Exploring Religious Pluralism:
Refining The Defining
Assoc. Prof. Dr. Haslina Ibrahim
Department Of Usul Al-Din & Comparative Religion
Kulliyyah Of Islamic Revealed Knowledge & Human Sciences
International Islamic University Malaysia
haslina@iium.edu.my

OBJECTIVE
1. To refine the meaning of religious
pluralism by exploring the debates and
evolution of the definition and meaning of
religious pluralism
2. To incorporate the contextual background
of religious pluralism as foundational to its
conceptualization and philosophical
elucidation
3. To demonstrate the credibility and the
limit of philosophy

INTRODUCTION

John Hick dedication on religious pluralism
starting from
• God and the Universe of Faith (1973)
• God Has Many Names (1980)

• Problems of Religious Pluralism (1985)
• An Interpretation of Religion (1989)
• A Christian Theology of Religions: The Rainbow of Faith (1995)

INTRODUCTION
• Diana L. Eck version of
religious pluralism in
1991 Pluralism Project
with Harvard
University diverting
from theology to
social engagement
and dialogue.

•Three position on religious
pluralism
✓Fully acceptance
✓Rejection
✓Modification

Religious Pluralism and the Evolution of Its Meaning.

• Hick’s religious pluralism
• Theological ground
• Exclusivism versus plural truth claim in
religion
• Can they all be true or false?
• salvation in religion (Christianity: Karl Barth
exclusivism), backed up by the doctrine of
Incarnation – The Myth of God Incarnate

• Hick’s proposed for a transformation in the
interpretation of Incarnation
• Jesus is a Jewish prophet - the Church took
the metaphorical language literally
• propagates plural incarnations - the
embodiment of values and truths in Jesus
• Transformation: Copernican theology vs
Ptolemaic theology of religions –
Christocentric to theocentric – the real and
the Real an Sich – phenomenon vs
noumenon

• Affiliation to religion
is contextual –
human
interpretation – no
superiority
• Relate to mysticism
– Al-Rumi: the
lamps are different,
the light is the
same, it comes from
beyond

• Wittgenstein language game –
plurality of religions due to semantic
issue
• religions - bunch of words under the
notion of a family-resemblance
concept.
• Manifestations of the Real an Sich in
the different versions of the real

The seven blind men with an elephant

• Diana L. Eck
• The Pluralism Project in 1991 – the
complexity of the American pluralistic
society
• Hick’s religious pluralism does not address
the dynamic interaction of religions

• Problems of understanding the truth as well
as for understanding each other
• Religious pluralism is normative (vs Hick)

• in the case of the American citizens, to
resolve into the covenants of citizenship a
place where they adhere to a common
ground

• Pluralism requires engagement.
• The objectives
1. To document and better understand the American
religious demography focussing on the areas
where plurality are more visible
2. To study the American religious communities and
their forms of adaptation and encounter with the
others
3. To conduct case studies looking at the response of
Christian and Jewish communities to the others
4. To discern the emerging meaning of religious
pluralism and to consider its real challenges and
opportunities in the American context

In Search of an Ideal Meaning of Religious Pluralism

• The Pluralist that echoes Hick

In Search of an Alternative to Religious Pluralism
• Non-reductive pluralism vs reductionism: Muhammad
Leggenhausen –each religions has unique features through
which God may guide people, even if there is nothing
common to all the religions (salvation should not be taken
as common)
• Normative pluralism : Arif Kamil Abdullah pertains to the
ethico-behavioural paradigm; freedom and human dignity
•
•
•

Freedom is an unchangeable human value
Dignity has relationship with human right
Integrity and prohibition to insult the gods of others

• Esoteric response: SHN and Frithjof Shcuoun : unity at the
level of spirituality, there cannot be unity at the level of
exoteric but plurality and pluralism

• Literal religious pluralism
• Yeoh Seng Guan in Managing Sensitivities: Religious
Pluralism, Civil Society And Inter-Faith Relations In
Malaysia and Actually Existing Religious Pluralism in
Kuala Lumpur

• Rita Camilleri in Religious Pluralism in Malaysia: the
Journey of Three Prime Ministers,
• Todd Green in Religious Pluralism and Civic Rights in a
“Muslim Nation”: An Analysis of Prophet
Muhammad’s Covenants with Christians
• Hashim Kamali in Diversity and Pluralism in Quranic
Perspective, Asian Religious Pluralism

• Osman Bakar in Islam and the Challenge of Diversity
and Pluralism: Must Islam Reform Itself?

The Causes for the Struggle of Definition
• the by-product of a combination of circumstances - modern
philosophy and the study of religions, colonialism, emigration and
globalization - provided more avenues for interreligious encounter
• The root of the struggle of meaning - the epistemological problem;
modern vs tradition
• Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) Systematic reasoning without the aid
of revelation; purely human phenomenon
• William James (1842-1910) focus on religious experience with the
divine; pragmatic philosophy

• Religious pluralism - Kantian rational framework and James
experiential and pragmatic framework
• The theological predicament of exclusivism, inclusivism and
pluralism; biased to the experience and the doctrinal structure of
Christianity

Refining the Defining
• plurality is different from pluralism; a description of a phenomenon

• Plurality – generic, pluralism a philosophy that explains
plurality of existence but is in conflict with each other

• The religionist scholars defended - religious truth pertains
to human cognitive vs the non-religionist scholars attested that the plural truth claim demonstrated the
failure of human cognition to make sense of religions
• Eck America is no longer a Christian country, no more
salvation, civil religion/public religion
• new interpretation to consider the context from which
religious pluralism emerged without which unable to
appreciate the ideals and realities that led to the
conceptualization of it

Conclusion
• Religious pluralism is a modern philosophy responding to religion.
• Suffers from the complexities of ideas of modern philosophers and
theologians and reconciling them with religious doctrines and the
view of conventional theologians from across the different
religions.
• The discourse has been enriched with social, cultural and policy
study in view of a particular contextual setting.

• There are central and genuine concerns of religious pluralism and
that for the sake of objectivity and fair treatment, they cannot be
simply omitted.
• Which include the epistemological, the theological and the
contextual conditions
• Levelling religious pluralism to religious plurality is a failure in
grasping its intellectual importance.

