Where Else Shall We Go?

Chapter One: Pluralism
DAY 1
Christian: So if you call yourself a Pluralist, what does that actually mean?
Pluralist: Like the word says, it means that I recognize that there are a plurality of religious and philosophical beliefs, and I see no reason not to respect and acknowledge them all.

Christian: People have often noted, though, that you might just be observing a fact, namely that, yes, there sure are a lot of different worldviews out there. Certainly I’d agree with that myself. But you mean something more than that, don’t you?

Pluralist: Sure. Of course I do. I mean not only that there are in fact different worldviews, but also that all these worldviews are worthy of our respect. They all have validity and truth in themselves, and so we needn’t bicker and argue about which is true or false.

Christian: So not only do we admit the fact that different people believe different things. You’d go on to say that we can accept them all as equally valid so that there is no reason to dispute or argue about who is right or wrong. Is that a fair thing to say?

Pluralist: Yes. I mean, it’s easy enough and pleasant enough to talk about religion. I can easily be interested in what you believe and you can be interested in what I believe. And as long as we’re both tolerant and respectful, there is no reason we can’t enjoy each other’s company and each other’s ideas.

Christian: I certainly have no argument with all that. I, too, think we can respect each other’s ideas and enjoy each other’s company. However, I do think there is more to religious conversation than friendly chatting. It’s not as if we only want to know what the other believes, then we smile and nod and say, “Ain’t that nice.” That seems kind of condescending to me.

Pluralist: Sure, that does sound patronizing, the way you say it. But I do take religious conversations more seriously than you suggest.

Christian: And if we do take religions seriously then it seems conversation about religion is more demanding.

Pluralist: What do you mean, demanding?

Christian: Well, I mean that religion itself is something much, much more than entertainment. And so talking about it – I mean, talking about it seriously – is also more than entertainment. Religion after all changes the world and changes individual human lives deeply and powerfully.

Pluralist: Yeah, sure. But of course it doesn’t always change people’s lives a lot, or change the world much. I mean sometimes it seems people don’t take even their own religion very seriously.

Christian: I have to agree with you there.

Pluralist: And sometimes – we have to admit – religion changes things rather badly, for the worse. I might argue, in fact, that the cases where it does change people’s lives and world history for the worse is when people take their religion too seriously. Maybe we should take religion only as a kind of entertainment. If we did, maybe it wouldn’t do so much harm.

Christian: What do you mean?

Pluralist: Just that we can see all too easily how “taking one’s religion seriously” leads to dogmatism and violence. To Crusades and terrorism. Doesn’t it?

Christian: Sometimes indeed it does. But are you suggesting that religion is somehow intrinsically evil? I mean, we don’t condemn all atheism because Stalin was an atheist and a mass-murderer. Doesn’t religion also produce a lot of good in the world? Religions all over the world have produced their terrorists, I know, but they have also produced their saints. 

Pluralist: Yes, you’re right. And I’ll insist that I’m not against religion at all. As I’ve said, I’m open to the good of all worldviews. 

Christian: OK. But I’m arguing that both the terrorist and the saint, both the believer who kills others and the one who dies for others, do so because they “take their religion seriously.”

Pluralist: Yes, I see what you mean. One can do great good by “taking one’s religions seriously” – I don’t have to keep wiggling my fingers for quotation marks, do I? I agree, one can do both great good or great evil by taking one’s religion seriously. So I guess it kind of depends.

Christian: But depends on what?

Pluralist: Depends on what, … what? I don’t understand what you’re asking.

Christian: Well, we’re sort of agreeing that religions have both saints and villains. So we can’t just say, “Look how evil religion is,” and point to a terrorist or a Grand Inquisitor. But by the same token, we can’t just say, “Look how lovely religion is,” and point to saints. Christianity, after all, has both Torquemada and Mother Teresa.
 So we don’t know yet whether the saint or the sinner really represents what religions actually teach.

Pluralist: Yes, I”ve already agreed with you that religions have both saints and villains…

Christian: But I’m adding something more. I’m noting that we should ask ourselves whether the killer or the healer really represents the religion we’re talking about, or any religion.

Pluralist: OK, I see what you mean. I suppose some people believe that many of the so-called “Islamic terrorists” we often hear about are really genuinely representative of Islam. I’d like to think they aren’t.

Christian: I’d like to think so too, but that’s irrelevant. This isn’t about what we’d like to think. Because if the terrorist is possibly not really representative of Islam, then Saint Francis is possibly not really representative of Christianity either.

Pluralist: Yes, you’re right. I can see it’s more consistent to question both the good and the bad. But what point are you trying to make?

Christian: Maybe just this: That we can’t judge the true character of the religion from isolated examples, but must instead look at what the religions really say in their own teachings.

Pluralist: I can agree with that. I think we should let people speak for themselves as much as possible.

Christian: I think so, too. So when we begin to discuss what, say, Christianity or Islam really teaches, we shouldn't just count the evils done in the name of those religions, but actually ask what those religions teach.

Pluralist: OK, but there are a lot of different kinds of Christians and Muslims, aren't there? Whom do we ask?

Christian: That certainly is a good question. Clearly we can't just go to every individual in the world to have our discussion about religion and how their beliefs change the world or change individuals. But happily, religions do generally have a body of teaching and traditions of practice we can talk about with some confidence. I mean, if we want to talk about Christianity or Islam, we can look at the scriptures and the doctrines of those religions to see if indeed they teach oppression or war or hatred. We at least owe it to honest inquiry to look at what the religions say about themselves to decide if they are evil or if they have been abused.

Pluralist: You’re saying that, whatever war or oppression – or kindness and generosity, for that matter – that we might find has been done in the name of some religion, it is better – or at least honest – to look at scriptures or doctrines to see if, in fact, the religion in question really advocates such behaviors.

Christian: So doesn’t that mean that we do, after all, have to take our discussions of religion very seriously? I mean, we have to be sure we’re talking about what religions really say, not just how they’ve been abused or presented. We must apply ourselves very carefully to an accurate understanding of any religion in order to love its saints or judge its villains.

Pluralist: I suppose that’s true. But maybe, from my pluralist perspective at least, we should just assume the best. Why look for the “evil” of religion at all. Isn’t it more open-minded to take each other at our best.

Christian: But didn’t we already agree that a lot of evil has been done in the name of religion?

Pluralist: Yes, so we did. Strange, though, that you, the Christian, want to emphasize such a point.

Christian: It’s not about emphasis; it’s just about honesty. I think it was Martin Marty who said that perhaps more evil has been done in the name of religion than in the name of any other institution, and that more good has been done in the name of religion than any other institution.

Pluralist: He may be right.

Christian: But that very fact – the fact that religion has inspired so much activity, either for good or for evil – is itself a key point. It is part of why we must talk about religion seriously. For good or ill, religion is a tremendous power in human souls and in human history. We can like it or we can hate it, but it simply is a tremendous power. I compare this point to an interesting note by C.S. Lewis. He said something like, “A good man is better than a good dog, and a bad man is worse than a bad dog.”
 I’m sure he wasn’t talking about religion there, but he was talking about a kind of greatness evident in humans that we don't find in dogs precisely because humans have such a greater power of action, creativity and such. And my analogous point – with all apologies to Lewis for my mistreatment of his idea – is that a good religion is better than a good social club, and a bad religion is worse than a bad social club. I mean to say that religion just is a great power for creativity and inspiration both in the lives of individuals and in the movement of whole societies. Let’s face it, religion just is a great force and should be discussed seriously.

Pluralist: OK, I see that.

Christian: And I’d add one more point. If I stress first the power of religion evident historically throughout the world, I may also emphasize the personal power of religion, in order to see how religions (at least in most cases) are very serious about their own claims.

Pluralist: I don’t think I know what you mean.

Christian: I mean, just as religions are important in the history of the world, so are they also important in the way they provide self-definition and life-guidance for many people. There are historical and existential reasons to take religion very seriously.

Pluralist: Existential?

Christian: Yes. I mean that religions have changed the world, but they also invite us to change ourselves. They call me and you to obedience and hope. Indeed, I think that’s what religions say about themselves, and so, once again, I think we treat religions unfairly if we talk about them as mere entertainment. After all, people choosing to follow a religion isn't like people deciding on a restaurant for dinner.

Pluralist: What does that mean?

Christian: Well, imagine this: A man comes to you one day and with some remarkable mixture of fear and boldness says, “I have for you a message, a message from God; it is the most vital and powerful message you will ever hear, one with literally infinite and eternal ramifications.” It seems to me the very mockery of open-mindedness and “tolerance” if we say to such a man, “Oh, how quaint! You go on believing these pretty ideas.” Now, if the man were saying, “The curry dishes at the new Indian restaurant down the street are just excellent; you should check it out,” I think someone might indeed have no real care to check out the man’s claims about the food, but, ironically, even then it would seem rather patronizing not to respond with some serious thought and willingness to listen. How strange, then, that we so easily dismiss the power and magnitude of religious claims as mere entertainment.

Pluralist: I guess I see that. One ought to take the religious person’s claims seriously as a kind of invitation or even requirement to take the religion itself seriously. Is that what you’re saying?

Christian: Yes. And perhaps a really good example of this is the Qur’an. Don’t get me wrong: I am not preaching Islam to you, as if encouraging you to convert here on the spot. I am only saying that we fail to understand the Qur’an from the outset if we decide to treat it like a book of etiquette or a movie review. We utterly fail to see what the religious text in this case says about itself if we, with all our “open mindedness,” treat it as quaint. No, Muhammad is not quaint. He is a warner, a preacher of doom for those who won’t listen.
 God (he believed) spoke to him and he recited the message to deliver to mankind the last and perfect revelation of the will and purposes of the one eternal God. This is not quaint. I suggest that it is better, it is more noble, it is more honest to the Qur’an itself, to treat Muhammad as delusional than as quaint.

Pluralist: You make a rather demanding point, but I guess I can see what you mean. Maybe I shouldn’t treat conversations about religion as “entertainment.” Of course, I didn’t use that word myself, but I can see why you thought I was belittling religion even in my desire to be open minded.

Christian: Right. And, OK, I should apologize for inserting the word ‘entertainment’ into your mouth. But my point remains that there are both existential and historical reasons to take discussions about religion very seriously. Indeed, if one takes them only as pleasant conversation – that is more accurately your own language, I think – then one isn’t really being as fair to religion as one thinks.

Pluralist: OK, I can see that. Let me think about it.

DAY 2
Pluralist: I got to the end of our conversation yesterday pretty convinced that I need to take religious conversations perhaps more seriously than I might have done before. But as I thought it over, I couldn’t help but think that you are making your demanding point only with sources and religions that are already themselves demanding. I mean, all your emphasis on taking the Qur’an seriously may be true when we read the Qur’an, but it is not obvious that all religions or all religious texts demand such seriousness. I know that the God of the Jewish scripture is a “jealous God,” demanding that the Jews worship only him
, and that this exclusiveness of worship is eventually extended to all humanity. Of course we see the same thing in Christianity and Islam, as they are descendants (so to speak) of Judaism. And yes, all three are replete with statements in their scriptures that are, we might say, exclusivistic. They seem to be saying, “You must choose this religion; it is vital for your life and your afterlife.” But surely that is not the assumption of other religions.

Christian: Well, no doubt there are different religious attitudes toward such exclusion. I suppose “God” is more “jealous” in some religions than in others.

Pluralist: Exactly. Evidently, the more-or-less “jealous” nature of God is something religions themselves define, and so you can't say all religions have to be “taken seriously” in the same way. Surely it is just as much a religious option to relax and refuse to consider religions as exclusive and demanding.

Christian: Hmm. I see your point. You might be saying that my insistence on taking religious claims as demanding and exclusive is something forced on me only by exclusivistic religions, and therefore that it is somewhat arbitrary of me to say that we must study all religions in that frame of mind.

Pluralist: Yes, that is what I’m saying. For example, instead of quoting the Qur’an, we can look at the Bhagavad Gita, where Krishna says that however we worship and whatever we worship, he accepts it as worship of him.
 And even in the Qur'an, there are verses that suggest that “People of the Book” have nothing to fear on Judgment Day.
 Surely that allows us to take a much more inclusive, pluralistic attitude toward religion in general.

Christian:  I’m not sure I agree with your interpretation of those verses, but maybe we have to consider that in a minute. I do see what you're saying: sure, we find a grave seriousness in some religious teaching, but it seems connected only with certain kinds of theological exclusiveness. One could just as well insist that, for example, a Buddhist or a Taoist or the Hindu would be a lot more open to other beliefs and practices and so would never demand some kind of grave, serious study of his/her religion, speaking as if all life and all eternity depended on getting the answer right. Thus one has every right to be a lot more easy-going than Muhammad and the Qur’an, at least as I interpreted the stuff about Muhammad being a “warner.”

Pluralist: Yes. I could argue that, OK, the Muslim must take the Qur’an seriously, but there’s no reason to assume the exclusiveness and seriousness of religion preached in the Qur’an.

Christian: That’s a valid point. You can argue, I suppose, that the demand to take religion very seriously applies only in exclusivistic religions like Islam, and that if we wouldn’t presume such exclusiveness, one could justifiably take the “entertainment” approach to religious study after all. Or, let me not call it “entertainment,” but just admit that, if we take your verses from the Gita instead of mine from the Qur’an, we find an open and free attitude toward religious belief, justifying the more insouciant approach to the study of religion. Maybe we don’t have to be so demanding, eh?

Pluralist: Right.

Christian: Two responses. First, I think you’re right that in some ways and in some language one can find religious texts and sermons of the masters that are much less demanding than, say, the tone of the Qur’an. But I think that you might find, if you look for it, that even in those other religions there are exclusive truth claims, even suggestions that we are lost and endangered if we do not follow the right teachings. For example, Vasubhandu writes that the Buddha said there can be no hope of liberation from samsara outside the Buddha’s own teaching.
 This suggests that the Buddha himself saw hope for human salvation (if that is the right word) only in his teaching, and that those who strayed from his path were in trouble.

Pluralist: I might have to look that up.

Christian: Actually, it isn’t such a surprise, given that in the historical context we know that the anatta doctrine was a kind of polemical denial of the atman doctrine of the late Vedic literature.
 Buddhism, in fact, for all its apparent tolerance, is often engaged in internecine disputes, as to whose Buddhism is the right Buddhism. The Mahayanists, for example, have a polemical point to make by calling their opponents the “Hinayana,” even if they admit that the Hinayana methods are not utterly corrupt. And look at the whole polemic of The Platform Scripture, or especially at the denunciations of other Buddhist schools made by Nichiren.

Pluralist: You’re quoting a lot of Buddhist stuff at me that I can’t verify right now. But, OK, I know that the so-called “Great Vehicle” of Buddhism, the Mahayana schools, called other forms of Buddhism the “Small Vehicle,” and that this was not neutral language. Yes, it was polemical. And I can look up more about The Platform Scripture and Nichiren.
 But what’s your point?

Christian: My point in noting these cases is not to declare Buddhism to be some intolerant power-hungry institution, but only to suggest that the Buddhists, too, see their own teachings as important enough for the sake of the world and liberation that what is believed, or at least what is practiced, is crucial and needs to be heard.

Pluralist: We might have to think about your interpretations as much as mine, but I understand your examples. But that’s Buddhism...

Christian: There are even hints of kinds of judgmental exclusions in Confucianism and Taoism. Mencius, for example, says somewhere that the ideas of the Taoists are “perverse” and egoistic. He says they distract people from real virtue. Meanwhile, Zhuangzi, it seems to me, is constantly making fun of Confucian teaching, telling them to stop “teaching virtue.”

Pluralist: Surely you’re not saying that all religions are equally exclusive. I mean one just doesn’t find the “jealous God” idea in most of them.

Christian: Oh, no. My point is not to say that all religions are equally demanding, but just to note that they do make statements about what is really true, or at least what is really best for human life. 

Pluralist: OK. I guess I can see that, but…

Christian: Let me give just one more example, using even Hinduism as example. In the 8th century, the Hindu philosopher Sankara was convinced that the anatta doctrine of the Buddhists was just mistaken, and he called them nihilists. Even your own example of the Bhagavad Gita has much more exclusive-sounding parts, such as where Krishna says that votaries of other gods go to those gods, but only his devotees are granted his salvation. Or let’s note that, even when he accepts others’ rituals, he calls their rites “aberrant.” So even in your ever-tolerant image of Hinduism, there are evidences of that religion’s exclusion of others. Even within Hinduism itself, it is part of the polemic of the Upanishads that the use of Vedic ritual cannot save a person from samsara, and indeed it seems part of the polemic of the Gita that renunciation of the world, as urged by the Upanishads, is not the best practice.
 So I think we have to admit than even these less-exclusive traditions are peppered with arguments suggesting that some beliefs and practices are better than others, and we are wise, after all, to choose the best practice. 
Pluralist: Again, you’re throwing a lot of information at me that I have to check. But I guess I can admit that this issue isn’t so simple as just saying, “Some religions are exclusive and others are not.” But I would add emphatically that it is quite open to dispute whether you are right in your interpretation of those verses, say, of the Gita, or if the verse from Vasubhandu really represents the best of Buddhist teaching.

Christian: Actually, I’m quite willing to agree. Maybe I’m just not understanding these texts right. Maybe I am looking for exclusive-sounding verses, and so that’s what I’m finding.

Pluralist: Yes. You’re finding merely the confirmation of your own biases.

Christian: Maybe so. But perhaps – let’s admit it – perhaps your own interpretation of these religions and the texts you quote is a matter of you looking for their inclusive nature, and so in fact your view is just as biased.

Pluralist: Of course that’s possible.

Christian: And that, in fact, returns me to my real point. Maybe I’m just wrong in the way I understand, say, the Bhagavad Gita, or maybe my understanding of the central ideas of Buddhism is skewed. How shall we decide? How do we know yours aren’t skewed when you search for scriptures and traditions that support, say, some non-exclusivist position? The answer is that we know the best interpretations and the most accurate reading of a religion’s scriptures or fundamental ideas only by taking a serious attitude toward those texts. We have to really want to understand the religions' ideas, hungering to know what they really say.

Pluralist: Oh, I get it. That was tricky. In a way, you don’t even have to argue that Hinduism or Buddhism “really is exclusivistic.” You’re only saying that, even to dispute about whether a religion teaches inclusion or exclusion, we have to take the religious teaching seriously and hope to understand them as they truly are.

Christian: Yes, exactly! Ironically enough, to suggest that I am misreading the Hindu or Buddhist texts is tacitly to agree that there is a right and a wrong way of understanding these religious texts, and that we need to take their ideas seriously in order to find out what they really say.

Pluralist: So, going back to my Hinduism example, when I quote the Gita and claim that Hinduism generally is an inclusivistic religion, and if I am going to argue that your own exemplary verses are not so indicative of exclusion, I am, in fact, arguing seriously about the most correct understanding of Hinduism.

Christian: Well, yes. Look how you rely on the religion’s own sources, how we question one another’s interpretations, and so on. Both of us seem to think we’re right and can defend a view of what Hinduism “really” says.

Pluralist: So. even if I think some religions allow me to take a less exclusive view of religion, I have to take a kind of exclusive view of how I’m interpreting that religion? That is, I have to think that my interpretation of the inclusive nature of the religion is, in fact, right?

Christian: Yes! Annoying, isn’t it?

Pluralist: Yes, it is. But, OK, I’ll think about that.

DAY 3
Pluralist: OK. I got from yesterday’s talk that I am taking a kind of exclusivistic approach to interpreting religion, even when I want to interpret it as not exclusivistic. That’s what you were saying, right?

Christian: Yes.

Pluralist: OK, but wait. Why can’t I just agree to say that you can read Hinduism as exclusivistic and I can read it as inclusive? We don’t have to be exclusive even about whether a religion is really exclusive, do we?

Christian: I think that’s a really clever thing to note. Why, you seem to be asking, can’t we just let people interpret anything as they see fit. So I interpret even Hinduism as having exclusive elements and you don’t. Why can’t we just leave it there and let perspectives be perspectives? Is that what you’re asking?

Pluralist: Yes. Let’s just agree to disagree.

Christian: OK. But look at what you’re saying. It seems to me you just are choosing to believe something about Hinduism – to keep our example going – no matter what Hinduism says about itself. You want the inclusivistic ideal and so you find it. OK. But that seems to mean that, in fact, what you read about Hinduism isn’t relevant. It seems you are saying that what you want to believe about Hinduism is important, but what Hinduism actually says about itself is not.

Pluralist: I don’t think I understand what you mean.

Christian: I mean, well, suppose I found a thousand verses in Hindu texts that sounded exclusivistic. Would they just be irrelevant to what you want to believe about Hinduism? Or suppose someone says, “I like believing that Islam is also polytheistic and open to believing in many gods”? Wouldn’t that be sort of forcing one’s own desire for what we want a religion to say without regard for what the religion actually says?

Pluralist: Maybe, I guess. But what’s so wrong with that?

Christian: Well, it seems to me it’s just the opposite of what you really were hoping for. I mean, you take an opinion – like “Hinduism is inclusive” – and then hold to it no matter what. While that may sound highly “tolerant,” it seems to me it is the very epitome of a closed mind, the very opposite of an “open mind.” I guess you can still like your inclusivistic assumption because it seems tolerant, but in fact you have automatically become completely closed-minded.

Pluralist: Wait! Closed-minded? How so?

Christian: I mean, look. Here you are, suggesting that you can seek to find and hold onto – in this on-going example – the inclusiveness of Hinduism without concern for what Hindu texts actually say. But that is not really being open to Hindu teachings, is it?

Pluralist: I guess I see open-mindedness and tolerance as pretty much the same thing.

Christian: The irony is, I fear, that your own notion of tolerance has made open-mindedness impossible. Sure, you can “tolerate” others’ views, but you can’t be open to them, precisely because you won’t question what they really teach. Your own biases become intransigent, unchallengeable, because you won’t consider reading the examples, the scriptures, the teachings of the religion, as if they might in fact deny your tolerant reading.

Pluralist: I confess, that troubles me. It also sounds rather judgmental of you. I mean, OK, no, I’m not saying I’ll just cling to my own view of a religion on matter what it actually says…

Christian: Good. So suppose we have already agreed that Islam “really is” more exclusivistic and Hinduism “really is” more inclusivistic.

Pluralist: OK, we agree. So what are you saying?

Christian: I’m trying to say, that we need to read religious texts, et cetera, and recognize that we could be wrong.

Pluralist: Well, of course I could be wrong. Everybody could be wrong. In a way, I’ve already admitted that.

Christian: But again, the irony is that your own assumption of the preference for tolerance and inclusiveness denies that. You have to be open to the possibility that Hinduism – again, for example – actually teaches intolerance. Maybe it’s really exclusivistic.

Pluralist: But I don’t think it is.

Christian: But you think Islam, for example, is in fact exclusivistic.

Pluralist: Yes.

Christian: And I agreed.

Pluralist: Yes.

Christian: But that makes my point, namely that there really is something these religions teach. You can’t just choose what you want them to say. Like before, I’m not trying to prove to you that Hinduism really is exclusivistic; I’m trying to prove to you that, if you say Hinduism is inclusive and I say it isn’t, then one of us must be wrong.

Pluralist: OK, I see your point. We have to take the religions’ teachings seriously as a challenge, looking for what they say rather than just choosing an interpretation we like. But...

Christian: That’s my point. And in fact, I’ll push it even farther. Not only do we need to talk seriously about what the religions really say about themselves, but we also need to talk seriously about whether or not we think what they say is true. I mean, even if we could agree that, say, the Judaic religions only and consistently taught a kind of exclusiveness and seriousness, while, say, Hinduism only and consistently taught the opposite, you and I, insofar as we’re going to engage in a conversation at all, are now faced with the discussion of which one we think is right. Even if I were to agree – and I don’t, frankly – that Hindu teachings were always accepting of all other teachings and therefore allowed us not to be too burdened by any rational analysis of religious claims, it seems to me we are still stuck with the question of whether that claim itself is true. 

Pluralist: But see, that’s where I bristle. OK, suppose we agree that religions make these claims, even claims about whether or not we need to take the claims seriously. I still don’t see why you insist that we need to argue and discuss them so analytically, so rationalistically. That troubles me.

Christian: Well, it just seems to me that, if we’re going to talk at all, the talk must be rational in some sense.

Pluralist: What do you mean?

Christian: Let me explain it by playing a little Socratic game. Suppose we decided to have a conversation in which neither of us had to maintain consistency, either in logic or in the use of terms. So I walk up and say, “Hi, how are you?” and you say…?

Pluralist: I say, “Fine, thanks. How are you?”

Christian: Then I say, “Oh, I’m sorry. The pain must be terrible.” And you say?

Pluralist: I see where you’re going…

Christian: And you say?

Pluralist: And I say, “No, I said I’m doing fine and really I am doing fine.” But if I’m going to say even something like “I’m fine thanks,” it would be silly to say also that I’m in terrible pain.

Christian: Right. And of course the point is that I still don’t know if you really are “fine” or not. I don’t know if you think ‘fine’ means good or bad, or it might mean good in this sentence but bad in the next. So even to carry on a conversation of the most rudimentary sort, we need to assume certain ideas of consistency.

Pluralist: And you’re equating, essentially, consistency with rationality.

Christian: Well, yes, though if I were more careful, I suppose I wouldn’t say they are identical. But rationality, it seems, at least includes consistency. Or if you don’t want to use the word ‘rationality’, I’d be just as happy if we could agree that we must talk about religion in some way that presumes a consistent use of the meaning of ideas and their logical relations.

Pluralist: OK, so I can see why, if we’re going to talk about religion at all, there must be some element of rationality – I’ll accept the word – or consistency in our discussion. I’d like to note out loud that we both say, “If we’re going to talk about religion,” and you can be sure that later I’ll ask why we must talk about religion at all. But, of course, I see for now that, de facto, we just are talking about religion, so I’ll grant you the reason and rationality points. But I will ask later – if I don’t forget – if we must talk about religion at all.

Christian: It’s a great question. If you forget, I’ll try to remind you. You may have to remind me to remind you.

Pluralist: OK. But meanwhile, let me ask this. Let’s grant the rationality assumption for now. If we talk at all, we have to have some notion of a shared rationality. OK. But I’m still quite uncomfortable with the concept of truth. If we’re talking rationally about religion, why must we think we are getting at truth is some grand way? Some capital-T Truth. Talking as if we’re finding “truth” continues to make it seem like a contest, a battle, somebody wins and somebody loses. And especially in areas of religion, that seems dangerous to me.

Christian: Well, it is dangerous, though I think not in the way you mean. Of course if we are willing to think in terms of one idea being true and another being false, then in some way we are in danger, at least in danger of being seriously challenged. But it was Plato, in the Gorgias I think, who has Socrates note that, although there are winners and losers in a philosophical argument, it is really the “loser” that wins.

Pluralist: How so?

Christian: Plato is merely noting that the one who “loses” the argument is actually the only one who benefits, inasmuch as it is only the “loser” that really grows and learns something new. It is only when we lose an argument that we know more than we did before. The “winner” is still where he was; he has learned nothing. We have to change our feeling that somehow losing an argument is a bad thing, because if there really is anything like truth – especially if there is anything like big-T Truth – then surely it is indeed a great gain to have come a little closer than one was before.

Pluralist: I guess I can see that, but again, only if there is truth to be found.

Christian: Admittedly. But that’s what we’re talking about, namely whether or not we should even act on the assumption that there is truth to be found. This might be like the other question you are promising to ask later, namely whether we should talk at all about religion. But my point for now is only to argue that, if there’s truth, then surely it is an irreducibly great goal for us to pursue. This is not for the sake of winning or losing, but for the sake of truth itself. We search for truth because truth is an ideal in itself. We want truth just because it’s truth.

Pluralist: What do you mean by “it’s an irreducible ideal?”

Christian: I like to compare it to the old MGM motto.

Pluralist: MGM, the movie company?

Christian: Yes. Their lion roars at the beginning of movies inside a crest that says, “Ars Gratia Artis,” or “art for art’s sake.”

Pluralist: I’ve heard that phrase.

Christian: Well, my point is that we should also seek truth for truth’s sake. I think the ideal is best evident in some of the less practical natural sciences. I mean, why, for heaven’s sake, do scientists study, say, the composition of some galactic cluster 30,000 light years away? I mean, is it so we can have better light bulbs, or maybe fix our own sun if it breaks? Obviously I’m being silly, but you see my point. There isn’t a reason for wanting to know such things except that we want to know. Knowing is itself a value, an intrinsic value, not reducible to some practical benefit, not reducible to some sensory pleasure. Knowing is worth doing. Veritas gratia veritatis.

Pluralist: Hmm. I kind of like that, actually. I do see the point as regards scientific inquiry and maybe lots of other areas of thought. There is indeed something that’s just good about truth.

Christian: Well, I’d prefer not to say “Truth is good;” I’d prefer to say that truth is something intrinsically worth seeking. My reasons are complicated and maybe not pertinent to this discussion. But I just don’t want to reduce truth to, say, moral goodness. But the point I’m making is exactly as you say: That truth is worth seeking. And consequently, we need to be able to reason in order to find it.

Pluralist: OK. I won’t argue with that for now. Truth is worth knowing. Reason and thought and consistency are important. Fine.

Christian: Yes, and we’re doing it even now, practicing careful thought and offering reasons, even about whether we need to offer reasons.

Pluralist: Yes, OK, fine. Let’s continue to value reason and truth. But, I just can’t escape the feeling that we’re making a mistake when it comes to religion. I mean, I guess we are just inevitably back to the question of why this truth ideal must apply to religion as such.

Christian: Well, we might say…

Pluralist: Listen. Can we just pick this up tomorrow?

Christian: OK with me. In fact, now that you mention it, I’d prefer that.

Pluralist: OK.

DAY 4
Pluralist: So truth and reason, as we talked about them yesterday, are important. I admitted I especially liked the scientific examples. OK. But maybe religion isn’t about truth. Maybe it isn’t like science in any way. In the end, it seems you don’t have to remind me of this question, because we just keep coming back to it in different forms. But let me ask it this way: “Do we have to talk about religion at all?” This might be the same question as “Is there any truth in religion at all?” Maybe we can talk about religion, like we’re doing, but admit that it is not a dispute about what is true. Maybe religion isn’t about truth claims, but about something else.

Christian: OK, I see what you mean. But maybe here you have to go on the defensive. I have been arguing that talking about religion is talking about truth. But if you think it’s talking about something else, you need to say what.

Pluralist: OK. Easy enough, really. It is not hard to find philosophers who argue that religions’ supposed truth claims are not really their central concern. If we’re going to compare religions, let’s not talk about whether they believe in God or not, whether it’s one God or many gods, and so on. Let’s look at religions as forms of praxis. That is, the dispute in religions about what is true misses the real focus of religions being about what we do. Paul Knitter, John Hick and others are good examples.

Christian: Explain these guys’ ideas to me a bit.

Pluralist: OK. Knitter,
 for example, emphasizes that religions ought to be measured, so to speak, by their practical benefit as forms of liberation. He stresses what he calls “liberative praxis,” the fact that religions all over the world – religions, by the way, that clearly disagree with one another on claims of truth – can all be equally true insofar as they are many different, but equally valid ways of liberation. Personal liberation, the release of oneself from ego and selfishness, is something that many religions teach successfully. Also, many religions teach the liberation of others, the vital practice of healing and helping and saving the poor and the broken, whether it’s Jesus calling for kindness to the poor or the Buddha teaching release from suffering. Jesus had compassion on the crowds and healed their sick, as we read in the Gospels. Similarly, the Buddha, standing up from his enlightenment, looked upon the world and realized that all people were still caught in dukkha, and so he, too, had compassion and became the teacher of the path to moksha, or liberation from rebirth.
 It is precisely in this way, Knitter argues, that we can see all religions as equally true, so that rationalistic disputes about beliefs and metaphysics are neither pertinent nor helpful.

Christian: Is this, then, where you finally define yourself as a pluralist?

Pluralist: Certainly, this is one way. The point of pluralistic thinking is precisely that more than one view can be valid. Pluralism would suggest that a religion that focuses on claims, say, about a single, eternal Creator God, which also justifies and encourages liberative praxis, is true, and that another religion that focuses on, say, an atheistic Buddhism – denying God, but asserting the importance of meditation and compassion – may also successfully justify and encourage liberative praxis and therefore be true in exactly the same way. There are many ways to get to Denver, sir, and if you want to take the freeway, that is one way. If however I prefer country roads, they will also get me across the country. And, no doubt, sometimes the freeway is quicker than the country roads, but there may be times when the country road will be even more efficient and certainly more inspiring than the freeway. No doubt you’re right if you say country roads and freeways are different. Yes, we cannot accurately call a winding mountain road a freeway, the two contradict each other, and blah, blah, blah. Fine. But in the end, your concern over cognitive contradictions, while interesting enough, is not really relevant.

Christian: I think that’s a really good way to state the argument, alright.

Pluralist: I think so, too.

Christian: OK, then, I want to raise two counterpoints. The first is, interestingly enough, precisely the point that, yesterday, I said I would put off until later. Remember that I said I did not want to say all seeking of truth was “good,” because I didn’t want to reduce truth to moral categories. And you said OK.

Pluralist: Yes, I did.

Christian: But now you turn around and it seems to me that that is exactly what you just did. In other words, you have stopped talking about the truth of religion and you have begun to talk about moral goodness. I presume that by “liberative praxis,” as you and Knitter define it, you’re referring to some kind of action that accomplishes good. It liberates people, it saves them from suffering or from oppression, right?

Pluralist: Yes, among other things.

Christian: Whatever the other things are, it seems they are all about doing some kind of good for people, and religions are good precisely because they do, at least in your examples, produce these ends, or at least “justify and encourage” them, to use your words.

Pluralist: That’s what I said.

Christian: Then my point is that you aren’t really talking about the truth of religion any more, but about the goodness of religion. You are guilty of an equivocation if you think you can just slip from one into the other. You repeatedly said that the two religions you used as examples – Christianity and Buddhism – both accomplish this good and “therefore” both are true. But there is no logical implication here at all. They might both be good, but not both be true.

Pluralist: Sure. I guess I see that. But I’m sort of just using the word ‘true’ to help us both see the point of pluralism and accede, I suppose, to your own insistence on the word.

Christian: Well, don’t, please. I’ll remind you again that you agreed to the innate value of truth, and I think we might offer a similar point about goodness. Yes, let’s say that wanting and striving to liberate oneself and others is good and that goodness is, well, a good thing. But goodness is not truth. It’s very important to keep the true and the good distinct.

Pluralist: OK, OK. Let me admit that the true and the good are distinct values. I guess that seems sort of intuitively true to me. But I’m not sure what I’ve really lost in accepting the distinction.

Christian: Well, if we agree that these ideals – both truth and goodness – are both distinct and of great worth, we have to be careful not to collapse the two together by suggesting that truth can be implied by goodness.

Pluralist: Yes, I said OK. I see that. But I still have my point, don’t I? I’ve already said that – to keep using my examples – Christianity and Buddhism may not be logically compatible, but both could be good. OK, they aren’t both true, but they’re both good.

Christian: Indeed. I’m entirely willing to admit that. But I think it’s actually a point in my favor. Suppose two religions can both be good, but they can’t both be true. And, yes, both truth and goodness are unique values. Then shouldn’t we seek both a good religion and a true religion? Suppose I agree that Buddhism, for example, supports “liberative praxis” – to keep using that term. Can’t I agree that Buddhism is good, but argue that it isn’t true? And if I can find another religion that is both good – in the practical sense – and true, wouldn’t that be better?

Pluralist: I’d have to see how you’re going to argue that Buddhism isn’t true. It still riles me a bit to even hear you say so.

Christian: But that’s missing my point. Maybe Buddhism is true; maybe it isn’t. I have no intention of pursuing that argument here. Maybe later.
 But if it riles you that someone might argue that Buddhism – or any religion – isn’t true, then you’ve lforgotton that you admitted already the value of truth in itself.

Pluralist: I did admit that. It’s just that saying “Buddhism isn’t true” sounds so judgmental.

Christian: But ironically, that’s precisely what it is not. It is not judgmental, at least not in the sense that, it seems, bothers you.

Pluralist: Explain.

Christian: Listen, I’ve just admitted that Buddhism – I, too, am only using this religion as an example, you realize – I’ve admitted that Buddhism may be good, liberating. So if I go on to assert that it isn’t true, that is not a negative judgment, at least not in the moral sense. If it is a judgment at all, it is a kind of rational judgment. And, as far as “rational judgment” goes, it seems to me that if you’re gong to accept some value in the idea of truth, then some such rational judgment is just kind of inescapable. Can I at least say you’d admit that general point?

Pluralist: I’m still not sure I get it.

Christian: OK. Suppose someone tells a child that Santa is going to give presents this year to children that are kind and generous to other children. And suppose that this inspires a child in fact to go out and be generous and kind. We might agree that this is a good thing, but I can’t imagine we’d agree that it’s true. And if I point out that it isn’t true, I’m not saying it’s evil. My judgment is just a rational one, about truth claims, not about whether or not it does in fact help the child be kind.

Pluralist: I see that. So are you saying that Buddhism is like believing in Santa, that it might help a child be good, but it isn’t true.

Christian: Actually, as I said, I’m not making that argument yet. Maybe believing in Jesus is the Santa story and maybe Buddhism is true. Maybe neither is true. But we know that both cannot be true. And if truth matters to you at all, then this rational judgment is important. Surely we all want an encouraging praxis that is also true.

Pluralist: OK, but the whole judgment thing still sort of bothers me. Even if we admit that we can “judge” religions in terms of both truth and goodness, I’d think I would rather choose goodness and leave the truth issue out.

Christian: Again, I understand that desire. There are rational judgments of truth and moral judgments of goodness. Let’s keep them distinct. Let’s not merely try to reduce one to the other, saying, as you did before, that two religions are both true because they are both good. That’s a mistake.

Pluralist: OK, let’s agree on that. Still, I think it’s OK just to emphasize the moral judgment and avoid the rational judgment.

Christian: But why? I mean, do you have reasons for preferring the moral to the intellectual, possibly even to the complete exclusion of the latter? I, at this point, only have to argue that both truth and goodness are valuable – which is something you also admitted – and so we should try find a religion that is both good and true. So that if you or Knitter is right, that both Christianity and Buddhism – still using your examples – lead to liberation, we ought just as vehemently to go on and look at their truth claims.

Pluralist: Let me try this argument. Suppose I say that the process of seeking out truth claims actually takes away the goodness. I could argue that the extent to which one pursues these truth issues is exactly the extent to which people stop being properly concerned for liberation and compassion. That would prove that the effort to find the goodness of religion trumps the effort to find their truth.

Christian: Hmm. That’s an interesting argument, and one I’ve not considered before. Because, ironically, my second point was about to argue the opposite.

Pluralist: What do you mean?

Christian: I was going to argue that the effort to explore the moral goodness of religions is in fact dependent upon truth claims. And if you are wary of making theoretical judgments about the truth of religions, you should realize that your own desire to look for the goodness of religion, evaluating religion in terms of moral praxis, is, as we’ve said, a moral judgment. But it is also a rational judgment.

Pluralist: How so?

Christian: Well, if you want to evaluate religions in terms of their praxis, you have some criterion, don’t you, for deciding what religious praxis is the right kind?

Pluralist: Explain the question.

Christian: I mean, we can note that you and Knitter evidently like this idea of liberative praxis. You use it to say that both Christianity and Buddhism can be good – again, not necessarily both true – because both can and do lead to compassion and to ending suffering. But that would also imply that if there were some other religion, say Moloch worship, that encouraged the taking of slaves and the killing of children, it would apparently not be considered a “good” religion. Right? So you are in fact making a judgment about religions, a moral judgment.

Pluralist: Yes, I guess I am. So?

Christian: Well, I’d like to stress the irony of that a little later. But for now, let me respond by asking if your process of making that judgment, your moral criteria and indeed your claims about what the religion teaches, are in fact true.

Pluralist: There’s your truth focus again!

Christian: Yes, but do you see why it’s necessary and indeed why it is arguably more central to the religious debate than the moral issue?

Pluralist: Frankly, no.

Christian: It’s because your own notions of the moral issue are themselves truth claims, truth claims about morality, about human ideals, and about the kind of actions a religion in fact teaches. You have to claim to know, in some sense, that liberation is truly good and that enslavement and human sacrifice are truly bad. And you have to claim to know that the Buddha’s teaching truly encourage compassion in the sense you value it.

Pluralist: OK, I admit I am making moral judgments…

Christian: And you have to be arguing that your judgment is in some way right, that your moral claims are in fact true.

Pluralist: OK, you’re right. I do have moral criteria and I do think that freedom is better than slavery. But I can give pretty good reasons for such a claim, and frankly I can’t seriously think that you would argue otherwise.

Christian: No, in fact I wouldn’t. But my point is precisely that you do have good arguments. Rational arguments. You must rely upon rationality and truth claims to have your moral judgment, the moral judgment you need to do your evaluation of religion that you think trumps the evaluation of religious truth.

Pluralist: Hmm. OK, I see that that is at least a bit paradoxical.

Christian: And I was also noting that you have to make truth claims about what Buddhism or Christianity or Moloch worship truly contains. For example, I might argue – again, the argument can really wait for another day – that the Buddhist concept of ‘compassion’ is really quite different from the Christian one. I might argue that they do not both equally support liberation, or at least that you need a very careful definition of ‘liberation’ to see if indeed it applies in the same way to, say, Jesus healing the sick and the Buddha preaching the Dharma. I might argue that Jesus’ response to Jairus is very different from the Buddha’s response to Kisa Gotami.
 

Pluralist: I know something of these stories, and, yes, the responses of Jesus and the Buddha are markedly different. But I think Knitter and I could argue that they are both acts of compassion.

Christian: I’m sure you could, but that would make my point. First, you would have to look carefully at how the healing of cripples fit into the Jesus story and why Jesus claimed it was an act of compassion, and then you would look at the story of Kisa Gotami and see why that exemplifies the Buddha’s compassion. You’d compare the stories and be able to see how both fit into a larger worldview about suffering. And such a comparison – done, notably, with careful, logical analysis and clarification of terms – would be utterly necessary for your moral evaluation to be successful, or even to begin.

Pluralist: Hmm. I guess I see your two points. First, I do need some definition of the good that I’m evaluating, as I am indeed making evaluative judgments. And second, I do need to claim that my information and my assessment of the religions I’m studying are right. That’s kind of like the point we made the other day about having to take seriously what religions say about themselves. OK. Let me concede that point then, at least about a pluralism based on morality.

Christian: So it’s been a couple of points. First that we can’t say two religions are both true because they are both good. And second, we can’t really argue that two religions are both good without engaging in some tough analysis of what goodness means and what the different religions really teach. For that reason, the truth claims cannot be secondary to the moralistic judgments.

Pluralist: I see that. OK. Let me agree for now, though I confess I’m still uncomfortable with “rational judgment,” even if I can’t quite avoid it when I make my moral points. Hmm. Maybe Knitter’s is the wrong approach to pluralism. Let me think about it.

DAY 5
Pluralist: OK, yesterday you caught me trying to argue that all religions are true because they all lead to some kind of liberative praxis. And I had to admit in the end that I was kind of conflating goodness and truth.

Christian: Yes, that was my point.

Pluralist: And I even had to admit that there are truth claims lying underneath my ideas of what praxis is truly good and behind my beliefs about what different religions truly teach.

Christian: I note how you’re using the adverb ‘truly’ there…

Pluralist: I’m doing it on purpose to give you your point. Fine. Let’s suppose that the appeal to liberative praxis cannot prove that “all religions are true,” nor can I just insist that moral judgments are more important than truth claims.

Christian: Yes, that was my argument. So ultimately, I think I’m showing that, as much as you want it to be true, your pluralism is false.

Pluralist: Well, OK. I’m going to leave that behind, maybe even concede your points so far. But maybe yesterday I just went about it the wrong way. Maybe the effort to base religious pluralism on morality was flawed. But maybe I just picked something too rationalistic. I mean, it is possible that religions are not, after all, primarily based on moral claims, but maybe still not primarily based on truth claims either.

Christian: I think I’d like to question the word ‘primarily’ in all that. But I’ll wait. Let me hear what you’re thinking is another alternative.

Pluralist: Religion, we might say, is not about truth claims, nor even moralistic praxis, insofar as morality is dependent on truth claims. Perhaps it is instead about religious experience. It has long been noted, for example, that religious mystics of many different traditions declare their experience of oneness with the Absolute to be beyond linguistic expression. And even on the less than mystical level, perhaps the issue is not what a religion claims as “true,” but what it makes us feel about ourselves, about our world, and about that which is beyond our world.

Christian: Instead of trying to argue that two logically incompatible religions are both true because they’re both have moral worth, you’re arguing that they can both be true as some kind of religious experience?

Pluralist: Listen. Maybe you would say that something cannot be both a horse and a dog at the same time. That’s logic. Maybe you’d say that this logic also applies to practical claims, so that one can ride a horse into town, but probably not a chichuahua. OK. But someone can have a horse for a pet or a chihuahua for a pet, and there is no contradiction between the two.

Christian: I like the stories so far. But can you break down the metaphor a bit?

Pluralist: I’m admitting that two religions might logically contradict one another, and that liberation from oppression must in fact be defended as a “good” thing. But if one person declares, “A good horseback ride makes me happy,” and another declares, “A playful puppy makes me happy,” no one would say this is a contradiction. The presence of God in one’s life supplies meaning and value to that life; meditation on Emptiness
 supplies meaning and value to another. This is no contradiction; indeed, it does not belong in the arena of logic at all. Certainly there are any number of philosophers and religious scholars that would insist that the truth of religion is, like any kind of happiness or fulfillment, a personal and subjective thing.

Christian: Like who? Whose philosophy are you talking about?
Pluralist: I think there are many. Raimundo Panikkar comes to mind. He notes that Hinduism in particular has been a powerful example of a religion with a multitude of gods and a multitude of pathways to peace, and that within Hinduism this is not seen as any kind of contradiction.
 From the Vedas to the Puranas, some scriptures declare one god the greatest and ultimate one, while the very next hymn declares the same of another god. So is Indra the greatest of gods, or is it Rudra? Do all the other gods worship Krishna, as the Bhagavad Gita suggests, or do they all worship Shiva, as the Bhagwan Sutra claims? It is both; it is neither.
 And wasn’t it Ramakrishna who had a vision of the goddess Kali, but then wondered what that implied about other gods. So then he studied Christianity and had a vision of Jesus. And then he studied Islam and had a vision of Muhammad.
 In all this there is no contradiction, but only the reality that many gods can convert our souls, and many gods can change our hearts. People pray to various gods, they meditate on koans, they praise Jehovah, and they visualize Bodhisattvas – all of this happens, not as a set of philosophical arguments, but to change people’s hearts. And it does.

Christian: That was quite a speech. And I agree with a lot of it. I think it’s Joseph Campbell who talks about religion as finding one’s bliss.
 And it is clear that religions do this with great success, even while they seem to be mutually contradictory.

Pluralist: That’s my argument.

Christian: Then you might say that even mutually contradictory religions can both be true inasmuch as they equally fulfill this aesthetic role, this movement of religious experience.

Pluralist: Well, perhaps I should say that they can both be valid. Otherwise I feel like you’ll trap me in the word ‘true’ again.

Christian: Indeed you should be cautious, because, as you guessed, my argument would again be that you could be making the mistake of conflating different values. Because, just as I argued that you erroneously tried to show how many religions can lead to morally good action, and then concluded that many religions can all be true, so it seems that now you are trying to show that, because many religions can all lead to valuable religious experience they can all be true. But this is the same kind of error, isn’t it.

Pluralist: But it isn’t a moral argument.

Christian: Yes, I know. Yesterday I was arguing that you seemed to say two apparently contradictory religions can both be true because they can both be good. And I argued that this was an error of confusing the moral and the cognitive. Here, I think, it’s different. Now you seem to want to say that because two religions can both be blissful or wondrous they can both be true. But I think this, too, is an error. Not of conflating the moral and the cognitive, but of conflating the aesthetic and the cognitive.

Pluralist: The aesthetic?

Christian: Yes. I am more than happy to declare the value of religious experience. Just as I admitted before – even insisted – that morality is important, I can agree here that religious feelings and emotions are important. But the feelings and emotions do not make truth. Here the category, if I may say so, is not the ideal of the good, but the ideal of the beautiful – that’s why I want to call it aesthetic. But just as it is a mistake to conflate the good with the true, so it’s a mistake to conflate the true and the beautiful.

Pluralist: And this beauty you are talking about now, is it supposed to be some third kind of absolute value?

Christian: Exactly. The detail of all this assertion, I suppose, can wait till later. And I can warn you that, if this were a different conversation, I would turn this toward a kind of Trinitarianism that would sound a lot more Christian than you’d like.
 But for now, I just want to suggest that truth is something different from beauty, that they are both worthy goals, infinitely worthy goals, and that neither is reducible to the other. Just as you earlier tried to sort of give up religious truth in favor of religious morality, here you seem to want to sacrifice truth to beauty. I would argue that both are of inestimable value, and that the two are independent. Remember the MGM movie lion? Beauty has an ideal, intrinsic value, and so does truth. So shouldn’t we want a religion that is both beautiful and true?

Pluralist: You frustrate me. You keep coming back to this hangup on truth.

Christian: But that’s my whole point. It isn’t a hangup. It was, I thought, something that we both agreed was of intrinsic worth: ars gratia artis and veritas gratia veritatis. Remember?

Pluralist: Yes, I remember. But here again it seems to me that you can seek truth and distinguish it from beauty, but what if the very process of seeking truth detracts from the beauty? Someone might really want to know what makes their beloved house pet such a great animal, but if they dissect the animal to learn the truth, the poor thing is just dead.

Christian: Well, yes, and I realize that if we turn from our experience of bliss to analyze and critique the doctrines and metaphysics of a religion, we might indeed find our pet dead. I know that sometimes we just want to feel the presence of God – or whatever – and I confess, even insist, that this is indeed a great, great value in religious life. But again, I don’t have to deny the wonderful value of religious experience; I only have to argue that religious experience does not trump the value of religious truth. I want to argue that the fully human soul should seek the beautiful and the true, and, for that matter, the good.

Pluralist: Your “Trinity?”

Christian: Well, not yet. For now I only want to argue that all three are of infinite worth in themselves, and therefore that it is a mistake to abandon one because you think it trumps the others.

Pluralist: OK, let’s say that all three are of infinite worth. That still leaves us at the impasse we had before, namely that you seem to want to trump the beautiful with the true, and I want to trump the true with the beautiful. But precisely because all of these values are irreducible, there can be no adjudication between them. Fine, go ahead and seek your religious truth through argument and analysis. You’re welcome to it. I, however, can just as justifiably seek the beautiful for its own sake.

Christian: But – and I know this is annoying – I’m not done. Remember how the argument went when we were talking about truth and goodness. Yes, in a way, because they are irreducible values, there is no way for one to trump another, except arbitrarily. But I argued yesterday that your own moral stand presumed a kind of logical argument, was dependent upon it, and that the reverse may not be true. I mean, I thought we saw that your arguments of the good are dependent upon some rational criteria. So something must be true in order to be also good, but it is not evident that something must be good to be true. Indeed, clearly there are lots of things that are true and not very good.

Pluralist: And so?

Christian: So, I think the same kind of argument works here.

Pluralist: You mean to say that my sense of the presence of God or the peace of meditation depends upon a logical argument? That seems clearly false.

Christian: Well, stated so bluntly, yes. But don’t you think it is possible to have a false religious experience?

Pluralist: No, all religious experiences must be valid in themselves – by your own argument, it seems.

Christian: I might be saying that all religious experiences have value, but they may not be valid.

Pluralist: Seems a trifling distinction.

Christian: Well, maybe it is. But ironically, if you want to say that all religious experiences are valid, you actually fly in the face of a lot of what religions say about themselves.

Pluralist: What do you mean?

Christian: Well, for example, people in the Catholic Church sometimes claim to have a vision of the Virgin Mary, and that she has some message for mankind, and so on.

Pluralist: Yes.

Christian: And does the Catholic Church accept the idea that there are such visions?

Pluralist: Sure.

Christian: And does the Catholic Church then agree that all such claims of visions are valid?

Pluralist: Well, in fact, no. I do know something about this. The Catholic Church has a rather extensive and intensive system set up to try to evaluate such claims.
 Only a few make it past the rigorous checks, and it is not easy to verify some vision of Mary, or any other saint, with the authorities of the Church.

Christian: Exactly. And take another example. I find fascinating the examples of mystics like Julian of Norwich or even Theresa of Avila. St. Theresa recognized quite readily that some of the deeper experiences of the presence of God could be fake. She insisted that any supposed feeling of blessedness could be false and especially if it leads one to pride or self-congratulation. Lady Julian, perhaps more dramatically, had a vision of Christ so full of love that she felt as though she had never been a sinner. However, she quickly realized that this had to be a false experience, since the teachings of the Church were clear that she was indeed a sinner. So she reinterpreted her own experience to mean that she felt so loved it was as if she had never sinned.
 And do you notice what supplies the criteria for deciding if a religious experience is right?

Pluralist: What?

Christian: In the one case, Lady Julian’s, religious doctrine is used to correct the experience. In the other, St. Theresa’s, the experience is corrected by moral criteria.

Pluralist: Hmm. Well, that’s a notable point. But then this is just the Catholic Church.

Christian: Well, there are other examples. Famously, mystics have had troubles sometimes when they interpret their experiences in ways that amount to heresy. Al-Hallaj, the Muslim mystic, infamously declared, “I am the Real,” and was executed for his blasphemy. You might make the point about how horrible it is that the doctrines drove the violence, and I can allow that point in a way. But I only want to acknowledge that religious experiences don’t happen in some doctrineless vacuum. They happen in a community of people with ideas and beliefs. And, at least from the viewpoint of the Muslim Mullahs, al-Hallaj had simply let a dramatic experience fool him.

Pluralist: OK, fine. But look at your examples. Interesting, isn’t it, that all your examples are from the monotheistic religions that we agreed – didn’t we? – are rather prone to exclusion.

Christian: Yes, that’s true. OK. But let’s look at some Buddhist examples. From its earliest beginnings, Buddhism itself had monastic rules, cautions and even punishments for monks who claimed to have realizations they did not in fact have.

Pluralist: Wait. You’re saying it was punishable in early Buddhist monasteries to claim, for example, to be enlightened when you weren’t?

Christian: Right.

Pluralist: Not punishable by death, I presume, as in the case of Al-Hallaj.

Christian: Certainly that’s true. But my point remains that…

Pluralist: But, OK, so there are cautions again arrogance or lying. So?

Christian: So it’s evident that within early Buddhism, there was some concern that a person could be wrong about his own religious experience. Or, if that still seems only like a case of preaching against arrogance and lying, look at Zen. I am intrigued by the Zen practice of the dokusan, the testing of a monk’s enlightenment by a Zen master. Even in Zen, it is not enough for someone just to stand up and say, “I have experienced satori!” The mondo process is, in some ways, a test. And when an enlightened monk responds to koan and other tests appropriately, the Master may verify his attainment. The master, in this case, tests another Buddhist’s experience with his own experience.

Pluralist: Hard for me to imagine how one tests someone’s experience.

Christian: Me, too, frankly. But my point overall, I think, is that there is such a thing as proper experience. And, by the same token, religions that admit and encourage religious experience often still recognize the possibility of having false experiences, deceptive experiences that make us seem more “in the presence of God” than we really are. I mean, I can’t help thinking that even you, if you were to have a deep and moving religious experience tonight, only to find out tomorrow that I had slipped some LSD into your tea, would at least lose some confidence in your experience.

Pluralist: I think I’d find it an intrusion and be down right pissed off, frankly.

Christian: Don’t worry; I’m fresh out of LSD. But my point is again to note that religious experiences are, or at least can be, problematic. They are not just a matter of saying what kind of animal one wants as a pet. Even if you really like the horses, we still might, and probably should, ask if you plan to keep it in the house, what it’s going to eat, where it poops, etc. OK, now I’m being too metaphorical. But I mean to reassert that taste is one thing, and truth is another. And that we can value taste, value religious experiences for how we feel awakened to the Absolute, moved perhaps to pray or meditate or even declare “I am the Real.” But it still remains a vital and realistic question to ask whether the experience has any bearing on truth.

Pluralist: Well, OK, truth is also valuable, but…

Christian: No, I’m not just reasserting that truth also has value. I’m arguing that truth is an overarching ideal, precisely insofar as we recognize that religious feeling can be falsified, manipulated or, simply, mistaken.

Pluralist: OK, so this is parallel to your point about moral pluralism. While I want religious experience to outweigh, even allow us to avoid, religious argument and truth claims, you’re saying that even our appeals to religious experience have to fit into religious doctrines and moral ideals. So, in fact religious experiences have to be questioned and challenged by thinking through a religion’s truth claims.

Christian: Yes. And similar to yesterday’s argument, there are two parts to this challenge. First, we can ask if the religious experience is valid in the sense of it being not just a drug state or a temporary reaction to today’s news. And second, we should look at what a religion really says about the kind of religious experiences proper to that tradition.

Pluralist: Yes, yes, I do see your point, and it is a lot like the arguments yesterday. You say truth claims about religion are valuable, along with what moral good religions encourage and what religious experiences they provide. We agreed. But you’re also insisting that religious truth claims somehow are the support behind the moral and aesthetic ideals. OK. So maybe we can’t just want to ignore the arguments for truth. Maybe even when we appeal to religious experiences, we have to ask questions about the teachings, the history, and the morality of a religion. OK, I see your point. I still don’t like it.

Christian: I’m not asking you to like it. I’m just asking you to think about it.

Pluralist: I can do that.

DAY 6
Pluralist: So we’ve been arguing about religious truth all week, and although I can’t entirely disagree with a lot of what you’ve said, I just can’t shake being troubled by it all. I mean, yesterday, you yourself raised examples like the execution of al-Hallaj, and I can’t help but see over and over how intolerant and oppressive is this emphasis on having “the truth.” Gosh, look at all the times in history religious disagreements led to, or at least helped to fuel, war and aggression. I can still wish there were some better alternative than judging religion by “truth.”

Christian: But look at what you’re doing with this turn of the argument. You have moved back to moral claims, haven’t you?

Pluralist: Well, yes, but…

Christian: And as we already noted, your moral claims are themselves truth claims. You have to be claiming to know that intolerance and war are, in fact, evils. Don’t get me wrong; I would agree with such assessments most of the time. But ironically, when you denounce intolerance and war-mongering, you are of course making a moral judgment of your own.

Pluralist: I think I’ve admitted this already.

Christian: I’m saying that, again ironically, when you make your judgment about intolerance and war, you are actually asserting that those who promote such things are really bad people. If a Christian, on the other hand, were to argue that the Buddhist view of the soul or Hindu polytheism is false, he or she is only saying that those people are mistaken. It seems entirely possible to me that a believer in one religion could consider the believers in other religions very confused and misled and mistaken, without judging them to be evil. So your judgment is really worse than the one I’m advocating.

Pluralist: Sure, maybe these judgments of truth could be made without some moral condemnation, but it sure seems like history is full enough of examples in which someone’s mere “theological mistake” cost him his life.

Christian: Oh, heavens yes! Please, don’t read me as if I’m trying to justify religious wars or claim that they never happened. I would find it very difficult indeed to try to defend the history of almost any religion for its behavior in dealing with heretics and infidels.
 But my point is not that they – or we – have been always good. My point is only to say that we don’t have to make moral judgments when we make rational, theological judgments. Precisely by separating the two we are safer in talking about truth and not going to war. Indeed, I would like to believe that a good theological discussion could be a fine alternative to combat.

Pluralist: That would be nice.

Christian: I think so, too. In fact, if we are good thinkers and careful readers, we might be able to see within the religions themselves, how they make their own moral judgments about violence and other moral issues. I mean, if we study religions carefully, we might find that some do justify violence more than others, and we might reasonably use such criteria to evaluate whether or not we think that religion is consistent or “good.”

Pluralist: Wait. Weren’t you criticizing me for making moral judgments, and now you’re advocating making moral judgments about religions?

Christian: Actually, I was not criticizing you at all. I was only pointing out that you are, in fact, making such judgments. I think such judgments are good, even necessary rational conclusions. I just want us all to admit what we’re doing and do it thoughtfully. That is, I think we can indeed look at the moral issues within religions, study them philosophically, so to speak, along with our own grounds for moral judgment. We can – and I think we should and, in fact, we do – analyze religious ideas, analyze their moral implications and moral teachings, and make decisions about what we think is genuinely good and true. Thus my point remains that the rational discussion, as such, is a right and valuable way of talking about and evaluating religion. We can and should ask questions about religious truth.

Pluralist: And, apparently, religious goodness.

Christian: Yes, though I noted that the discussion of religious goodness also depends on claims of truth.

Pluralist: I guess I see all that. Still, I can’t escape feeling that it would be nice if we could just say that Buddhism is true for the Buddhist and Christianity is true for the Christian and leave it at that. But, I know, you would note that my word ‘nice’ is a moral judgment and that we have to look at truth claims alongside moral claims, and so on.

Christian: Yes, that’s what I’d argue. And in fact, that sort of lingo, the “Buddhism is true for the Buddhist” stuff, just doesn’t make much sense. I mean, in one way, let’s say subjectively, it’s a trivial point. And another way, objectively, it’s just absurd.

Pluralist: Explain that.

Christian: Well, if by “It’s true for the Buddhist” you mean that the Buddhist follows Buddhism or the Buddhist is a believer in Buddhism, well, yes, that’s true, but it doesn’t say much. It’s trivial, like saying a bachelor doesn’t have a wife. But if, on the other hand, you’re saying that the Buddhist claim that there is no soul and the Christian claim that there is a soul – just assuming for now that I’m understanding both those ideas correctly – are both true, then it just seems to me impossible, like saying the Bubba-Joe is a bachelor, but he also has a wife living in Poughkeepsie.

Pluralist: OK, yes, I see your point. And yet… And yet, isn’t it reasonable – philosophically reasonable – to believe that, in the end, all religions are just human approximations of something greater, that maybe they all are really, equally true as human endeavors to find the mystery beyond us all? We are, after all, finite and limited beings, barely scratching the surface of the Absolute. Let’s step back and admit with a little humility that none of us really has the truth, but we’re all on the path.

Christian: I think that might, in fact, be true.

Pluralist: Now you’re joking with me.

Christian: No, I really mean it. But that’s just my own point. It might be the truth. And if it is the truth, it is the religious truth that excludes other religious truths by claiming to include them all.

Pluralist: Meaning?

Christian: You’ve heard the story of “The Blind Men and the Elephant,” right? There are these six blind men, none of them know what an elephant is, and all approach the elephant and grab hold of one part. Then each declares what he finds. The one who holds the elephant’s leg says the elephant is like a tree; the one who holds the elephant’s trunk says it’s like a snake; the one who holds the tail says the elephant is like a rope, and so on. But we realize that each has only a limited view of the whole and so, while each is in a way truly holding the elephant, each is also mistaken in believing his view to be “the truth.”

Pluralist: Yes. That seems to me a reasonable allegory. It shows how no religion need be excluded or declared utterly false, but rather all are included and give some measure of truth, as much truth, perhaps, as we mere humans are capable of.

Christian: And I’m saying it might in fact be a reasonable option. But my point is that this does not change the need to argue for philosophical truth. It just means that this view is one of the claimants to that truth.

Pluralist: No, this view doesn’t claim to have the final truth. It says all religions have truth.

Christian: No, in fact it doesn’t say that at all! It claims to have a higher, more accurate vantage point than all the other religions precisely in that it can declare all of the others to be only partial. I mean, each of the six blind men touches only part of the elephant. But who is seeing the whole elephant?

Pluralist: Nobody. That’s the point.

Christian: Then why do we say there is one? If literally everybody in the story were blind, then we would have no way at all to know if all six blind men were touching the same elephant. For all we know, the first was in fact touching a tree, the next a snake, the third a rope, and so on.

Pluralist: Well, yes, I guess that possible, but…

Christian: But ironically, the six blind men are not, in fact, the only characters in the story. There is also a prince watching the event, the one who laughs and points out the limitations of the blind men. And if no prince, then there is us, the readers, standing outside the story with our literally omniscient viewpoint, knowing the errors of the blind men. Oh, yes, how tolerant of us – note my sarcasm – to note that it is those six men that are blind. Not us, of course. Not us readers or that prince in the story. Do you see? The allegory of the blind men and the elephant only works if somebody claims not to be blind. Somebody has to be claiming to see the whole elephant.

Pluralist: Hmm. So you’re arguing that religious claims that stress the inclusion of other religions are not really so inclusive. Even inclusion is a kind of exclusion?

Christian: That’s exactly what I’m arguing. Think about this. If I met a Hindu, say, who oh-so-open-mindedly said that all the gods are just manifestations of the eternal Brahman, that Hindu might smile and nod and accept everybody’s gods as real, genuine gods. “Yes, all of you have true gods,” he might be saying. “Yes,” he might extrapolate, “we see that Vishnu is a god, Kali is a god, Jesus is a god, Allah is a god…” All that sounds very open-minded and tolerant, very inclusive. But if I were a Muslim, and someone smiled at me and said, “Yes, Allah, too, is one of the gods,” I don’t think that would be acceptable at all. That is not tolerant inclusion. That is exclusion of a truly harsh kind, and patronizing as well. To change Allah into “one of the gods” is not to accept Islam at all. It is to change Islam in to Hinduism.

Pluralist: I guess I see that.

Christian: A similar thing happens in the Baha’i faith. There, the claim is that the one God has given revelation to many different cultures in many different times, and that this progressive revelation is the process God has used to bring all people in. God has always intended, perhaps, that we would see this great unity of religions and God’s plan for world peace, and isn’t it great that we see it now, here, in the teachings of Baha’u’llah. But it’s fascinating to see how the Baha’i faith must reinterpret the other religions to make them parts of itself. Adbu’l Baha, I think it was, simply declares that the Buddha, for example, was one of God’s lights to the world, who taught “the oneness of God.”
 Well, this is just wrong. The Buddha didn’t teach anything of the sort, and indeed he seems to have taught something quite contrary. So to simply make him fit into a higher view of the progressive revelation of the one God is Procrustean.

Pluralist: Harshly stated, but I guess I see that, too. I guess I don’t know what else to say.

Christian: In the end, I’m willing to admit that maybe somebody does see the elephant, so to speak. Maybe it was Baha’u’llah, or maybe Ramakrishna with his visions of Kali and Jesus and Muhammad. Maybe they’re right. But if they are right, then we need to talk about their truth claims as exclusivistic truth claims, and not pretend that they somehow include other religious claims peacefully and without abuse. I’m afraid we just can’t escape the need for rational inquiry into what the prophets and teachers of religion have actually said, and I’m afraid the logical claims of one are just going to exclude the logical claims of another. I admit that there are dangers here, but where else shall we go?

Pluralist: I guess I don’t know.

Christian: And I’m not really answering that question either. I’m only noting that we can’t stay here. That is, we can’t be pluralists, neither of the moral nor of the experiential kind. We can value moral arguments and value religious experience, but we cannot say that either of these somehow allows us to escape the hard work of philosophical religious thinking about truth. Neither can we escape this work by claiming a kind of higher religious insight that includes all the others. That, in fact, just becomes another of the religious truth claims that we have to analyze.

Pluralist: Even inclusion is a kind of exclusion, as you say.

Christian: Yes. And might religious exclusivism become violent? It might. I don’t think it must, and indeed I hope that discussion can avert violence, but I must admit exclusive divisions can and sometimes do inflame violence. But that doesn’t mean the philosophical point I’m making is false; it only means it’s dangerous, which is all the more reason that we be fully conscious of it and honest about what we’re saying.

Pluralist: And as you said the other day, religious truth claims are also existentially “dangerous,” as they make claims on our lives and challenge us to see the world in specific ways.

Christian: Yes.

Pluralist: So it’s best just to admit we have to talk logically about religious truth claims and admit when we contradict each other, hoping that we don’t end up being violent? That’s your view?

Christian: Yes. But I’ve argued even our dislike of religious violence is a point we need defend, a truth and value claim that often gets its definition within religious doctrine.

Pluralist: So you don’t claim to have proven your faith is right. You’re only saying we can’t rest with pluralism. Is that right?

Christian: Yes. So far I only conclude that we can and should, even inescapably must, argue religious truth claims thoughtfully, philosophically and, I hope, peacefully. Of course you can simply choose to walk away and refuse to talk. Please don’t. But if we’re going to talk, then we can’t be pluralists.

Pluralist: OK.
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