                                                           Faith or No Faith?
---A discussion about exclusivism and pluralism in religious dialogue
Introduction
In the history of church and religion, none of the issues that led to so many controversies and bloodshed when comparing with the question of truth, which could lead the actual "religious war" if effective dialogues cannot be carried out. Dating back to the river of history, the blind zeal of the pursuit of truth has always caused brutal wounds, burning, destruction and murder in churches and religions. Likewise, the consequence of the frustrating forgetfulness of truth is the loss of direction and standards in a result of believe nothing. For example, protestant churches, after going through a period of bloody conflict, have learned to relax the controversy over truth, and the search for common answers in the spirit of universalism, which has ultimately led to tangible results. For Christianity and Christians, no matter from what perspectives, there may be a theology or some approaches that enable them to accept other religious truths without having to give up their own belief, nor losing their own identity.
Are there any theologies of religions that can interpret the doctrine and use of a religion without leading to any dispute? Whether theory and practice in religion can communicate with each other? Is it true that a religion should manifest itself in reality? Should the value of a religion not be fully expressed in practice, as the description in the Bible, "Can you know them from their fruit?" (Matt 7:16 NIV)
In the field of the theology of religions, religious exclusivism, pluralism, and inclusivism may contain different perspectives in religious dialogue. It is easy to find out some representatives who have expressed respective theological positions. For example, if we say Karl Barth’s doctrine of "no save outside of Christ" is a manifestation of exclusive theory[footnoteRef:1], Karl Rahner’s "anonymous Christian" tends to fall into the category of inclusivism[footnoteRef:2]. However, in the words of John Hick, his "one reality, multiple religions" is obviously reflecting his viewpoint pluralism[footnoteRef:3].  [1:  Karl Barth, Deliverance to the Captives (New York, Harper & Brothers SCM Press, 1961), pp.35-42. ]  [2:  Nadia Delicata, Revisiting Karl Rahner’s “Anonymous Christian, (Regis College, University of Toronto, 2006), P.10]  [3:  John Hick, God Has Many Names (London: Macmillian, 1980)] 

In academia, there are mainly two themes that are universally acknowledged. First, no one denies that faith is exclusive on its own. Second, there exists a phenomenon of religious pluralism in the world. If this consensus has been reached, the focus will be concentrated on how to deal with both arguments simultaneously: How to deal with the diversity of religions if exclusive theory is adopted? In this sense, Exclusivism may be unfair to multiple religious phenomena. However, if pluralism is adopted, how can we insist on the "uniqueness" and the "universalism" that each of belief will claim? In this sense, Pluralism seems to ignore the nature of "faith". Therefore, it will be a dilemma that we are facing: that is what kind of attitude should be taken when we are engaging in a theological dialogue. 
This essay purposes to argue that the above-mentioned dilemma can be a false impression, which is not a true opposition of the insoluble contradiction if we can approach the topic from different aspects. Although both exclusivism and pluralism depict theologies of religion from their own perspectives, it does not mean that they cannot co-exist or being complemented to each other at different levels. Hence, in the following part, I intend to explore and investigate how and why exclusivism and pluralism can not only co-exist but also complement each other.
Faith or Rationality
To get out of the lap of exclusivism and pluralism and get rid of ambiguity and disorder, it must be realized that a clear distinction between faith and rationality is a core issue in the discourse of religious exclusivism and pluralism. Especially in the era of post-modernity, this difference has become increasingly recognized. Although religion is part of culture, it is more a value system. To religions, one of the most essential thing is their engagements with ultimate truth and value system as well as the cognition of salvation. Thus, "Faith" is one of the most key terms in different religions, when comparing with other elements.
However, the argument between exclusivism and pluralism can be quite different from the commonplace of morality, value or culture. Whenever people are engaged with religion, they very often will firstly encounter the issue of faith. Here in this essay, I am not abstractly addressing the word of "faith" or simply avoiding the "faith", but to discuss its concreteness. All faith is concrete of which the Christian faith in Christ or the Islamic faith in Allah and Buddhism's in Buddha. Avoiding discussion of the concreteness of faith will break away from the essence of problem.
Faith is by no means justified by "sufficient reason[footnoteRef:4]." Although there are grounds for believing in such beliefs, it is not necessary of a sufficient logic reason or even a reason for "no reason." If faith needs a sufficient quantity of reason, why does Jesus intent to teach people about "faith"? and why does Jesus not convince others with "sufficient reason"? If there was enough reason to believe, Job might have "sufficient reason" not to believe God. To the exclusivist Karl Barth, he proposes that: "Please think of those in the Bible, they are not because there is some evidence to believe, but because they are put on the position of believing, even a desperate believing.” [footnoteRef:5] This is the essence of faith, which "sufficient reason" never makes a clear explanation. [4:  Paul Helm, (ed.) Faith and Reason, (Oxford University Press), 1999.]  [5:  Karl Barth, Dogmatics in Outline, Twentieth Century Western Religious Philosophy Anthology, (Shanghai triple-Joint Publishing 1991), 
   p.491] 

Now I would like to shift the angle to theology of religions to find out how academic scholars have outlined some relevant concepts. To Gavin D’Costa, the definition of religious exclusivism and pluralism is as follows: 
The exclusivist paradigm has been characterized as maintaining that other religions are marked by humankind’s fundamental sinfulness and are therefore erroneous, and that Christ (or Christianity) offers that only valid path to salvation. However, the pluralist paradigm has been characterized as one that maintains that other religions are equally salvific paths to the on God.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Gavin D’ Costa, Theology and Religious Pluralism, (Basil Blackwell 1986), p.22, p.52] 


What is noticeable from the above statement is that there is nothing wrong with adopting pluralism in philosophy. However, it is totally a different thing in the arena of religions. To believers, they undoubtedly trust that faith is the revelation of God. All religions seem to propagandize their own universality and uniqueness. As for seeking the truth, philosophy and religions tend to hold completely different understanding. 
From the philosophical perspective, it is about the world exploration or human understanding, whilst from a religious perspective, it might be all about of the words of God as well as to find the only way to salvation. Therefore, when discussing exclusivism and pluralism amongst scholars, it is better to a have a clear premise that the disputation is on the layer of rationality. In addition, people should be aware of one's limitation of cognition which can be sometimes wrong, even with "sufficient reasons". For example, Correct in Euclidean geometry may be wrong in non-Euclidean geometry; In Newtonian mechanics, it may be wrong in Einstein's theory of relativity; Karl Popper put forward a theory of "empirical falsification", to take it further, even if not wrong, others may come to the same true conclusion through different approaches. Hence, in the process of passing through the pluralism of truth, such as the natural reasoning and the axiom system in the propositional logic, it might be safe to say that the conclusion is the same, however, the means or approaches can be different. Rationality can never guarantee that people can grasp all truth. In a rational context, there is no reason that people will take the stand of exclusivism. Due to the limitation of rationality will surely determine the limitation of people’s cognition, pluralism consequently, is inevitable a theology focused at the level of rationality.
However, the critical attribute of religions is about "revelation", which goes beyond the scope of rational argument. In a rational dialogue, religious pluralism is a reality which leads to the view of religious diversity, which is found only through the encounter of values, morality or culture, but not involved with “faith”. Once pluralists are inattentive, they will move dialogue from a rational scope to that of faith, which means that they support religious pluralism, and hope the believers to give up exclusivism, not just to exclude, but also accept other beliefs. This is de facto the engagement of faith rather than rationality. However, it is not the affirmative fact that the possibility of rational meeting can be extended to that of faith. Disputes can be often raised after it.
A prominent pluralist John Hick has expressed his point of view on this discourse: 
For brevity’s sake, I’ll use they hybrid term ‘salvation/liberation’. I suggest that this is the central concern of all the great world religions. They are not primarily philosophies or theologies but primarily ways of ‘salvation/liberation’. And it is clear that salvation, in this sense of an actual change in human beings from natural self-centredness towards a recentering in the Divine, the Ultimate, the Real, is a long process – though there are often peak moments within it and that this process is taking place not only within Christianity but also, and so far as we can tell to a more or less equal extent, within the other great traditions.”[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  John Hick, “The Rainbow Of Faith”, (SCM Press Ltd. 1995), p.18] 

[bookmark: _Hlk506650208]This is indeed a pluralism in the field of belief, in which all religions are believed to contain elements of truth. However, Hick himself conceded that he could not prove his "term" which he mentioned: “A proffered best explanation is not a proof, because it is always open to someone else to come forward and offer what they believe is a better explanation. [footnoteRef:8] [8:  Ibid., p.51] 

Hick’s point would be regarded as a “new faith” rather than a religious theory, which believes the existence of a variety ways of "salvation".  However, there is no logical connection between religious diversity in the world and of salvation, whereas Hick easily crossed this step. Religious diversity is mere a phenomenon, the issue of true and false can logically generate multiple possibilities: people can think that all religions are false; or they can think that only one or some religions are more genuine while the others are fake, or even all can be considered as true, as what Hick has expressed above. However, all these arguments are not the result of a rational-analysis, but the result of faith-thinking, which contains the elements of truth only through the experiences of observing rather than that of arguing.
[bookmark: _Hlk507167233]The Swiss theologian, Hans Küng takes it further by arguing that people who really discern all religions do not think religion is the same. Otherwise, the basic distinction between mystical and prophetic religions will be obscured, and the contradictions among the various religions will also be covered up. Even independent religions will not remain the originals in their history. Those who think that all religions are equally true in principle exclude the possibility of making mistakes from the realm of religion and rule out the possibility of moral decline as well. All imperfect relativism where values and standards have become indiscriminate is as the same as exclusive absolutism, should be avoided. Random pluralism endorses its own and other religions in an undifferentiated manner, this pluralism can be called upon lessing as little as that indifferentism for which all religious positions and decisions are equally unimportant. [footnoteRef:9] In this sense, pluralism means that people believe in the salvation of many paths, not just one way. Therefore, Hick cannot accept the view of Christianity that only Jesus Christ on the cross is accepted as salvation. Apparently, he cannot accept the Bible Scriptures, "One Lord, one faith, one baptism; one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all."(Ephesians 4: 5-6). Hick believes that there is something else to save beyond this "single letter." In a word, Hick's pluralism is essentially exclusive of the faith in believing only one path of salvation. However, if there is pluralism in faith scope, which is like D’Costa’s claim that it is just a disguised exclusivism and a form of word play and fails to deal with the substantitive difference involved in the pluralist position. [footnoteRef:10]  [9:    Hans Küng, ‘What Is True Religion’, Journal of Theology for Southern Africa, 1986, p.9]  [10:   https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gavin_D%27Costa] 

Here, we can draw a conclusion that pluralism can only be established at rational level, while exclusivism is inevitable on the ground of faith. The problem when exclusivism in refuting pluralism is to emphasize the universality of exclusive theory. Philosophy is also drawn to its theory as well or put the rational dimension as exclusive attribute into the argument.
Inside or Outside faith 
Through the aforementioned discussion of exclusivism and pluralism, a hidden issue has been concealed that is to look at various religions from different perspectives. One is from the outside of religions stance, and the other is within certain religious beliefs or, more specifically, look at other beliefs from a “Christian angle".  The differences between "inside view" and "outside view" are often hidden in the discussion. For example, exclusivity holds the point that only one is correct in religious conflicting from the perspective of faith. However, from an outside-faith perspective, there is no any difference no matter whether it is in value, moral or in cultural. There is no any reason to merely believe this but not that. Therefore, exclusivism is obviously unreasonable because it may not be able to make clear explanation apart from reaffirming its own faith or self-awareness if having the role of an ordinary Christian. In this sense, to scholars who are holding the pluralistic view, there is no doubt that exclusivism has the suspicion of hegemony.
To discuss the proposition adopting exclusive theory from a different perspective that is within a certain faith, or stands as an “inside religion”, everything from the above mentioned seems to be taken for granted. For example, if I were a Christian who believes in the path of salvation by Jesus on the cross, and believe that there is a universal truth since Jesus has said in Bible: "All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore, go and make disciples of all nations "(Matthew 28: 18-19 NIV). Then the next question I would ask is: How can I possibly affirm faith-Others in this "certain faith"? Not only not, I even cannot think that there is a real possibility of other faith in this world. Similarly, if I were a Muslim, I would surely believe that Qur'an is a universal, final and insurmountable revelation. The revelation of Christianity is apparently unacceptable. From a Christian point of view, all other faiths are unacceptable, or in other words, they have the elements of truth that can only be the role of Christ behind them, which is to say people in other faiths are just "anonymous Christians".[footnoteRef:11]  [11:   Norman Wong Cheong Sau, Karl Rahner's Concept of the 'Anonymous Christian' An Inclusivist View of Religions, Church & Society Vol 4, 
     No 1, p.24] 

To some non-religious people, Christianity and Islam may be equivalent in a certain way. In the sense of not relating to the so-called revelation truth, this "third party" view and the rational study of the diversity of faith are needed. If so, "faith" has been materialized and becomes a rational object, which is no longer the power to grasp the truth, nor a grace delivered from God. If talking about "faith" at this level, it is indeed an object for “outside view” rather than a faith from “inside view”. It thus is the turning point between secular life and ability to grasp the truth. 
"Inside view" and "outside view" or within or without faith is not as a switch after all, which an "open" is within the faith, a "close" is beyond of it. Positions inside or outside faith sometimes can not only be confusing, but also can overlap between themselves. However, confusion can be clarified, but what will happen if these two are overlapping? For example, the possibility of such "overlap" may lie in the standpoint of exclusivism and pluralism when a person is both a religious scholar and a believer at the same time. And this is the third facet which will be elaborated in this essay as below.
Believer or Scholar
When a faith believer takes an exclusive position, such as a Christian, it may be acceptable and understandable by others. This is just as the example of the exclusivist theologian Alvin Plantinga who defended his grandmother's faith.[footnoteRef:12] However, as a scholar of religious studies, the identity of faith seems to contradict with his/her scholar's role. Believer's identity requires speaking at faith-based, while scholar’s identity requires standing value-neutrality and analysis at rational level. There is an implicit premise that religious scholar can only discuss issues at rationality but cannot speak within faithfulness. It seems that in the academic discussion, the believer's identity should be put aside. However, it will be a contentious issue whether it is a more objective study without faith or a deeper study with faith. [12:  Alvin Plantinga, Pluralism: A defense of religious exclusivism, Oxford University Press, (1999).] 

After all, as we may know that in many western countries, Christianity is a belief above other religions that is indeed intertwined with culture, history and politics.  Although as a historical, cultural, and a valuable belief, it cannot be separated with a faithful religion. Since Martin Luther, Christianity has been more aware of its own beliefs and even made considerable progress in Christological direction. When people exclude "faith" to talk about Christianity, they cannot help from losing its due connotation. Therefore, an issue should be proposed, that is: whether scholars can have their own beliefs in religious studies? If there is no faith, then they may discern what religion is only at cultural level or remain at the stage of the value of anthropology in studies. However, the most fundamental religious issue that is about faith and understanding of the ultimate truth, unfortunately, will have been neglected. 
Although the tendency of exclusive nature of belief and of various ethnic cultural centre may be similar, it is not yet the same thing to religious believers. Cultural centre theory can be explained from the perspectives of ethnic psychology and social history, even faith may sometimes also be secularized interpretation.  Very often, believers can only interpret faith from the divine revelation perspective and articulate its absoluteness and universality instead of relativeness and limitation. If faith can be suspended, then under what kind of circumstances it can be. If not, under what circumstances that it cannot be, these have been a challenging issue that keeps haunting the arena of religious studies. Just as Karl Barth put it, "Faith is not about a particular sphere of religion - it's all about real life ... faith is about our entire life and the whole death."[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Karl Barth, Dogmatics in Outline, Twentieth Century Western Religious Philosophy Anthology, (Shanghai triple-Joint Publishing 1991), 
     p.493] 

The development of theology of religions and the naissance of comparative theology are credited to Christian scholars. However, when discussing exclusivism or pluralism of religious belief, “faith” will surely come out to “make trouble” because it is an issue of how people identify themselves---ego. Belief has the attribute of or essentially is exclusive, and exclusivism can be only established at faith level. Particularly when an ‘egoistic’ religious researcher has firm faith, it is more debatable when ’faith’ concept is in the discussion. Therefore, as a believer with specific faith, it seems difficult sometimes for him/her to pursue certain objectivity in academic research by temporarily giving up faith. If completely abandoning faith in order to conduct religious studies, he/she may not only need to keep a relatively objective stance as a non-believer, but also may sometimes need to change the “ego” as an atheist, if it helps
When having a religious dialogue, it may be more sensible to expand and clarify ones’ own religious stance on the basis of mutual respect, even when both sides may disagree with each other or a seemingly dialogue cannot be built up. To conduct a religious dialogue in academic area, people may follow the rules of the “game” in academic research of religions, which is one can adopt an approach that is not aiming at convincing others or being easily manipulated by others. In another word, it needs critical thinking throughout this process and both religious perspectives from the "inside view" and "outside view" are needed. Likewise, academic scholars with or without faith are needed in academia.
Conclusion
Neither exclusivism nor pluralism is a philosophical hypothesis. Particularly, exclusivism is more or less a "self-affirmation of faith". To pluralists, they tend to challenge exclusivists and related scholars from the angle of why there are so many different religions? In contrast, exclusivists argue that even though there are many religious beliefs, "exclusivism may also be rational or justified" of which pluralism cannot address. Generally speaking, from a theological point of view, religious pluralism tends to be influenced by some major vices, while exclusive theories have not been affected. More specifically, the pluralistic view shows a significant internal discontinuity, given the fact that the choice of a religion relies on the attractiveness of a self-evident moral principle. Ironically, pluralism rejects some religious standpoints of the self-accepted. [footnoteRef:14] [14:  Kevin Meeker, Pluralism, Exclusivism, and the Theoretical Virtues, in Religious Studies, Vol. 42, No.2, (2006), pp. 193-206] 

It is understandable that no religion is willing to give up its own special standard of truth in order to satisfy other religions. However, to conduct a religious dialogue does not mean to give up what each religion believes itself. People from different religious background may need to know that their belief are firstly related to themselves, not others. Similarly, if religion-Others hold same attitudes, insisting on their own interpretations truth, then a dialogue between religions would be impossible and in vain. For exclusivist, they often take purity of faith into their account, whilst for pluralists, they tend to be more concerned about the terrible consequences that exclusivism brings to reality. 
However, at socio-political level, the exclusive theory does not always bring harm to reality. For example, from a Christian’s perspective, will the doctrine of "the return of God to God and of Caesar to Caesar" cannot be further achieved in the modern era? Under this principle, for example, if I am a Christian with exclusive belief, I may think that other religions are wrong at faith level, however, I can cooperate with others because what me believe does not impact the relationship with them and it can be well-maintained under the rules accepted by the society of living together.
In the public sphere, people are surely facing the existence of co-existence of different faiths and may regard it as a social phenomenon, just as a "Caesar's Field". A religious believer will surely accept and even respect the existence of other religions It can be concluded that the root of co-existence in different religions around the world can happen at secular environment, but it does not mean that any connection will lead to ultimate belief change. In another word, it is only the "Caesar" principle, which is not a matter of theology of religions. Believers may follow the principle of "harmony and difference" to live with the faith-Others, but this does not exclude rejection when they encounter “faith”.
Academically, norms are not only established at the level of rationality, but also based on the rule of teaching from “outside view”, which belongs to the "Caesar" rule in some sense. It is often accorded by both the "inside" and the “outside” at the same time. Academic researchers who have their own faith may also have their standpoints on research without any conflict unless having some misunderstandings between non-religious researchers. At academic level, it is possible to achieve a peaceful circumstance instead of a monologue by exclusionists, which is worried by pluralists.
Religious exclusivism complies with faith-Others no matter whether it is at public level, socio-political level or academic level. Exclusivists can co-exist with those who have no any beliefs and comply with the rules that faith can be coordinated. In addition, religious exclusivism does not lack of inclusive space at faith level. Obviously, it not only can co-exist with pluralists, but also may draw needs from pluralism for own benefit. Religious exclusivism can play-relaxed its role in some seemingly dilemma situation as well. However, we must admit that there is a gap between believing and unbelieving, which cannot be crossed by just rely-on rationality, but for a requirement of transcendence in life. It has not been an academic issue that can help to remove it. However, it may make things easier for both parties to communicate by indicating each one’s own academic stance. Of course, it should be clearly recognized that sometimes it may be better to speak individually in a conscious way than that of a seemingly engaged dialogue between groups.
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