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“We’re here for a very short, short time. Let’s use this short time to be the best Buddhist that we can be, to be the best Moslem that we can be, to be the best Jew that we can be, to be the best Christian that we can be. My brothers and sisters, let’s be the best that we can be of what God has given to us and celebrate diversity; confront this bigotry and eliminate it permanently so that into the future our children and their children’s children will see the benefits and the reaps of our work today.”1

I heard these moving words from Burton Pretty on Top, a Native American Crow spiritual leader, at the 1993 Parliament of the World Religions. In this time of heightened religious conflict, his words ring even truer.

One of the first books I read when I began my graduate work in religion was Wilfred Cantwell Smith’s The Faith of Other Men. Smith was one of the most sensitive teachers of comparative religion who specialized in Islam. In this little book written forty years ago, Professor Smith raises the question of the diversity of the world’s religious traditions. He says: “This is really as big an issue almost as the question of how one accounts theologically for evil— but Christian theologians have been much more conscious of the fact of evil than that of religious pluralism.”2

Since that time, numerous Christian theologians have struggled with this issue, seeking to arrive at a theology of religions that would be consistent with the new sensitivity to religious pluralism. Hans Küng, who played an important role in the 1993 Parliament of the World’s Religions by creating the first draft of the influential Declaration Toward a Global Ethic, has said, “ . . . no world peace without peace among religions, no peace among religions without dialogue between the religions, and no dialogue between the religions without accurate knowledge of one another. . . . . We can no longer regard the world religions simply as existing side by side; rather we must view them together—in interdependence and in interaction. Today, no religion can live in splendid isolation.”3

For the past thirty years, since I began teaching at Grinnell, I have struggled with the issue of religious diversity. In exploring the attitudes of the world’s religions towards each other, I found that, in the main, they all moved in the direction of exclusivism. This is the case not only with Judaism, Christianity and Islam, but also with Hinduism and Buddhism. The major thinkers in these five religious traditions do not entertain the possibility that other religious traditions may be just as valid. Each claims that his religious tradition is the only path to understanding reality, that only through that path can one truly encounter God. Each is convinced the followers of other traditions are in error. In many cases, they do not acknowledge that salvation or liberation can be achieved by members of other faiths. We are well aware of the pre-Vatican II view that outside the Church there is no salvation and the Muslim view that there is only one authentic Godordained religion. Even among Jews, the most widely held view throughout the ages is that Judaism is the only true religion.

Those working in interfaith dialogue often speak of three different responses to a religiously plural world. The first of these is the exclusivist view. It is the dominant attitude of the world’s religions towards each other. But it is not the only way to approach religious diversity.

A second approach, which has been termed a “pluralist view,” is clearly captured by Paul Knitter, a prominent Catholic theologian:

Other religions may be just as effective and successful in bringing their followers to truth, and peace, and wellbeing with God as Christianity has been for Christians; . . . these other religions, again because they are so different from Christianity, may have just as important a message and vision for all peoples as Christianity does. Only if Christians are truly open to the possibility . . . that there are many true, saving religions and that Christianity is one among the ways in which God has touched and transformed our world, only then can authentic dialogue take place.4

The third approach has been called “inclusivist.” In the Christian version of this approach, members of other religious traditions may attain salvation because the grace of Christ is present in these traditions. The inclusivist view, which has many variations, and had advocates in the early Church, was developed in great detail by the eminent Jesuit theologian Karl Rahner (1904–84). Rahner, who was a very influential voice during the Second Vatican Council, claimed that the Christian tradition is “the absolute religion, intended for all men, which can’t recognize any other religion beside itself as of equal right.”5

However, since God desires to save all human beings, “there are supernatural, grace-filled elements in non-Christian religions.” 6 The inclusivist view, I believe, is well represented by Pope John Paul II’s assessment of non-Christian religions.

In present times, when many perceive Islam to be perpetually hostile toward other religious traditions, it is important to remember that there is a spectrum of opinions in Muslim theology. Like other religious traditions, Islam has its exclusivists, its inclusivists and its pluralists. Chief among the modern exclusivists is Sayyid Abul A’la Mawdudi (1903–1979). Mawdudi is probably the single-most widely read writer among Muslims. For Mawdudi, Islam is the only authentic Godordained path to salvation.

Isma’il Raji al Faruqi (1921–1986), who was for many years professor of Islamic studies at Temple University, is an inclusivist. Al Faruqi says that Christian and Jews – fellow “People of the Book” – can be saved if they believe in God and the Day of Judgment and live ethical lives.

Seyyed Hossein Nasr (b. 1933), one of the most brilliant Muslim scholars currently teaching in the United States, is a pluralist. In contrast to Max Muller, the editor of The Sacred Books of the East, who said that “those who know one [religion] know none,” Nasr says that “to have lived any religion fully is to have lived all religions. . . . ” 7

Although these three Muslim thinkers present radically different attitudes toward other religious traditions, all three are orthodox Muslims. All believe that the Qur’an is the Word of God and that Muhammad received the Qur’an verbatim from heaven. The notion of a human element in the Qur’an is heretical to our three thinkers. Nasr writes: “I know of no Muslim, not even one who no longer lives within the Islamic world (dar al-islam), whose writings are accepted in any Islamic country, who has not asserted that the Qur’an is the Word of God.”8

THE EXCLUSIVIST: SAYYID ABUL A’LA MAWDUDI

Mawdudi believed that most Muslims do not really understand Islam and very few practice it wholeheartedly. He was convinced that if Muslims truly practiced Islam, then the entire world would convert. According to Mawdudi, only the Muslim may attain salvation. In order to do so, one must accept the Qur’an as the final true revelation from God and Muhammad as His final prophet. If you reject Mohammed, you are a Kaffir or infidel.

Mawdudi claims that no one who studies the life and teaching of Muhammad can escape the conclusion that Muhammad was a true prophet of God and that the Qur’an is the “true Book of God” – unless one is biased. While Mawdudi accepts that there have been other authentic prophets, including Jesus and Moses, he believes their teachings have been distorted by their followers.

According to Mawdudi, it is now impossible to know what in Christian and Jewish scripture is from God and what is from humans. Mawdudi says: “The original and the fictitious, the Divine and the human, are so intermingled that the grain cannot be separated from the chaff. . . . The Qur’an on the other hand, is fully preserved and not a jot or tittle has been changed or left out of it.”9

For Mawdudi all the prophets are authentic; in fact, they are really Muslims — that is, human beings who have completely submitted. Mawdudi writes: “Although the religion taught by Jesus Christ (peace be upon him) was none but Islam, his followers reduced it into a hotch-potch called Christianity. . . .10

THE INCLUSIVIST: ISMA’IL RAJI AL FARUQI

Isma’il Raji al Faruqi was one of the most prominent Muslim scholars actively engaged in dialogue with Christians and Jews. He was the major Muslim representative at significant national and international interfaith conferences and a driving force in organizing such conferences. Al Faruqi claimed that in the West, Islam is the most unknown, most misunderstood and most demeaned religious tradition, not only by the population in general, but also by some influential historians of religion. Al Faruqi explains:

It is the only religion that contended and fought with most of the world religions on their own homeground, whether in the field of ideas or on the battlefields of history. . . . Moreover, Islam is the only religion that in its interreligious and international conflict with Judaism, Christianity, Hinduism, and Buddhism, succeeded significantly and in major scale in all the fights it undertook. . . . No wonder, then, that it is the religion with the greatest number of enemies and, hence, the religion most misunderstood. 11

Al Faruqi claimed that the distortion of Islam is also due to a number of influential twentieth-century Christian writers whose works contributed to a negative vision of Islam.

But al Faruqi does not claim Islam – the movement with its concrete manifestations throughout history – is synonymous with the truth. Al Faruqi admits that Muslims are capable of distorting the truth. “That that which had developed into the Sufi movement of history contained something utterly unislamic cannot be doubted,” 12 he says in his book Christian Ethics. For al Faruqi, the only certain truth is the Qur’an, which for him is “the work of God in His own words.”13

Al Faruqi was well aware that adherents of many other religious traditions also claim their tradition is in sole possession of the truth. We must, therefore, explore how he deals with one of the significant theological issues of our time: the problem of conflicting truth claims.

According to al Faruqi, the Muslim is in the best position to resolve this issue because only Islam honors the major religious traditions of the world, especially Judaism and Christianity, with its acknowledgement that initially they were authentic revelations from God. According to Islam, there have been 124,000 authentic prophets sent to the world, including Moses, Jesus and perhaps even the Buddha. Like Mawdudi, al Faruqi claims the prophets’ followers falsified their original message, and that’s why we have Judaism, Christianity, Buddhism and so forth.

Al Faruqi says:

If all prophets have conveyed one and the same message, whence come all the religions of history? Assuming that they are genuine, Islam answers that there can be no difference in the messages of the prophets, since their source is one, namely, God. Revelation through the prophets constitutes a fund of truth for every people, because God made His will known to every people in their own language. But Islam asserts that variations of space and time, acculturation by alien influences, and human whims and passions caused people to slip from the truth. The result was that the religions of history all erred more or less from the truth because none has preserved the original text of its revelation. In their pristine purity, the revelations were one and the same and contained the same principles of religion and ethics.14

But where al Faruqi differs markedly from Mawdudi is his attitude towards salvation. According to al Faruqi, Christians and Jews who serve God by doing good works need not worry about salvation, because “God judges people by their deeds or works, not by rites or ceremonies such as baptism.” 15 Nonetheless, for al Faruqi, the ultimate goal of interfaith dialogue is conversion, not understanding. Al Faruqi says: “We must say it boldly that the end of dialogue is conversion; not conversion to my, your or his religion, culture, mores or political regime, but to the truth. . . . To win all mankind to the truth is the highest and noblest ideal man has ever entertained.”16 Throughout his works, al Faruqi stresses that God demands Muslims to invite all to the truth: that is, pure, uncorrupted Islam.

THE PLURALIST: SEYYED HOSSEIN NASR

One of the outstanding Muslim thinkers involved in interfaith dialogue today is Seyyed Hossein Nasr, who is professor of Islamic studies at George Washington University. Nasr’s position is considered radical in many Muslim circles. Nasr argues that according to the Muslim tradition, Judaism and Christianity are authentic religious traditions willed by God. But Nasr is no secularist. He looks to the Qur’an and the Sunna, the example of the prophet, for support of his position. In his opening statement in Ideals and Realities of Islam, perhaps the most widely read book on Islam in the English-speaking world, Nasr writes: “Every revealed religion is the religion and a religion, the religion in as much as it contains within itself the Truth and means of attaining the Truth, a religion since it emphasizes a particular aspect of the Truth in conformity with the spiritual and psychological needs of the humanity for whom it is destined and to whom it is addressed.”17

Nasr draws inspiration from the Sufis, the Islamic mystics who Nasr claims have the most profound understanding of the divine revelation. For Nasr, the Sufis are the most qualified to penetrate “the mysterious unity that underlies the diversity of religious forms.”18 Sufis such as Rumi and ibn Arabi, who were most concerned with the inner meaning of religion, believed in the unity of world religions.

Since the publication of the book, Nasr has continued to stress that “orthodox religions,” that is, faiths that have been chosen for human beings by God, all lead to union with God.

Nasr is aware of the conflicting truth claims made by the different religious traditions. He deals with this issue in a response to a paper delivered by Hans Küng at Harvard Divinity School in 1984. With regard to the Muslim and Christian visions of Christ, Nasr states that “God in his infinite power and wisdom could create two major world communities holding two different views concerning the earthly end of Christ.”19

For Nasr, it is certainly possible that God wanted the Muslim community to see Christ differently from the way that the Christian community views Christ. In response to the question “If Islam says that God was not incarnate and Christianity says that God was incarnate, could both be true?” 

Nasr responded:

I have not worked out all the theological details of this question but I do not think that it is metaphysically absurd to make such a statement. It is nowhere in the Qur’an that the Muslims are forced to refuse to accept what the Christians think of their own “prophet.” That is, Islam says that when you look at God as the Absolute, he cannot beget. This does not mean that in another revelation God has not revealed another aspect of himself. A religion can be based on another aspect of Divinity, and therefore this is not something unworkable.20

For Nasr, every authentic revelation is complete in itself but does not exhaust the divine nature. Nasr argues that “the Qur’an is the Word of God, but no Muslim ever claimed that it is the only word of God.”21

CONCLUSION

It is not hard to guess where my sympathies lie. For me, the exclusivist approach is a potentially dangerous one. It has no place for interreligious dialogue, because it allows no place for truth in other religions. It tends to see religious communities as opponents in the battle for human souls. In its extreme form, it can lead to intolerance, fanaticism and violence.

The inclusivist and pluralist approaches, on the other hand, allow for dialogue between the religions. All three Abrahamic traditions – Judaism, Christianity and Islam – teach of a God who is merciful and just.

The prophets of each tradition dream of a world of peace, one in which every person has infinite value. Dialogue – whether it’s based on pluralism or inclusivism – helps us realize this vision.

But to dialogue fairly, each religious tradition must take a hard look at its own scriptures, and cast a critical eye on those passages that could lead to arrogance or intolerance.

For Jews, this means reexamining the concept of the Chosen. For Christians, this means looking critically at the idea that outside the church there is no salvation.

For Muslims, it means reexamining the concept of Jihad. Muhammad taught that war was the “lesser Jihad”. The “greater Jihad” was the struggle within one’s own soul. Especially in these times, it is important to remember that all religions have their weaknesses – and all religions have great bounties of strength.

We can all learn something from this passage (from Sura 5/48) of the Qu’ran: “If God had so willed, He would have made all of you one community, but [He has not done so so] that He may test you in what He has given you; so compete with one another in good works. To God you shall return and He will tell you [the truth] about that which you have been disputing.” We must admit that our sacred texts all contain “texts of terror”. The great challenge today for religious leaders is to search for a deeper interpretation that is consistent with the mercy and justice of God that the Abrahamic traditions teach.
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