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Chapter 1

Religious Diversity
and Comparative Theology

We live in a world where religious diversity is increasingly affect-
ing and changing everything around us, and ourselves as well. No
religious community is exempt from the pressures of diversity, or
incapable of profiting from drawing on this new religious tem-
plate. No community, wherever it is and however it is configured,
will casually abandon its traditional commitments and practices
in the face of religious diversity. If we are trying to make sense of
our situation amidst diversity and likewise keep our faith, some
version of comparative theological reflection is required.

While religious diversity can justly be celebrated as enormously
interesting, it is also an unsettling phenomenon for people who
actually are religious. Individual religious traditions are under
internal and external stress as they are challenged to engage an
array of religious others. Some find themselves under siege,
threatened by a bewildering range of religious possibilities; some
withdraw and demonize their others; some, perhaps too accom-
modating, begin to forget their identities. Some of us are rela-
tively untouched by the phenomenon, but none of us avoids
changing inside and out.

If we want to take diversity and religious commitment seri-
ously, then there is a need for comparative theology, a mode of
interreligious learning particularly well suited to the times in
which we live. When I speak of “comparative theology,” I will be
arguing the case for keeping “theology” and “comparative”
together, precisely for the sake of specific acts of interreligious
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learning appropriate to our contemporary situation. Doing theo-
logy comparatively will be more and not less fruitful, when diver-
sity is most evident and most intensely felt.

Like all forms of theology, comparative theology is a form of
study. Now it is true that a commitment to study religions may
seem a less than urgent response to what is happening in our
world today, a detour that distracts us from our own traditions,
perhaps even speeding up the dissolution of particular commit-
ments. But, in fact, the cultivation of a more interconnected sense
of traditions, read together with sensitivity to both faith and
reason, grounds a deeper validation and intensification of each
tradition.

In the following pages I take the United States to be the con-
text of my reflection, and I write from an American Catholic
perspective. Readers in other cultural settings, and with other
perspectives on the United States, will of course want to modity
my insights accordingly. But, whatever the cultural and reli-
gious setting, diversity similarly challenges concerned individu-
als who care about the future of their traditions and the
meaningfulness of religious and spiritual commitment. Faith
and reason, faith seeking understanding in a world of diversity,
will still be at stake.

Diversity around Us

The context for today’s comparative theology is growing religious
diversity. Diversity in and among religions is not novel, but its
impact has intensified in recent decades as a pronounced and
defining phenomenon that is global but still impacts us in the
particular places where we live. Fluid immigration patterns have
brought people of many religious backgrounds together in the
places where we live and work. Religious traditions previously
foreign to one another now flourish nearby to one another. It is
by habit that we still apply tidy labels such as “Eastern religions”
and “Western religions” to religions that are taking root every-
where; by habit, some of us still imagine that “other religions” are
to be found only in far-oft parts of the world. In varying degrees
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of proximity and intensity, all religions are near to us; whether
we are conscious or not, they are becoming part of our lives and
influential on our religious identities.

The challenge impacts us more forcefully as a vast increase in
available knowledge about religions creates new learning possi-
bilities. Religious traditions are vividly present in every kind of
media. Never before has so much been available so easily, in
such quality. As never before, we can learn easily about other
religions, but we need to learn deeply across such borders. Even
were we to limit our attention to theological concerns, we would
be on the spot, since we now have available to us an abundance
of great theological texts from many traditions, in accessible
translations with ample annotations. It is easy to read, and
harder than ever to justify not reading inside and outside my
own tradition.

Our time and place therefore urge upon us a necessary inter-
religious learning. Diversity becomes a primary context for a tra-
dition’s inquiry and self-understanding; particular traditions in
their concreteness become the place where the religious meaning
of diversity is disclosed. By such learning, intelligently evaluated
and extended, we make deeper sense of ourselves intellectually
and spiritually, in light of what we find in the world around us.
We can respond to diversity with a distinctive set of sensitivities
and insights that balances respect for tradition and community
with the wider play of what is possible in our era, such as none of
our traditions has been able to anticipate.

The proliferation of available knowledge certainly applies, for
instance, to the Hindu traditions of India to which I will keep
returning in the following pages. The sheer volume of Sanskrit
literature available in translation is formidable, and there is also a
wealth of still lesser-known literatures — often in vernacular,
regional languages — that lead us deeper into the various religious
traditions. Thus, we can read texts such as the Bhagavad Gita and
the Upanishads, the Ramayana and the Mahabharata, which have
been available for a long time and for which there are some excel-
lent translations. But we can also study texts of great theological
interest that are less known (in the West), such as Bengali goddess
poetry, the songs of the saints of Tamil Nadu, Gujarat, or Maharastra,
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and descriptions of ritual performances in numerous local
settings. We have technical scholastic treatises of numerous Hindu
traditions, ritual manuals and ritual exegeses, commentaries,
poetic works, grand epic narratives, law texts, and the like, and
these are pertinent to theology even in its most technical forms.
There is also significant modern historical and social scientific
research on religious traditions in their origins and in their histo-
ries, and much information and interpretation available on the
arts in various cultures. We can read the primary sources; we can
read about them in some detail as well, and with guidance from
traditional and modern academic perspectives.

Where it is possible to learn, there is also a responsibility, if we
are not artificially and arbitrarily to cut short our quest to under-
stand our faith. So much information, so easily available, should
puncture religious stereotypes and free us of conventional judg-
ments about other religions that persist simply as bad habits. We
should be increasingly reluctant to confuse the necessary short-
hand claims we make about religions — we cannot ever say all
that needs to be said — with the full, adequate accounts of those
traditions. Theologians have particular responsibility, since the
public credibility of faith positions relies in part on our demon-
stration that we are interreligiously literate, knowing what to say,
how to make measured judgments within the bounds of our
learning, and when also to stop speaking about things beyond
our expertise. Other religions are not less complex than our own,
and there is no reason, no excuse, for not acquiring credible
knowledge about them. This learning, and how we use it, is the
challenge of comparative theology.

Diversity within Us

Diversity not only envelops us, it works on us, gets inside us; if
we are paying attention, we see that attentiveness to other reli-
gions affects even how we experience, think through, and prac-
tice our own religion. Religious choices become more urgent and
more complex, even among people with continuing religious
commitments. To make sense of their own faith lives, individuals
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have to make choices regarding how to form and balance their
religious commitments.

Individual sensitivities heightened in the face of diversity in
turn unsettle traditions, as more people find at home only some of
what they seek spiritually. Communities may find their most alert
members deeply affected by what's going on religiously around
them, and accordingly more tentative and fluid in their commit-
ments, more acutely aware of the possibilities available in other
religious traditions. At the same time, our culture fosters personal,
individual responses to the multiplicity of religious options.
(Overly) critical questioning unsettles the learning that traditions
have passed down, and raises doubts about whether any particu-
lar wisdom is really absolutely superior to other ways of living
spiritually and well. Religious diversity, thoughtfully understood,
raises awkward questions that can make an exclusive choice seem
almost impossible. Perplexed by diversity, we may seek excuses
not to take it seriously, on the grounds of the sanctity and suffi-
ciency of our own religion. Or we may find relativism the easier
path to tread. But we are better off if we keep paying attention to
the dynamics of diversity intelligently and with the eyes of faith.
Whatever our commitment and intentions, we need to be able to
make intelligent religious choices about where we belong and
how we shall be committed. Individuals themselves will make
such choices, but cumulatively their choices affect how religious
communities remain viable places where God is to be known and
worshiped in a religiously diverse world.

If we are attentive to the diversity around us, near us, we must
deny ourselves the easy confidences that keep the other at a dis-
tance. But, as believers, we must also be able to defend the rele-
vance of the faith of our community, deepening our commitments
even alongside other faiths that are flourishing nearby. We need
to learn from other religious possibilities, without slipping into
relativist generalizations. The tension between open-mindedness
and faith, diversity and traditional commitment, is a defining fea-
ture of our era, and neither secular society nor religious authori-
ties can make simple the choices before us.

Two points, then, need to be kept in mind. Because diversity is
an objective feature of the world around us, we need to keep
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looking outward, learning to be as intellectually engaged as pos-
sible in studying it in the small and manageable ways that are
possible for us. Because diversity also touches upon our faith
experience and affects our identities as religious people in our
own traditions, it is changing us from the inside out. We need
therefore to attend with special care and a fresh eye to the well-
being of our faith in our community, and to the quest to under-
stand it. This spiritual and intellectual response to diversity, with
its outward and inward dimensions, is the comparative theologi-
cal venture.

Comparative Theology as a Response
to Twenty-first-Century Religious Diversity

The complications crowding in on us may seem overwhelming.
But the situation need not paralyze us, and we need not pull back
from theological reflection in the midst of diversity merely because
we do not, and can never, know enough about those other tradi-
tions. Diversity makes it necessary to focus our thinking, to choose
a particular path of learning, commitment, and participation.
Liberated by the concrete and measured specificity of actual
learning, we need no longer find diversity and tradition incom-
patible; being traditional too is a way of accentuating diversity.
Even imperfect and partially realized comparative theological
reflection helps us in reshaping both theology and wider cultural
expectations about religion and spirituality.

In our religiously diverse context, a vital theology has to resist
too tight a binding by tradition, but also the idea that religious
diversity renders strong claims about truth and value impossi-
ble. Comparative theology is a manner of learning that takes
seriously diversity and tradition, openness and truth, allowing
neither to decide the meaning of our religious situation without
recourse to the other. Countering a cultural tendency to retreat
into private spirituality or a defensive assertion of truth, this
comparative theology is hopeful about the value of learning.
Indeed, the theological confidence that we can respect diversity
and tradition, that we can study traditions in their particularity
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and receive truth in this way, in order to know God better, is at
the core of comparative theology.

Distinguishing Comparative Theology
from Related Disciplines

The preceding general reflections indicate some features of the
exterior diversity and interior complexity which make compara-
tive theology an appropriate, even necessary form of reflection
today. Since there are other appropriate ways to think about and
respond to diversity, I wish now to venture a few preliminary
distinctions regarding various modes of interreligious reflection,
so that we can proceed with greater clarity, though still without
entirely fixed categories, in understanding comparative theology.
The following definitions cannot cover every case, but they help
locate “comparative theology” as [ understand it:

Comparative religion {along with the distinct but related fields of
the history of religions and social scientific approaches to reli-
gion) entails the study of religion — in ideas, words, images and
acts, historical developments - as found in two or more tra-
ditions or strands of tradition. The scholarly ideal is detached
inquiry by which the scholar remains neutral with respect
to where the comparison might lead or what it might imply
religiously. Even if she is deeply engaged in the research and
sensitive to communal issues, her responsibility is primarily
to fellow scholars.

Theology, as 1 use the word in this book, indicates a mode of
inquiry that engages a wide range of issues with full intel-
lectual force, but ordinarily does so within the constraints of
a commitment to a religious community, respect for its scrip-
tures, traditions, and practices, and a willingness to affirm the
truths and values of that tradition. More deeply, and to echo
more simply an ancient characterization of theology, it is faith
seeking understanding, a practice in which all three words - the
faith, the search, the intellectual goal - have their full force
and remain in fruitful tension with one another.

Religious Diversity and Comparative Theology 9

Clooney, Francis X.. Comparative Theology : Deep Learning Across Religious Borders.
: Wiley-Blackwell, . p 23

http://site.ebrary.com/id/10376662?ppg=23

Copyright © Wiley-Blackwell. . All rights reserved.

May not be reproduced in any form without permission from the publisher,

except fair uses permitted under U.S. or applicable copyright law.



The theology of religions is a theological discipline that discerns
and evaluates the religious significance of other religious tra-
ditions in accord with the truths and goals defining one’s own
religion. It may be greatly detailed with respect to the nu-
ances of the home tradition, but most often remains broadly
general regarding the traditions that are being talked about.

Interreligious dialogue points to actual conversations, sometimes
formal and academic, sometimes simply interpersonal con-
versations among persons of different religious traditions
who are willing to listen to one another and share their
stories of faith and values.

Dialogical or interreligious theology grows out of interreligious
dialogue, as reflection aimed at clarifying dialogue’s presup-
positions, learning from its actual practice, and communicat-
ing what is learned in dialogue for a wider audience.

In distinction from the preceding ventures:

Comparative theology — comparative and theological beginning to
end — marks acts of faith seeking understanding which are
rooted in a particular faith tradition but which, from that
foundation, venture into learning from one or more other
faith traditions. This learning is sought for the sake of fresh
theological insights that are indebted to the newly encoun-
tered tradition/s as well as the home tradition.

Comparative theology thus combines tradition-rooted theological
concerns with actual study of another tradition. It is not an exer-
cise in the study of religion or religions for the sake of clarifying
the phenomenon. It reduces neither to a theology about religions,
nor to the practice of dialogue.

Comparative in this context marks a practice that requires intui-
tive as well as rational insight, practical as well as theoretical
engagement. It is therefore not primarily a matter of evaluation,
as if merely to compare A and B so as to determine the extent of
their similarity and which is better. Nor is it a scientific analysis by
which to grasp the essence of the comparables by sifting through
similarities and differences. Rather, as a theological and necessarily
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spiritual practice (and, in my use of it, a way of reading), com-
parison is a reflective and contemplative endeavor by which we
see the other in light of our own, and our own in light of the
other. It ordinarily starts with the intuition of an intriguing
resemblance that prompts us to place two realities — texts, images,
practices, doctrines, persons — near one another, so that they
may be seen over and again, side by side. In this necessarily arbi-
trary and intuitive practice we understand each differently
because the other is near, and by cumulative insight also begin to
comprehend related matters differently too. Finally, we see our-
selves differently, intuitively uncovering dimensions of ourselves
that would not otherwise, by a non-comparative logic, come to
the fore.

This notion of comparative, much less than a fully developed
theory of comparison, is important for all that follows. While com-
parative theology might just as well be thought of as interreligious
theology, by using together “comparative” and “theology” I seek to
preserve the creative tension defining this discipline. As we shall
see in chapters 2 and 3, I want also to be candid in linking my
understanding of comparative theology to eighteenth- and nine-
teenth-century comparative studies (chapter 2), and to contem-
porary studies that invoke the name “comparative theology”
(chapter 3).

Comparative theology is therefore comparative because it is inter-
religious and complex in its appropriation of one’s own and
another tradition in relation to one another. In some instances
this comparison may involve evaluation, but ordinarily the prior-
ity is more simply the dynamics of a back-and-forth learning. It is
a theological discipline confident about the possibility of being
intelligently faithful to tradition even while seeking fresh under-
standing outside that tradition. It remains an intellectual and
most often academic practice even if, like other forms of theology,
it can occur in popular forms as well. While I write from a
Christian perspective, there is nothing essentially Christian about
comparative theology as I describe it. As I will explain in chapter 5,
comparative theology can be grounded in other traditions as
well, and even in particular personal pathways, provided “faith
seeking understanding” is the operative principle.
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I wish now to further clarify the relationship of comparative
theology to the academic study of religion and religions, interre-
ligious dialogue, and the theology of religions, since its discipli-
nary location must be clear, if its theological character is to be
appreciated.

Comparative Theology and the Academic
Study of Religions

Comparative theology must not be confused with comparative
religion, since faith is a necessary and explicit factor in the former
and not in the latter, where its influence might even be ruled out.
But the fields need not be separated entirely, since comparative
theology still has to measure up to expected disciplinary stand-
ards regarding the religions being compared. Because the com-
parative theologian is engaged in the study of a religious tradition
other than her own, she needs to be an academic scholar profi-
cient in the study of that religion, or at least seriously in learning
from academic scholars. This is necessary if comparative theology
is to be faithful to text and language, history and context, and not
mistaken or lazy in (mis)using what is known about the religions
in question. Shoddy or superficial scholarship about religions
produces bad theology. To a certain extent, the comparative theo-
logian works first as an academic scholar, even if she also and
more deeply intends the kind of religious and spiritual learning
that characterizes theology richly conceived.

While acknowledging this disciplinary responsibility, compara-
tive theologians need also to be candid about a cultural tendency,
evident in our universities, to exclude theology from the study of
religions. They need to defend a space for studies that are theo-
logical in intent, pursued with faith, from a particular perspec-
tive, for a community. This more ample agenda — area studies-plus,
study of religions-plus — will not merely reconfirm settled doc-
trines with new information, just as what is learned need not be
seen as undercutting such doctrines. Scholars who are Christian
believers can, for instance, still assert that Christ founded the one
universal religion and that Jesus is the universal savior. Scholars
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of other traditions will make similar universal claims. No one
needs to put aside faith and its hope when working as a scholar,
although we do need to be able to learn vulnerably without let-
ting even deeply held truths become an obstacle to learning.
Comparative theologians may even find that research complicates
the case for their faith, by making it easier to appreciate faith
claims professed in other traditions. This complication is good,
and faith need not suffer from the fact that comparative study
does not quickly confirm dearly held beliefs or smoothly under-
cut what others believe.

Comparative Theology and Interreligious Dialogue

There are good reasons to keep comparative theology and inter-
religious dialogue closely connected and clearly distinguished.
Just as actual, living interaction among people of different faith
traditions enhances mutual understanding, personal encounters
in dialogue should remind us that religions flourish in the lives,
beliefs, and activities of real people living out their faith day by
day. It also reminds us that we must be accountable to other com-
munities when we speak about their religion, even as we must
give an account of ourselves to our own community. So too,
assuming (as I will explain later) that all traditions have their
theologians, we can appropriately expect dialogue among theolo-
gians. As essentially interreligious, each particular comparative
theology is by itself always incomplete, and theologians need to
hear from others how they understand and interpret the beliefs
of their traditions, and how they think we ought to correct what
we say about them. All of this is dialogue. But even a seriously
theological dialogue among learned believers is not enough. The
comparative theologian must do more than listen to others
explain their faith; she must be willing to study their traditions
deeply alongside her own, taking both to heart. In the process,
she will begin to theologize as it were from both sides of the table,
reflecting personally on old and new truths in an interior dia-
logue. Since comparative theology is ordinarily an academic the-
ology, this reflection becomes eventually a somewhat specialized
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discourse that is different from the rightly broader and more
varied conversations that characterize most dialogues.

Comparative Theology and the Theology of Religions

Given that comparative theology and the theology of religions
both involve theological reflection on a religion or religions other
than one’s own, and given the tendency to see comparative the-
ology merely as a version of the more common theology of reli-
gions, I need also to clarify further the relationship between these
disciplines. As I have already indicated, a theology of religions
reflects from the perspective of one’s own religion on the mean-
ing of other religions, often considered merely in general terms.
By contrast, comparative theology necessarily includes actually
learning another religious tradition in significant detail. In brief,
neither replaces the other. Neither is merely a prelude to the
other; nor is defective because it does not perform the task of
the other.

The theology of religions can usefully make explicit the grounds
for comparative study, uncovering and clarifying the framework
within which comparative study takes place. While this scrutiny
of presuppositions is not necessary for the actual work of com-
parative study to proceed, it can help correct biases that may dis-
tort or impede comparative work. Likewise, the theology of
religions relies on shorthand characterizations of other religions,
and comparative theology — because it is theological and com-
parative — will help theologians of religions to be more specific,
fine-tuning their attitudes through closer attention to specific
traditions.

Once traditions are recognized as theologically complex, they
are less easily categorized, and it becomes much more difficult to
decide their meaning and assign them a particular theological slot
that meets our expectations and answers our questions. For
instance, consider the large questions common in Christian con-
versations: Which religion most perfectly expresses God’s inten-
tions for the world? How does God save us? Can people in other
religions be saved? How are we to understand the fact that they
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can be saved? These questions, important in their own way, will
have to be handled with greater subtlety once the theologian
begins to take into account what might be learned by actual study
of several religious traditions. They are not entirely abandoned,
but are distinguished first into discrete and more precise ques-
tions that can be answered on the basis of specific information
acquired in studying specific traditions.

Given the distinct purposes of these disciplines, it is not wise to
respond to religious diversity by concentrating solely on produc-
ing better theologies of religions, particularly when this amounts
to (rejreading theologians who write on this topic in abstraction
from religions in the particular. Given the need for comparative
theological work and the small number of people doing it, I can
sympathize with calls for a moratorium on the theology of reli-
gions, if such a moratorium allows us to direct more energy to
comparative theology, the less practiced discipline.

Conversely, insofar as a theology of religions is linked to basic
truth claims — such as, for the Christian, a confession of the
uniqueness of Christ and universality of salvation in Christ — we
need also to consider how comparative theology might shed light
on matters of such importance. Were a Christian comparative
theology never to approach these truths pertaining to Christ and
salvation, it could easily be counted a non-theological discipline,
its engagement with religious particularities at best a resource for
real theologians dealing with issues of faith. Comparative learn-
ing should pertain to issues of truth, and not detach itself from
matters central to faith. As I will explain more fully in chapter 7,
the comparative theologian needs to do this in her own way, by
attention to the particular details of traditions wherein key truths
dwell, and not by a priori judgments informed only by knowl-
edge of her own religion. This theology is not situated at the dis-
tance required for judgments about religions; its engagement in
the truth/s of religions is participatory, a practical inquiry that
traverses the path from the truth of one’s own tradition through
the other, most often ending in a return home. If judgments are
to be made, they will more likely pertain to the comparativist
herself and the meaning of her own faith. Comparative theology
is not primarily about which religion is the true one, but about
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learning across religious borders in a way that discloses the truth
of my faith, in the light of their faith. Thereafter, by a more com-
plex route, the comparative theologian can be in conversation
with other theologians about basic truths and how they are to be
understood after comparative learning is well under way.

I have made the preceding comments on comparative theol-
ogy, its truth, and its relation to the theology of religions, in resist-
ance to the notion that comparative theology has identical goals
with the theology of religions, or is at best a handmaid to more
systematic theorizing. But I do not entirely disown the wisdom of
the theology of religions discipline. My comparative theology is
in harmony with those inclusivist theologies, in the great tradi-
tion of Karl Rahner, SJ, and Jacques Dupuis, SJ, that balance
claims to Christian uniqueness with a necessary openness to
learning from other religions. I do not theorize inclusion so as to
imagine that Christianity subsumes all else, but prefer instead the
act of including. I bring what I learn into my reconsideration of
Christian identity. This is an “including theology,” not a theory
about religions; it draws what we learn from another tradition
back into the realm of our own, highlighting and not erasing the
fact of this borrowed wisdom. Done honestly and with a certain
detachment that chastens grand theories, such acts of including
need not be seen as distorting what is learned or using it for
purposes alien to its original context.

Comparative Theology Autobiographically Grounded

A major theme of this book is that we learn best when we learn
in detail, in small options and choices we make in the face of the
vast possibilities of our religiously diverse world. We ourselves
are part of the detail that needs to be noticed. So even here, at the
start, I do well to be more specific about the distinctiveness of my
own comparative theological practice.

I am an Irish-American Roman Catholic, born in Brooklyn,
New York, in 1950. I am male, a Catholic priest, and for over 40
years have been a member of the Society of Jesus. I am of a gen-
eration of American Catholics that matured in the decade after
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Vatican Council II. This was a time of turmoil, but it was also an
era infused with optimism about more positive relations among
religions. Nostra Aetate, the conciliar document on world religions,
signaled a positive and open attitude that made it seem quite easy,
in the 1970s, to be Catholic and to be open to religions at the
same time:

The Catholic Church rejects nothing that is true and holy in these
religions. She regards with sincere reverence those ways of con-
duct and of life, those precepts and teachings which, though differ-
ing in many aspects from the ones she holds and sets forth,
nonetheless often reflect a ray of that Truth which enlightens all
men. Indeed, she proclaims, and ever must proclaim Christ “the
way, the truth, and the life” (John 14: 6), in whom men may find
the fullness of religious life, in whom God has reconciled all things
to Himself.

I take this passage to be representative of the great tradition of
Christian learning to which the Catholic Church belongs, and in
harmony with the guiding passage from Philippians 4 which
I have placed at the beginning of this book. Faith and reason are
in harmony; the true, the good, and the beautiful converge; no
question is to be stifled, no truth feared; to know is ultimately to
know God. Nostra Aetate does not literally say all this, and in any
case Church has not always lived up to its high ideal. It has at
times attempted to limit inquiry and channel the truth toward
predetermined answers that would make research superfluous.
The hesitations and worries of recent decades have made the
work of learning interreligiously appear less welcome in the
Catholic Church. But Nostra Aetate nonetheless represents our
best instincts. It also helped create the more open context in
which I did my studies, and allowed me to set out on the course
I still follow. It grounded my hope that the study of Hinduism
could be an act of religious learning leading to fruitful interreli-
gious understanding and to deeper knowledge of God.

I have been thinking about Hinduism for a long time, begin-
ning in 1973 when I went to Kathmandu, Nepal, to teach English
language and literature and “moral science” (which I soon
adjusted to include Hindu and Buddhist wisdom on how to live).
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I needed to learn in order to teach, and my Hindu and Buddhist
students taught me much about how to think, act, and love reli-
giously; indeed, it was there that I began to learn how faith makes
possible, even demands, that we learn deeply from our religious
neighbors. In those early years I already found Hinduism more
captivating than Buddhism, and since I was already interested in
theology, Ibegan exploring the theological traditions of Hinduism.
I learned many wonderful things, and also found wisdom sup-
portive of openness to interreligious learning — views ranging
from the compassion and attentiveness of the Buddha, to the wide
embrace of detached action, knowledge, and love taught by Krsna
in the Bhagavad Gita, to Ramakrishna'’s experiential engagement
in multiple traditions and Gandhi’s clear and evident respect for
Christianity. I also learned that some Hindu traditions have less
generous views of outsiders and remain uninterested in dialogue.
Yet, as I learned more of the Hindu tradition and more of my
Christian tradition in light of Hinduism, I found myself all the
more confident that going deep into both of them together — sent
as it were from the one to the other, then back again - created the
possibility of a deep and clear interreligious learning, insight aris-
ing through the chemistry of Hindu and Christian wisdoms in
encounter.

Such are the starting points from which my study of India has
in fact proceeded; obviously, things could have been otherwise
had any of a great many factors worked out differently. One ought
not make too little or too much of such biographical data, but in
fact I do believe that my comparative theology started in
Kathmandu.

After Nepal, I did a Masters of Divinity degree in a program
without any comparative or interreligious interests, and then a
PhD in the Department of South Asian Languages and Civilizations
(SALC) at the University of Chicago, without any interreligious
or theological focus. From then on, I have simply deepened two
sides of my learning, back and forth, and have spent my time
weaving these dimensions together. In light of this personal his-
tory, my own commitment to “comparative theology” is best
explained on two levels. First, I was disposed toward this com-
pound name, “comparative” plus “theology,” because I did not
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come to theology through the study of Hinduism, and did not
learn Hinduism in a theological program. I learned the Christian
philosophical and theological traditions, and I learned Hinduism;
I did not turn to one from the other, as if disappointed or in need
of something more. Neither body of learning replaced the other,
and I have chosen not to try to integrate them fully.

Second, I found the term “comparative theology” to be useful
in my decades of teaching in the Theology Department at Boston
College, a Catholic and Jesuit institution. When I arrived there in
1984, some were still of the view that theology and religious
studies were disciplines separate and at cross-purposes; the study
of world religions was of course part of the latter, not the former,
so interest in other religions was a sure sign that one was not a
theologian. Given my background and expertise, I knew I was
both a theologian and a scholar of Hinduism, and firmly believed
that these distinctive disciplines were mutually enriching. To
commit myself to theology and a double learning, I began describ-
ing my work as “comparative theology.” In the 1980s I did not
know (as I do now and will elaborate in chapter 2) that there has
been a 300+ year history of “comparative theology.” I have had to
come to terms with this history, in light of my personal path of
learning and in accord with the politics of a Catholic Theology
Department. Indeed, by insisting on the name “comparative the-
ology” when this practice might just as well be called “interreli-
gious theology,” I am hearkening back to the history of the term
and to the paradox inherent when we keep “comparative” and
“theology” together.

On the Limits of This Book

I close this chapter with several qualifications that make clearer
what to expect in the following pages. First, this book is not an
actual example of comparative theology; for the most part, [ am
speaking about the discipline, not working through instances of
it. My chapters remain largely descriptive, even as I make the
case that the discipline can truly be understood only in the prac-
tice of it.
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Second, it may seem a drawback that my examples are drawn
almost entirely from the realm of Hindu-Christian studies. Some
readers will wish for a more comprehensive view of diversity,
with examples drawn from many different traditions. I agree that
attention to different traditions in different combinations will
raise different interesting questions, and I encourage my readers
to undertake and write about such matters, with attention to par-
ticular examples. I have simply focused on what is familiar to me,
and, in any case, I do not have an encyclopedic mind.

Third, it may seem a related drawback that I most frequently
refer to examples of my own work, these books in particular:

Theology after Vedanta: An Experiment in Comparative Theology
(1993}, which explores the non-dualist Vedanta of Sankara
(eighth century) and the reading practice it exemplifies, and
in that light reconsiders the Christian way of theologizing;

Seeing through Texts: Doing Theology among the Srivaisnavas of South
India (1996), a study of the Tamil religious classic Tiruvaymoli,
and its interpretation in the Srivaisnava Hindu tradition;

Hindu God, Christian God: How Reason Helps Break Down the
Boundaries between Religions (2001), which highlights the in-
terreligious role of reasoning, showing how key theological
themes recur in the Hindu and Christian traditions because
they are intelligent questions to ask, irrespective of religious
differences that otherwise more deeply divide Hindu and
Christian;

Divine Mother, Blessed Mother: Hindu Goddesses and the Blessed
Virgin Mary (2005) draws upon three lengthy goddess hymns
of India to give detail and substance to Christian reflection
on goddesses; it draws then upon Marian hymns, to high-
light a fruitful Christian response to the theologies and pie-
ties of goddess devotion;

The Truth, the Way, the Life: Christian Commentary on the Three Holy
Mantras of the Srivaisnavas (2008) explores core Srivaisnava
theological beliefs as enunciated in three mantras key to
Srivaisnavism, read along with traditional commentaries;

Beyond Compare: St. Francis de Sales and Sri Vedanta Desika on
Loving Surrender to God (2008) argues that comparative study,
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properly practiced as religious reading, intensifies rather
than dilutes religious commitment and devotion.

Drawing so much attention to my own work may seem to betray
an undue measure of self-absorption - are there no other good
examples of comparative theology? Of course there are, and
I shall refer to some of this literature in chapter 3. But compara-
tive theology is best understood by reflection on practice. If I am
going to explain the field, explanation works well as reflection on
my own practice. These books have all been experiments in com-
parative theology as I understand it. Though not intended as a
series, they overlap in theme and text, later books picking up on
issues of reading unresolved in the earlier ones. But reflection on
such examples is meant only as a starting point for broader reflec-
tion. I urge readers to make room for their own reflections on
diversity and its implications, carried out in light of what they
learn of other traditions.

Fourth, my strong emphasis on faith and tradition may seem to
marginalize readers who do not identify with any particular reli-
gious tradition, either because they have left behind the religion
of their upbringing, or never belonged to a religious tradition in
the first place. It is true that I do not wish to move to a tradition-
neutral stance, as if to suggest that traditional foundations do not
really matter. Nor do I wish to define “tradition” so loosely that it
turns out that everyone has a tradition, like it or not. People who
reject traditional religious commitments entirely or deny the very
idea of religious tradition are not likely to find comparative theol-
ogy compelling — nor are they likely to contribute to it. But others,
though unaffiliated with any church or other religious commu-
nity, do have their own ways of working out issues of faith, tradi-
tion, and community. Such individuals will often enough have
called into being their own communities and traditions, even
without specific allegiance to already-known and settled commu-
nities. They may have thoughtfully worked out their own
approach to what is true and good, and devised their own under-
standing of personal and communal history. In this personal way
they may proceed to reflect on all religions — as “other” traditions —
and help the cause of comparative theology by bringing their
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own concerns and sensitivities to bear on the issues otherwise
expressed in more traditional theological terms.

Looking Ahead

The case sketched thus far for a comparative theology is only a
beginning. That it may be intellectually plausible and has reli-
gious and personal value simply marks an ideal. This is a theology
that can be realized only in its history and by way of particular
experiments and practical choices. Chapter 2 sets the scene for
reflection on comparative theology. I first look into the Christian
missionary encounter with other religions, particularly Hinduism.
I argue that even if missionary zeal and integral learning did not
always mesh well, the great missionary scholars nonetheless did
learn deeply from other religions, in their own way faced up to
enduring tensions of faith and understanding, and provided us
with new learning that changed how we think of religions even
today. In the chapter’s second half, I reflect on nineteenth-century
Anglo-American comparative theology and its similarly awkward
mix of impressive scholarship and settled faith conclusions. Again,
this difficult combination seems to domesticate knowledge for the
sake of doctrine, but it is also a tradition of learning integrated
with faith that theologians today would be wise not to disown
entirely. In chapter 3, I look into comparative theology’s more
recent history, noting the positions of key figures in the field and
also of some younger voices, and situating my work in relation
to theirs.

In light of these historical and theoretical reflections, in chap-
ter 4 I offer my own view of comparative theology as a practice,
particularly the reading of texts as a most suitable mode of com-
parative theology. To explain the necessity of making specific
choices in order to do comparative theological work, in chapter
5 I review the choices that I, a particular comparative theologian,
have made when narrowing my focus to certain aspects of
Hinduism read in light of some strands of Catholic tradition.
Since comparative theology imagines a theological exchange
across religious borders, I also make the case for Hindu theology
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and even Hindu comparative theology; on that basis, I hope for
an even wider array of theologies and comparative theologies
beyond the Christian context. In chapter 6 1 offer a plenary
address I gave at the Catholic Theological Society of America in
2003 as a full example of approach, and to show how compara-
tive theology begins in detail but in the end still discloses a very
broad set of issues.

The concluding three chapters turn to the fruits of comparative
study, as it adds up to more than individual insights personally
satisfying to the individuals who work in this field. In chapter 7
I explore the possibilities and problems that arise as we reconnect
comparative theological study to mainstream, non-comparative
theological study. I reflect on the fruits of the knowledge gener-
ated out of this study and particularly on the question of truth,
giving a series of small examples of theological insights arising in
my own work. Chapter 8 reproduces an essay of mine that shows
how our knowledge of God can shift and grow due to compara-
tive study. In chapter 9 1 reflect on the impact of this theologizing
on the comparative theologian, as her identity becomes inextrica-
bly involved in two traditions at once. I conclude by highlighting
the opportunities and duties of readers of comparative theology,
as they move from reading comparative theological writings by
others to their own comparative reflection.
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May 30, 1985
THE SPIRIT OF JAPAN, 20 MILES FROM DETROIT

By JOHN HOLUSHA, Special to the New York Times

FLAT ROCK, Mich., May 29— The Governor of Michigan took a tree sprig from an
elaborately garbed Shinto minister and laid it on a small altar. Then he bowed
deeply twice, clapped his hands two times and bowed again before walking away.

James ]. Blanchard was taking part in a 40-minute Shinto service today that was part
of the groundbreaking for the Mazda Motor Manufacturing (U.S.A.) Corporation's
assembly plant here, about 20 miles from the heart of the American auto industry.
The title of today's activity was the ""Sacred Groundbreaking Ceremony With the
Principal Parent of the Universe."

Among the 500 people watching the ceremony were many local residents hoping to
find work at the plant, which the Governor said would employ 5,000 people.

The Mazda facility will be the fourth automobile plant to be operated by a Japanese
company in this country. The emphasis on Japanese culture, in a state that has
suffered the most from the effects of imports from Japan, was in sharp contrast to
the largely neutral tone adopted at the other three plants.

The other Japanese auto companies have avoided the industrial centers of the
Middle West. The Honda Motor Company and the Nissan Motor Company located
their plants in rural Ohio and Tennessee, respectively. The Toyota Motor
Corporation's joint venture with the General Motors Corporation is in the San
Francisco Bay area, in Fremont, Calif.

Smashed Cars

Laid-off auto workers in the Middle West have smashed Japanese cars with
sledgehammers as part of fund-raising events and slurs about Japanese imports
were said to be a factor in the beating death of Vincent Chin, a Chinese-American, in
a Detroit suburb by two auto workers in 1982.

The Rev. Alfred Tsuyuki of the Konko Church of Los Angeles, who conducted today's
ceremony, acknowledged the apprehension many Asians and Asian-Americans feel
about this part of the country. When representatives of Mazda approached him with
the idea for the ceremony, he said: "I was very reluctant at first. 'l said, Michigan!
You must be out of your mind." "'

State officials and the leaders of the United Automobile Workers union went to
considerable lengths to convince Mazda that conditions here were not as hostile as
the area's image seemed to indicate.
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Both state and local governments offered financial incentives to Mazda, and the
union agreed to lower initial wage rates and to cooperate with Japanese
management practices. Even Stephen Yokich, a vice president of the U.A.W.,
participated in today's services, although his bows were little more than brief
noddings of the head.

Kenichi Yamamoto, the development engineer who is president of the Mazda Motor
Company, the parent corporation, acknowledged the difficulty of transplanting a
production system evolved in Japan to the unionized Middle West. "We recognize
that the guiding principles to which we have long subscribed in operating our
company will be put to a real test here at Flat Rock."

Upholding a Tradition

Nevertheless, Mazda officials have evidently decided not to minimize their own
ways to blend into the background here. Asked why the ceremony, which included
background music and a dance by a costumed young woman, was staged, Bill Ott, a
spokesman for the company said: "It is a Japanese company and a Shinto
groundbreaking is a Japanese tradition. We thought it was something interesting for
the people here to see and it is very meaningful to Japanese people."

The plant is scheduled to go into operation in the fall of 1987 at a cost of $450
million. About half of its annual production of 240,000 cars is to be sold to the Ford
Motor Company, which owns 25 percent of Mazda's stock.

Donald E. Petersen, the chairman of Ford, said today that "we don't have a final
agreement yet" on how many cars Ford will take, but added that he was ""confident
we will get substantial production from this plant." The Mazda factory is being built
on the site of a former Ford casting plant, which is being demolished.

A fifth Japanese auto maker, the Mitsubishi Motors Corporation, has announced it is
looking for a site for an American plant, which it will operate in some form of
association with the Chrysler Corporation.

Industry analysts said that, by 1990, the Japanese will have the capacity to produce
more than one million cars a year in the United States, which would make them

collectively the rough equivalent of Chrysler.

photo of Osamu Nobuto turning ground and the Rev. Alfred Tsuyuki (AP)
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' Flex Films holds blessing and breaks ground
Investment will create 250 local jobs

By Sarah Bennett

Sunday, October 30, 2011 at 5:55 am (Updated:
. October 30, 5:58 am)

Gov. Steve Beshear sat cross legged on a white
cushion for an hour in what may be the first bhoomi
poojan ceremony held in Kentucky. He hopes it’s not the last, the governor said
Friday at a celebration of the Flex Films (USA) Inc. investment in Elizabethtown.

The traditional Indian ground blessing ceremony was conducted in a pit prepared
at the site of the new manufacturing facility in the T.]. Patterson Industrial Park off
Black Branch Road.

Because of the cool, wet weather, activities were held underneath a white tent at
the construction site. For more than an hour, guests observed the traditional Indian
blessing through a haze created by burning incense and a ceremonial fire. A handful
of participants, including Beshear and Elizabethtown Mayor Tim Walker, sat cross
legged and shoeless on cushions while a priest chanted Hindu prayers.

At the end of the ground blessing, participants shoveled the newly blessed earth
into a hole in the center of the pit.

“This is a real milestone for us in the Elizabethtown/Hardin County community,”
former state Sen. Joe Prather said after the blessing concluded and officials
gathered on stage.

The new Flex Films facility in Elizabethtown will be completed in two phases, with
the first phase expected to be finished late next year.

Walker said together the two phases mark a $180 million investment and 250 new
jobs for Hardin County workers, providing the area, and especially Elizabethtown,
with the opportunity for economic expansion.

“It’s a win-win situation for both of us, Flex Films and Elizabethtown,” he said.

Flex Films is an environmentally clean company with strong business values and
hard work ethic, Walker said.

The 250 jobs represent 250 Kentucky families who will be better equipped to face
the economic climate, Beshear said.

“There is no doubt Kentucky is open for business,” the governor said Friday.

Audi Chaturavedi, director of Flex Films, when asked why the company chose to
build its new manufacturing plant in Kentucky, offers a list of reasons but always
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ends by citing Kentuckians’ commitment and hospitality.

“It is the people of Kentucky who brought us to Kentucky,” he said.

27



Williams blasts Beshear for participating in Hindu ground-blessing ceremony
Ceremony part of ground-breaking

BY JACK BRAMMER

jbrammer@herald-leader.comNovember 2, 2011

SHELBYVILLE — Republican David Williams tried to stir support Tuesday by
criticizing Democratic Gov. Steve Beshear for taking part in a Hindu "ground
blessing" ceremony last week for a new India-based employer in Elizabethtown.

"He's there participating with Hindu priests, participating in a religious ceremony,"
Williams said during a campaign stop in Shelbyville. "He's sitting down there with
his legs crossed, participating in Hindu prayers with a dot on his forehead with
incense burning around him. I don't know what the man was thinking."

Beshear's campaign spokesman called Williams' remarks "pathetic and desperate.”

"Gov. Beshear is proud that 250 new jobs are coming to Elizabethtown," campaign
spokesman Matt Erwin said in a statement.

Williams' comments show that "he's frustrated because he's so far behind" in the
race for governor, said Larry J. Sabato, director of the University of Virginia Center
for Politics. Recent polling shows Williams, the state Senate president from
Burkesville, and independent Gatewood Galbraith of Lexington trailing Beshear by a
wide margin.

"He's got to roll the dice now, so he is bringing up religion," Sabato said.

National Hindu spokesman Rajan Zed issued a statement Tuesday night decrying
Williams' "dragging of a Hindu ceremony ... into an electoral battle for governor's
race in Kentucky."

"Kentucky governorship candidate David Williams should apologize for the reported
comments about the Hindu ceremony, because if elected on November eighth, he
would be the governor of all Kentuckians, including Hindu Kentuckians," the release
said.

Beshear's office issued a news release Friday that said the governor joined
community leaders and Flex Films officials to take part in a ground-blessing
ceremony in preparation for the flexible-packaging company's first U.S.
manufacturing plant. It said the project stemmed from Beshear's first economic-
development trip to India last fall.
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The Flex Films project involves at least 250 new jobs and a $180 million capital
investment in Kentucky, Beshear's office said. The news release described the
blessing ceremony as "a traditional service in India for new homes, businesses or
other facilities."

"To show partnership in the new endeavor, both Flex Films executives and state and
local officials participated in the ceremony," the release said.

The News-Enterprise of Elizabethtown reported Sunday that Beshear "sat cross-
legged on a white cushion for an hour in what may be the first bhoomi poojan
ceremony held in Kentucky" to celebrate the Flex Films investment.

The newspaper said the ceremony "was conducted in a pit prepared at the site of
the new manufacturing plant in the T.]. Patterson Industrial Park.

"For more than an hour, guests observed the traditional Indian blessing through a
haze created by burning incense and a ceremonial fire," the newspaper said. "A
handful of participants, including Beshear and Elizabethtown Mayor Tim Walker, sat
cross-legged and shoeless on cushions while a priest chanted Hindu prayers. At the
end of the ground blessing, participants shoveled the newly blessed earth into a hole
at the site."

Williams, a Methodist, brought up the ceremony to about 30 supporters Tuesday
morning at Andriot's paint store in downtown Shelbyville.

Williams said Beshear could have attended the ground-breaking ceremony without
participating in the religious portion of the event.

"If I'm a Christian, I don't participate in Jewish prayers. I'm glad they do that. I don't
participate in Hindu prayers. [ don't participate in Muslim prayers. [ don't do that,"
Williams later told reporters. "To get down and get involved and participate in
prayers to these polytheistic situations, where you have these Hindu gods that they
are praying to, doesn't appear to me to be in line with what a governor of the
Commonwealth of Kentucky ought to be doing."

Williams said he was not showing disrespect to Hindus with his comments.
"[ think you disrespect other people's religion when you go down there," he said.

He said he has visited countries that had Hindu ceremonies but declined to
participate. "That would be idolatry," he said.
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Williams added that Beshear has said in his campaign ads that he is the son and
grandson of Baptist ministers.

"Yet between his not being pro-life and his support for gambling and now getting
down and doing Hindu prayers to these Hindu gods, [ think his grandfathers
wouldn't be very pleased with Steve Beshear," Williams said.

Elizabethtown Mayor Tim C. Walker said via email that he was shocked by Williams'
comments.

"Here in Elizabethtown, we were very happy that Flex Films is locating here, and I
was pleased to participate in the blessing ceremony,"” Walker said. "It did not
compromise my faith, and it's despicable to suggest that we should not welcome this
company and their investment.”

John C. Green, a political scientist at the University of Akron who focuses on religion
in politics, said he will be "very surprised" if Beshear's participation in the Hindu
ceremony changes the outcome of Tuesday's election.

He said it is common for a candidate to try to distinguish himself on religious
grounds by criticizing his opponent.

"Historically, such accusations were often effective because it was important for
candidates to be in the mainstream, but there is evidence in recent times that
Christian groups have become less sensitive to them because Americans are
becoming more diverse," Green said. "Some Christians may react negatively to
Beshear for this, but I think the total impact will be much less than Mr. Williams
hopes for, especially since Beshear's action was tied with the creation of jobs."

Green said that Republican U.S. Sen. Rand Paul's religion was questioned in last
year's U.S. Senate race by Democratic challenger Jack Conway.

"That certainly was not a successful move for the Democrat," Green said.

Williams blasts Beshear for participating in Hindu ground-blessing ceremony
Ceremony part of ground-breaking

BY JACK BRAMMER

jprammer@herald-leader.comNovember 2, 2011

http://www.kentucky.com/2011/11/02/1943049 /williams-blasts-beshear-for-
participating.html#storylink=cpy
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prayer ceremony
Jan. 4, 2012 11:25 AM | courier-journal.com

SHEPHERDSVILLE, KY. — Senate President David Williams lambasted Gov. Steve Beshear on Tuesday
for participating in a Hindu prayer ceremony last week at a new manufacturing plant site in Elizabethtown,
saying the governor was worshipping “false gods.”

At a campaign stop at a Frisch’s Big Boy restaurant in Bullitt County, Williams, who is running against
Beshear in the governor’s race, told about two dozen supporters that Beshear’s decision to take part in
the prayer service “should put his judgment in question.”

In an interview, he accused Beshear, the son and grandson of Baptist ministers, of worshipping “false
gods” and said he hopes members of the Hindu faith convert to Christianity.

“I was very careful in saying that | don’t criticize anyone, you know, that is a Hindu,” he said. “It's their right
to be a Hindu person if they want to. ... As a Christian, | hope their eyes are opened and they receive
Jesus Christ as their personal savior, but it’s their business what they do.”

Members of the Hindu community in Louisville and elsewhere were critical of Williams’ remarks.

“If he’s essentially made a call to Hindus in Kentucky that his hope is that they find Jesus Christ, that is
just absolutely unacceptable, and he owes Hindus not only in Kentucky but in the United States and
around the world an apology,” said Suhag Shukla, managing director and legal counsel for the Hindu
American Foundation, a Washington-based organization that does education and advocacy on behalf of
Hindus. “That sort of attitude has brought up too much division between religions, and there’s no place for
that in our increasingly closer-knit world.”

In recent polls, Williams and his running mate, Richie Farmer, trail by about 30 points and have little
money in their campaign fund to combat the stream of television commercials supporting Beshear and his
running mate, former Louisville Mayor Jerry Abramson.

The groundbreaking event was at a company called Flex Films, which Beshear recruited to Kentucky after
a trip to India last fall. The company has promised to spend $180 million on the plant and create 250 jobs.

Reporter Joseph Gerth can be reached at (502) 582-4702. Reporter Peter Smith contributed to this
story.
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ABSTRACT

A pioneering figure in cross-cultural philosophy of religion, the late John
Clayton saw in the Indian philosophical tradition of vada a model for public
discourse in pluralist democracies like the United States. But although
Clayton offers a devastating critique of Jeffersonian appeals to ostensibly
neutral “common ground,” I argue that these criticisms neither present
a direct challenge to the conception of public reason developed by John
Rawls, nor adequately address the problem with which Rawls was chiefly
concerned—namely, the just exercise of coercive political power in contexts
of plurality. Rather than defending Rawls, however, I argue that power is
constitutive of the public sphere, and that exclusions are inevitable. Bringing
Clayton’s work briefly into dialogue with Chantal Mouffe’s notion of ago-
nistic pluralism and Amartya Sen’s interpretation of the Indian argumenta-
tive tradition, I conclude that the task of liberal democratic politics is not to
eliminate exclusions per se but to render the operations of power visible and
subject to contestation.

Keywords: Chantal Mouffe; Indian philosophy; John Clayton; John Rawls;
pluralism; power; public reason; vada.

American public life—and the philosophical theorizing to which it gives
rise—is characteristically preoccupied with the relation between unity
and plurality, with the uneasy tension between the unum and the pluribus.>

1. Richard Amesbury is Associate Professor of Ethics, Claremont School of Theology.
2. An earlier version of this paper was presented at the 2008 meeting of the Ameri-
can Academy of Religion in a session of the Philosophy of Religion Section devoted to
John Clayton’s book Religions, Reasons and Gods: Essays in Cross-Cultural Philosophy of Religion
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Writing in 1787, but seeming to anticipate our present anxieties, James
Madison observed in “Federalist 10” that

[a] zeal for different opinions concerning religion, concerning government,
and many other points...; [and] an attachment to different leaders ambi-
tiously contending for pre-eminence and power; ...have...divided man-
kind into parties, inflamed them with mutual animosity, and rendered them
much more disposed to vex and oppress each other than to co-operate for
their common good.

According to Madison, the solution is to be sought not in enlightened
statecraft—whose practitioners, regrettably, “will not always be at the
helm™—but in the “extent and proper structure of the Union” itself:> As
Michael Walzer has put the point more recently, “The crucial problem of
the politics of difference is to encompass the actually existing differences
within some overarching political structure.”®

But that is easier said than done, for the political institutions of open
societies function not merely to impose limits on what Madison called
“factionalism,” but also as incubators of plurality, hothouses for the flour-
ishing of difference. As Madison himself observed (employing the gen-
dered idiom of his times), “As long as the reason of man continues fallible,
and he is at liberty to exercise it, different opinions will be formed.” Thus,
if an overarching political structure is the solution to the problem of plural-
ity in an open society, it is also among its conditions, and plurality presents
itself as a standing threat to the stability of the structure itself. The deeper
the differences to be accommodated, the greater the difficulty of achieving
agreement on the nature of the political framework, and the more suscep-
tible the framework thus becomes to crises of legitimacy.?

(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006). I would like to thank the event’s orga-
nizers, other panelists, and members of the audience, as well as this journal’s anonymous
reader(s), for insightful feedback.

3. James Madison, “Federalist 10,” in The Federalist Papers (New York: Penguin Clas-
sics, 1987), 124.

4. Ibid., 125.

5. 1Ibid, 128.

6.  Michael Walzer, What it Means to be an American (New York: Marsilio, 1996), 8.

7. Madison, The Federalist Papers, 123. Compare John Rawls’s claim that reasonable
pluralism “is the long-run outcome of the work of human reason under enduring free
institutions.” John Rawls, Political Liberalism, expanded edn (New York: Columbia Univer-
sity Press, 2005), 129.

8. And in what can such a political structure be grounded, if it is to remain neutral
vis-3-vis the existing differences it is meant to accommodate and manage? It is precisely an
appreciation of this problem that characterizes John Rawls’s later work, with its political (as
opposed to comprehensive) conception of justice. Referring to his earlier argument in A
Theory of Justice, Rawls has argued that, “since the principles of justice as fairness in Theory
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One classic response—in America, associated historically with Madi-
son’s friend Jefferson’—is to privatize difference, relegating it to the periph-
ery of political life in order to capitalize on what we hold in common. Of
course, the dichotomy between public and private is inherently unstable,
the boundaries of political life uncertain and notoriously difficult to main-
tain. Moreover, whatever the sources of its appeal in Jefferson’s day, an
emphasis on shared values or a common culture seems less promising in
our own time, to precisely the degree that America is more diverse (and its
diversity better acknowledged) in the twenty-first century than it was in
the eighteenth. Any thick conception of “common ground” seems ironi-
cally to leave many things out, to alienate rather than to unite, whereas
what is genuinely common turns out to be fairly thin. Is there an alter-
native? As the late John Clayton aptly asks, “What kind of strategy would
be effective in respect to this sort of diversity, so that it has a chance of
becoming a positive good rather than a detriment to the stability of an
open society?”1

This paper explores an alternative account of public reason which
Clayton developed through the creative approach of applying method-
ological insights from classical Indian philosophical and religious thought
to problems in modern and contemporary liberal political theory. A pio-
neering figure in cross-cultural philosophy of religion, Clayton saw in the
discursive practices of the Indian tradition of vada (debate) a model for
public discourse in pluralist democracies like the United States. Recog-
nizing the inherently contextual nature of reason exchange—that reasons
are always such only in relation to particular groups of people—this
model of deliberative democracy aspires to give differences a fair hearing
in public debate. Exposing the parochial nature of what sometimes passes
for “common ground”—for example, Jefferson’s notion of “rational
theology”—Clayton argues that the proper criterion for admission to
public debate is not neutrality but contestability.

require a constitutional democratic regime, and since the fact of reasonable pluralism is the
long-term outcome of a society’s culture in the context of these free institutions, the argu-
ment in Theory relies on a premise the realization of which its principles of justice rule out.
This is the premise that in the well-ordered society of justice as fairness, citizens hold the
same comprehensive doctrine...,” Rawls, Political Liberalism, x1.

9.  For a discussion of Madison’s views, see Michael W. McConnell, “Believers as
Equal Citizens,” in Obligations of Citizenship and Demands of Faith: Religious Accommodation in
Pluralist Democracies, ed. Nancy L. Rosenblum (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
2000), 90-110. For a critique of this reading see Amy Guttman’s contribution to the same
volume, “Religion and State in the United States: A Defense of Two-Way Protection,”
127-64.

10. Clayton, Religions, Reasons and Gods, 65.
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Clayton sometimes presents this model as an alternative not simply
to the “Enlightenment project” of Jefferson and his contemporaries,
but also to the conception of public reason developed in the twentieth
century by the American political philosopher John Rawls. In at least
partial agreement with Jefferson, Rawls held that participants in public
reason are morally obliged to refrain from arguing on the basis of group-
specific “comprehensive religious and philosophical doctrines,” limiting
themselves instead to “presently accepted general beliefs and forms of
reasoning found in common sense, and the methods and conclusions
of science when these are not controversial.”"! Despite superficial simi-
larities, however, Rawls’s conception of public reason differs in important
respects from Jefferson’s. I argue that Clayton’s criticisms of the latter
project do not apply directly to the former, and that his alternative concep-
tion of public discourse does not adequately address the problem with
which Rawls was chiefly concerned—namely, the just exercise of coercive
political power in contexts of radical plurality.

Rather than defending Rawls, however, I argue that both conceptions of
public reason can be faulted for overlooking important aspects of the rela-
tion between power and political discourse. Whereas advocates of delib-
erative democracy, including both Rawls and Clayton, tend to conceive of
the public realm as a discursive space within which reasons are exchanged
and power is exercised—a space which is ideally open to all citizens, per-
mitting what Chantal Mouffe has called “consensus without exclusion”—
I argue that power is constitutive of the public sphere, and that exclusions
are inevitable. The task of liberal democratic politics, I conclude, is not
to eliminate exclusions, but to render the operations of power visible and
subject to ongoing contestation. Bringing Clayton’s work briefly into
dialogue with Amartya Sen’s interpretation of the Indian argumentative
tradition, I suggest that one of the principal functions of public discourse
is precisely to interrogate the boundaries of public discourse, calling into
question the various extra-democratic grounds by means of which dis-
tinctions are maintained between citizens and outsiders.

Common Ground or Defensible Difference?

In the essays collected posthumously in Religions, Reasons, and Gods, Clayton
looks to the various discursive strategies that have developed historically
under conditions of religious diversity in various cultural contexts in an
effort to retrieve an alternative to the liberal conceptions of public reason
dominant in modernity. The hallmark of this approach, which Clayton

11. Rawls, Political Liberalism, 224-5.
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describes as the “clarification of defensible difference,” is its substitution
of contestability for neutrality as the criterion for admission to public dis-
course. His hope is that “attending to the strategies religious communities
themselves have developed to accommodate the Other in their midst may
offer an alternative way of conceiving public reason—one in which reason
lies open to all, to be sure, but does not require abandonment of group-
specific reasons as the price of entry to the public arena.”'?

Clayton’s criticisms of the “common ground” approach to public reason
are part of a larger critique of what he calls the “Enlightenment project.”
He writes:

The “Enlightenment project” in its most general form is an attempt to iden-
tify and to justify without recourse to outside authority or private passion
but by the exercise of reason and the limits of experience alone what we can
truly know, what we ought rightly to do and what we may reasonably hope.
Rationality requires us in our deliberations to achieve neutrality by divesting
ourselves of allegiance to any particular standpoint and to achieve universal-
ity by abstracting ourselves from all those communities of interest that may
limit our perspective.'>

Within political philosophy, the Enlightenment project manifests itself in
a strict partition between “public” and “private” spheres of life, marked
by the exclusion of “sectarian” commitments from the public sphere. In
keeping with an account of rationality that privileged universality, thinkers
like Jefferson held that “[e]xclusion of parochial religious interests from
the public arena is necessary both for the integrity of the state and for
the prosperity of true religion.”** Here “true” or “rational” religion was
understood to mean public religion—religion open to all in virtue of “being
supported by reasons that are reasons for everyone.”"®

Jefferson’s assumption was that rational theology “could lay a common
foundation in which to ground a public religious discourse capable of
expressing a kind of consensus gentium.”'® Rational religion was viewed not
as one sect among others, but as the universal, normative core from which
the various Christian sects “may deviate to varying degrees, the degree of
their deviation being a measure of their irrationality.”” But as Clayton
points out, “rational religion” was able to pass itself off as universal only
because of the limited theological diversity of the parties admitted to
public discourse in eighteenth-century western Europe and its (former)

12.  Clayton, Religions, Reasons and Gods, 74.
13. 1Ibid,, 21.
14. 1Ibid., 62.
15. 1Ibid,, 64.
16. 1Ibid., 26.
17. Ibid., 64.

© Equinox Publishing Ltd 2011.

36



582 Political Theology

colonies. In reality, of course, Jefferson’s preference for “rational religion”
was itself rooted in the very narrowness of perspective he hoped by means
of it to overcome. It bore more than a passing resemblance to the Unitari-
anism that, in 1822, in the midst of the Second Great Awakening, Jefferson
confidently predicted would “become the general religion of the United
States.”" As Clayton notes, “in the Jeffersonian project, public policy and
private commitment finally coincide.”"

That rational religion’s claims to neutrality masked a decided religious
bias is illustrative of what Clayton recognizes as problematic about the
Enlightenment project as a whole. As he puts it, the project “ends in a
paradox by its own foundationalist pretensions to speak with a universal
and neutral voice, when its tone is more nearly parochial and partisan.”?
To put it another way, the maintenance of what passes for common
ground—whether in Jefferson’s day or in ours—requires power, and “[a]
ccess to shared space requires a willingness to conform to rules”; it is
“never entirely free of regulation.”' Every space is some space (or someone’s
space), and reasons are always reasons for particular groups of people.

In striking contrast to the Enlightenment and Jeffersonian projects,
what we might call the “Claytonian project” emphasizes this difference
and plurality. “The project I would propose...,” he writes, “requires a
series of displacements...: in the place of religion, rationality and God, I
would substitute religions, reasons, and Gods.”” That is to say, Clayton prizes
particular practices and traditions over the generic construct “religion,”
appreciating the contextual nature of reason-exchange and—in contrast to
what commonly passes for “pluralism” among philosophers of religion—
recognizing within these discursive practices an irreducible plurality of
ultimates and ends.? Yet, Clayton is unwilling to embrace relativism, or to
rule out external criticism of religious claims on grounds of their incom-
mensurability. “The otherness of the Other must be protected, by every
means, but not at the price of abandoning public contestability of religious
claims, whether of a cognitive or of an ethical kind.”**

Alternative models of public discourse, which preserve public con-
testability while safeguarding otherness, do not need to be invented as
substitutes for the Enlightenment project; according to Clayton, they can

18. Thomas Jefferson, private letter to James Smith, December 8, 1822, quoted n
Clayton, Religions, Reasons and Gods, 28.

19. Clayton, Religions, Reasons and Gods, 27.

20. 1Ibid., 32.

21. Ibid., 59.

22. Ibid., 41.

23. Seeibid., 309.

24. 1Ibd.,, 35.
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be discerned in historical practices of reason-exchange within and among
religious communities. Consider, for example, the discursive strategies
that developed among competing darsanas (or philosophical perspectives;
from a Sanskrit word meaning “to see”) in the Indian vada tradition.
Typically, Clayton points out, these formalized debates consisted of two
parts—one negative and the other positive. During the negative half of the
debate, one sought to undermine the position of one’s opponent strictly
by means of reasons that were considered relevant within the opponent’s
darsana, whereas in the positive half one was allowed to appeal to reasons
specific to one’s own darsana. Clayton notes that “[s]uch tradition-specific
reasons were not introduced in order to cut off debate or to assert their
privileged authority. For they, too, were open to challenge from the
outside. Although authoritative within one’s own tradition, such grounds
were not immune from public contestation.”

Similar forms of disputation developed independently among Jains and
Buddhists, enabling debate not only within, but across the boundaries of,
these traditions. In this way, Clayton argues, “[o]ne could enter public
space and participate in public reason without pretending to rise above
difference or to abstract oneself from one’s entanglements with the com-
munities of interest that make us who we are.”” Here religion was not a
conversation-stopper: “Unlike classical European liberalism, the Indian
debating tradition did not require one to give up one’s own grounds in
order to participate in public reason; public reason is open to all, but a
share in ‘common ground’ is not required.”?

25. Ibid., 39.

26. 1Ibid., 72. Such examples of cross-cultural negotiation are not limited, however, to
the non-Western or premodern worlds. Clayton finds a similar strategy at work in the justi-
fication of contemporary conceptions of human rights. Though universal in scope, human
rights claims depend for their legitimacy on the distinctive moral resources available within
a plurality of discourses and traditions, both religious and otherwise, and it is a confusion
to assume that universality at the one level requires universality (or neutrality) at the other.
For “the discourse of human rights is itself temporal and not eternal, local and not univer-
sal.” Ibid., 77. By means of reasons indigenous to multiple traditions, “specific limited goals
may be tactically agreed upon by culturally diverse groups who share no common historical
narrative and occupy no ‘common ground’ save only the fragile and threatened planet that
fate has destined as our shared home.” Ibid., 78-79.

27. TIbid., 72. Whether it was “open to all” is debatable. For a useful discussion of this
question, see Amartya Sen, The Argumentative Indian (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux,
2005), 6ft. Sen argues that the Indian argumentative tradition, though not equally accessible
to all, was nevertheless not limited entirely to cultural elites. “If it is important not to see
the Indian argumentative tradition as the exclusive preserve of men, it is also necessary to
understand that the use of argumentative encounters has frequently crossed the barriers of
class and caste.” Sen, The Argumentative Indian, 10.
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Religion and Public Reason

Although it should by now be clear that Clayton had larger designs—
among them an historical assessment of the “Enlightenment Project,”
and especially Jefferson’s contribution to it—it is natural to read his
criticisms of “common ground” as at least partly a critique of the idea
of public reason developed in John Rawls’s later writings.?® For accord-
ing to Clayton, today’s Rawlsians are heirs to the Jeffersonian agenda.
“Rawlsians may have soberly realized that citizens of modern democratic
societies share less in common than they had once imagined,” he writes,
“but they have not abandoned the strategy of seeking out and expanding
the possible patches of overlapping consensus that may survive.”?

But understood in this way—as aimed at contemporary, and not simply
historical, targets—it is not as clear that Clayton’s criticisms meet their
mark. It is true that Rawls held that the content of public reason properly
includes only what is common to all, thereby excluding all those religious
and philosophical commitments about which people disagree, and in this
respect he bears a superficial resemblance to Jefferson (except that Rawls
had little use for the eighteenth-century dream of “rational religion”).
Nevertheless, in his later work, Rawls is careful to distance his rather
limited ambitions from those commonly associated with the Enlighten-
ment. For instance, in the Introduction to Political Liberalism he writes:

Sometimes one hears reference made to the so-called Enlightenment proj-
ect of finding a philosophical secular doctrine, one founded on reason and
yet comprehensive. It would then be suitable to the modern world, so it
was thought, now that the religious authority and the faith of Christian ages
was alleged to be no longer dominant. Whether there is or ever was such an
Enlightenment project we need not consider; for in any case political liber-
alism, as I think of it, and justice as fairness as a form thereof, has no such
ambitions. >

Of course, we need not simply take Rawls’s word for it: it may be that he
protests too much. Still, I happen to think there are important differences,
and that understanding them can be instructive.!

28. See especially Political Liberalism and “The Idea of Public Reason Revisited”
(included in the expanded edition of Political Liberalism).

29. Clayton, Religions, Reasons and Gods, 58.

30. Rawls, Political Liberalism, xviii.

31. There are, moreover, important affinities between Rawls’s approach and Clay-
ton’s. For instance, Rawls argues that his political conception of justice can be justified by
appeal to an “overlapping consensus” of comprehensive doctrines. The feasibility and limits
of such a consensus can certainly be debated, but it is worth noting that Rawls’s concep-
tion of an overlapping consensus is itself an exercise in what Clayton calls “defensible dif-
ference.” Just as, on Clayton’s account, human rights claims can be justified within various
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Although Rawls’s project was neither as similar to Jefferson’s, nor as
different from Clayton’s, as one might initially think, my aim in pointing
this out is not ultimately to defend Rawls from some perceived slight,
but to suggest that appreciating how Rawls differs from Jefterson helps
to shed light on an underdeveloped dimension of Clayton’s alternative.
The central problem here, which Rawls understood but which—I hasten
to add—I do not think he succeeded in solving (and indeed which, I will
suggest, does not admit of a purely rational solution), has to do with the
distinctive nature and ends of political discourse and may not manifest
itself to the same degree in some of the other discursive contexts that
Clayton discusses as models of defensible difference.

Like Madison, Rawls saw pluralism—religious and otherwise—not “as
disaster but rather as the natural outcome of the activities of human reason
under enduring free institutions.” The diversity of reasonable compre-
hensive doctrines characteristic of liberal democratic societies “is not a
mere historical condition that may soon pass away,” and resentment of it
is inseparable from resentment of free institutions.>* Nevertheless—and
here too Rawls resembled Madison—this diversity poses a challenge to the
stability of the very institutions that make it possible. Surely one endur-
ing legacy of Rawls’s later work is the clarity and urgency with which it
sets the agenda for contemporary political philosophy: “How is it possible
that there may exist over time a stable and just society of free and equal
citizens profoundly divided by reasonable though incompatible religious,

religious and moral traditions (see n. 26), so, on Rawls’s account, the political conception
of justice is rooted in particular comprehensive doctrines. “All those who affirm the political
conception start from their own comprehensive view and draw on the religious, philosoph-
ical, and moral grounds it provides. The fact that people affirm the same political concep-
tion on those grounds does not make their affirming it any less religious, philosophical or
moral, as the case may be, since the grounds sincerely held determine the nature of the
affirmation.” Rawls, Political Liberalism, 147-48. On this account, common ground is the
outcome, rather than the presupposition of argument—although the substance of the political
conception in turn places moral limits on certain forms of political discourse. As Rawls put
it, “When citizens share a reasonable political conception of justice, they share common
ground on which public discussion of fundamental questions can proceed.” Ibid., 115.

32. Ibid., ssdv.

33. Ibid., 36. Note that “reasonableness” is not, on this account, an epistemological
category.

34. Rawls writes, “To see reasonable pluralism as a disaster is to see the exercise of
reason under the conditions of freedom itself as a disaster.” Ibid., xxiv—v. Compare Madison:
“Liberty is to faction what air is to fire, an aliment without which it instantly expires. But it
could not be a less folly to abolish liberty, which is essential to political life, because it nour-
ishes faction than it would be to wish the annihilation of air, which is essential to animal life,
because it imparts to fire its destructive agency.” Madison, The Federalist Papers, 123.

© Equinox Publishing Ltd 2011.

40



586 Political Theology

philosophical, and moral doctrines?”* Or more pointedly: “How is it
possible for those affirming a religious doctrine that is based on religious
authority, for example, the Church or the Bible, also to hold a reasonable
political conception that supports a just democratic regime?”*® Or less
optimistically: is it possible?

Part of Rawls’s answer consists in his account of public reason, but
this account, and the nature of the concerns that give rise to it, are often
misunderstood. Far from being committed to a totalizing conception of
rationality, Rawls acknowledges that reason-exchange takes many forms,
and that the demands of public reason—in the technical sense he assigns
the phrase—are tightly circumscribed. Its rules pertain only to public
advocacy and voting “when constitutional essentials and matters of basic
justice are at stake.”” They “do not apply to our personal deliberations and
reflections about personal questions, or to the reasoning about them by
members of associations such as churches and universities, all of which is
a vital part of the background culture. Plainly,” Rawls writes, “religious,
philosophical, and moral considerations of many kinds may here properly
play a role.”® What distinguishes “public reason” from these “nonpublic”
(but not private) forms of reason-exchange is that it issues ultimately in the
exercise of coercive political power by the state.>® As Rawls puts it, “in a demo-
cratic society public reason is the reason of equal citizens who, as a col-
lective body, exercise final political and coercive power over one another
in enacting laws and in amending their constitution.”® The central ques-
tion is thus how that power is appropriately to be exercised—i.e., “in the
light of what principles and ideals must we, as free and equal citizens, be
able to view ourselves as exercising that power if our exercise of it is to
be justifiable to other citizens and to respect their being reasonable and
rational?”*!

35. Rawls, Political Liberalism, xviii. It is worth noting en passant that although Madison
had raised similar concerns in “Federalist 10”, his contemporaries largely failed to grasp
their significance. It was not until the twentieth century that Madison’s view gained wide
regard. See Larry D. Kramer, “Madison’s Audience,” Harvard Law Review 112/611 (1999):
611-79. Kramer writes, “If the Constitution embodies Madison’s theory, it has come to do
so only in our century, as a reflection of our present intellectual tastes.” Kramer, 679.

36. Rawls, Political Liberalism, xxxvii.

37. Ibid., 215.

38. Ibid.

39. Moreover, Rawls argues that the acceptance of political authority is in practice
involuntary. “Political society is closed: we come to be within it and we do not, and indeed
cannot, enter or leave it voluntarily.” Ibid., 136.

40. Ibid., 214.

41. 1Ibid., 137. Rawls stresses that his concern is not simply with political stability, but
with stability for the right reasons: “It is sometimes said that the idea of public reason is put
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For Rawls, the special demands of public reason are no more than
what civility and respect for one’s fellow citizens require in such circum-
stances—namely, “to live politically with others in the light of reasons all
might reasonably be expected to endorse.”® It is on this ground—and
not because they are presumed to be false or epistemically sub-par—that
“comprehensive religious or philosophical doctrines” are to be avoided
in favor of “the plain truths now widely accepted, or available, to citizens
generally.” In a democratic exchange of reasons, what is common is to be
preferred over what is particular, not because it is more likely to be true,
but because one owes it to one’s fellow citizens to justify the exercise of
coercive power by appeal to considerations that they will also recognize
as reasons.* It is not enough for arguments to be sound; they must “be
publicly seen to be sound.”® On a Rawlsian account, the content of public
reason is conceived as tradition-impartial but not tradition-independent,
and it is recommended for rather “communitarian” reasons: here agree-
ment in conclusions is made possible by virtue of agreement on what
count as relevant considerations.*

forward primanly to allay the fear of the instability or fragility of democracy 1n the practical
political sense That objection 1s 1ncorrect and fails to see that public reason with 1ts crite-
rion of reciprocity characterizes the pohtical relation with 1ts 1deal of democracy and bears
on the nature of the regime whose stability we are concerned about ” Ibid , xlix, n. 24.

42 Ibd, 243

43 Ibd,224-25.

44 It1s worth noting that even 1f “exclusionist” interpretations of the limits of public
reason are motvated by moral concerns rather than tendentious epistemological assump-
tions, their defenders may nevertheless find 1t difficult to avoid falling back on philosophi-
cal assumptions every bit as controversial as the group-specific reasons i question For
nstance, 1t appears as though Rawls intends to hmt the content of public reason to what we
happen as an empirical fact of the matter to agree on, in which case religious beliefs could
be included if society became sufficiently religiously homogenous, whereas any number
of scientific truths which challenge popular assumptions would need to be excluded But
the obvious difficulties with such “populist conceptions of public reason,” as Christopher
Eberle has called them, might push a nigorous exclusionist 1in the direction of the kind of
foundationalist account Rawls explicitly disavows It could thus be argued that even 1f, in
his later work, Rawls did not subscribe to the problematic assumptions that Clayton detects
m Jefferson’s view, aspects of his account of public reason seem to require something rele-
vantly similar, and thus that Clayton’s criticisms apply indirectly See Christopher J. Eberle,
Religous Conviction tn Liberal Politics (New York Cambridge University Press, 2002), 198fF.

45 Rawls, Poltical Liberalism, 162 n 28, italics added.

46 Jeffrey Stout has noted that, for Rawlsians, “the social contract 1s essentially a sub-
stitute for communitarian agreement on a single comprehensive normative vision—a poor
man’s commumnitariamsm ” Jeffrey Stout, Detmocracy and Tradstion (Princeton, NJ- Princeton
University Press, 2004), 73-74
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To be sure, agreement in conclusions may still prove elusive. The game
of politics inevitably produces winners and losers: the goal is simply to
ensure that its outcome is conceived as legitimate—that the losers do not
feel that they were arbitrarily excluded from the game, or that the winners
won by not playing fairly. Thus, “[e]ven though we think our arguments
sincere and not self-serving, we must consider what it is reasonable to
expect others to think who stand to lose when our reasoning prevails.”
If the limits of public reason are honored, then, as Rawls puts it, “[e]ach
thinks that all have spoken and voted at least reasonably...and honored
their duty of civility.”¥

One can, of course, agree with Rawls on the importance of civility
while rejecting his account of what it requires. Recently, Jeffrey Stout has
taken up the challenge of articulating a conception of respect that does not
require the exclusion of group-specific reasons, arguing that “[r]eal respect
for others takes seriously the distinctive point of view each other occupies.
It is respect for individuality, for difference.”® Instead of attempting to
couch our arguments in terms that all of our fellow citizens accept, @ la
Rawls, we should on Stout’s account attempt to couch them in terms that
each of them accepts, even if the terms differ from case to case.* Under-
stood in this way, there need be nothing inherently disrespectful about
arguing on the basis of reasons that are not “reasons” for everyone.

Stout’s alternative conception of public reason is similar in some
respects to the discursive strategies of the vada tradition described by
Clayton, and it seems right as far as it goes (e.g., it satisfies what Rawls
calls the “criterion of reciprocity” at the level of form, even though
content will vary), but it does not, I think, go far enough. For instance,
since the reasons I offer to others will frequently differ from those by
which I am myself moved, there is a real danger that reason-exchange
will degenerate into manipulation. And even assuming I do act in good
faith, how should I proceed when others fail to be persuaded by the
reasons I have offered them, reasons whose relevance is not itself in
doubt—especially when these others are in the minority and thus lack
the political means to block my own preferred political outcome? Since
it is usually possible to produce some reason, however unpersuasive, for
nearly any conceivable decision, something more needs to be said not
only about the quality of the reasons I offer to others, but also about the

47. Rawls, “The Idea of Public Reason Revisited,” 446.
48. Stout, Democracy and Tradition, 73; original italics.
49. Rawls calls this discursive strategy “reasoning from conjecture,” and he denies that

it constitutes a form of public reasoning. See Rawls, “The Idea of Public Reason Revisited,”
465.
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degree of justification required for the decisions I make, especially when
coercion is their likely outcome.>® What constitute sufficient reasons here,
and who decides?

I do not mean to suggest that these questions are unanswerable. They
have been discussed with depth and sensitivity by a range of contemporary
thinkers.>! My concern, however, is with the kind of answer for which
we are looking. Here it is important to appreciate not simply the various
forms that reason-giving takes, and the epistemic and moral standards
to which these are in general expected to conform, but also the limits of
reason constituted by the ineliminability of power from politics. These limits
introduce an element of undecideability and a dimension of responsibility
that ultimately elude even the best accounts of rationality.

The Ineliminability of Power

One benefit of counterposing Clayton with Rawls is that each calls atten-
tion to an important dimension of power that remains under-analyzed in
the other’s work. As we have seen, Rawls’s primary concern is with the
overt political power that citizens exercise over one another when they
enact coercive laws, and he seeks to address it by insisting that the more
significant of these decisions should be made only on the basis of premises
that all of one’s fellow citizens can reasonably be expected to endorse. For
Rawls, the quest for “common ground” is motivated by a moral concern
with the just exercise of coercive power, rather than by a foundationalist
epistemology or a political modus vivendi: on his view, public reason pro-
vides citizens with a neutral space in which they can partipate as equals.
Clayton, for his part, argues that there is a price to pay for marginalizing
difference in the interests of putative consensus. Common ground is
never unregulated: it depends for its maintenance on “control and power”
and requires vigilant policing. Where Rawls is concerned principally with
the outcome of public discourse, Clayton is concerned with access to it. But,
as we have seen, power is no sooner addressed in one register than it reas-
serts itself in the other.

Clayton’s ideal of public reason is a conversation from which the dis-
torting effects of power have been removed, and to which all are granted
access, provided they are willing to submit their claims to criticism—a
looser, more capacious conception of reason-exchange. Though attractive

50. As Rawls puts it, “if we argue that the religious liberty of some citizens is to be
denied, we must give them reasons they can not only understand—as Servetus could
understand why Calvin wanted to burn him at the stake—but reasons we might reasonably
expect that they, as free and equal citizens, might reasonably also accept.” Ibid., 447.

51. See especially Eberle, Religious Conviction in Liberal Politics.
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as a model for cross-cultural dialogue, such an account fails to see any-
thing distinctive about political discourse, treating it as just another form
of moral debate.>? Perhaps no discursive space is altogether free from the
dynamics of power, but in the political domain these are intrinsic, not
incidental. Partly because public discourse issues in coercion, access to it is
always subject to regulation. Here power is less a problem to be overcome
than a defining feature of the landscape to be navigated. To be sure, all
regulations are subject to political contestation, but the result of successful
contestation is a different set of regulations, not the absence of regulation
altogether. Moreover, deregulating the content of public reason—important
though that can be—does not automatically lead to increased participa-
tion, as access can be blocked in numerous other ways.

In politics the choice is never simply between power and reason, or
even between better and worse conceptions of reason-exchange, but
between more and less reasonable and responsible uses of power. We
can move power around, concentrating it at the end of reason-exchange
or hiding it at the beginning—gerrymandering the boundary between
insiders and outsiders so as to create the illusion of common ground—
but we cannot eliminate it altogether. The best we can hope to do is to
manage power more responsibly, a large part of which involves rendering
it explicit, making it visible. The problem with Rawlsian or Jeffersonian
“public reason,” on this view, is not that common ground has a power
dimension per se—power is inescapable here, and inequalities of access are
inevitable—but that liberalism sometimes fails forthrightly to acknowl-
edge this and address it responsibly. It is striking, for example, that while
Rawls devotes considerable attention to the obligations citizens bear
toward other citizens (with whom they are said to exist in a relationship
of political equality), he says almost nothing about the question of how
the distinction between citizens and non-citizens (who are not the political
equals of citizens, and to whom, on this view, citizens need not justify
themselves in the same way) is to be determined, taking our current civic

52. To be sure, Clayton acknowledges that the actual discursive encounters that pro-
vide the template often fell short of this ideal, noting, for example, that historically, “the
asymmetry of political power in Islamic and Christian lands meant that in practice these
discourses were in constant danger of being subverted politically as discourses of domina-
tion,” and that even in India, where “political advantage was more randomly distributed,”
political factors played a role in debate, and debates sometimes functioned as means of
gaining political advantage. Clayton, Religions, Reasons and Gods, 71. As these remarks illus-
trate, however, he tends to view relations of power as contingent intrusions into reason-
exchange—which they certainly can be—rather than as constitutive of the political sphere
in which these exchanges can occur.
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and political boundaries more or less as given rather than as subject to
perpetual negotiation.>

Drawing critically and selectively upon Carl Schmitt’s political theory,
Chantal Mouffe has argued that exclusions are necessary for the con-
stitution of a demos, and so essential for democracy itself:>* But whereas
Schmitt concluded—with disastrous implications—that democracy is
incompatible with liberal universalism (and thus that liberal democracy is
impossible), Mouffe finds in this seeming inconsistency a creative, as
opposed to destructive, tension.

The democratic logic of constituting the people, and inscribing rights and
equality into practices, is necessary to subvert the tendency towards abstract
universalism inherent in liberal discourse. But the articulation with the lib-
eral logic allows us constantly to challenge—through reference to “human-
ity” and the polemical use of “human rights"—the forms of exclusion that
are necessarily inscribed in the political practice of installing those rights and
defining “the people” which is going to rule.>

Moutfte’s conception of liberal democracy as the dynamic juxtaposition
of two distinct traditions is a helpful one, but she is here too quick to
concede Schmitt’s equation of democracy with political closure. On my
view, what permits the tension between liberalism and democracy to
amount to something more than a simple incompatibility is that space
for the contestation of exclusions is built right into the logic of democracy
itself. This is because exclusions, though necessary in general, can never
in particular instances be justified democratically. For instance, the question
of who is eligible to vote, crucial though some answer is for the possibil-
ity of democracy, cannot without circularity be decided by a vote: one
can defer to tradition, precedent, or some putative authority (e.g., the
“Founders”), but none of these is a democratic solution. To put it another
way, democracy is never a fully closed system: the line between insiders
and outsiders (“friends” and “enemies,” on Schmitt’s view) is inherently
fuzzy and contestable. If democracy demands closure, it also resists it.
On this reading, liberalism does not so much oppose democracy as keep
it honest.

On Moulffe’s “agonistic” account of democracy, the ideal of political con-
sensus without exclusion must finally be recognized as illusory: “common
ground” is always a temporary stabilization of power—a “provisional

53. According to Rawls, the “political relationship among democratic citizens” is “a
relationship of persons within the basic structure of the societiy into which they are born
and in which they normally lead a complete life.” Rawls, Political Liberalism, 216.

54. Chantal Mouffe, The Democratic Paradox (New York: Verso, 2000), 43.

55. Ibid., 44-45.
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hegemony”—that necessarily rests upon some kind of exclusion.* “Con-
trary to other projects of radical or participatory democracy informed by
a rationalistic framework, radical and plural democracy rejects the very
possibility of a non-exclusive public sphere of rational argument where
a non-coercive consensus could be attained.”™” Thus, Mouffe argues that
“[i]nstead of trying to erase the traces of power and exclusion, democratic
politics requires us to bring them to the fore, to make them visible so
that they can enter the terrain of contestation.”® For as she rightly notes,
“the main question for democratic politics is not how to eliminate power
but how to constitute forms of power more compatible with democratic
values.”

Here, the Indian argumentative tradition may again serve as a useful
model, since aspects of it functioned historically to decenter prevailing
hegemonies. Amartya Sen has argued that the emphasis on disputation
within early Buddhist and Jain communities provided a crucial opening
from which to challenge the privilege of elites. “It included a ‘levelling’
feature that is not only reflected in the message of human equality for
which these movements stood, but is also captured in the nature of the
arguments used to undermine the claim to superiority of those occupying
exalted positions.”® Though the topic cannot be pursued here, Sen offers
compelling evidence that indigenous traditions of public reasoning have
played a key role in the development of democratic discourses, move-
ments, and institutions in contemporary India.¢'

Conclusion

There is much to be learned from the kind of cross-cultural analysis and
concern for particularity that characterize John Clayton’s work in the
philosophy of religion. By drawing attention to the importance of contest-
ability in the Indian vada tradition, he offers an alternative to Enlight-
enment conceptions of public reason, such as Jefferson’s, that prize
neutrality and require the privatization of difference. Yet, I have argued
here that the quest for common ground is sometimes motivated not by
foundationalist theories of knowledge but by moral concerns about the
nature of the respect for one’s fellow citizens that the exercise of coercive
political power demands. These concerns seem to have played a more

56. Ibid.

57. Ibid,, 33.

58. Ibid., 33-34.

59. Ibid., 100.

60. Sen, The Argumentative Indian, 10.
61. See ibid., 13ff.
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significant role in Rawls’s thinking than in Jefferson’s, but I have argued
that Rawls nevertheless did not succeed in resolving them and, indeed,
that they do not admit of a purely rational solution. This is because the
exchange of reasons takes place within a political space constituted by
power, from which exclusions are inevitable, but in which they can never
in their particularity be justified democratically. It is the perennial task of
liberal democratic politics to render these exclusions visible and subject
to political contestation. Insofar as the classical vada tradition enables the
contestation of the extra-democratic ideologies by means of which particu-
lar exclusions are rationalized, it may here too provide a useful model for
contemporary agonistic pluralism.
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DECLARATION ON THE RELATION OF THE CHURCH TO NON-CHRISTIAN
RELIGIONS NOSTRA AETATE PROCLAIMED BY HIS HOLINESS POPE PAUL VI ON
OCTOBER 28, 1965

1. In our time, when day by day mankind is being drawn closer together, and the ties
between different peoples are becoming stronger, the Church examines more
closely her relationship to non-Christian religions. In her task of promoting unity
and love among men, indeed among nations, she considers above all in this
declaration what men have in common and what draws them to fellowship.

One is the community of all peoples, one their origin, for God made the whole
human race to live over the face of the earth.(1) One also is their final goal, God. His
providence, His manifestations of goodness, His saving design extend to all men,(2)
until that time when the elect will be united in the Holy City, the city ablaze with the
glory of God, where the nations will walk in His light.(3)

Men expect from the various religions answers to the unsolved riddles of the human
condition, which today, even as in former times, deeply stir the hearts of men: What
is man? What is the meaning, the aim of our life? What is moral good, what is sin?
Whence suffering and what purpose does it serve? Which is the road to true
happiness? What are death, judgment and retribution after death? What, finally, is
that ultimate inexpressible mystery which encompasses our existence: whence do
we come, and where are we going?

2. From ancient times down to the present, there is found among various peoples a
certain perception of that hidden power which hovers over the course of things and
over the events of human history; at times some indeed have come to the
recognition of a Supreme Being, or even of a Father. This perception and recognition
penetrates their lives with a profound religious sense.

Religions, however, that are bound up with an advanced culture have struggled to
answer the same questions by means of more refined concepts and a more
developed language. Thus in Hinduism, men contemplate the divine mystery and
express it through an inexhaustible abundance of myths and through searching
philosophical inquiry. They seek freedom from the anguish of our human condition
either through ascetical practices or profound meditation or a flight to God with love
and trust. Again, Buddhism, in its various forms, realizes the radical insufficiency of
this changeable world; it teaches a way by which men, in a devout and confident
spirit, may be able either to acquire the state of perfect liberation, or attain, by their
own efforts or through higher help, supreme illumination. Likewise, other religions
found everywhere try to counter the restlessness of the human heart, each in its
own manner, by proposing "ways," comprising teachings, rules of life, and sacred
rites. The Catholic Church rejects nothing that is true and holy in these religions. She
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regards with sincere reverence those ways of conduct and of life, those precepts and
teachings which, though differing in many aspects from the ones she holds and sets
forth, nonetheless often reflect a ray of that Truth which enlightens all men. Indeed,
she proclaims, and ever must proclaim Christ "the way, the truth, and the life" (John
14:6), in whom men may find the fullness of religious life, in whom God has
reconciled all things to Himself.(4)

The Church, therefore, exhorts her sons, that through dialogue and collaboration
with the followers of other religions, carried out with prudence and love and in
witness to the Christian faith and life, they recognize, preserve and promote the
good things, spiritual and moral, as well as the socio-cultural values found among
these men.

http://www.vatican.va/archive /hist councils/ii vatican _council/documents/vat-
ii. decl 19651028 nostra-aetate en.html
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CONGREGATION FOR THE DOCTRINE OF THE FAITH

DECLARATION "DOMINUS IESUS" ON THE UNICITY AND SALVIFIC
UNIVERSALITY OF JESUS CHRIST AND THE CHURCH

INTRODUCTION

1. The Lord Jesus, before ascending into heaven, commanded his disciples to proclaim
the Gospel to the whole world and to baptize all nations: “Go into the whole world and
proclaim the Gospel to every creature. He who believes and is baptized will be saved; he
who does not believe will be condemned” (Mk 16:15-16); “All power in heaven and on
earth has been given to me. Go therefore and teach all nations, baptizing them in the
name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all
that [ have commanded you. And behold, I am with you always, until the end of the
world” (Mt 28:18-20; cf. Lk 24:46-48; Jn 17:18,20,21; Acts 1:8).

The Church's universal mission is born from the command of Jesus Christ and is fulfilled
in the course of the centuries in the proclamation of the mystery of God, Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit, and the mystery of the incarnation of the Son, as saving event for all
humanity. The fundamental contents of the profession of the Christian faith are
expressed thus: “I believe in one God, the Father, Almighty, maker of heaven and earth,
of all that is, seen and unseen. [ believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only Son of God,
eternally begotten of the Father, God from God, Light from Light, true God from true
God, begotten, not made, of one being with the Father. Through him all things were
made. For us men and for our salvation, he came down from heaven: by the power of
the Holy Spirit he became incarnate of the Virgin Mary, and became man. For our sake
he was crucified under Pontius Pilate; he suffered death and was buried. On the third
day he rose again in accordance with the Scriptures; he ascended into heaven and is
seated at the right hand of the Father. He will come again in glory to judge the living and
the dead, and his kingdom will have no end. I believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the
giver of life, who proceeds from the Father. With the Father and the Son he is
worshipped and glorified. He has spoken through the prophets. I believe in one holy
catholic and apostolic Church. [ acknowledge one baptism for the forgiveness of sins. [
look for the resurrection of the dead, and the life of the world to come”.1

2. In the course of the centuries, the Church has proclaimed and witnessed with fidelity
to the Gospel of Jesus. At the close of the second millennium, however, this mission is
still far from complete.? For that reason, Saint Paul's words are now more relevant than
ever: “Preaching the Gospel is not a reason for me to boast; it is a necessity laid on me:
woe to me if [ do not preach the Gospel!” (1 Cor 9:16). This explains the Magisterium's
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particular attention to giving reasons for and supporting the evangelizing mission of the
Church, above all in connection with the religious traditions of the world.3

In considering the values which these religions witness to and offer humanity, with an
open and positive approach, the Second Vatican Council's Declaration on the relation of
the Church to non-Christian religions states: “The Catholic Church rejects nothing of
what is true and holy in these religions. She has a high regard for the manner of life and
conduct, the precepts and teachings, which, although differing in many ways from her
own teaching, nonetheless often reflect a ray of that truth which enlightens all men”#
Continuing in this line of thought, the Church's proclamation of Jesus Christ, “the way,
the truth, and the life” (Jn 14:6), today also makes use of the practice of inter-religious
dialogue. Such dialogue certainly does not replace, but rather accompanies the missio ad
gentes, directed toward that “mystery of unity”, from which “it follows that all men and
women who are saved share, though differently, in the same mystery of salvation in
Jesus Christ through his Spirit”> Inter-religious dialogue, which is part of the Church's
evangelizing mission,® requires an attitude of understanding and a relationship of
mutual knowledge and reciprocal enrichment, in obedience to the truth and with
respect for freedom.”

3. In the practice of dialogue between the Christian faith and other religious traditions,
as well as in seeking to understand its theoretical basis more deeply, new questions
arise that need to be addressed through pursuing new paths of research, advancing
proposals, and suggesting ways of acting that call for attentive discernment. In this task,
the present Declaration seeks to recall to Bishops, theologians, and all the Catholic
faithful, certain indispensable elements of Christian doctrine, which may help
theological reflection in developing solutions consistent with the contents of the faith
and responsive to the pressing needs of contemporary culture.

The expository language of the Declaration corresponds to its purpose, which is not to
treat in a systematic manner the question of the unicity and salvific universality of the
mystery of Jesus Christ and the Church, nor to propose solutions to questions that are
matters of free theological debate, but rather to set forth again the doctrine of the
Catholic faith in these areas, pointing out some fundamental questions that remain
open to further development, and refuting specific positions that are erroneous or
ambiguous. For this reason, the Declaration takes up what has been taught in previous
Magisterial documents, in order to reiterate certain truths that are part of the Church's
faith.

VI. THE CHURCH AND THE OTHER RELIGIONS IN RELATION TO SALVATION

20. From what has been stated above, some points follow that are necessary for
theological reflection as it explores the relationship of the Church and the other
religions to salvation.
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Above all else, it must be firmly believed that "the Church, a pilgrim now on earth, is
necessary for salvation: the one Christ is the mediator and the way of salvation; he is
present to us in his body which is the Church. He himself explicitly asserted the
necessity of faith and baptism (cf. Mk 16:16; Jn 3:5), and thereby affirmed at the
same time the necessity of the Church which men enter through baptism as through
a door".”” This doctrine must not be set against the universal salvific will of God (cf.
1 Tim 2:4); "it is necessary to keep these two truths together, namely, the real
possibility of salvation in Christ for all mankind and the necessity of the Church for
this salvation".”8

The Church is the "universal sacrament of salvation",”? since, united always in a
mysterious way to the Saviour Jesus Christ, her Head, and subordinated to him, she
has, in God's plan, an indispensable relationship with the salvation of every human
being.8% For those who are not formally and visibly members of the Church,
"salvation in Christ is accessible by virtue of a grace which, while having a
mysterious relationship to the Church, does not make them formally part of the
Church, but enlightens them in a way which is accommodated to their spiritual and
material situation. This grace comes from Christ; it is the result of his sacrifice and is
communicated by the Holy Spirit";8! it has a relationship with the Church, which
"according to the plan of the Father, has her origin in the mission of the Son and the
Holy Spirit".82

21. With respect to the way in which the salvific grace of God — which is always
given by means of Christ in the Spirit and has a mysterious relationship to the
Church — comes to individual non-Christians, the Second Vatican Council limited
itself to the statement that God bestows it "in ways known to himself".83
Theologians are seeking to understand this question more fully. Their work is to be
encouraged, since it is certainly useful for understanding better God's salvific plan
and the ways in which it is accomplished. However, from what has been stated
above about the mediation of Jesus Christ and the "unique and special
relationship"8* which the Church has with the kingdom of God among men — which
in substance is the universal kingdom of Christ the Saviour — it is clear that it would
be contrary to the faith to consider the Church as one way of salvation alongside
those constituted by the other religions, seen as complementary to the Church or
substantially equivalent to her, even if these are said to be converging with the
Church toward the eschatological kingdom of God.

Certainly, the various religious traditions contain and offer religious elements which
come from God,8> and which are part of what "the Spirit brings about in human
hearts and in the history of peoples, in cultures, and religions".8¢ Indeed, some
prayers and rituals of the other religions may assume a role of preparation for the
Gospel, in that they are occasions or pedagogical helps in which the human heart is
prompted to be open to the action of God.8” One cannot attribute to these, however,
a divine origin or an ex opere operato salvific efficacy, which is proper to the
Christian sacraments.88 Furthermore, it cannot be overlooked that other rituals,
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insofar as they depend on superstitions or other errors (cf. 1 Cor 10:20-21),
constitute an obstacle to salvation.?®

22. With the coming of the Saviour Jesus Christ, God has willed that the Church
founded by him be the instrument for the salvation of all humanity (cf. Acts 17:30-
31).99 This truth of faith does not lessen the sincere respect which the Church has
for the religions of the world, but at the same time, it rules out, in a radical way, that
mentality of indifferentism "characterized by a religious relativism which leads to
the belief that ‘one religion is as good as another'.°1 If it is true that the followers of
other religions can receive divine grace, it is also certain that objectively speaking
they are in a gravely deficient situation in comparison with those who, in the
Church, have the fullness of the means of salvation.?2 However, "all the children of
the Church should nevertheless remember that their exalted condition results, not
from their own merits, but from the grace of Christ. If they fail to respond in thought,
word, and deed to that grace, not only shall they not be saved, but they shall be more
severely judged".?3 One understands then that, following the Lord's command (cf. Mt
28:19-20) and as a requirement of her love for all people, the Church "proclaims and
is in duty bound to proclaim without fail, Christ who is the way, the truth, and the
life (Jn 14:6). In him, in whom God reconciled all things to himself (cf. 2 Cor 5:18-
19), men find the fullness of their religious life".9*

In inter-religious dialogue as well, the mission ad gentes "today as always retains its
full force and necessity".?> "Indeed, God ‘desires all men to be saved and come to the
knowledge of the truth' (1 Tim 2:4); that is, God wills the salvation of everyone
through the knowledge of the truth. Salvation is found in the truth. Those who obey
the promptings of the Spirit of truth are already on the way of salvation. But the
Church, to whom this truth has been entrusted, must go out to meet their desire, so
as to bring them the truth. Because she believes in God's universal plan of salvation,
the Church must be missionary".?¢ Inter-religious dialogue, therefore, as part of her
evangelizing mission, is just one of the actions of the Church in her mission ad
gentes.®” Equality, which is a presupposition of inter-religious dialogue, refers to the
equal personal dignity of the parties in dialogue, not to doctrinal content, nor even
less to the position of Jesus Christ — who is God himself made man — in relation to
the founders of the other religions. Indeed, the Church, guided by charity and
respect for freedom,?® must be primarily committed to proclaiming to all people the
truth definitively revealed by the Lord, and to announcing the necessity of
conversion to Jesus Christ and of adherence to the Church through Baptism and the
other sacraments, in order to participate fully in communion with God, the Father,
Son and Holy Spirit. Thus, the certainty of the universal salvific will of God does not
diminish, but rather increases the duty and urgency of the proclamation of salvation
and of conversion to the Lord Jesus Christ.

CONCLUSION

23. The intention of the present Declaration, in reiterating and clarifying certain
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truths of the faith, has been to follow the example of the Apostle Paul, who wrote to
the faithful of Corinth: "I handed on to you as of first importance what [ myself
received" (1 Cor 15:3). Faced with certain problematic and even erroneous
propositions, theological reflection is called to reconfirm the Church's faith and to
give reasons for her hope in a way that is convincing and effective.

In treating the question of the true religion, the Fathers of the Second Vatican
Council taught: "We believe that this one true religion continues to exist in the
Catholic and Apostolic Church, to which the Lord Jesus entrusted the task of
spreading it among all people. Thus, he said to the Apostles: ‘Go therefore and make
disciples of all nations baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and
of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that | have commanded you' (Mt 28:
19-20). Especially in those things that concern God and his Church, all persons are
required to seek the truth, and when they come to know it, to embrace it and hold
fast to it".%?

The revelation of Christ will continue to be "the true lodestar"” 190 in history for all
humanity: "The truth, which is Christ, imposes itself as an all-embracing authority".
101 The Christian mystery, in fact, overcomes all barriers of time and space, and
accomplishes the unity of the human family: "From their different locations and
traditions all are called in Christ to share in the unity of the family of God's
children... Jesus destroys the walls of division and creates unity in a new and
unsurpassed way through our sharing in his mystery. This unity is so deep that the
Church can say with Saint Paul: ‘You are no longer strangers and sojourners, but you
are saints and members of the household of God' (Eph 2:19)". 102
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God at Play: Seeing God Through
the Lens of the Young Krishna

By Kristin Johnston Largen

Abstract:  This article begins with the absence of biblical stories about Jesus’ youth. This lack means
that typical boyhood characteristics, such as playfulness, are absent from a traditional Christian picture
of the divine. Using the lens of stories told about Krishna's youth in the Bhagavata Purana, 1 suggest
that Christians could learn from the Hindu idea of a “god at play,” as such a concept enhances a
Christian understanding of who God has revealed Godself to be, and how Christians are called to be in

relationship to God.

Key Terms: Krishna, God at play, Bhagavata Purana, comparative theology, infant Christ

This article is taken from my recent book, Baby
Krishna, Infant Christ: A Comparative Theology of
Salvation,' in which 1 make a sustained compar-
ison of the infancy/youth narratives of Krishna and
Jesus and suggest some new soteriological insights
for Christian theology. Here, however, the project
s much more modest. Using the lens of “baby
Krishna,” T suggest that Christians could learn
from the Hindu idea of a “god at play,” as such
2 concept enhances a Christian understanding of
who God has revealed Godself to be, and how

Christians are called to be in relationship to God.

Contrasting Two Saviors

In my office, I have a small statue of Krishna sitting
fext o my computer. He has blue skin—a clear
sign of his identity as an @watar, or incarnation, of
Vishnu—g peacock feather tucked in his hair, and a
mischievous expression. He looks to be about three
vears old. He sits with his right hand in a clay jar
he has tipped over, out of which he is scooping
handfuls of rich, creamy butter. His left hand is in

his mouth, and he seems to be sucking the last bit
of butter off his first two fingers.

This statue would be instantly and universally
recognizable as Krishna to practically any Hindu,
and it would call to mind any number of beloved
stories of Krishna’s youth. By all accounts, he was a
rogue-ish baby, always misbehaving, and one of his
favorite pastimes was stealing butter. In story after
story, we read how his mother, Yashoda, had to
punish him for this and other misdeeds; but even
while punishing him, she could not help but be
delighted by her son, whom she loved so deeply.

What I do not have in my office, however, or
anywhere else for that matter, are any images of Je-
sus’ youth—and in churches and museums I only
rarely see such images. Christians take this fact for
granted and do not question it, but on the sur-
face, it does seem a bit odd. Why aren’t there any
stories in the Bible of Jesus as a young child? It’s
not as though he simply entered the scene as an
adult; Luke and Matthew both have detailed ac-
counts of his birth, and so it seems narural that
they also would have recorded some stories of him
as a young boy. However, apart from one brief,
tantalizing story about Jesus wandering off from his
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parents in Jerusalem—a story found only in Luke—
the Gospel accounts are silent on Jesus' life until
he begins his public ministry when he is around
thirty years old.

In fact, this absence of such stories in the Bible
does not give us the full picture of Jesus' youth.
When Christians go outside the canonical literature,
they can find other stories—although it takes some
digging—particularly in what has come to be called
the Infancy Gospel of Thomas. In that apocryphal
Gospel, we find a wide variety of miraculous stories
from Jesus’ youth, which, not unlike the stories of
Krishna, depict Jesus as a somewhar capricious and
willful child.

While stories such as these may have been cir-
culated orally from the second century on, they
were not written down until later, and their apos-
tolic authority is dubious at best. Thus, while they
existed during the time of the formation of the
church, for all practical purposes, they played no
role (or perhaps more accurately, they played only a
negative role) in the early church’s theological con-
struction of who Jesus is and how he saves. Thar is,
they did not affect the traditional picture of Jesus
as savior, and they did not influence the rtraditional
understanding of the relationship Jesus has with his
followers.

Nevertheless, in this brief article, 1 would like
to suggest that something indeed has been lost 1o
Christians with the absence of any sustained ac-
count of Jesus' boyhood, and that is an apprecia-
tion of “God at play.” Through a brief examination
of Krishna’s childhood, marked as it s by divine
play, I hope to suggest thar the concept of a play-
ful God might provide new insights into who God
has revealed Godself to be, and how Christians are
called to be in relationship to this God.

Who is Krishna?

Unlike Christianity, which is grounded in 4 lin-
ear understanding of time, Hinduism has
cal understanding of time, in which the
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onto her lap and lets him nurse for a bit, but she
realizes that the milk on the stove is boiling over,
and so she puts him down before he is full. This
makes him angry, so he picks up a rock and breaks
the butter churn, running with the butter into his
hiding place so he can eat it. When Yashoda comes
back and sees what he has done, she laughs—she
can’t help it—and she finds him feeding some of
the butter to a monkey. When she finally catches
him, she tries to bind him with a rope, so he can't
do any more harm, but she uses rope after rope,
and still the length is not enough to contain him:
“Krishna has no beginning and no end, no inside
and no outside. He is the beginning and end and
inside and outside of the universe. He is the uni-
verse.” At last, Krishna takes pity on his mother,
and allows himself to be bound.

Subduing Kaliy

In such manner Krishna spends his first few years,
passing time with his friends “in youthful games
such as playing hide-and-seck, building dams and
jumping about like monkeys.”” This playful exu-
berance is in evidence even when the stakes are
high, and the situation far more serious. Another
famous story from this period of Krishna's life is
his battle with the snake demon, Kaliya, who was
polluting the Yamuna River with his poison. The
problem came to Krishnas attention when his fel-
low cowherds and their cows, made thirsty by the
heat of the day, drank from the poisoned river and
immediately fell down dead. Krishna did not let
them lie lifeless for long: “A few minutes passed,
however, and the tears of Krishna brought them all
back to life. For His mercy and love could not fail
to give life and strength, and He poured them out
in abundance over His fainting friends.”""

His friends thus restored, Krishna took steps to
purify the river and banish the snake. He climhcf;{
4 tall tree and dived into the river, and immedi-
ately began to wrestle with Kaliya. This was noth-
ing but sport to Krishna, and the text makes clear
that Krishna was never in any real danger; instead,
entirely without fear, he toyed with Kaliya, Iike a
child plays with a rubber snake. Finally, Krishna
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climbed up on Kaliyas hoods [from this we as-
sume Kaliya to be a man}'—he.‘ldrd t:nhra] and |'ch.'m
to dance, his powerful feet crushing Kaliya's heads
with each rhythmic step. Kaliya is thus “danced”
into submission; and recognizing Krishna's power,
he worships Krishna and retreats to the ocean. The
story concludes that Yamuna River is freed from
poison by the grear lord “who had assumed a hu-
man form for sport.”"" Stories like this fill Krishna's
biography, reminding the Hindu faithful that while
Krishna appears to be a young boy ar play, he is
actually the savior of the cosmos.

A Playful Lover

Another key component to Krishnas young life
can be found in his relationship to the gopis, the
cowherd girls who are devoted to him. Krishna has
a special relationship to these young girls, marked
as it is by erotic playfulness on his side, and pas-
sionate devotion on their side. I recount here one
of the most well-known stories that epitomize this
relationship.

According to Hindu tradition, this episode in
Krishna’s life is said to have occurred when he was
between seven and ten years old., When reading
this story for the first time, it is helpful to keep
Krishna's age in mind, as well as the purity of his
love, since, to Christian ears, there is an erotic fla-
vor to this story that seems quite inappropriate for
God. However, it is a misinterpretation to attribute
to Krishna any impure or carnal morives in his jn.
teraction with the gopis. As Steven Rosen writes,
“The tradition is clear that Krishna has no pruri-
ent interest, nor does he have lascivious morives,
at least not as commonly understood. His love for
the gopis, and theirs for him, is pure,”!?

This story of Krishna’s “pastime play” (rasa-lilq
in Sanskrit) begins with Krishna playing his fluge,
enticing the gopis to come join him in the for-
est, under the full moon. Upon hearing the music,
all the women immediately dropped whatever they
were doing—milking cows, cooking, eating, putting
on make-up—and went to be near Krishna: “They
were in a state of rapture.” Even those who coul;j
not be with Krishna in person, but only meditated
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What Does th- Word “Play” Mean?

In his discussion the term [ils, Edwin Bryant
notes that “Unlike <he term ‘sport’ or even ‘game,’
then, which might contain a suggestion of driven-
ness or competition, /ila is pure play, or sponta-
feous pastime”—it is God rejoicing in creation
smply from “fullness of spirit.”'® Some analogies
fm_m human experience can help illustrate what is
h?.'"g described here. Lila refers to the exhilaration
:;t. children playing in the year's first big snowfall.
Hla refers o the joy of relaxing in the warm ocean
w_v‘“'ff under the bright sunshine. Lila refers to the
r:fflt;?k_“ m_urh.;r gets from r;c:ui_ng at h::r irE—
- :Ilgl Encc:H at him, and dehghr?ng in .hﬁ
e 1{-{:.1 e. Lila, then, has no u1frr|or motive
ence ufl'{, rltiﬁflna]_ purpose rha.n. the simple experi-
Nl f.:'j,'rzl'.]-r_hmr trom being H_IIIIPI}' a {ncans to an
 Hla is the end: the play is the point.

mﬂlsdiﬂm‘ reason why most children play much

n most adults: once you are an adult,

work replaces play as one’s primary mode of activity
in the world; and the driving question motivating
one’s doings becomes, “What am [ producing?”
Adults are taught that their activity needs to have
a goal, an assessable outcome, a product; and the
very definition of play is opposed to such ends.
Children, however, are under no such pressures—
and if they are, it is a sad commentary on today’s
society. Instead, play is integral to the whole con-
cept of what it means to be a child. Children live
in the moment, and they do not need a reason for
playing with modeling clay, watching birds build a
nest, riding a bike through the neighborhood, or
building a fort with blankets and couch cushions.
The sheer enjoyment of the experience is the point.

Thus, coming back to Krishna, then, we can
see how this applies to his young life as well: in
these years, Krishna literally lives for enjoyment,
for pleasure, for play and for delight. During his
idyllic time in Vraj, this delight is his raison d'étre;
and this is without a doubt what makes this time
\n Krishna's life so unique, and sets it apart from
the rest of his time on earth. While the Bhagavad
Gita is explicit and emphatic that the purpose of
Krishna's incarnation is to rid the earth of evil
kings; in part one of the Bhagavata Purana, another
reason is given primacy of place: “Krishna descends
to engage in lila kil

Play is the point of Krishnas young life, and
it has a special function, creating the conditions
for a unique experience that Krishna shares with
his followers: “Lila, then, is an opportunity for
Krishna and his devotees to enjoy themselves in the
blissful and spontaneous reciprocation of love.”"™ In
the end, then, I think it is fair to say that fila is
nothing more and nothing less than the unique
form of Krishna's love that draws his followers to
him. and creates the conditions for a unique, loving

relationship with him.
Learning from Baby Krishna

Before delving specifically into what Christians
might learn about God from the stories told about

Krishna's infancy and youth, I want to emphasize
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way in which Christians are encouraged to see their
professional occupation as a “vocation” testifies to
this. Linked to this is the emphasis Christians place
on service to ones neighbor; and one important
way in which this is lived out in congregations all
over the United States is through “service projects,”
where some type of work is done on behalf of and
for the sake of the neighbor: a building project,
working in a soup kitchen, providing care for chil-
dren, etc. Indeed, the belief thar “withour works,
faith is dead,” is an important part of Christian
life, with many believing that Christians who do
not show forth their faith in some form of “holy
work”™ in the world are not worthy of being called
Christian at all.

Play, on the other hand, gets no respect in
the Christian tradition. The assumption is thar,
for adults at least—and even children, to some
degree—play is selfish, serves no good purpose in
the world, and should only be engaged in moder-
ation. Too much play distracts from one’s proper
purpose in the world, and can hinder one from
serving the neighbor. Play is opposed to work—
they are at cross-purposes, and the former is often
seen as a threat to the latter. No one has ever been
canonized by excelling at play!

However, our reading of Krishna recommends
another way of thinking about play, particularly
if Christians use a fresh understanding of God’s
“play” to re-think their own attitude toward play.
I suggest that just as God exhibits God's p]m:'-
ful nature in God’s dealings with the world, so
too do Christians honor and serve God by their
own play in the world. In many ways, this is a
small step to take: who would argue, for exam-
ple, that a parent is not honoring God when he
whiles away the afterncon playing Legos with his
son; or that two girls are not honoring God when
I:]':Ifj"}’ play with their dolls, or spend the morning
swinging on swings at the playground? The step
becomes a little bigger however, when We turn
0 adults, and the time they spend playing: rid-
ing mountain bikes, doodling, or playing with »
dog on the beach—in shorr, doing nothing—ar 4t
least, nothing that has a purpose, or serves a final
goal, or helps anyone in particular, Is it possible to

think about these activities as serving and honoring
God?
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