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Introduction

I believe that there are two fundamental challenges facing western nations today. One is how we live with our planet. The other is how we live with each other. The second – in Sir Isaiah Berlin’s phrase – ‘living together graciously’ – is in my view the more urgent.1

This book seeks to make a particularly Christian theological contribution to thinking about how Christian persons might practice more gracious ways of living alongside and with people of other faiths and spiritual pathways. Historically, as will be argued, people of other faiths have mostly been viewed with suspicion, as a threat to Christianity and as an offence to its God with the result that, far from seeking to live graciously together, Christian engagements with people of other faiths have often been characterized by mistrust, hatred, conflict, war and even genocide. Underpinning such approaches towards people of other faiths has been soteriological theories and practices that have led to a Christian ‘presumption of superiority’2 that they, and they alone, possess all that is necessary for entry into a future eschatological existence in full communion with God. Without first becoming Christian themselves, it has been assumed, no human person could possibly be saved. This soteriological focus on the hope of future eschatological possibilities for the Christian was used to justify the political and economic agendas of many Western nations that used theology to conquer and colonize contexts where other faith traditions and perspectives were dominant in the name of ‘saving souls’ in the life beyond death.

In a post-Holocaust era, many churches in Europe found themselves subject to a critique from both outside and inside their own structures, regarding their lack of resistance to Nazism that had led to the massacre of millions of Jews during the Second World War.3 Subsequently church institutions and the academy alike began to engage in the inevitable theological struggle this created as they sought to make sense of a God who would allow such an atrocity to occur.4 Together with a long legacy of Christian anti-Semitic beliefs and practices it was argued that the Church was, at least in part, culpable. Theologians and church institutions thus began to reflect on these historic practices, and the beliefs and theologies that had shaped them, most notably those related to Christology and the focus of this work, soteriology. This new post-Holocaust context demanded new ways of thinking and acting towards people of other faiths and this would mean careful examination and in many instances, deconstruction and reconstruction of the associated doctrines.

Key voices that shaped early theologies of religions in the post-war era, especially with reference to soteriology and people of other faiths, were Karl Rahner and John Hick. For both figures it did not seem to make logical sense that, in a faith tradition which claimed that its God was a God of love, such a God would condemn the majority of the world to oblivion, especially those who had never heard of Christianity or who happened to be born in a part of the world where Christianity was at best, a marginal minority expression of faith.5 With a shift in Catholic teaching regarding people of other faiths articulated in the documents of the Second Vatican Council,6 together with Rahner’s and Hick’s explorations in soteriology, a new way forward opened up for Christian thinking and acting towards people of other faiths, one that would hopefully mean that the horrors of the past might never be justifiable with reference to Christian theology again.

Since the Second Vatican Council, and Hick and Rahner’s groundbreaking works, much of the subsequent literature that emerged with regard to Christian understandings of salvation and people of other faiths has attended to questions of whether a person of another faith can experience salvation, either through their own faith, or because of the universal significance of Christ or the activity of the Holy Spirit. The many and varied perspectives on soteriology that have emerged are discussed in much greater detail in Chapter 4 though, as we shall see, with the exception of a minority of scholars, the question of the salvation of a person of another faith has continued to be almost entirely concerned with saved souls in the life beyond death. In many ways this is an important question to address, because it is precisely beliefs in future eschatological soteriology that have largely underpinned and been expressed in the practices of the churches towards people of other faiths historically. However, salvation in the Christian tradition has always been concerned with more than questions about future, eschatological, post-mortem possibilities. Salvation has been understood to speak to present, temporal, earthly realities in which human persons, perhaps in communion with the rest of creation, can experience the kind of reality now that is promised for the future. Present and future soteriologies are inextricably linked. While present soteriologies may be preparations for future salvation, ‘foretastes’ of eschatological possibilities, or a full realization of a transformed state of being here on earth, what is important in Christian soteriology is that the present matters and it always has. These dimensions to Christian soteriological discourses have, it is argued, largely been absent from debates in the theologies of religions attending to questions of salvation.

Recent developments in contextual theological voices, especially those from historically marginalized and oppressed groups, have initiated a shift in their focus on soteriological discourses towards an understanding of salvation as principally relating to the transformation of this world for the better. This book draws on that corpus of literature. The majority of the world’s Christians no longer live in prosperous Western nations but are among the poorest of the poor, exposing the colonial notion that belief in Christ brings prosperity as erroneous. Further, the hope of a better life in some future heavenly world provides a deeply inadequate response and an empty hope to the suffering that many of those Christians experience in this world on a daily basis. Indeed, such an other-worldly understanding of salvation has been used to justify, it is argued, passive acceptance of suffering in this world.7 Instead, present salvation, the transformation into a new and improved existence has been reconstructed and is constituted by an end to oppressive and destructive systems and practices such as patriarchy, capitalism, racism, Euro-centrism and so forth in favour of more just and egalitarian systems and practices. However, as we shall see, experiencing salvation as a transformation of the present is no new theological innovation of twentieth and twenty-first century-contextual theologies, but a part of the Christian understanding of salvation that goes back to this faith community’s inception.

In seeking to recover traditions of salvation that are concerned with more than a hope for a post-mortem existence, but rather provide a way of speaking about transformative Christian praxis in this world, this book seeks to explore what such an alternative understanding of salvation might mean for Christian engagement with people of other faiths. In so doing, it aims to contribute to develop conversations in theologies of religions that can instigate a further departure from Christianity’s legacy of engaging with people of other faiths that have historically been so destructive. Theologies of religions need to give much greater attention to Christian praxis in interfaith engagements if living more graciously together is to be a real possibility for the future. If what has been described thus far is the general focus and argument of this book, prior to outlining the structure that develops this argument, it is important to define some terminology, much of which has already been used.

Explaining key terms

‘Salvation’

The whole of this book is directed towards articulating a Christian understanding of ‘salvation’ that might help to shape and be expressed in new Christian praxes, and so any attempt to explain what is meant by this term here can only be provisional. At this stage, and for the purposes of this work, to speak of salvation is, broadly, to speak about transformation from one present reality into a new and better reality. While this may seem rather vague and not in any sense explicitly Christian, it is important to note that unlike pluralists such as Hick and Knitter, I am not attempting to find a definition of salvation that can be applied to any faith community’s self understanding of the present possibilities or the ultimate ends of their adherents. Salvation narratives in Christianity and the ancient Jewish traditions that they draw on, I argue, all speak about a human state in need of change and of the promise of a new and improved existence, whether it be the hope of entering into the ‘promised land’, the possibility of realizing the ‘kingdom of God’ on earth or entering into it in heaven, or participation in some other-worldly existence in communion with God in the life beyond death. This transformation into something new is understood to be into the kind of improved reality that Christian traditions suggest that its God intends for all creation, a state in which human persons in particular and the whole of creation in general is not, at present, residing. While, as has already been suggested, many contextual theologies have shifted to an emphasis on a state of salvation as something that can be realized in this world, it is the contention of this book that the gaze of most theologies of religions continues to be fixed on future eschatological possibilities for people of other faiths.

‘Practice’ and ‘Praxis’

Elaine Graham has usefully defined ‘practice’ with reference to its use in the discipline of practical theology and this informs the use of the notion of ‘practice’ in this work. She argues, ‘practice’ is ‘purposeful activity performed by embodied persons in time and space as both the subjects of agency and the objects of history’.8 She explains that religion is ‘one form of purposeful practice’,9 that is intentionally engaging in particular activities as expressions of religious identity. However, practices are not, for Graham, simply ‘expressions of the Christian presence in the world’ and nor should they be understood as the ‘application of theological understanding’.10 So that, while it is the case that ‘tradition, classic texts and contemporary social analysis’ provide the ‘sources and norms’ for performed activities, those activities themselves are also ‘bearers of living principles’.11 Practical theology, therefore, is concerned not only with an examination of the written texts and traditions that inform how Christian persons live and act in the world; it attends to ‘living human documents’12 too. It is concerned to examine lived practices of human persons so as to understand what they reveal about the social and cultural ‘norms and values’ that, indeed, interpret or may not even be found within written texts and traditions.

This book aims to examine the historic purposeful soteriological beliefs and practices of Christian individuals, communities and institutions towards people of other faiths, so as to be able to deconstruct those that have been historically destructive, and attend to alternative understandings of salvation that might lead to more gracious practices of living together. In reconstructing alternative practices, practical theology has a responsibility to do so in such a way that historic and present injustices are addressed. Thus, what is constructed or proposed is more than simply new ways of doing things, but what I here refer to as ‘praxis’. Praxis simply means ‘committed action’. ‘Praxis’ is a Greek word transliterated into English and originally means ‘a doing, deed, act’13 and provides the etymological root for the English, ‘practice’, so the two concepts are related. The concept of ‘praxis’ has, however, taken on a new theological significance, in particular in its use in Liberation Theology, and more widely since.

Jon Sobrino argues that praxis refers to the response to what takes place in the social realm as Christians engage in the ‘construction of the kingdom’ and ‘construction of communities’.14 While Graham’s understanding of ‘practice’ as ‘purposeful activity’ and Sobrino’s notion of ‘praxis’ as ‘committed action’ are in many ways very similar, I have opted to use ‘practice’ to speak here of the descriptions and interrogation of historic and present purposeful acts of Christians towards people of other faiths that, I argue, need to be addressed. I propose that the term ‘praxis’ better described the acts of radical commitment to social transformation informed and shaped by a particular understanding of the Christian Gospel that I aim to construct here. This is intended not to set up a Christian paradigm to which it is suggested that all people should conform, but rather it is to make a distinctively Christian contribution to thinking and practice regarding relationships with people of other faiths by seeking to develop alternative Christian soteriological understandings and praxes. Such alternative praxes are ultimately realized in communities and contexts in which theologians, in solidarity with oppressed and marginalized people, exercise a ‘commitment to create a just society, a community of sisters and brothers’.15 This commitment to working towards the realization of such a society and world, however inadequate this particular offering may be, underpins the whole of this book.

‘Salvation as Praxis’

James Cone argues that ‘. . . when Christians really believe in the resurrection of Christ and take seriously the promise revealed through him, they cannot be satisfied with the present world as it is’.16 With Cone, I am located within the Christian tradition as one who believes that Christianity is as much a movement concerned with the transformation of the present as it is about future eschatological possibilities. In Stephanie Mitchem’s review of womanist theology, she draws on the work of Patricia Hill Collins who suggests that there are three questions that should always be used to reflect on social theory. Mitchem argues that these can equally be used for reflecting on theology and these questions are first, does theology ‘speak the truth to people about the reality of their lives?’ second, does theology ‘equip people to resist oppression?’ and third, does theology ‘move people to struggle?’17

Soteriologies, perhaps more than other aspects of theological discourse, in the spirit of Mitchem’s proposal, ought to be concerned with naming the sins of injustice, inequality and suffering that humans experience, and seeking ways to resist and transform it. Such soteriologies are soteriologies of praxis; salvations that speak out of and into contexts where new and improved ways of living are envisaged and shaped by struggles against and resistance to oppression. Soteriology is, therefore, here about praxis, about transformed belief and committed action that leads to new and better relationships with and perspectives on people of other faiths; that is, conscious praxes that result in improved relationships and realities constitute nothing less than the state of salvation itself.

‘People of other Faiths’

Identifying an appropriate term with which to speak about the persons, communities and institutions of the many religious, spiritual and faith traditions with whom this book seeks to improve Christian engagement, is complex. No single term adequately includes the many religious, spiritual and faith traditions practiced in contrasting ways around the world. However, the terms ‘people of other faiths’ or ‘people of other faith communities’ have been chosen for the following reasons. Influenced by my work with people with disabilities,18 I am profoundly conscious of the need to avoid terminology that labels individuals and groups as though they are entirely ‘other’ to another individual or group, and thus, it is implied, form a supposed homogenous whole. Such terminology has a tendency to depersonalize and dehumanize people who are different to one’s self. For this reason terms like ‘religious other’, popular in many recent theologies of religions, for example, are deeply uncomfortable because while the notion of otherness usefully implies difference to one’s self, the term suggests that all others can be spoken about as though they are all effectively the same. In contrast, the language of ‘people of other faiths’, as with ‘people with disabilities’, serves as a reminder that first and foremost this book is concerned with people, with human beings in all their uniqueness and difference.

Further, Emmanuel Lartey rightly explains that all human persons are, in some ways, like all others, some others and no other.19 This provides an important marker for talking about people of other faiths by beginning with a recognition of the common humanity of all people; the so-called ‘religious other’ is never entirely different – ‘other’ – to the Christian as they are all born, will all die, and all have blood in their bodies, for example. At the same time, there are certain qualities, characteristics, beliefs and practices that individuals share in common with others that they do not share with all human beings. Participation in a faith community with others provides one example. However, this does not mean that a person of one faith is entirely different to a person of another faith. Indeed, in previous work with Deaf people in the city of Birmingham in the United Kingdom,20 the most important location of common ground between Deaf people was their Deaf identity which nearly always had priority over religious affiliation. Thus, Christians, Jews and Muslims could often be found in the ‘Deaf Church’ and ‘Deaf club’, meeting and socializing together. Adherence to one faith tradition may be something that a person shares in common with others, but the Muslim and Christian Deaf person also found common ground with one another that they did not find with most other Christian and Muslim people. Finally, however, every person is also unique so any discussion about homogenous groups in their entirety, and that includes members of Christian communities too, must tread very carefully so as to avoid simplistic generalizations or assumptions about any group or community and the individuals that form them. Thus we cannot talk about Christians, Jews, Muslims, Hindus, Buddhists or any other religious, faith or spiritual group as though they are all precisely the same as everyone else under the same label and entirely different to every other person labelled differently. Thus, while this book talks about ‘people of other faiths’ as distinct from Christianity, it should be noted that there is often much that is already shared in common across faith communities as well as there being internal conflict and difference within faith communities.

The term ‘faith’, like religion, may seem problematic and an imposition of a particularly Western Christian notion of an intellectualized form of religious or spiritual affiliation and expression. The language of ‘religion’ has been critiqued for such tendencies21 and any such term has the possibility of including some and not others. In using ‘faiths’ or ‘faith communities’ (plural), however, I define this as an inclusive term referring to the many and varied ways in which human persons might engage in what can be broadly termed religious or spiritual practices. Finally, the language of ‘other’ faiths potentially homogenizes the person who does not identify with Christianity into one homogenous whole, thus creating the very problem I have sought to avoid, though I hope the use of the plural in ‘people of other faiths’ or ‘. . . faith communities’ aims to mitigate against such homogeneity.

No term is adequate and Christian engagement with different faith communities does vary depending on which communities are the focus of Christian interaction. With this in mind, however, this book is concerned with a particularly Christian theological perspective on the persons and communities that are generally identified, often most strongly by themselves, with a label other than that of ‘Christian’. Conscious that classifying individuals and groups together with terms such as ‘faith communities’ may
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