to flow around and
through the Christian Church. It is a current which, although we are only
beginning to be aware of it, is about to become a flood that could sweep us
quite away unless we can through greatly increased consciousness of its force
and direction learn to swim in its special and mighty surge.
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I refer to the movement that, had the word ‘ecumenical’ not been appro-
priated lately to designate rather an internal development within the on-
going Church, might well have been called by that name, in its literal
meaning of a worldwide humanity. I mean the emergence of a true
cosmopolitanism, or according to the wording of my title, the Christian
Church in a religiously plural world, which of course is the only world there
is. Like the other, the ecumenical’ movement, this transformation, too, begins
at the frontter, on the mission field, the active confrontation of the Church
with mankind’s other faiths, other religious traditions. We shall begin there,
too, but shall presently see that the issues raised cannot be left out there in the
distance. They penetrate back into the scholar’s study, and pursue us into
what we were brought up to think of as the most intimate and most sanctified
recesses of our theological traditions.

Regarding the missionary movement itself, I shall begin by stating quite
bluntly and quite vigorously: the missionary enterprise is in profound and
fundamental crisis. There has been some temptation to recognize this more
on the practical than on the theoretical level. There has been some temp-
tation, perhaps, even not to recognize it at all! — or at least, not to recognize
how serious, and how far-reaching, it is: that the whole Church is involved,
and not merely ‘those interested in missions’.

At the practical level the situation is acute enough. It is not only in China
that the traditional missionary venture has come or is coming to an end. Take
the problem of recruitment: more have remarked on the fact that volunteers
today are either scarce or curious, than that today no mission board can in
fact offer any young person a life vocation on the mission field. Since some
persons in the Church at home seem not to realize the kind of feeling on these
matters to be found in the non-Western world, I shall quote from the report
of a Christian Missionary Activities Enquiry Committee appointed in 1954
by the state government of Madhya Pradesh in India. Among its recommen-
dations were the following:

Those missionaries whose primary object is proselytization should be asked
to withdraw. The large influx of foreign missionaries is undesirable and
should be checked ...

The use of medical or other professional service as a direct means of
making conversions should be prohibited by law ...

Any attempt by force or fraud, or threats of illicit means or grants of
financial or other aid, or by fraudulent means or promises, or by moral and
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material assistance, or by taking advantage of any person’s inexperience or
confidence, or by exploiting any person’s necessity, spiritual (mental)
weakness or thoughtlessness, or, in general, any attempt or effort (whether
successful or not), directly or indirectly to penetrate into the religious
conscience of persons (whether of age or under-age) of another faith, for the
purpose of consciously altering their religious conscience or faith, so as to
agree with the ideas or convictions of the proselytizing party should be
absolutely prohibited ...

An amendment of the Constitution of India may be sought, firstly, to
clarify that the right of propagation has been given only to the citizens of
India and secondly, that it does not include conversions brought about by
force, fraud, or other illicit means.

China, Angola, the Arab world after Suez, this sort of attitude in India, and
the like are not simply illustrations of a practical problem. They are
symptoms of an intellectual, emotional, and spiritual problem in which
Christians are involved. Few Western Christians have any inkling of the
involvement of the Church within the object of anti-Westernism, or of the
religious involvement of the resurgence in Asia and Africa of other commu-
nities. Of this resurgence we see usually only the political or economic facets,
because these are the only ones that we can understand. The religious history
of mankind is taking as monumental a turn in our century as is the political or
economic, if only we could see it. And the upsurge of a vibrant and self-
assertive new religious orientation of Buddhists and Hindus and the like
evinces a new phase not merely in the history of those particular traditions,
but in the history of the whole complex of man’s religiousness, of which the
Christian is a part, and an increasingly participant part. The traditional
relation of the Christian Church to man’s other religious traditions has been
that of proselytizing evangelism, at least in theory. The end of that phase is
the beginning of a new phase, in which the relation of the Church to other
faiths will be new. But what it will be, in theory or practice, has yet to be
worked out — not by the Church alone, but by the Church in its involvement
with these others.

"The missionary situation of the Church, then, is in profound crisis, in both
practice and theory. The most vivid and most masterly summing up of this
crisis is perhaps the brief remark of Canon Max Warren, the judicious and
brilliant and sensitive and responsible General Secretary in London of the
Church Missionary Society. His obituary on traditional mission policy and
practice is in three sentences: ‘We have marched around alien Jerichos the
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requisite number of times. We have sounded the trumpets. And the walls
have not collapsed.’

We come back from the mission field to North America, and to theology.
Traditional missions are the exact extrapolation of the traditional theology of
the Church. The passing of traditional missions is a supersession of one phase
of the Church’s traditional theology. The ‘ecumenical’ movements have been
the result in part of pressures from the mission field because there the scandal
of a divided Christendom came most starkly to light. It is from the mission
field also that the scandal of a fundamental fallacy in traditional theology has
been shown up.

The rise of science in the nineteenth century induced a revision in
Christian theology — what has sometimes been called the second
Reformation. Some may think that Canon Warren exaggerates, but at least he
calls attention to the seriousness of the new challenge, when he says that the
impact of agnostic science will turn out to have been as child’s play compared
to the challenge to Christian theology of the faith of other men.

The woeful thing is that the meeting of that challenge has hardly seriously
begun.

Tillich. Apparently a letter in the student paper, the Harvard Crimson, was
able to show up as superficial in a particular case this eminent theologian’s
understanding of religious traditions in Asia. Some would perhaps find it not
particularly surprising that an undergraduate these days should know more
on this matter than a major Christian thinker. Until recently, certainly, it was
not particularly expected that a man should know much, or indeed anything,
about the religious life of other communities before he undertook to become
a spokesman for his own. To me, however, the incident raises a significant
issue. Looking at the matter historically, one may perhaps put it thus:
probably Tillich belongs to the last generation of theologians who can
formulate their conceptual system as religiously isolationist. The era of reli-
gious isolationism is about to be as much at an end as that of political isola-
tionism already is. The pith of Tillich’s exposition has to do with 1its
deliberate aptness to the intellectual context in which it appears: the corre-
lation technique, of question and answer. But that context as he sees it is the
mental climate of the Western world; and he has spoken to it just at the end of
its separatist tradition, just before it is superseded by a new context, a climate
modified radically by new breezes, or new storms, blowing in from the other

An illuminating story was told me by a Harvard friend, concerning Paul
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parts of the planet. The new generation of the Church, unless it is content
with a ghetto, will live in a cosmopolitan environment, which will make the
work of even a Tillich appear parochial.

Ever since the impact of Greek philosophy on the Church, or shall we say
the forced discovery of Greek philosophy by the Church, in the early
centuries, every Christian theology has been written in the light of it.
Whether the Christian thinker rejected or accepted it, modified or enriched
it, he formulated his exposition aware of it, and aware that his readers would
read him in the light of it. No serious intellectual statement of the Christian
faith since that time has ignored this conceptual context.

Similarly, ever since the rise of science, the forced discovery of science by
the Church, again subsequent Christian doctrine has been written in the light
of it. Formulator and reader are aware of this context, and no intellectual
statement that ignores it can be fully serious.

I suggest that we are about to enter a comparable situation with regard to
the other religious traditions of mankind. The time will soon be with us when
a theologian who attempts to work out his position unaware that he does so as
a member of a world society in which other theologians equally intelligent,
' equally devout, equally moral, are Hindus, Buddhists, Muslims, and unaware
that his readers are likely perhaps to be Buddhists or to have Muslim
husbands or Hindu colleagues — such a theologian is as out of date as is one
who attempts to construct an intellectual position unaware that Aristotle has
thought about the world or that existentialists have raised new orientations,
A or unaware that the earth is a minor planet in a galaxy that is vast only by
' terrestrial standards. Philosophy and science have impinged so far on theo-
logical thought more effectively than has comparative religion, but this will
not last.

It is not my purpose in this essay to suggest the new theological systems
that the Church will in the new situation bring forth. My task is to delineate
the problems that such a system must answer, to try to analyse the context
within which future theological thought will inescapably be set.
Intellectually, we have had or are having our Copernican Revolution, but not
yet our Newton. By this I mean that we have discovered the facts of our
earth’s being one of the planets, but have not yet explained them. The pew, if
not yet the pulpit, the undergraduate if not yet the seminary professor, have
begun to recognize not only that the Christian answers on man’s cosmic
quality are not the only answers, but even that the Christian questions are not
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the only questions. The awareness of multiformity is becoming vivid, and
compelling.

Before Newton’s day it used to be thought that we live in a radically
dichotomous universe: there was our earth, where things fell to the ground,
and there were the heavens, where things went round in circles. These were
two quite different realms, and one did not think of confusing or even much
relating the two. A profoundly significant step was taken when men recog-
nized that the apple and the moon are in much the same kind of motion.
Newton’s mind was able to conceive an interpretation — accepted now by all
of us, but revolutionary at the time — that without altering the fact that on
earth things 4o fall to the ground and in the heavens things 4o go round in
circles, yet saw both these facts as instances of a single kind of behaviour. In
the religious field, the academic approach is similarly restless at the compa-
rable dichotomy that for each group has in the past seen our tradition
(whichever it be) as faith, other men’s behaviour as superstition, the two
realms to be explained in quite unrelated ways, understood on altogether
separate principles. The Christian’s faith has come down from God, the
Buddhist’s goes round and round in the circles of purely human aspiration,
and so on. The intellectual challenge here is to make coherent sense, in a
rational, integrated manner, of a wide range of apparently comparable and
yet conspicuously diverse phenomena. And the academic world is closer to
meeting this challenge than some theologians have noticed.

Certain Christians have even made the rather vigorous assertion that the
Christian faith is nor one of ‘the religions of the world’, that one misunder-
stands it if one attempts to see it in those terms. Most students of comparative
religion have tended to pooh-pooh such a claim as unacceptable. I, perhaps
surprisingly, take it very seriously indeed but I have discovered that the same
applies to the other traditions also. The Christian faith is not to be seen as a
religion, one of the religions. But neither is the faith of Buddhists, Hindus,
Muslims or Andaman Islanders; and to think of it so is seriously to misunder-
stand and distort it. This is a large issue that I have treated in my book The
Meaning and End of Religion/1 believe there is no question but that modern
enquiry is showing that other men’s faith is not so different from ours as we
were brought up to suppose.

Religious diversity poses a general human problem because it disrupts
community. It does so with new force in the modern world because divergent
traditions that in the past did and could develop separately and insouciantly
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are today face to face; and, perhaps even more important and radical, are for
the first time side by side. Different civilizations have in the past either
ignored each other or fought each other; very occasionally in tiny ways
perhaps they met each other. Today they not only meet but interpenetrate;
they meet not only each other, but jointly meet joint problems, and must
jointly try to solve them. They must collaborate. Perhaps the single most
important challenge that mankind faces in our day is the need to turn our
nascent world society into a world community.

This is not easy. Men have yet to learn our new task of living together as
partners in a world of religious and cultural plurality. The technological and
economic aspects of ‘one world’, of a humanity in process of global inte-
gration, are proceeding apace, and at the least are receiving the attention of
many of our best minds and most influential groups. The political aspects
also are under active and constant consideration, even though success here is
not so evident, except in the supremely important day-to-day staving off of
disaster. The ideological and cultural question of human cohesion, on the
other hand, has received little attention, and relatively little progress can be
reported, even though in the long run it may prove utterly crucial, and is
already basic to much else. Unless men can learn to understand and to be
loyal to each other across religious frontiers, unless we can build a world in
which people profoundly of different faiths can live together and work
together, then the prospects for our planet’s future are not bright.

My own view is that the task of constructing even that minimum degree of
world fellowship that will be necessary for man to survive at all is far too
great to be accomplished on any other than a religious basis. From no other
source than his faith, I believe, can man muster the energy, devotion, vision,
resolution, the capacity to survive disappointment, that will be necessary —
that are necessary — for this challenge. Co-operation among men of diverse
religion is a moral imperative, even at the lowest level of social and political
life.

Some would agree that the world community must have a religious basis,
conceding that a lasting and peaceful society cannot be built by a group of
: men that are ultimately divided religiously, that have come to no mutual
{f understanding; but would go on to hold that this is possible only if their own
: one tradition prevails. No doubt to some it would seem nice if all men were

Roman Catholics, or Communists, or liberal universalists; or if all men would
agree that religion does not really matter, or that it should be kept a private
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affair. Apart, however, from those that find such a vision inherently less
appealing, many others will agree that for the moment it seems in any case
hardly likely. Co-existence, if not a final truth of man’s diversity, would seem
at least an immediate necessity, and indeed, an immediate virtue.

If we must have rivalry among the religious communities of earth, might
we not for the moment at least rival each other in our determination and
capacity to promote reconciliation? Christians, Muslims and Buddhists each
believe that only #bey are able to do this. Rather than arguing this point ideo-
logically, let us strive in a friendly race to see which can implement it most
effectively and vigorously in practice — each recognizing that any success of
the other is to be applauded, not decried.

We may move from the general human level to the specifically Christian
level. Here I have something very special to adduce. It is a thesis that I have
been trying to develop, and is essentially this: that the emergence of the new
world situation has brought to light a lack of integration in one area of
Christian awareness, namely between the moral and the intellectual facets of
our relations with our fellow men.

I begin with the affirmation that there are moral as well as conceptual
implications of revealed truth. If we take seriously the revelation of God in
Christ — if we really mean what we say when we affirm that his life, and his
death on the cross, and his final triumph out of the very midst of self-
sacrifice, embody the ultimate truth and power and glory of the universe —
then two kinds of things follow, two orders of inference. On the moral level,
there follows an imperative towards reconciliation, unity, harmony and
brotherhood. At this level, all men are included: we strive to break down
barriers, to close up gulfs; we recognize all men as neighbours, as fellows, as
sons of the universal father, seeking him and finding him, being sought by
him and being found by him. At this level, we do not become truly Christian
until we have reached out towards a community that turns mankind into one
total ‘we’.

On the other hand, there is another level, the intellectual, the order of
ideas, where it is the business of those of us who are theologians to draw out
concepts, to construct doctrines. At this level, the doctrines that Christians
have traditionally derived have tended to affirm a Christian exclusivism, a
separation between those who believe and those who do not, a division of
mankind into a ‘we’ and a ‘they’, a gulf between Christendom and the rest of
the world: a gulf profound, ultimate, cosmic.
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I shall come to the theological consideration of these theological ideas in
the last part of this essay. At the moment, I wish to consider the moral conse-
quences of our theological ideas. Here my submission is that on this front the
traditional doctrinal position of the Church has in fact militated against its
traditional moral position, and has in fact encouraged Christians to approach
other men immorally. Christ has taught us humility, but we have approached
them with arrogance.

I do not say this lightly. This charge of arrogance is a serious one. It is my
observation over more than twenty years of study of the Orient, and a little
now of Africa, that the fundamental flaw of Western civilization in its role in

4 world history is arrogance, and that this has infected also the Christian
Church. If you think that I am being reckless or unwarranted here, ask any
Jew, or read between the lines of the works of modern African or Asian
thinkers.

May I take for illustration a phrase, not unrepresentative, which was under
discussion recently by the United Church of Canada’s commission on faith,
and which ran as follows: ‘Without the particular knowledge of God in Jesus
Christ, men do not really know God at all.” Let us leave aside for the moment
any question of whether or not this is true. We shall return to that presently.
My point here is simply that, in any case, it is arrogant. At least, it becomes
arrogant when one carries it out to the non-Western world. In the quiet of the
study, it may be possible for the speculative mind to produce this kind of
doctrine, provided that one keep it purely bookish. But except at the cost of
insensitivity or delinquence, it is morally not possible actually to go out into
f the world and say to devout, intelligent, fellow human beings: ‘We are saved
1 k and you are damned’, or, ‘We believe that we know God, and we are right;
you believe that you know God, and you are totally wrong.’

This is intolerable from merely human standards. It is doubly so from
Christian ones. Any position that antagonizes and alienates rather than
reconciles, that is arrogant rather than humble, that promotes segregation
rather than brotherhood, that is unlovely, is pso facto un-Christian.

7 There is a further point at which the traditional position seems to me
- morally un-Christian. From the notion that if Christianity is true, then other
religions must be false (a notion whose logic I shall challenge later), it is
possible to go on to the converse proposition: that if anyone else’s faith turns
. out to be valid or adequate, then it would follow that Christianity must be
false — a form of logic that has, in fact, driven many from their own faith, and
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indeed from any faith at all. If one’s chances of getting to Heaven — or to use
a nowadays more acceptable metaphor, of coming into God’s presence — are
dependent upon other people’s not getting there, then one becomes walled up
within the quite intolerable position that the Christian has a vested interest in
other men’s damnation. It is shocking to admit it, but this actually takes place.
When an observer comes back from Asia, or from a study of Asian religious
traditions, and reports that, contrary to accepted theory, some Hindus and
Buddhists and some Muslims lead a pious and moral life and seem very near
to God by any possible standards, so that, so far as one can see, in these
particular cases at least faith is as ‘adequate’ as Christian faith, then
presumably a Christian should be overjoyed, enthusiastically hopeful that
this be true, even though he might be permitted a fear lest it not be so.
Instead, I have sometimes witnessed just the opposite: an emotional
resistance to the news, men hoping firmly that it is not so, though perhaps
with a covert fear that it might be. Whatever the rights and wrongs of the
situation theoretically, I submit that practically this is just not Christian, and
indeed is not tolerable. It will not do, to have a faith that can be undermined
by God’s saving one’s neighbour; or to be afraid lest other men turn out to be
closer to God than one had been led to suppose.

Let us turn, finally, to the theological problem, which the existence of
other religious communities poses for the Christian (and that today’s new
immediate and face-to-face awareness of their existence poses urgently).
This problem began, in a compelling form, with the discovery of America,
and the concomitant discovery of men on this continent who had been ‘out of
reach of the Gospel’. In theory the peoples of Africa and Asia could have
heard the Gospel story and could have believed it and been saved. If they had
not become Christian, this could be interpreted as due to their cussedness, or
to Christian lethargy in not evangelizing them, and so on. But with the
discovery of ‘redskins’ in America who had lived for fifteen centuries since
Christ died, unable to be saved through faith in him, many sensitive theolo-
gians were bewildered.

In our day a comparable problem is presented, and may be viewed in two
ways. First, how does one account, theologically, for the fact of man’s reli-
gious diversity? This is really as big an issue, almost, as the question of how
one accounts theologically for evil — but Christian theologians have been
much more conscious of the fact of evil than that of religious pluralism.
Another way of viewing it is to phrase a question as to whether or how far or




54 Cbristianity and Other Religions

how non-Christians are saved, or know God. The diversity question has gor,
so far as I know, almost no serious answers of any kind. The latter has found a
considerable number of attempted answers, though to my taste none of these
is at all satisfactory.

On the former point I would simply like to suggest that from now on any
serious intellectual statement of the Christian faith must include, if it is to
serve its purpose among men, some sort of doctrine of other religions. We
explain the fact that the Milky Way is there by the doctrine of creation, but
how do we explain the fact that the Bbagavad Gita is there?

This would presumably include also an answer to our second question.
Here I would like merely to comment on one of the answers that have in fact
been given. It is the one that we have already mentioned: ‘Without the
particular knowledge of God in Jesus Christ, men do not really know God at
all.” First, of course, one must recognize the positive point that this intellectu-
alization stems from and attempts to affirm the basic and ultimate and of
course positive faith of the Church that in Christ God died for us men and our
salvation, that through faith in him we are saved. In the new formulations to
which we may look forward, this positive faith must be preserved. Yet in the
negative proposition as framed, one may see a number of difficulties, and one
may suppose that the force of these will come to be increasingly felt in
coming decades.

First, there is an epistemological difficulty. How could one possibly know?

If one asks how we know the Christian faith to be true, there are perhaps
two kinds of answer. First, we ourselves find in our lives, by accepting and
interiorizing and attempting to live in accordance with it, that it proves itself.
We know it to be true because we have lived it. Secondly, one may answer
that for now almost two thousand years the Church has proven it and found
it so — hundreds of millions of people, of all kinds and in all circumstances
and in many ages, have staked their lives upon it, and have found it right. On
the other hand, if one is asked how one knows the faith of people in other
traditions to be false, one is rather stumped.

Most people who make this kind of statement do not in fact know much
about the matter. Actually the only basis on which their position can and does
rest is a logical inference. It seems to them a theoretical implication of what

they themselves consider to be true, that other people’s faith must be illusory.
Personally, I think that this is to put far too much weight on logical impli-
cation. There have been innumerable illustrations of man’s capacity for
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starting from some cogent theoretical position and then inferring from it
logically something else that at the time seems to him persuasive but that in
fact turns out on practical investigation not to hold. It is far too sweeping to
condemn the great majority of mankind to lives of utter meaninglessness and
perhaps to hell, simply on the basis of what seems to some individuals the
force of logic. Part of what the Western world has been doing for the last four
centuries has been learning to get away from this kind of reliance on purely
logical structures, totally untested by experience or by any other consider-
ation. The damnation of my neighbour is too weighty a matter to rest on a
syllogism.

Secondly, there is the problem of empirical observation. One cannot be
anything but tentative here, of course, and inferential. Yet so far as actual
observation goes, the evidence would seem overwhelming that in fact indi-
vidual Buddhists, Hindus, Muslims and others have known, and do know,
God. I personally have friends from these communities whom it seems to me
preposterous to think about in any other way. (If we do not have friends
among these communities, we should probably refrain from generalizations
about them.)

This point, however, presumably need not be laboured. The position set
forth has obviously not been based, and does not claim to be based, upon
empirical observation. If one insists on holding it, it must be held against the
evidence of empirical observation. This can be done, as a recent writer has
formulated it:

The Gospel of Jesus Christ comes to us with a built-in prejudgement of all
other faiths so that we know in advance of our study what we must ultimately
conclude about them. They give meanings to life apart from that which God
has given in the biblical story culminating with Jesus Christ, and they
organize life outside the covenant community of Jesus Christ. Therefore,
devoid of this saving knowledge and power of God, these faiths not only are
unable to bring men to God, they actually lead men away from God and hold
them captive from God. This definitive and blanket judgement ... is not
derived from our investigation of the religions but is given in the structure
and content of Gospel faith itself. [Perry, The Gospel in Dispute, p. 83]

Again, a careful study by a neo-orthodox trainer of missionaries in Basle, Dr
Emanuel Kellerhals, says that Islam, like other ‘foreign religions’, is a ‘human
attempt to win God for oneself ... to catch Him and confine Him on the
plane of one’s own spiritual life ... and for oneself to hold Him fast’. He
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knows this, he says explicitly, not from a study of Islam but before he begins
that study, from his Christian premises; he knows it by revelation, and
therefore he can disdain all human argument against it. The position seems
thoroughly logical, and once one has walled oneself up within it, impreg-
nable. Those of us who, affer our study of Islam or Indian or Chinese religion,
and after our fellowship with Muslims and other personal friends, have come
to know that these religious traditions are not that, but are channels through
which God himself comes into touch with these his children — what answer
can we give?

One possible answer is that empirical knowledge does in the end have to be
reckoned with, does in the end win out even over conviction that claims for
itself the self-certification of revelation. We do not deny that upholders of
this sort of position are recipients of revelation, genuinely; but we would
argue that the revelation itself is not propositional, and that their interpre-
tation of the revelation that they have received is their own, is human and
fallible, is partial, and in this case is in some ways wrong.

In fact, we have been through all this before. A hundred years ago the
Christian argued that he knew by divine revelation that the earth was but six
thousand years old and that evolution did not happen, and therefore any
evidence that geologists or biologists might adduce to the contrary need not
be taken seriously. A repentant Church still claims revelation but now admits
that its former theology needed revision. In the twentieth century the
increasing evidence that the faith of men in other religious communities is
not so different from our own as we have traditionally asserted it to be,
although it is forcing some to abandon any faith in revelation at all, will in
general, we predict, force us, rather, to revise our theological formulations.

Finally, even on the side of internal Christian doctrine the exclusivist
position is theoretically difficult. For according to traditional Christian
doctrine, there is not only one person in the Trinity, namely Christ, but three
persons: God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit. Is God not
Creator? If so, then is he not to be known — however impartially, distortedly,
inadequately — in creation? Is he not active in history? If so, is his spirit
totally absent from any history, including even the history of other men’s
faith?

It may be argued that outside the Christian tradition men may know God
in part, but cannot know him fully. This is undoubtedly valid, but the
apparent implications are perhaps precarious. For one may well ask: is it
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possible for a Christian to know God fully? I personally do not see what it
might mean to say that any man, Christian or other, has a complete
knowledge of God. This would certainly be untenable this side of the grave,
at the very least. The finite cannot comprehend the infinite.

What does one actually mean when one speaks of the knowledge of God? It
has been said, and I think rightly, that the only true atheist is he who loves no
one and whom no one loves, who is blind to all beauty and all justice, who
knows no truth, and who has lost all hope.

Christians know God only in part. But one part of their knowing him is the
recognition that he does not leave any of us utterly outside his knowledge.

It is easier, however, of course, to demolish a theological position than to
construct an alternative one. The fallacy of relentless exclusivism is
becoming more obvious than is the right way of reconciling a truly Christian
charity and perceptivity with doctrinal adequacy. On this matter I
personally have a number of views, but the one about which I feel most
strongly is that this matter is important — while the rest of my particular
views on it are not necessarily so. In other words, I am much more
concerned to stress the fact that the Church must work, and work vigorously,
and work on a large scale, in order to construct an adequate doctrine in this
realm (which in my view it has never yet elaborated), than I am concerned
to push my own particular suggestions. Most of all I would emphasize that
whether or not my particular construction seems inadequate, the position
formulated above from which I strongly dissent must in any case be seen to
be inadequate also.

Having expressed this caution, I may none the less make one or two
suggestions. First, I rather feel that the final doctrine on this matter may
perhaps run along the lines of affirming that a Buddhist who is saved, or a
Hindu or a Muslim or whoever, is saved, and is saved only, because God is the
kind of God whom Jesus Christ has revealed him to be. This is not exclu-
sivist; indeed, it coheres, I feel, with the points that I have made above in
dissenting from exclusivism. If the Christian revelation were #or true, then it
might be possible to imagine that God would allow Hindus to worship him or
Muslims to obey him or Buddhists to feel compassionate towards their
fellows, without his responding, without his reaching out to hold them in his
arms. But because God is what he is, because he is what Christ has shown him
to be, therefore other men do live in his presence. Also, therefore, we (as
Christians) know this to be so.
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I rather wonder whether the fundamental difficulty in the formulated
position, and in all similar statements, does not arise somehow from an
anthropocentric emphasis that it surreptitiously implies. To talk of man’s
knowing God is to move in the realm of thinking of religion as a human quest,
and of knowledge of God as something that man attains, or even achieves. Of
course it does not state it thus, but it skirts close to implying somehow that we
are saved by our doings (or knowings). Must one not, rather, take the
Christian doctrine of grace more seriously? The question must be more
adequately phrased: Does God let himself be known only to those to whom
he has let himself be known through Christ? Does God love only those who
respond to him in this tradition?

We are not saved by our knowledge; we are not saved by our membership
in the Church; we are not saved by anything of our doing. We are saved,
rather, by the only thing that could possibly save us, the anguish and the love
of God. While we have no final way of knowing with assurance how God
deals or acts in other men’s lives, and therefore cannot make any final
pronouncement (such as the formulator of the position stated has attempted
to make), none the less we must perhaps at least be hesitant in setting bound-
aries to that anguish and that love.

The God whom we have come to know, so far as we can sense his action,
reaches out after all men everywhere, and speaks to all who will listen. Both
within and without the Church men listen all too dimly. Yet both within and
without the Church, so far as we can see, God does somehow enter into men’s
hearts.
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