Knud Jørgensen

Dean of Tao Fong Shan in Hong Kong and associate professor at the Norwegian School of Theology

The Uniqueness of Christ and Committed Pluralism
PART 1

I have for some years been struggling with how to understand the meaning of the uniqueness of Christ in a pluralistic world. The challenges have come from my fellowship with Christians in Southeast Asia and the encounters with their pluralistic context. Often they have let me know that my thinking around these issues was rather black and white in a typical Western world of either-or. Another challenge has come from the memories of my youth when the mission preachers told us that all who had not heard the Good News were doomed to perdition. It is against this background that I use a term I have learned from Leslie Newbigin committed pluralism. “Commitment” is not a new concept in my life, but how do I, as an Evangelical, uphold commitment in a pluralist world? And how does my commitment fare as my thinking has moved in a direction where I struggle with the concept of  ”a wideness in God’s mercy”? 

One could in this situation simply quote from the World Council of Churches San Antonio statement from 1992:  “We cannot point to any other way of salvation than Jesus Christ. At the same time we cannot set limits to God’s saving power….This tension we shall not attempt to solve”. In the following I shall try to take a few cautious steps further into a plural world. As I do so I shall particularly lean on the British missiologist and theologian Leslie Newbigin.
Committed Pluralism
The claims of Rationalism have left us with a heritage that gives priority to the world of facts in the public realm while faith and values belong to the private sphere. In the private sphere our Western culture has accepted pluralism. The Christian faith, together with other religions and religious worldviews, has been relegated to this sphere where pluralism reigns in a growing jungle of religiosity and values, and where facts and truth are absent – they belong to science in the public sphere. One major consequence is that we have lost the concept of Christian faith as a public truth, i.e. as a truth that relates to all of us and which has importance for society and community. This development may be acceptable for some religious views and for new spiritualities, which view themselves as an esoteric gnosis to be worshipped in closed circles. For the Christian faith it is different: The Christian faith is a confession to Jesus Christ as Lord, not only my Lord or the Lord of the church, but Lord of creation. Therefore the Christian faith cannot accept to be relegated to the sphere of the individual, and it cannot accept that there is more than the reality over which Christ is Lord. The claim of the incarnation is that God has entered our common history, not just as one offer of interpretation among many, but as his presence in flesh and blood (see e.g. Newbigin 1986).

This does not imply that we should return to a Constantine era where only one truth was allowed. Neither does public truth imply a truth that cannot be discussed or queried, as if it originated from mathematics. It is rather so that only claims that may be questioned have to do with real life. When talking about the Christian faith as a public truth we therefore accept pluralism in the public room, instead of relegating it to a private sphere. In other words, truth about faith is as valid as other truths; we therefore accept pluralism, but we also maintain the right to challenge pluralism because we insist that there is something called truth also in the realm of religion. And for this truth I am ready to argue and debate. 

This is what Leslie Newbigin calls committed pluralism, in contrast to agnostic pluralism (Newbigin 1989). Agnostic pluralism – which Western culture subscribes to – has renounced any talk about knowledge and truth in relation to faith. The committed, engaged pluralism, on the other hand, takes other religions more seriously and dares to raise questions about the other’s faith and to reveal the dogmatic background for the rationalistic claim about the world of facts. Committed pluralism will argue for a place in the public sphere and it will reveal the idols of materialism, consumerism and individualism; it will call the many spiritualities to account in a public discourse – spiritualities which often disguise themselves in a private sphere (Arendt 2004:12-14).

Religion as Ultimate Commitment

This view of committed pluralism is based on the understanding of religion as that which has final authority for a believer or a society. Each religion is in that sense based on an ultimate commitment, and these different commitments cannot be brought together in a single framework (as e.g. John Hick has tried with his “Copernican revolution”). As my ultimate commitment, my faith must defend its claim to truth over against other truth claims. This implies,

that the Christian will meet his friend and neighbour of another faith as one who is committed to Jesus Christ as his ultimate authority, who openly acknowledges this commitment, and seeks to understand and to enter into dialogue with his partner of another commitment on that basis (Newbigin 1978: 185).

As a Christian believer I enter the dialogue on the basis of my own belief or confession and recognize that others will do the same. This further implies for me as a Christian that truth is to be found in a life of discipleship to Jesus Christ, as he is known through a life lived in the fellowship of disciples, in faithfulness to the tradition about him, and in openness to all truth which may be discovered in the history of the human race. My commitment is to a historic person and to historic deeds. Without these events, my faith would be empty. And there need not be any dichotomy between “confessing Christ” and “seeking the truth”. As I meet the other, I expect and hope to hear and learn more of truth. At the same time I shall interpret these new truths by means of the truth I have already committed my life to. How could it be otherwise, how could I shed my faith in the incarnate, crucified, and risen Christ, as the true light and the true life? My encounter with Christ through Scripture and faith represents my ultimate commitment. And I expect that my neighbour will be in the same position: The faith of each provides the basis of hers or his own understanding of reality and truth.

Commitment without Judgement

What then does this mean for my understanding of other faiths? My Evangelical background has led me to consider many of the answers given to this question: other religions and ideologies are wholly false, non-Christian religions are the work of the devil and demonic cunning, other religions are a preparation for Christ (which the Gospel fulfils; this was the view of Edinburgh 1910), there are essential values in other religions, the Roman Catholic view of the world religions as concentric circles (with the Catholic Church as the centre), Karl Rahner’s view of non-Christian religions as the means through which God’s salvation in Christ will reach those who have not been reached by the Gospel (“anonymous Christians”). Could it be that some of these answers somehow judge my neighbour even before we have started our dialogue: I am “saved”, he/she is not. And as I meet my neighbour, I do not feel especially “saved”; what I do feel is that I am a witness (martyr) who has been placed in this relation where I can only point to Jesus as the one who can make sense of my situation and the whole human situation – situations which my neighbour and I share as fellow human beings. 

And so I am committed to believing that every part of the created world and every human being are already related to Jesus (cf. Paul’s speech on Areopagos where the presence of the altar for the unknown God implies that God is already there). Everything was made through the Logos, he is the life of all, and he is the light that gives light to every man. The presence and work of Jesus are not confined within the area where he is acknowledged. In every human there is not only a moral consciousness (Rom 2:14-15), but also a religious consciousness (Thiessen 2004: 107ff). This does not imply that everything is light; both Scripture and experience make it clear that there is also darkness, but the light shines in the darkness. And this light may also shine in the lives of other human beings: My Christian confession does not force me to deny the reality of the work of God in the lives and thoughts and prayers of men and women outside the Christian church. Neither do I deny the dark side of religion, but this dark side does not prevent me from seeing the light of God in the lives of men and women who do not acknowledge him as Lord. Paul’s speech on Areopagos points to a continuity between our lives and the only God, at the same time as there is confrontation and a call to conversion. This “twofoldedness” means that I am challenged to think two thoughts at the same time. 
PART 2

The Cross of Jesus and the Religions

Let us for a moment return to Newbigin. He sees the cross of Jesus as the exposure of our rejection of God and of our sin and as God’s way of meeting this rejection. The power of God is hidden on the cross sub contrarie specie, Luther says, i.e. under its contradiction. What looked like defeat, turned out to be victory. This historic deed, which we confess as the true turning point of history, “stands throughout history as witness against all the claims of religion – including the Christian religion – to be the means of salvation….religion is not the means of salvation” (1978:200). At the same time the cross becomes the master clue in our search for salvation (Newbigin 1989: 158): In obedient discipleship with Christ, I find the truth, in faithfulness to the traditions about him, and in openness towards all truth that may come to light in the history of humankind. And it is along the same way that we are forced to wonder whether we who follow Christ, can be saved apart from all who have not yet had the opportunity to respond to the Gospel. The church and we as Christians should therefore live in dialogue with the world, giving witness to Christ, but also open to whatever riches God may give us through others. 

Newbigin’s overall focus is on what he calls the scandal of particularity in the way God relates to the world. It is this scandal of particularity that we meet supremely in the Christ revelation as the master clue. At the same time we cling to God’s “amazing grace” and the confidence that this grace is sufficient for me and all other creatures. Therefore we look for and welcome all signs of this grace in the lives of those who do not know Jesus as Lord. We may not set limits to God’s grace, but at the same time we must reject an inclusivism that regards other religions as instruments for salvation in a Christian sense. Perhaps, says Newbigin, we could use a simple sketch, developed by Walter Freytag, to indicate the basis for dialogue between Christians and those of other faiths:






The staircase represents the many ways by which we learn to walk up towards God’s purpose. Here we find all the ethical and religious achievements of humankind, including the Christian religion. But in the middle of them and at the bottom is placed a symbol that represents something different – the historic place and the historic deed in which God exposed himself: God comes to meet us at the bottom of our stairways, not at the top – “I came to call not the righteous, but sinners” (Newbigin 1978: 204f). As I meet my neighbour, I meet him or her at the bottom of the staircase.

At the same time I affirm what Scripture says about salvation and perdition. In a number of places the New Testament refers to both (e.g. John 3:16 and Eph 2:1-3). Scripture makes it quite clear that it is faith in Jesus that saves. Perdition or being lost is therefore a result of the disobedience that says no to the word of the Gospel about salvation. I dare believe that all of us in one way or another shall have an opportunity to chose between faith and unbelief. Along these lines I read John 3:16 to say that those who deliberately say no to faith in Christ, are lost. The verses in Eph 2 emphasize that all of us as humans (by nature) are under the wrath of God, in the same way as Paul argues in Rom 1-2, but this does not eo ipso imply that those who have not heard the Gospel, are lost.

No Need for Mission?

Since the late 19th century the following conviction has played a large role in missionary motivation: Those who die without the saving Gospel of Christ face an eternity apart from God. I have struggled with this view – and reached the conclusion that it cannot be true: At least 75 % of those who have lived and died throughout history have never heard the Gospel. In spite of our best efforts today and in the future there will be millions more who, through no fault of their own, will live and die without being presented with the good news. John 3:16 talks about those who believe in him (that they will be saved) – and about those who are confronted by him and do not believe, but it hardly talks about those who are not rejecting him or failing to believe in him because they have never heard about him (Thiessen 2004: 264) – at least I have always taken its reverse side to be addressed to those who respond in disbelief. But does not Rom 10 argue for the necessity of preaching the Gospel for people to be saved? To be honest, I have preached several sermons along those lines, based on Rom 10. Today I realise that the point Paul is making relates to the Jewish people and not to everybody else: God has sent messengers, the messengers have preached, and their message has been heard. Nevertheless, Israel has not believed – even though they have heard, Paul says (10:18). So the point I and many others have made when using this text, is not addressed in the text at all. The focus is on people who have heard the Gospel, but have not believed.

But what is then the motivation for mission? Is not the primary motivation for mission the glory of God? I am not questioning the essential role of sending missionaries, but is it not so that God goes out ahead of his church – and that he calls us to follow? In that sense mission is missio Dei, God’s work, carried out through us and others, upon his authority. The Pentecostal Amos Yong claims that the New Testament never makes “a direct link between missionary motivation and the fear of eternal damnation” (2003:51-52). There is a clear mandate from the Lord to disciple the nations, without any warning that, apart from their preaching, people would be lost. Let me hasten to emphasize that I firmly believe that there is a clear and strong mandate in Scripture to evangelize and disciple, but the motivation for so doing is the Gospel itself as Paul says: “I do it all for the sake of the Gospel, that I may share in its blessings” (1 Cor 9:23).

When Jesus sent out his disciples on his mission, he showed them his hands and his side. They will share in his mission as they share in his passion, as they follow him in challenging and unmasking the powers of evil. There is no other way to be with him. At the heart of mission is simply the desire to be with him and to give him the service of our lives. At the heart of mission is thanksgiving and praise…Mission is an acted out doxology (Newbigin 1989:127).

But what then about the urgency of mission? John Stott could speak about urgency to us when we were young missionaries, but his primary concern was a burning zeal for the glory of Jesus Christ. And he would remind us that all peoples deserve to have the good news preached to them because it is good news also for the life we live now. Scripture does not tell me how many will be saved, but it does give me a firm hope in a God who is rich in mercy and whose heartbeat is to yearn for all of us to return to the Father’s house.
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