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The Dimensions of Religion

NINIAN SMART

In discussing religion most of us generalize from the one religion
we happen to know best. The principal religions of the world, how-
ever, differ in important ways.

For an account of the main aspects of religion, we turn to the
writing of Ninian Smart (1927-2001), who taught religious studies
at the University of Lancaster and the University of California, Santa
Barbara. In the selection that follows, he concludes that every reli-
gion contains doctrines, myths, ethical teachings, rituals, and social
institutions, al of which are animated by various kinds of religious
experiences.

He emphasizes that although religions resemble one another,
each is unique and needs to be understood in its own terms. In other
words, he stresses that we need to keep in mind the multiplicity of
religious traditions while still recognizing their points of unity.

[Elach religion has its own style, its own inner dynamig, its own special
meanings, its uniqueness. Each religion is an organism, and has to be undez-
stood in terms of the interrelation of its different parts. Thus though there are
resemblances between religions or between parts of religions, these must not
be seen too crudely.

For example, it is correct to say that some religions are monotheistic.
They each worship a single God. But the conception of God can vary subtly.
For instance, though Islam and Christianity both draw upon the Old Testa-
ment heritage, and though Allah has many characteristics of the Christian
God, such as being Creator, judge, merciful, providential, nevertheless even
the points of resemblance are affected by the rest of the milieu. Thus the
Christian idea of the Creator is affected by the fact that creation is not just
seen in relation to Genesis but also in relation to the opening verses of John.
Belief in Christ seen as the Logos affects belief in God and affects one’s view
of creation.

It is Like a picture. A particular element, such as a patch of yellow, may
occur in two different pictures. One can point to the resemblance. Yet the
meaning of one patch of yellow can still be very different from the mean-
ing of the other. What it means, how it looks—these depend on what other

From Ninian Smart, The Religious Experience, Fifth Edition, Copyright © 1996.
Reprinted by permission of Pearsor: Education, Inc., Upper Saddle River, NJ
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286 Religious Pluralism

patches of color surround it. Likewise, elements in a religious organism are
affected by the other elements present.

So although we are inevitably drawn to compare religions in order fo
make sense of the patterns of religious experience found in the history of
men’s faiths, we also have to recognize that each religion must also be seen
essentially in its own terms, from within, as it were. This means that we have
to have a sense of the multiplicity of man’s religious life, as well as for its
points of unity and contact. We are not only concerned with religion: we are
concerned also with religions. And we have to see them in the perspective of
the world’s history.

[Tlhere are different aspects or, as I shall call them, dimensions of
religion. . ..

The Ritual Dimension

If we were asked the use or purpose of such buildings as temples and
churches, we would not be far wrong in saying that they are used for ritual
or ceremonial purposes. Religion tends in part to express itself through such
rituals: through worship, prayers, offerings, and the like. We may call this
the ritual dimension of religion. About this, some important comments need
to be made.

First, when we think of ritual we often think of something very for-
mal and elaborate, like a High Mass or the Liturgy of the Eastern Orthodox
Church. But it is worth remarking that even the simplest form of religious
service involves ritual, in the sense of some form of outer behavior (such
as closing one’s eyes in prayer) coordinated to an inner intention to make
contact with, or to participate in, the invisible world. I am not concerned
here with those who deny the existence of such an “invisible world,” how-
ever interpreted, whether as God's presence, as nirvana, as a sacred energy
pervading nature. Whether or not such an invisible world exists, it forms an
aspect of the world seen from the point of view of those who participate in
religion. It is believed in. . . .

Second, since ritual involves both an inner and an outer aspect it is al-
ways possible that the latter will come to dominate the former. Ritual then
degenerates into a mechanical or conventional process. If people go through
the motions of religious observance without accompanying it with the in-
tentions and sentiments which give it human meaning, ritual is merely an
empty shell. This is the reason why some religious activities are condemned
as “ritualistic.” But it would be wrong to conclude that because ritualism in
this bad sense exists, therefore ritual is an unimportant or degenerate aspect
of religion.

It should not be forgotten that there are secular rituzals which we all use,
and these can form an integral part of personal and social relationships.
Greeting someone with a “Good morning,” saying goodbye, saluting the
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tlag—all these in differing ways are secular rituals. Very often in society they
are integrated with religious rituals, as when men say “God be with you,”
which is more than taking leave of someone: it is invoking a blessing upon
the other person.

Third, it will prove convenient to extend the meaning of “ritual” beyond
its reference to the forms of worship, sacrifice, etc., directed toward God or
the gods.

It happens that a crucial part is played in India and elsewhere by yoga
and analogous techniques of self-training. The ultimate aim of such meth-
ods is the attainment of higher states of consciousness, through which the
adept has experience of release from worldly existence, of nirvana, of ulti-
mate reality (the interpretation partly depends on the system of doctrines
against which the adept tests his experience). Thus the essence of such re-
ligion is contemplative or mystical. Sometimes, it is pursued without ref-
erence to God or the gods—for example, in Buddhism, where the rituals
of a religion of worship and sacrifice are regarded as largely irrelevant to
the pursuit of nirvana. Nevertheless, the techniques of self-training have an
analogy to ritual: the adept performs varfous physical and mental exercises
through which he hopes to concentrate the mind on the transcendent, invis-
ible world, or to withdraw his senses from their usual immersion in the flow
of empirical experiences. This aspect of religion, then, we shall include in our
definition of the ritual dimension. It can be classified as pragmatic (aimed at
the attainment of certain experiences) in distinction from sacred ritual (di-
rected toward a holy being, such as God). Sometimes the two forms of ritual
are combined, as in Christian mysticism.

The meaning of ritual cannot be understood without reference to the en-
vironment of belief in which it is performed. Thus prayer in most ritual is di-
rected toward a divine being. Very often, legends about the gods are used to
explain the features of a ceremony or festival; and often the important events
of human life, such as birth, marriage, death, are invested with a sacred sig-
nificance by relating them to the divine world.

All this can happen before a religion has any theology or formal system
of doctrines. Theology is an attempt to introduce organization and inteflec-
tual power into what is found in less explicit form in the deposit of revela-
tion or traditional mythology of a religion. The collection of myths, images,
and stories through which the invisible world is symbolized can suitably be
called the mythological dimension of religion.

The Mythological Dimension

Some important comments need to be made about this mythological dimen-
sion. First, in accordance with modern usage in theology and in the com-
parative study of religion, the terms “myth,” “mythological,” etc., are not
used to mean that the content is false. Perhaps in ordinary English to say
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“It's a myth” is just a way of saying “It's false.” But the use of the term myth
in relation to religious phenomena is quite neutral as to the truth or falsity of
the story enshrined in the myth. In origin, the term “myth” means “stary,”
and in calling something a story we are not thereby saying that it is true or
false. We are just reporting on what has been said. Similarly, here we are con-
cerned with reporting on what is believed.

Second, it is convenient to use the term to include not merely stories
about God {for instance the story of the creation in Genesis), about the gods
(for instance in Homer’s Iliad), etc., but also the historical events of retigious
significance in a tradition. For example, the Passover ritual in Judaism re-
enacts a highly important event that once occurred to the children of Israel;
their delivery from bondage in Egypt. The historical event functions as a
myth. Thus we shall include stories relating to significant historical events
under the head of the mythological dimension—again without prejudice to
whether the stories accurately describe what actually occurred in history.

The Doctrinal Dimension

Third, it is not always easy to differentiate the mythological and the symbolic
from what is stated in theology. Doctrines are an attempt to give system, clar-
ity, and intellectual power to what is revealed through the mythological and
symbolic language of religious faith and ritual. Naturally, theology must make
use of the symbols and myths. For example, when the Christian theologian
has to describe the meaning of the Incarnation, he must necessarily make use
of Biblical language and history. Thus the dividing line between the mytho-
logical and what I shall call the doctrinal dimension is not easy to draw. Yet
there is clearly a distinction between Aquinas’s treatment of creation at the
philosophical level and the colorful story of creation in Genesis. The distine-
tion is important, because the world religions owe some of their living power
to their success in presenting a total picture of reality, through a coherent sys-
tem of doctrines.

The Ethical Dimension

Throughout history we find that religions usually incorporate a code of
ethics. Ethics concern the behavior of the individual and, to some extent,
the code of ethics of the dominant religion controls the community. Quite
obviously, men do not always live up to the standards they profess. And
sometimes the standards which are inculcated by the dominant faith in a
particular society may not be believed by all sections of that society.

Even so, there is no doubt that religions have been influential in molding
the ethical attitudes of the societies they are part of. It is important, however,
to distinguish between the moral teaching incorporated in the doctrines and
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mythology of a religion, and the social facts concerning those who adhere to
the faith in question. For instance, Christianity teaches “Love thy neighbor
as thyself.” As a matter of sociclogical fact, quite a lot of people in so-called
Christian countries, where Christianity is the official, or dominant religion,
fail to come anywhere near this ideal. The man who goes to church is not
necessarily loving; nor is the man who goes to a Buddhist temple necessar-
ily compassionate. Consequently, we must distinguish between the ethical
teachings of a faith, which we shall discuss as the efhical dimension of reli-

glon, and the actual sociclogical effects and circumstances of a religion.

Pertinent to this point is the consideration that most religions are institu-
tionalized. This is most obvious in technologically primitive societies, where
the priest, soothsayer, or magician is closely integrated into the social struc-
ture. Religion is not just a personal matter here: it is part of the life of the
community. It is built into the institutions of daily life. But even in sophis-
ticated communities where a line is drawn between religious and secular
concerns, as in contemporary America, churches exist as institutions to be
reckoned with. They are part of the “establishiment.” In areas where there is
active or latent persecution of religious faith, as in the Soviet Union, there are
still organizations for continuing religious activities.

The Social Dimension

Religions are not just systems of belief: they are also organizations, or parts
of organizations. They have a communal and social significance. This sociai
shape of a religion is, of course, to some extent determined by the religious
and ethical ideals and practices that it harbors. Conversely, it often happens
that the religious and ethical ideals are adapted to existing social conditions
and attitudes. For example, Japanese fishermen reconcile the Buddhist in-
junction against taking life (even andmal or fish life) to their activity as fisher-
men. The Christian’s dedication to brotherly love or his attitude to war may
be determined more by patriotism and a national crisis than by the Gospel.
Thus, it is important to distinguish between the ethical dimension of religion
and the social dimension. The latter is the mode in which the religion in ques-
tion is institutionalized, whereby, through its institutions and teachings, it
affects the community in which it finds itself. The doctrinal, mythological,
and ethical dimensions express a religion’s claims about the nature of the
invisible world and its aims about how men’s lives ought to be shaped: the
social dimension indicates the way in which men’s lives are in fact shaped by
these claims and the way in which religious institutions operate.

It is, incidentally, clear that the ongoing patterns of ritual are an im-
portant element in the institutionalization of religion. For example, if it is
believed that certain ceremonies and sacraments can only be properly per-
formed by a priest, then the religious institution will be partly determined
by the need to maintain and protect a professional priesthood.
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The Experiential Dimension

The dimensions we have so far discussed would indeed be hard to account
for were it not for the dimension . . . of experience, the experiential dimen-
sion. Although men may hope to have contact with, and participate in, the
invisible world through ritual, personal religion normally involves the hope
of, or realization of, experience of that world. The Buddhist monk hopes for
nirvana, and this includes the contemplative experience of peace and of in-
sight into the transcendent. The Christian who prays to God believes nor-
mally that God answers prayer—and this not just “externally” in bringing
about certain states of affairs, such as a cure for illness, but more importantly
“internally” in the personal relationship that flowers between the man who
prays and his Maker. The prayerful Christian believes that God does speak
to men in an intimate way and that the individual can and does have an in-
ner experience of God. Hence, personal religion necessarily involves what
we have called the experiential dimension.

The factor of religious experience is even more crucial when we con-
sider the events and the human lives from which the great religions have
sternmed. The Buddha achieved Enlightenment as he sat in meditation be-
neath the Bo-Tree. As a consequence of his shattering mystical experience, he
believed that he had the secret of the cure for the suffering and dissatisfac-
tions of life in this world. We have records of the inaugural visions of some
of the Old Testament prophets, of the experiences that told them something
profoundly important about God and that spurred them on to teach men in
his name. It was through such experiences that Mohammad began to preach
the unity of Allah—a preaching that had an explosive impact upon the world
from Central Asia to Spain. One cannot read the Upanishads, the source of
so much of Hindu doctrine, without feeling the experience on which their
teachings are founded. The most striking passage in the Bhagavadgita, per-
haps the greatest religious document of Hinduism, is that in which the Lord
reveals himself in terrifying splendor to Arjuna. Arjuna is overwhelmed by
awe and filled with utter devotion. . ..

The words of Jesus Christ reveal his sense of intimate closeness to the Fa-
ther; there is little doubt that this rested upon highly significant personal ex-
periences. These and other examples can be given of the crucial part played
by religious experience in the genesis of the great faiths. . ..

There is a special difficulty, however, in undertaking a description of a
religious experience. We have to rely upon the testimony of those who have
the experience, and their reports must be conveyed to us either by telling or
writing. Sometimes accounts of prophetic or mystical experience of impor-
tant religious leaders have been preserved by oral tradition through many
generations before being writter: down. But for the most part, the individual
religious experiences that have influenced large segments of mankind oc-
curred in cultures that knew the art of writing.
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This means that the experience occurred in the context of the existing
religions which already had a doctrinal dimension. This raises a problem
for us in our attempt to understand the unique religious experience of the
prophets or founders of religions, for their experiences are likely to be inter-
preted in the light of existing doctrines, as well as clothed in the mythologi-
cal and symbolic forms of the age. There is less difficulty when we consider
the “lesser” figures of the religions—not the founders, but those saints and
visionaries who come after. They interpret their experiences in terms of re-
ceived doctrines and mythologies.

For these reasons, it is not easy to know about a given report which of
the elements in it are based, so to say, purely on the experience itself, and
which are due to doctrinal and mythological interpretation. To some extent
the problem can be overcome by comparing the reports of men of different
cultures—such as India and the West—which had virtually no contact dur-
ing the periods crucial for the formation and elaboration of the dominant
religious beliefs.

Moreover, it is worth noting that there is a dialectic between experience
and doctrine. Thus, though the Buddha, for example, took over elements
from the thought-forms of his own age, he was genuinely a creative teacher,
who introduced new elements and transmuted the old. The Old Testament
prophets fashioned a genuinely original ethical monotheism from an ex-
istant belief in Yahweh. The changes they made in the simple tribal reli-
gious teaching they inherited can be understood, to some degree, in terms
of the impact of the personal religious experiences that were revelatory for
these men. Thus experience and dectrinal interpretation have a dialectical
relationship. The latter colors the former, but the former also shapes the
latter. . ..

This dialectical interplay also helps us to understand some of the features
of personal religion at a humbler level. The Christian, for example, is taught
certain doctrines and mythological symbols by his parents. He learns to call
God “Our Father”; he is instructed to believe that the world is created by
God and sustained by God. These ideas will at first simply be “theoretical”
as far as the young Christian is concerned, on a par with other non-observabie
theories he learns about the world, such as that the earth goes round the
sun. But suppose he progresses to a deeper understanding of the Christian
faith through a particular personal experience, or through his response to the
ritual and ethical demands of the religion. Then he will come to see that in
some mysterious way God is a person with whom he can have contact; God
is not just like the sun, to be thought of speculatively, or to be looked at. Per-
sonally, then, he discovers that he can worship and pray to God. In short, “1
believe in God the Father Almighty, Maker of Heaven and Earth” will comne
to have a new meaning for him. In a sense, he will now believe something
other than what he first believed. In this way, the interplay between doctrine
and experiences is fundamental to personal religion. . . .
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Religion as an Organism

To sum up our account . . . of what religion is: itis a mwx-agmﬁmﬁnmw organ-
ism, typically containing doctrines, myths, ethical teachings, rituals, and
social institutions, and animated by religious experiences of various kinds.
To understand the key ideas of religion, such as God and nirvana, one has
to understand the paitern of religious life directed toward these goals. God
is the focus of worship and praise; nirvana is found by treading the Noble
Eightfold Path, culminating in contemplation. . ...

Religious Pluralism and Salvation

Joun H. Hick

john H. Hick, whose work we read previously, believes that despite
the differences among religions, in at least one crucial respect all
are fundamentally similar. Each can be viewed as offering a path
to salvation, a way of shifting believers from self-centeredness to
concentration on a divine reality. In light of this consideration, Hick
urges all religious adherents to reject the view that their own reli-
gions are superior to all others.

In particular, Hick maintains that Christians should recognize
the “arbitrary and contrived notion” that the salvation of ail persons
depends on their believing in the Trinity and resurrection. Whether
such a doctrinal transformation would undermine or enhance Chris-
tianity is a crucial question for readers to consider.

The fact that there is a plurality of religious traditions, each with its own
distinctive beliefs, spiritual practices, ethical outlook, art forms, and cultural
ethos, creates an obvious problem for those of us who see them, not simply as
human phenomena, but as responses to the Divine. For each presents itself,

From Faith and Philosophy 5 (1988). Reprinted by permission of the journal.
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implicitly or explicitly, as in some important sense absolute and unsurpass-
able and as rightly claiming a total allegiance. The problem of the relation-
ship between these different streams of religious life has often been posed in
terms of their divergent belief-systems. For whilst there are various overlaps
between their teachings there are also radical differences: is the divine real-
ity (let us refer to it as the Real) personal or non-personal; if personal, is it
unitary or triune; is the universe created, or emanated, or itself eternal; do
we live only once on this earih or are we repeatedly reborn? and so on and
s0 on. When the problem of understanding religious plurality is approached
through these rival truth-claims it appears particularly intractable.

I want to suggest, however, that it may more profitably be approached
from a different direction, in terms of the claims of the various traditions to
provide, or to be effective contexts of, salvation. “Salvation” is primarily a
Christian term, though I shall use it here to include its functional analogues
in the other major world traditions. In this broader sense we can say that
both Christianity and these other faiths are paths of salvation. For whereas
preaxial religion was (and is} centrally concerned to keep life going on an
even keel, the post-axial traditions, originating or rooted in the “axial age”
of the first millennium s.c.E—principally Hinduism, Judaism, Buddhism,
Chuistianity, Islam—are centrally concerned with a radical transformation of
the human situation.

It is of course possible, in an alternative approach, to define salvation in
such a way that it becomes a necessary truth that only one particular tradition
can provide it. If, for example, from within Christianity we define salvation
as being forgiven by God because of Jesus’ atoning death, and so becoming
part of God’s redeemed compunity, the church, then salvation is by definition
Christian salvation. If on the other hand, from within Mahayana Buddhism,
we define it as the attainment of satori or awakening, and so becoming an ego-
free manifestation of the eternal Dharmakaya, then salvation is by definition
Buddhist liberation. And so on. But if we stand back from these different
conceptions to compare them, we can, I think, very naturally and properly
see them as different forms of the more fundamental conception of a radical
change {rom a profoundly unsatisfactory state to one that is limitlessly bet-
ter because rightly related to the Real. Each tradition conceptualizes in its
own way the wrongness of ordinary human existence—as a state of fallen-
ness from paradisal virtue and happiness, or as a condition of moral weak-
ness and alienation from God, or as the fragmentation of the infinite One into
false individualities, or as a self-centeredness which pervasively poisons our
involvement in the world process, making it to us an experience of anxious,
unhappy unfulfillment. But each at the same time proclaims a limitlessly bet-
ter possibility, again conceptualized in different ways—as the joy of conform-
ing one’s life to God's law; as giving oneself to God in Christ, so that “it is
no longer [ who live, but Christ who lives in me” (Galatians 2:20), leading to
eternal life in God's presence; as a complete surrender (islam) to God, and
hence peace with God, leading to the bliss of paradise; as transcending the
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one has acknowledged the salvific efficacy of the various great spiritual ways,
is the arbitrary and contrived notion of their metaphysical dependency
upon the death of Christ. But the theologian who undertakes to spell out
this invisible causality is not to be envied. The problem is not one of logi-
cal possibility—it only requires logical agility to cope with @mﬁl_uﬂ one of
religious or spiritual plausibility. It would be a better use .0m ﬁwmowmumun& time
and energy, in my opinion, to develop forms of trinitarian, christological,
and soteriological doctrine which are compatible with our awareness of the
independent salvific authenticity of the other great world mmwwm. Such forms
are already available in principle in conceptions of the Trinity, not as onto-
logically three but as three ways in which the one God is humanly .m._oz.mg
and experienced; conceptions of Christ as a man so fully open to and inspired
by God as to be, in the ancient Hebrew metaphor, a “son of God”; and concep-
tions of salvation as an actual human transformation which has been power-
fully elicited and shaped, among his disciples, by the mmmcmunm. OM. Jesus.
There may indeed well be a variety of ways in which Christian thought
can develop in response to our acute late twentieth century awareness of the
other world religions, as there were of responding o the nineteenth century
awareness of the evolution of the forms of life and the historical character of
the holy scriptures. And likewise there will no doubt be a variety of ways in
which each of the other great traditions can rethink its inherited assumption
of its own unique superiority. But it is not for us to tell people of other tradi-
tionis how 1o do their own business. Rather, we should attend to our own.

A Defense of Religious Exclusivism

ALVIN PLANTINGA

[n response to those like John Hick who urge refigious adherents to
reject the superiority of their own religion, Alvin Plantinga, whose
work we read previously, maintains that his belief in Christianity is
true, whereas beliefs incompatible with Christianity are false. Is he,
therefore, intellectually mistaken or morally arrogant? He denies these
charges. Assessing his defense is the responsibility of each reader.

From Philosophy of Religion: An Anthology, Fifth Edition, ed. Louis P Pojman.
Reprinted by permission of the author.
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I find myself with religious beliefs . . . that I realize aren’t shared by nearly
everyone else. For example, I believe both

(1) The world was created by God, an almighty, all-knowing, and per-
fectly good personal being (one that holds beliefs; has aims, plans,
and intentions; and can act to accomplish these aims).

(2) Human beings require salvation, and God has provided a unique
way of salvation through the incarnation, life, sacrificial death, and
resurrection of his divine son.

Now there are mmany who do not believe these things. First, there are those
who agree with me on (1) butnot (2): They are non-Christian theistic religions.
Second, there are those who don't accept either (1) or (2) but nonetheless do be-
lieve that there is something beyond the natural world, a something such that
human well-being and salvation depend upon standing in a right relation to
it. Third, in the West and since the Enlightenment, anyway, there are people—
naturalists, we may call them—who don’t believe any of these three things. And
my problem is this: When I become really aware of these other ways of looking
at the world, these other ways of responding religiously to the world, what
must or should I do? What is the right sort of attitude to take? What sort of
impact should this awareness have on the beliefs [ hold and the strength with
which L hold them? My question is this: How should I think about the greatreli-
gious diversity the world in fact displays? Can I sensibly remain an adherent of
just one of these religions, rejecting the others? And here 1 am thinking specifi-
cally of beliefs. Of course, there is a great deal more to any religion or religious
practice than just belief, and I don’t for a moment mean to deny it. But belief
is a crucially important part of most religions; it is a crucially important part of
my religion; and the question I mean to ask here is, What does the awareness of
religious diversity mean or should mean for my religious beliefs? . . .

Now there are several possible reactions to awareness of religious diver-
sity. One is to continue to believe—what you have alt along believed; vou
learn about this diversity but continue to believe that is, take to be true—such
propositions as (1) and (2) above, consequently taking to be false any beliefs,
religious or otherwise, that are incompatible with (1) and (2). Following cuz-
rent practice, I will call this exclusivism; the exclusivist holds that the tenets
or some of the tenets of one religion—Christianity, let’s say—are in fact true;
he adds, naturally enough, that any propositions, including other religious
beliefs, that are incompatible with those tenets are false. And there is a fairly
widespread apprehension that . . . exclusivism as such is or involves a vice
of some sort: It is wrong or deplorable. It is this claim T want o examine. |
propose to argue that exclusivism need not involve either epistemic or moral
failure and that, furthermore, something like it is wholly unavoidable, given
our human condition.

These objections, of course, are not to the fruth of (L) or (2) or any other prop-
osition someone might accept in this exclusivist way (although objections of



306 Religious Pluralism

that sort are also put forward); they are instead directed to the propriety or
rightness of exclusivism. There are initially two different kinds of indictments
of exclusivism: broadly moral, or ethical, indictments and other broadly in-
tellectual, or epistemic, indictments. These overlap in interesting ways as
we will see below. But initially, anyway, we can take some of the complaints
about exclusivism as intellectual criticisms: It is irrational or unjustified to think
in an exclusivistic way. The other large body of complaint is moral: There is
something morally suspect about exclusivism—it is arbitrary, or intellectually
arrogant, or imperialistic. . . . I want to consider both kinds of claims or criti-
cisms; I propose to argue that the exclusivist as such is not necessarily guiity
of any of these charges.

I turn to the moral complaints: that the exclusivist is intellectually arro-
gant, or egotistical or self-servingly arbitrary, or dishonest, or imperialistic, or
oppressive. Butfirst, I provide three qualifications. An exclusivist, like anyone
else, will probably be guilty of some or of all of these things to at least some
degree, perhaps particularly the first two. The question, however, is whether
she is guilty of these things just by virtue of being an exclusivist. Second, I will
use the term exclusivism in such a way that you don’t count as an exchasiv-
ist unless you are rather fully aware of other faiths, have had their existence
and their claims called to your attention with some force and perhaps fairly
frequently, and have to some degree reflected on the problem of pluralism,
asking yourself such questions as whether it is or could be really true that the
Lord has revealed Himself and His programs to us Christians, say, in a way
in which He hasn’t revealed Himself to those of other faiths. Thus, my grand-
mother, for example, would not have counted as an exclusivist. She had, of
course, heard of the heathen, as she called them, but the idea that perhaps
Christians could learn from them, and learn from them with respect to reli-
gious matters, had not so much as entered her head; and the fact that it hadn’t
entered her head, I take it, was not a matter of moral dereliction on her part.
This same would go for a Buddhist or Hindu peasant. These people are not,
I think, properly charged with arrogance or other moral flaws in believing as
they do.

Third, . . . an exclusivist, as I use the term, not only believes something
like (1) or (2) and thinks false any proposition incompatible with it; she also
meets a further condition C that . . . includes (a) being rather fully aware of
other religions, {b) knowing that there is much that at the least looks like
genuine piety and devoutness in them, and (c) believing that you know of no
argumenis that would necessarily convince all or most honest and intelligent
dissenters.

Given these qualifications then, why should we think that an exclusivist
is properly charged with these moral faults? I will deal first and most briefly
with charges of oppression and imperialism: I think we must say that they
are on the face of it wholly implausible. I daresay there are some among you
who reject some of the things I believe; I do not believe that you are thereby
oppressing me, even if you do not believe you have an argument that would
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convince me. It is conceivable that exclusivism might in some way contribute
to oppression, but it isn't in itself oppressive.

The more important moral charge is that there is a sort of self-serving
arbitrariness, an arrogance or egotisin, in accepting such propositions as
(1} or (2) under condition C; exclusivism is guilty of some serious moral
fault or flaw. According to Wilfred Cantwell Smith, “. . . except at the cost
of insensitivity or delinquency, it is morally not possible actually to go out
into the world and say to devout, intelligent, fellow human beings: *. . . we
believe that we know God and we are right; you believe that you know
God, and you are totally wrong.””

So what can the exclusivist have to say for hirnself: Well, it must be con-
ceded immediately that if he believes (1) or (2), then he must also believe that
those who believe something incompatible with them are mistaken and be-
lieve what is false. That's no more than simple logic. Furthermore, he must
also believe that those who do not believe as he does—those who believe nei-
ther (1) nor (2), whether or not they believe their negations—fail to believe
something that is deep and important and that he does believe. He must there-
fore see himself as privileged with respect to those others—those others of both
kinds. There is something of great value, he must think, that ke has and they
lack. They are ignorant of something—something of great importance—of
which he has knowledge. But does this make him properly subject to the above
censure?

I think the answer must be no. Or if the answer is yes, then I think we
have here a genuine moral dilemma; for in our earthly life here below, as my
Sunday School teacher used fo say, there is no real alternative; there is no
reflective attitude that is not open to the same strictures. These charges of
arrogance are a philosophical tar baby: Get close enough to them to use them
against the exclusivist and you are likely to find them stuck fast to yourself.
How so? Well, as an exclusivist, | realize that I can’t convince others that
they should believe as I do, but I nonetheless continue to believe as I do. The
charge is that I am, as a result, arrogant or egotistical, arbitrarily preferring
my way of doing things to other ways.” But what are my alternatives with
respect to a proposition like {1)? There seem to be three choices. I can con-
tinue to hold it; I can withhold it, . . . believing neither it nor its denial, and I
can accept its denial. Consider the third way, a way taken by those pluralists
who, like John Hick, hold that such propositions as (1) and (2) and their col-
leagues from other faiths are literally false, although in some way stili valid
responses to the Real. This seems to me to be no advance at all with respect
to the arrogance or egotism problem; this is not a way out. For if I do this,
I'will then be in the very same condition as I am now: I will believe many
propositions others don’t believe and will be in condition C with respect to
those propositions. For [ will then believe the denials of (1) and {2) (as well as
the denials of many other propositions explicitly accepted by those of other
faiths). Many others, of course, do not believe the denials of (1) and (2) and in
fact believe (1) and (2). Further, I will not know of any arguments that can be
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counted on to persuade those who do believe (1) or (2) Ao.u. ﬁHOﬂOmewm ac-
cepted by the adherents of other religions). I am therefore in the condition of
believing propositions that many others do not believe and ?M.:p.mnBoﬁm‘mB
in condition C. If, in the case of those who believe (1) and (2), that is mﬁmpn.mmwﬁ
for intellectual arrogance or egotism, the same goes for those who believe
thefr denials. o

So consider the second option: [ can instead withhold the chvOmEo\u in
question. I can say to myself: “The right course here, given that Ican’t or
couldn’t convince these others of what I believe, is to believe neither these
propositions nor their denials.” The pluralist objector to mxn.wmm.aﬁwg can say
that the right course, under condition C, is to abstain from ,Umrmﬁdm the offend-
ing proposition and also abstain from believing its denial; call M._m.b.x therefore,
“the abstemious pluralist.” But does he thus really avoid the condition m,._mﬁ on
the part of the exclusivist, leads to the charges of egotism and arrogance in this
way? Think, for a moment, about disagreement. Disagreement, w.cﬁmmgmﬁ.
tally, is a matter of adopting conflicting propositional attitudes 4”59 respect
to a given proposition. In the simplest and most familiar case, I &H.mmmqmm with
you if there is some proposition p such that [ believe p and you ﬁmb@m -p. But
that's just the simplest case; there are also others. The one that Is wwmmmme of
interest is this: I believe p and you withhold it, fail to believe it. Call the first
kind of disagreement “contradicting”; call the second :&mmmbﬁ.sm.:

My claim is that if contradicting others (under the condition C spelled
out above) is arrogant and egotistical, so is dissenting (under that same con-
dition). Suppose you believe some proposition p but I don’t; perhaps you
believe that if is wrong to discriminate against people simply on the mHoc.ﬂmm
of race, but I, recognizing that there are many people who disagree with you,
do not believe this proposition. I don't disbelieve it either, of course, but in
the circumstances 1 think the right thing to do is to abstain from belief. ”ﬂgmﬁ
am I not implicitly condemmning your attitude, your believing the proposition,
as somehow improper—naive, perhaps, or unjustified, or in some om,._mw way
less than optimal? I am implicitly saying that my attitude is the superior one;
I think my course of action here is the right one and yours somehow wrong,
inadequate, improper, in the circumstances at best second-rate. Of course,
I realize that there is no question, here, of showing you that your attitude is
wrong or improper or naive; so am I not guilty of intellectual arrogance? Of
a sort of egotism, thinking I know better than you, arrogating to .B.%mmﬁ a
privileged status with respect to you? The problem for the exclusivist was
that she was obliged to think she possessed a truth missed by many others;
the problem for the abstemious pluralist is that he is obliged fo mﬁzw that r.m
possesses a virtue others don't or acts rightly where others don't. If, in no.b.&-
tion C, one is arrogant by way of believing a proposition others don't, isn't
one equally, under those reflective conditions, arrogant by way of withhold-
ing a proposition others dont? . ..

So the abstemious pluralist is hoist with his own petard; but even apart
from this dialectical argument {which in any event some will think unduly
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cute), aren’t the charges unconvincing and implausible? I must concede that
there are a variety of ways in which I can be and have been intellectually ar-
rogant and egotistic; ] have certainly fallen into this vice in the past and no
doubt am not free of it now. But am I really arrogant and egotistic just by vir-
tue of believing what I know others don’t believe, where I can’t show them
that I am right? Suppose I think the matter over, consider the objections as
carefully as | can, realize that I am finite and furthermore a sinner, certainly
no better than those with whom I disagree; but suppose it still seems clear to
me that the proposition in question is true. Can I really be behaving immor-
ally in continuing to believe it? I am dead sure that it is wrong to try to ad-
vance my career by telling lies about my colleagues; I realize there are those
who disagree; I also realize that in all likelihood there is no way I can find to
show them that they are wrong; nonetheless I think they are wrong. If I think
this after careful reflection, if I consider the claims of those who disagree as
sympathetically as I can, if I try my level best to ascertain the truth here, and
it still seems to me sleazy, wrong, and despicable to lie about my colleagues
to advance my career, could I really be doing what is immoral by continuing
to believe as before? I can’t see how. If, after careful reflection and thought,
you find yourself convinced that the right propositional attitude to take to
(1) and (2) in the face of the facts of religious pluralism is abstention from
belief, how could you properly be taxed with egotism, either for so believing
or for so abstaining? Even if you knew others did not agree with you? . . .

Return to the case of moral belief. King David took Bathsheba, made her
pregnant, and then, after the faiture of various strata gems to get her husband
Uriah to think the baby was his, arranged for him to be killed. The prophet
Nathan came to David and told him a story about a rich man and a poor
man. The rich man had many flocks and herds; the poor man had only a sin-
gle ewe lamb, which grew up with his children, “ate at his table, drank from
his cup, lay in his bosom, and was like a daughter to him.” The rich man
had unexpected guests. Rather than slaughter one of his own sheep, he took
the poor man’s single ewe lamb, slaughtered it, and served it to his guests.
David exploded in anger: “The man who did this deserves to diel” Then, in
one of the most riveting passages in all the Bible, Nathan turns to David and
declares, “You are that man!” And then David sees what he has done.

My interest here is in David’s reaction to the story. I agree with David:
Such injustice is utterly and despicably wrong; there are really no words for
it. I believe that such an action is wrong, and I believe that the proposition
that it isn't wrong—either because really nothing is WTIOng, or because even
if some things are wrong, this isn't—is false. As a matter of fact, there isn’t
a lot I believe more strongly. T recognize, however, that there are those who
disagree with me; and once more, I doubt that I could find an argument to
show them that [ am right and they wrong. Further, for all T know, their con-
flicting beliefs have for thern the same internally available epistemic markers,
the same phenomenology, as mine have for me. Am I then being arbitrary,
treating similar cases differently in continuing to hold, as [ do, that in fact that
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kind of behavior is dreadfully wrong? I don't think so. Am I wrong in think-
ing racial bigotry despicable, even though I know that there are others who
disagree, and even if I think they have the same internal markers for their
beliefs as I have for mine? I don't think so. I believe in serious actualism, the
view that no objects have properties in worlds in which they do not exist, not
even nonexistence, Others do not believe this, and perhaps the internal mark-
ers of their dissenting views have for them the same quality as my views have
for me. Am I being arbitrary in continuing to think as [ do? I can’t see how.

And the reason here is this: in each of these cases, the believer in question
doesn’t really think the beliefs in question are on a relevant epistemic par. She
may agree that she and those who dissent are equally convinced of the truth
of their belief and even that they are internally on a par, that the internally
available markers are similar, or relevantly similar. But she must stilt think
that there is an important epistemic difference, she thinks that somehow the
other person has made a mistake, ox has a blind spot, or hasn't been wholly at-
tentive, or hasn't received some grace she has, or is in some way epistemi-
cally less fortunate. And, of course, the pluralist critic is in no better case. He
thinks the thing to do when there is internal epistemic parity is to withhold
judgment; he knows that there are others who don’t think so, and for all he
knows that belief has internal parity with his; if he continues in that belief,
therefore, he will be in the same condition as the exclusivist; and if he doesn't
continue in this belief, he no longer has an objection to the exclusivist.

But couldn’t I be wrong? Of course I could! But I don't avoid that risk by
withholding all religious {or philosophical or moral) beliefs; I can go wrong
that way as well as any other, treating all religions, or all philosophical
thoughts, or all moral views as on a par. Again, there is no safe haven here,
no way to avoid risk. In particular, you won't reach a safe haven by trying to
take the same attitude toward all the historically available patterns of belief
and withholding; for in so doing, you adopt a particular pattern of belief
and withholding, one incompatible with some adopted by others. “You pays
your money and you takes your choice,” realizing that you, like anyone else,
can be desperately wrong. But what else can you do? You don’t realty have
an alternative. And how can you do better than believe and withhold ac-
cording to what, after serious and responsible consideration, seems to you o
be the right pattern of belief and withholding?

NOTES

1. Wilfred Cantwell Smith, Religious Diversity (New York: Harper & Row, 1976),
p. 14
2. John Hick, An Inferpretation of Religion (New Haven, Conn.: Yale Univ. Press, 1989),
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