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In this world there are Buddhists and Christians, Muslims and Hindus and a number of other believers and practitioners of various spiritualities.  This seems a pretty straight-forward descriptive claim of religious plurality, and for a lot of us the descriptive claim of religious plurality raises immediately the more subtle philosophical matter of religious pluralism.  We can describe similarities and differences when we compare these and other religions, but that by itself doesn’t go very far toward considering how they include or exclude one another, what kind of qualitative assessment each religion gives the others, and how we (standing, so to speak, on the outside of the confusion) can evaluate the religious variety per se.  It is not enough to say, “Gosh, just look at how diverse religions are.”  We must also wonder what that diversity means, both to the religions themselves and to us as observers of the religious phenomenon.  And this wonder is deepened by the reigning zeitgeist that urges us toward ideals of tolerance and acceptance.  There are many religions in this world, and we should (in some moral sense of the word) accept this reality, not merely as a descriptive fact but with openness and friendship.

The problem with accepting other religions, in the moral sense, is that they seem to contradict one another.  Insofar as one religion claims a specific ideal of divinity or salvation, it seems that a contradictory claim from another religion forces the honest logician to assert that one of them – or both – must be wrong.  The Ultimate Being cannot be both the impersonal immanent Tao and the transcendent creator Allah; salvation, it seems, cannot be both a matter of eternal personal existence in heaven, earned by good deeds through divine judgment, and the escape from rebirth through meditation and enlightenment.  Somebody must be mistaken, it seems we must say, and yet this seems “intolerant.”

Christianity in particular seems to make exclusive claims about God and salvation that deny the claims of others.  In this paper I will take for granted that Christianity is indeed exclusive in a number of ways, some of which I’ll specify.  But I am also going to take for granted that a kind of openness to others and their religions is of moral value.  That means there would seem to be some moral value in a kind of religious inclusivism, such that accepting the truth of my own religious claims allows me to accept the truth of others’ claims as somehow contained in mine.  Perhaps most morally valuable would be a kind of religious pluralism that could allow us to accept the “truth” of Christianity while accepting the “truth” of other religious views as well, somehow just allowing apparently contradictory claims to be equally true.  Here, I’m going to argue that religious pluralism in this sense is confused, not just generally, but in a couple of very specific ways.  In fact, I’ll argue that it is a Christian Trinitarian model that allows me to specify those confusions and to make sense, not only of their confusion, but also of the value we can honestly find in pluralistic thinking.  That is, the Trinitarian view, I’ll argue, offers us a model of religious inclusivism that is easily mistaken for pluralism and gives us a way to find value in religions that we nevertheless find untrue.  At the same time, this will mean that the Trinitarian model is, in some way, more “true” than pluralism and more true than those religious ideas and activities “included” within the Christian interpretation.  In other words, I will argue here that this Trinitarian model clarifies the errors of pluralism while allowing for an instructive openness to other religions, offering a kind of Christian inclusivism that does not deny – and indeed rather reasserts – an unavoidable claim of exclusive Christian truth.

The Trinitarian Speculation: God as Beauty, Truth and Goodness

I admit that this is speculative; I am also tempted to admit that I might just be misunderstanding much of Thomas and Augustine, even while I construct a heresy for which I could be burned at the stake.  A better treatment of the Trinitarian theology awaits a better scholar and a longer book.  For now, the point is to offer the speculation and then to apply it to the problem of religious diversity.

The basic claim I want to make is this: The Christian doctrine of the Trinity, the traditional claim that there is but one God, eternal and absolute, who is nevertheless revealed as three “persons,” distinct and irreducible, can be understood for us as essentially – or at least analogously – Beauty, Truth and Goodness.  In saying this, I assert that the one God is the single eternal, non-contingent being, absolute and uncreated.  God is God, the one and only, whose essence is his own being before all time and before all other beings.  God’s non-contingent aseity is unfathomed, and yet is expressed for us in God’s own self-naming as “I AM.”  God the eternal being depends for his existence on no one and nothing.  God is himself; God is.

But this one God, the great I AM, has been described in Christian theology as Trinity, as tri-unity, three persons in the one being of the one eternal God.  The creeds say God is Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  I will accept this traditional claim as an assumption, offering a nod to the insistence that God-as-Triune might be given only through revelation, not through “natural theology.”  With the Trinitarian assumption, I will suggest that we think of these “persons” in terms of three ultimate values: Beauty, Truth and Goodness.  Some of the basis for this listing comes from Thomistic and Augustinian sources; some of it I am just making up.

You will notice that I am not really going to argue that this equation of Father, Son and Holy Spirit with Beauty, Truth and Goodness is somehow the right one.  Rather, I want to show here in the first part of the paper why it is a theologically acceptable and useful connection.  For example, one of the values of this speculation is to note that God’s absolute oneness is given in his aseity, in his pure being, and that all three persons of the Trinity – God as Beauty, as Truth and as Goodness – are all equally and eternally non-contingent, ultimate reality.  In making this point, it might seem that I am just using Augustine as he describes the Trinity in terms of the mind, its knowing and its loving.
  But I might also be contradicting Augustine insofar as he speaks (in reverse order) of the loving of the mind, the knowing of the mind and the mind in itself, or as God’s being, knowing and willing.
  I very much want to assert the Trinity as Beauty, Truth and Goodness, not Being, Truth and Goodness.  “Being” is not one of three elements of the Trinity; rather, God’s aseity is essential to all three persons.  That is, God as Beauty is the I AM; God as Truth is the I AM; God as Goodness is the I AM.  This seems consistent with what Aquinas says, when he notes that the doctrine of the Trinity is not derived from natural theology because the First Cause can be known only as the Eternal Being, which is true of all persons of the Trinity.
  It might also be useful for avoiding any flirtation with the Hindu concept of Saguna Brahman described as sat, chit and ananda (Being, Consciousness and Bliss).

So I would like to suggest the Trinity of Beauty, Truth and Goodness, not Being, Truth and Goodness, because it helps us to reassert that God’s absolute being must be absolutely true of all three persons of the Trinity.  It is also useful to take the three persons of the Trinity as Beauty, Truth and Goodness because each of these values can be interpreted in terms of ultimacy.  That is, with all due respect to the Platonists, I don’t think any of these values can be reduced to any of the others.  Beauty, for example, is valuable in itself and for itself.  Ars gratia artis, the saying goes, and although Phillip Syndey argues in defense of poetry that the poetic word can help train people to virtue more efficiently than the tired prose of philosophy and history, it seems to me he fails, ironically, to assert the greater value of poetry, namely that it is poetic.  I stand awestruck before a sunset not because I can thereby study the nature of light refraction, nor because I am made more honest or kind, but just because it is beautiful.  If, by analogy, God is himself glorious, wonderful and awesome, then God’s beauty is of value because it is Beauty.  God’s glory and power, the awesome majesty of God’s sheer presence, is thus a non-contingent, irreducible value, and if I can risk being an aesthetic realist, then that Beauty that is God is beautiful apart from whether or not there is anyone here to value it.  As God is the Uncaused Cause, so God is the Unbeautified Beauty.  And that I take to be the Father.

Similarly, the Son is Truth.  With Truth I can again note unqualified value, an ultimate and non-contingent quality.  I might argue, by analogy again, that we ourselves do not seek to know the light spectra of distant galaxies because we can thereby make this world a better place, nor because those galaxies are pretty.  But there is value to knowing just because it is knowing.  Thus I can assert the unqualified significance of Truth as Truth, and suggest that the second person of the Trinity is this second, equal value.  This, I think, is the Son.

Actually, it is easier to see this second ultimate value in God in terms of the Son as the Word.  Aquinas writes of how the Word is “begotten” of the Father,
 and I, too, might suggest that the Son is conceived (concept-ed) by the Father as God’s eternal, unqualified and absolute self-knowing.  Both Aquinas and Augustine speak of knowing as the second quality even of being ourselves.  In God, of course, the divine God’s self-knowing would necessarily be complete and perfect, co-eternal and co-infinite with all that is God.  The Word is begotten of the Father, in the sense that the “second” Person is eternal Beauty’s own eternal self-conceiving.  But the eternal Word is not created; rather He must share eternal being with all that God is in Himself.

And finally, I’ll claim that God’s own third internal and eternal quality is his own active response to himself.  As God eternally and perfectly knows himself, so God also eternally and perfectly responds to himself before all worlds and times.  For Augustine and Aquinas, again, this third motion is the “proceeding” of God’s will from himself and is the divine act of love for himself.  Active love, moreover, is again valuable in itself, not reducible to either knowledge or beauty.  Such goodness, to sound like Kant, is good in and of itself; it is goodness for its own sake.  Yet in God, it is Goodness that is an eternal response of Beauty to his own self-knowing and vice-versa.  We can say, God is Goodness, God is love; and this love is an extension from, by reaction to, God’s own glory and his knowing.  It is thus a third quality of God, the “third person of the Trinity,” which is yet in no way less than eternal or less than God.  This activity of God within himself that I’m calling Goodness is the Holy Spirit.


I’ve admitted that all this is speculative.  I do think it offers an emphasis on the ultimate being of the one God while asserting a threeness of qualities.  I might argue that it also seems to assert a kind of essentialism and to avoid both tri-theism and modalism.  Of course, it might also be far too dependent on human notions of value.  It might also be getting both Aquinas and Augustine wrong.  So we can argue this Trinitarian formula, if you like, as my paper’s first thesis, and if it utterly collapses, well, I obviously have some problems.  I welcome your critique and insight and helpful suggestions.  But meanwhile, let me remind you that my real purpose here is to get to a different thesis, one regarding religious pluralism.  So let me for now leave the tentative Trinitarian point with this: It is reasonable to understand the Christian theology of the Trinity as implying three absolute and eternal qualities of the one and only God.  As God is his own eternal glory, as God is his own eternal self-knowing, and as God is his own eternal self-loving, we may understand God to be one God in eternal internal self-relation of persons.  God alone is God, the one and absolute ultimate being; but God is three persons, mutually relational and co-eternal.  For us – if we are willing to think like aesthetic, cognitive and moral realists – God is eternally the absolute values of Beauty, Truth and Goodness.  Father, Son and Holy Spirit, God is one and only one God.  In him we live and move and have our being.

Beauty, Truth and Goodness and the Human Search for God

Having asserted that Beauty, Truth and Goodness are eternal aspects of God, I return now to the observation of each as an end-in-itself.  I have already observed the value of art for art’s sake and the remarkable impracticality of some scientific knowledge pursued only because knowing is a value in itself.  I even added the Kantian-sounding declaration that there is also an ultimate value in goodness: we want to do good just because it is good.  Now our actual pursuits of these ends are quite varied.  I might argue (with more time and a couple beers) that the aesthetic pursuit is itself an extension of even hedonism, that in a sense what we want is experience, a pause for pleasure or wonder.  Soaking in a hot tub is great, and so are sunsets and Van Gogh paintings and even the couple of beers I just mentioned.  We are made for beauty, made to wonder at lightning in the night, made to sip wine slowly and to embrace in sex.  Some of this delight is gentle, peaceful and quiet; some is wild and almost frenzied.  It is a lovers’ waltz; it is whirling czardas.  It is ecstasy; it is enstasy.  And we want it because it is beautiful.  In turn, I suggest, we want beauty because we want God.

I could extend this suggestion to the other two absolute values.  We are made for knowing, made to think and understand, even the most impractical of truths.  And we are made to act, to choose and to do, hungering for the good simply because it is good.  In all these areas, I could suggest, we are made for these ideals on a very human level precisely because we are made for them on a trans-human level.  We are, that is, made for relation to God’s own eternal self, thus we are made to delight in God’s presence, to know God’s nature, and to respond to God with active love.  “God, you have made us for yourself, and our hearts,” our very being, “are restless until they rest in you.”

And thus to religion.  Taking clues from the Trinitarian speculation, I can suggest that we might find fruitful a study of world religions looking at three areas of interest: doctrine, practice and experience.  It is evident that these three realms of religious activity are interwoven, perhaps inseparable, but that they are also distinct arenas of religious discourse.  Moreover, different religions might tend to stress different elements, such that for one religion the element of experience might be paramount, while for another it might be ritual and moral activity.  Another might stress doctrine over all.  We could suggest then that for some religions an emphasis on orthodoxy is paramount, while for another there is a proper practice, an orthopraxis.  There would even be some cases of orthopathos (I think I’m coining the term), though we might find this more difficult to recognize.  In any case, the point for now is that these three realms of religious activity – the doctrinal, the practical and the aesthetic (or affective) – are all valuable, and we shall be able to find them all, I’m suggesting, throughout the world’s religions.  We shall, however, find them with differing emphases.  Even if I assume that all religions are ways of seeking the Triune God, that does not mean that all religions are equal.  It does mean, however, that I can use this model to begin to unpack ideas of religious exclusivism, inclusivism and pluralism.

Now I have already admitted from the outset, that truth claims may seem to be divisive.  I said in my first paragraph that religions seem to make specific claims about God or about salvation and that those claims certainly seem to contradict others’ religious claims.  Somebody, it seems, must be wrong, and yet the claim that somebody is wrong seems to us intolerant.  I can suggest here that this might in fact be the reality of religions that stress orthodoxy, as much of Christianity does.  But even more troubling might be the simple fact that, if we’re going to speak of God and salvation at all, if we’re going to make truth claims and believe that logical discourse applies in any way to propositions about these transcendent matters, then, well, A and not-A cannot both be true.  Truth – at least the linguistic, rational notion of truth – as an ideal seems inherently unapt for pluralism.
  Thus we might well be motivated to seek our pluralism elsewhere.

One obvious hope lies in orthopraxis, and I think we find examples in people like Paul Knitter.  In Knitter, for example, we find the emphasis on religions as “liberative praxis,” and insofar as many religions are capable of finding varying methods for liberative praxis, we can allow that all religions, in their various ways, are – I search for a value term -- right.  That which unites the religions, he says, “is not how they are related to the church, or to Christ, nor even how they respond to and conceive of God, but rather, to what extent they are engaged in promoting human welfare and bringing about liberation.”
  We understand in such an analysis the honorable motivation as well as the pluralistic scholarship that allows one to look through the world’s religions for works of liberation, both for oneself and for others.  Let religions believe what they like; or, better, let people realize that orthodoxy is largely unimportant.  We see the value of all religions in orthopraxis, i.e., when we see how they work toward people’s liberation.

I don’t pretend here to present Knitter’s view fully, but my point is to use it as an example for applying the Trinitarian notion of Beauty, Truth and Goodness.  I’ll make two very important critical comments.  First, it is clear that I paused over a value term in the previous paragraph precisely because I might have been tempted to say that the focus on liberative praxis helps us to see that many religions, even with contradictory doctrines, can all be true.  But in fact, no, they can’t all be true.  However, perhaps they can all be good.  They cannot, by my analysis, all be finding God as Truth, but they might, in varied way, all be seeking and even finding God as Goodness.  I can get to Chicago from here by driving along I-55, or I might take the scenic route through Peoria and up the Illinois River.  I can go by bus or by car or by plane or by skateboard, I suppose, but as long as I get where I’m going, I have accomplished the purpose at hand.  It remains simply true that I-55 does not go through Peoria and probably never will.  A bus is not a skateboard and airplanes cannot drive along the Illinois River.  Truth remains truth, but the good can be accomplished a number of ways.  But it remains an error to say that all religions are true, though they might all do good.  This distinction allows us to accept a version of religious pluralism, without denying logic or the exclusive claims of doctrinal truth.

Actually, Knitter himself might not be very troubled by this first point.  He might indeed easily accept that claims of doctrinal truth can be distinguished from ethical-religious praxis, and that it is fine to avoid saying truly liberative religions are “true,” and instead to say they are “good.”  Explicitly, in fact, he says that we only must assert “the primacy of orthopraxis over orthodoxy.”
  But this selection of primacy brings me to a second observation, which is to notice a strange dependence of the good upon the true.  We should be able to see in Knitter’s pluralism – a pluralism of goodness, not of truth – that there is a set of truth claims nonetheless that are fundamental and unavoidable if his project is to succeed.  That is, the moralistic pluralist (if I may use the term) continues to assume a specific set of conceptual statements about goodness per se, and if those claims are not true, then the purpose of his presentation fails.  Or, to put it another way, it remains the case that pluralists like Knitter, while arguing for a kind of pluralistic goodness, continue to make assumptions, or even to muster arguments, about what is or is not truly good.  Liberative praxis, per se, must be taken to be the actual good, and therefore, its opposite – say, colonialist oppression – is an actual evil.  Thus, if I find a religion that tells me, perhaps in the name of God, to conquer others’ lands and to subject them to divine law, then this is bad religion.  We might be tempted to say it is a false religion.  But of course we should rightly say that that religion fails to be good.  Let me suggest that we are saying it is not truly good, choosing the locution precisely because it points out not the elective primacy or orthopraxis over orthodoxy, but the actual primacy of orthodoxy over orthopraxis.  Indeed, I would argue that the measure of acceptable religion by orthopraxis is troubled by the prefix:  something must define the ‘ortho-‘ of ‘orthopraxis’.  For Knitter, it is clearly his views of liberation, and I don’t even want to dispute those claims.  But my point is to emphasize that they are truth claims about the goodness of liberation that are, we hope, the truth.  Orthopraxis is therefore dependent on orthodoxy simply because we continue to talk about orthopraxis.

I think an analysis of the pluralism of religious experience will yield similar insights, though I admit they are harder to decipher.  That is, we should at once be able to see that the pursuit of pluralism can also stress, not religious moral action, but religious affective, emotive or even mystical experience.  An example of such an approach can be found in Panikkar or in Ramakrishna, or in the various mystical interpretations that once were called “Perennial Philosophy.”  Panikkar, for example, once spoke of transcending Chritianity with Christianness, by which he seems to have meant that the organizational and doctrinal aspects of Christian faith could be left behind, or at least minimized, in favor of “emphasizing the personal spiritual life, the communion with the divine.”
  Ramakrishna, more dramatically perhaps, is famous for having had visions of Kali and, subsequently, of Jesus and Muhammad.  His vision showed him the glory of the many faces of the absolute and awakened him to the truth of all religions. Vivekananda characterized his views: "Do not care for doctrines….  Religion does not mean words or names or sects, but … spiritual realization.  Only those can understand who have felt"

Again, I make no claim to be fully presenting either of these views, but again I use them to illustrate two subtle errors, directly parallel to those I claimed to find in any moralistic religious pluralism.  The first is the error of inferring pluralistic religious truth from pluralistic religious experience.  This error is more explicitly evident in Ramakrishna than in Panikkar, I think, but the point in either case is to suggest, again using the Trinitarian speculation on Beauty, Truth and Goodness, that it would be an error to confuse multiple religious Beauties with multiple religious Truths.  At the same time, I can, I think, accept the value of the many paths to Beauty, just as previously I could accept that the liberative praxis of many religions could be genuinely good.  Just as one can find beauty in Van Gogh or Rembrandt or Dali, one can find perhaps mystical experience in Zen Meditation, in the Dervish dance, or in Theresa’s “interior castle.”  And perhaps, just as the fine taste of wine is one aesthetic delight and the thrill of skydiving another – noting in fact that it would be pretty difficult to sip wine while skydiving – we might admit that in some ways the experience of being “born again” and that of fasting in the Vision Quest might be quite incommensurable and yet both valid as aesthetic or religious experiences.  Therefore we can accept a kind of aesthetic pluralism, even though it remains an error to decide from this pluralism that “all religions are true.”  Indeed, it means that it is possible for one to continue to claim a kind of doctrinal religious truth about one religion while admitting that another religion offers its followers true religious experience.

The second point to observe, however – parallel, again, to the problems of moralistic pluralism, yet harder to see – lies in the question of primacy.  Just as Knitter might have no problem with the distinction between Truth and Goodness, as long as one makes Goodness primary, Vivekananda in the quotation above might be accepting doctrinal claims in some way, but just insisting that one make the feeling, the “realization,” primary.  As you might expect, however, I want to suggest that even an emphasis on religious experience carries a hidden reliance on religious truth.  Indeed, I have already cheated a little above, where I spoke of “true religious experience.”

Here’s my argument.  It seems evident that religious experiences often come with a great power of self-validation, and yet it also seems clear that a religious experience can be wrong.  St. Theresa, for example, noted that there are “locutions” that might seem to come from God, but that really come from our own imaginings or even from the devil.
  Even in Zen, there needs to be an examination process called dokusan whereby the Zen teacher evaluates the genuineness of a student’s experiential insight.  During this interview, the teacher observes a student’s response, say, to a koan, and then may “confirm or refute” it.
  Of course it is possible that religious experiences might be caused only by illness or by drugs, but we also find that sometimes these experiences are considered genuine, e.g., in the case of Julian of Norwich.  But we also recall that Ebenezer Scrooge first doubted his vision of Marley’s ghost by declaring him “a bit of undigested beef.”  So if religious experiences can have demonic or psychological sources, or if they can be altered states of consciousness induced by drug use, sleep deprivation, fasting or breath control, how shall we decide if a religious experience is genuine or not?  I can’t help but think that if I were to have a powerful vision of the divine, to quit my job and seek to withdraw from the world into contemplation, only to find out that my students had put LSD in my coffee, I would be pretty upset.

I suggest that there is hiding in appeals to religious experience a presumption of orthopathos.  That is, just as there was the ‘ortho-‘ of orthopraxis, so there might be an ‘ortho-‘ of orthopathos, precisely because it is possible for some religious experiences to be the wrong kind.  So what are tests of true religious experience?  Admittedly, it varies. In Lady Julian’s case the test was doctrinal; in St. Theresa’s it was doctrinal and moral.  In the case of the Zen Master, it seems to be something the master sees within the student’s behavior, perhaps in his/her spontaneous response to a koan.  All of this is only to say that there is something hiding in the religious pluralism of experience that subtly presumes criteria for deciding what is a “genuine” experience and what is not.  There are true and false experiences, and it is important, presumably that ours be true.

All these arguments are offered to make two points.  On the one hand, there are indeed models of religious pluralism that can be valued as pluralism.  If we understand God to be Triune, the ultimate being of Truth, Beauty and Goodness, then there is value and validity in seeking the Good and the Beautiful through religious morality and religious experience.  Might we be able to say that the Buddhist who finds nirvana and the end of greed, hatred and delusion has indeed found, in some way, the beautiful presence of the Trinune God?  When the Muslim dutifully gives alms, is he or she in fact acting in harmony with the eternal divine Goodness?  We can be pluralists in these ways, perhaps without denying specific exclusive truth claims about what God is like and how salvation is achieved.

And that is the second point: It seems to me that we must continue to think doctrinally and even to use (however dangerously) logical laws of exclusion, inasmuch as Truth, too, is part of who God eternally is.  We should note that any time the experiential pluralist tries to claim that his or her experience is indeed an experience of the eternal God, he or she has in fact left the realm of the aesthetic and has made a truth claim which might, in fact, be false.  Similarly, if the moralistic pluralist moves from the performance of moral action into claims about God’s will or about achieving salvation through good deeds, he or she has stopped merely (?) acting for Goodness and has offered doctrinal claims of Truth.  It is one thing for a devout Muslim to give alms in accordance with the Goodness of God; it is another thing to state that this action is a command of God.  It is one thing if satori is indeed an experience of God’s beauty; it is another to claim that the enlightened person achieves liberation.  Perhaps one can conform to the Goodness of God in a number of ways, and one can experience God’s Beauty in a number of ways.  However, one invades the realm of Truth as soon as one says it is God’s Goodness or Beauty.  It is, given my Trinitarian speculation, a confusion of the persons of the Trinity.

Conclusion: Trinitarian Pluralism, Inclusion and Exclusion

If I have made any sense in this discussion, I can reach a conclusion that expresses a rather remarkable account of Trinitarian Christianity’s relation to religious diversity, namely that in some ways this Trinitarian view is pluralistic, in other ways inclusive, and finally rather exclusive.  The pluralism, I hope, is clear from the above, namely that a Trinitarian view like the one presented here can help us to understand and accept the idea of religious pluralism in morality and in religious experience.  That is, we can agree with Knitter that many religions have important and valid moral elements, and that in following the religious moral path people of many religions genuinely do Good.  Maybe they genuinely do the will of God.  Similarly, we can agree with Ramakrishna that there may be many faces of Beauty, and that the many religions that provide for their followers visions of grandeur and quiet moments of reflective peace are all various insights into transcendent and eternal Beauty.  I think that this Trinitarian analysis allows me in fact to accept these kinds of pluralism without denying the truth claims of a rather orthodox Christianity.  I can be a pluralist in two ways and not be a pluralist in the third.

But that, of course, brings me to the next point: It is evident that in asserting this pluralism, I have in fact done so only after presuming the Trinitarian truth claims.  That is, only by having a doctrinal statement of Trinitarian theology can I then offer to include these kinds of religious pluralism within my obviously very Christian theology.  This kind of inclusivism is perhaps a bit like the way Islam includes both Christianity and Judaism, or Baha’i’ism includes all three.  The more inclusive religion does in a way accept the other religions as valid, but it does so on its own terms, by reinterpreting the earlier religions’ self-understanding.  “Yes,” they say, “you are ‘People of the Book,’ and as such you follow the one God, but you haven’t really gotten it right and continue to misunderstand what you are really doing.”  The Trinitarian Christian, similarly, might seem to be pluralistic with respect to religious experience and religious morality, but these forms of acceptance obtain only within a larger, broader claim about the full, Trinitarian nature of God.

And finally, an “inclusion” of this kind might seem far from open-minded or tolerant to those for whom a genuine cognitive pluralism is ideal.  That is, it may seem less than “inclusive” or “pluralistic” to tell someone that their approach to religion is moral or beautiful, but not true.  It may not seem “tolerant” to say that your religion is, well, OK, but not really as full and complete as ours, which by the way, includes yours. It might seem quite condescending.  At the very least, it shows that, within the apparent pluralism and inclusivism, there remains an exclusivity of truth claims that the Trinitarian Christian cannot escape.

And this, I am arguing, is as it should be.  It is as it must be, in a way.  I mean that inclusivism is necessarily exclusivistic in some ways, insofar as the supposed broader and inclusive view purports to be the view that is, well, broader and more inclusive.  Baha’i’ism claims to include the earlier religions by declaring itself to have a broader and fuller understanding of divine revelation, an understanding so full and insightful that it can reinterpret everyone else’s religion to fit its own parameters, as for example when Abdul Baha claims Confucius and the Buddha were really monotheists.
  Or when Ramakrishna returns from his visions, he somehow can declare that he now knows that all religions are pathways to the same ultimate reality, claiming of course that he knows something about all pathways and about ultimate reality that the rest of us, who are merely on one of the pathways, do not know.  I call this the problem of “who sees the elephant,” since it seems evident that if we are all like the blind men holding onto parts of the elephant, there must be someone who claims to see the whole elephant, or else we could never come to the conclusion that each of us holds onto some part.

In the case of this paper, the elephant (if it doesn’t sound blasphemous) is of course the one eternal God, eternally within himself both three and one.  Behind all the appearance of pluralism and inclusion, there remains the claim that Trinitarian theism is somehow really, truly true.  And though this deeper claim of exclusive truth may seem intolerant or problematic, it is, I think, both true to Christianity and, in a way, unavoidable in honest inquiry.  That is, if we’re going to have inquiry at all, we are going to be making certain claims about what we think the Ultimate Being really is.  And, as we’ve seen, even the pluralists that do not assume a Trinitarian foundation seem necessarily to assume to know (cognitively and not pluralistically) what is truly good and maybe what is a truly genuine experience.  We can’t seem to escape the truth claims even when we want to.

And when it comes to Christianity, I think that in fact we don’t want to escape truth claims.  Sorry, but this Trinitarian theology is indeed a claim to see the elephant, to see how God really is.  Yes, it is a truth claim about God, and if it is in fact true, then those who deny it must be cognitively mistaken.  But such a bold claim is, I think, better an honest, open assertion than a hidden assumption.  It is also an honest acceptance of the cognitive role of religion alongside, within and woven throughout the affective and the moral elements.  And especially for Christianity, it acknowledges that we have a long history of focusing on orthodoxy, struggling to express clearly and helpfully (though of course not exhaustively or perfectly) the truth about God as Triune.  It is also true to the realization that Christianity itself is not only the doctrinal expression of Trinitarian theology, but also moral action and religious delight.  Yet it is also consistent with the fact that Christianity takes its birth from the historical kairos that is the Christ, who is himself the Son, the Logos, the Truth of God made flesh.  It is the Son, the Truth, we say, that makes known the Father, who is Beauty, and it is through the Truth that we are given the Holy Spirit, in whose power we move and act to bring Goodness into the world.  God comes to us in Christ, the Truth, and through the Truth we become aware of the Trinity, who is the one eternal God.  We thus do boldly claim to know something true of God, proclaiming an orthodoxy which, like it or not, does contradict other claims about God.  Yet it is an orthodoxy that simultaneously allows us to make sense of the breadth and power of religious experience and the importance and validity of religious morality.  And alongside the aesthetic pluralists and the moral pluralists, we find ourselves called to seek the glorious vision of God’s eternal Beauty and to labor long and hard to change the world in conformity with God’s eternal Goodness.  All this we try to do with the rest of the world, even while we try to know and understand God himself in his absolute, Triune aseity. 

� Let me note here that I am not discussing soteriological inclusivism, i.e., whether or not someone in non-Christian religions can find salvation in or through that religion.  The inclusivism suggested here is an attitude we can cultivate toward others in this world.  Remember, its motivation is a moral value of openness and acceptance.


� See Book IX of Augustine’s On Trinity.


� See Chadwick, Henry; Augustine: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), pg 95.


� See the Summa Theologiae I.32.1.


� Of course, the Christian Trinity and the Hindu concept of Saccidananda (as I understand it) are really quite different.  The former is, so to speak, horizontal, and the latter vertical.  That is, Brahman as Pure Being is necessary as the absolute oneness behind the appearance of material reality, while Brahman as Pure Consciousness is evident as the substance behind all thinking being.  Brahman’s Pure Being is the being of the world, and Brahman’s Pure Consciousness is my own consciousness.  This, of course, is a kind of absolute monism that contradicts monotheism.  God’s eternal knowing is of God Himself, “horizontally,” and so God can be both the knower and that which is known.  Hindu philosophy, however, ends up, I think, with an ironically dualistic monism.  That is, there must be an “ultimate” behind all existence but also behind this very mind (my own mind), but there is no real reason that they must both be one.  It is also not at all evident why ananda, Pure Bliss, should be part of the eternal being and consciousness, and indeed we can note that Shankara ultimately leaves it out.  See Taittiriya Upanishad Chapter 2 for hints of saccidananda characterizations of Brahman.  See Mayeda’s footnote on Shankara’s rejection of ‘Bliss’ as characteristic of Brahman in Mayeda, Sengaku; A Thousand Teachings: The Upadesasahasri of Sankara (Albany: SUNY Press, 1992), pg 58.


� For example, see Summa Theologiae I.28.4.


� Some of the Buddhist disdain for language in general might be noted here.  Look for early Buddhist warnings against being “attached to views.”  Note Zen’s general disdain for logic and language, especially D.T. Suzuki (though his point often is that language is divisive in an epistemological, even metaphysical sense, thwarting our need to find oneness of being).  Dislike of doctrine is expressed below by Knitter and Vivekananda.  Knitter asserts, in fact, that doctrinal truth claims, even quite unintentionally, lead historically to oppression, especially as seen in Christianity and colonialism.  See “Toward a Liberation Theology of Religions,” in Hick, John and Knitter, Paul F., eds; The Myth of Christian Uniqueness (London: SCM Press, 1987), pg 182.


� Ibid., 187.


� Ibid., 192.


� “The Jordan, the Tiber and the Ganges,” in Hick and Knitter, pg 113.


� From Vivekananda, “My Master.”  Speech text found at website � HYPERLINK "http://www.ramakrishnavivekananda.info/volume _4/lectures_and_discourses/my_master.htm" ��www.ramakrishnavivekananda.info/volume _4/lectures_and_discourses/my_master.htm�.  See pp 12-13.


� See St. Theresa’s Interior Castle, Sixth Mansion, Chapter III.


� See the definition of dokusan given in Seager, Buddhism in America (New York: Columbia University Press), pg 110.  Even in early Mahayana it was argued that Hinayana Disciples who thought they had achieved “real” Nirvana had in fact only achieved a “provisional” Nirvana, and so a true Nirvana experience was still to be attained.  See the Saddharmapundarika selection in Conze, Buddhist Texts through the Ages (Oxford: Oneworld Publ), pg 124-127.


� We could pause to talk about the necessity of Beauty and Good within Truth; we could also pause to consider religion that explicitly makes no claims, being genuinely silent.  This discussion would require another paper.


� Abdul Baha: Some Answered Questions (Willmette, Bahai Publishing Trust 1964), pg 165.
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