MAJOR TRENDS IN MODERN THEOLOGY

Inter-religious Dialogue in Modern Theology
In the Preface to their massive volume on The Modern Theologians, David Ford and
Rachel Muers note that one of the primary aims of the individual chapters of this book is to
encourage “dialogue and argument.” Dialogue is important for modern theologians. It
constitutes one of the major trends of modern theology. And within this broader sphere of
dialogic activity, there is a great deal of concern that is specifically directed toward inter-
religious dialogue; that is, conversing with adherents of non-Christian religious traditions.’

Sometimes this can serve a beneficial purpose.’ However, such dialogues have also tended to
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reinforce, in the minds of many people, a rather uncritical acceptance of religious pluralism (i.e.
the view that all the major world religions are equally valid ways to “God” or the ultimate divine
reality).

How did this situation come about and when did modern theologians begin to take an
interest in inter-religious dialogue? If we think of inter-religious dialogue in typically modern
terms, as conversations, often predicated upon an acceptance of religious pluralism and usually
aimed at gaining a deeper understanding (and even appreciation) for the religious uniqueness and
distinctiveness of the “other,” then in many respects the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries can
be looked upon as an age of opposition to inter-religious dialogue. As Kenneth Scott Latourette
reminds us, this was a time in which Christendom was threatened by the militaristic spread of
Islam, and in which missionaries were often barred from entering countries such as China, India,
and Japan in order to propagate the Christian faith.” Moreover, the crusades and Inquisition were
revived during this era, and Protestants and Roman Catholics regularly killed one another in the
wars of religion. It seems evident, then, that this was not an age of inter-religious dialogue in the
modern sense of the term.

With the advent of the Enlightenment, however, things began to change. Immanuel
Kant inaugurated a “Copernican revolution” in philosophy by assuming that the objects of our
experience “must conform to our cognition.”” In other words, innate categories of the human

mind help construct the world of our experience. Over time, as those influenced by Kant gained a
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greater understanding of other cultures, they came to see “that in many respects human beings
have constituted their worlds quite differently”—including their religious worlds.* One result of
this was a greater scholarly interest in, and even appreciation for, the religions of other peoples.
Another important thinker who contributed to our present age of religious pluralism
and inter-religious dialogue was Friedrich Schleiermacher. Livingston describes him as carrying
out “a ‘Copernican revolution’ in theology as consequential as Kant’s revolution in philosophy.”
Schleiermacher defined the essence of religion or piety as “the consciousness of being absolutely
dependent, or, which is the same thing, of being in relation with God.”"® Although
Schleiermacher held Christianity to be supreme among the world’s religions, he also believed
that this “feeling of absolute dependence” could be experienced by adherents of non-Christian
religions fo one degree or another." In light of this, it is not hard to see why those influenced by
him (which essentially amounts to the whole of theological liberalism) would be open to
appreciative, non-proselytizing dialogue with adherents of other faiths. For if the essence of
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doctrinal differences of the various world religions can be viewed largely as different ways of
describing this common experience."

Finally, as we move into the twentieth century, we must briefly consider how the
work of Ernst Troeltsch has contributed toward the modern trend of inter-religious dialogue.
Although Troeltsch initially held, like Schleiermacher before him, that “Christianity is the
highest and most significantly developed world of religious life that we know,” he would later
come to adopt a much more relativistic position.” Shortly before his death, he described the
major world religions as all “tending in the same direction.” Although Christianity may be true
for us, it is not necessarily true for everyone. And because of this, as we make our way through
life we must recognize that “the Divine Life is not One, but Many,” and that “to apprehend the
One in the Many constitutes the special character of love.”"

In our own day, of course, religious and theological pluralism abound.” For
theological liberals, this is a cause for rejoicing—and dialogue. Indeed, it is through the process
of inter-religious dialogue that new ways of thinking about and relating to God are opened up to
us.' For this reason, inter-religious dialogue occupies a very important place in modern theology.
This can be seen in the work done by Stanley Samartha for the World Council of Churches in the
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Smith, John Hick, Gordon Kaufman, David Tracy, and Paul Knitter (to name a few)."” It can also
be seen in the work of inclusivist scholars such as Karl Rahner and Clark Pinnock, as well as the
documents of Vatican II relating to this issue.” Finally, even some exclusivists have shown
themselves to be keenly interested in taking part in inter-religious dialogue.”

To sum up, then, it seems clear that inter-religious dialogue is a major trend in
modern theology. Although some might see this as unfortunate, it does not necessarily have to be
so. After all, as Christians, we want to be in conversations with Hindus, Buddhists, Muslims,
Jews, and so forth. We are to be actively seeking to make disciples of all the nations (Matt.
28:19). The problem with much contemporary inter-religious dialogue, at least from an
evangelical perspective, is not that such conversations are taking place. It is rather that they are
so often taking place in a context dominated by religious pluralism. But as Timothy Tennent
points out, adopting a pluralistic perspective is hardly necessary for genuine dialogue to take
place.” Evangelical exclusivists can participate in respectful dialogue without in any way

compromising the uniqueness of the Christian message. Indeed, we have been called to do so.
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