Pluralism
А. Pluralism: The Basic Idea

The term “pluralism” can have different meanings in different contexts.  One can speak of cultural pluralism, philosophical pluralism, or religious pluralism.  In this section, we will discuss the first two types.  We will devote more attention later to religious pluralism. 

1. Cultural Pluralism

Cultural pluralism implies respect for all races, cultures and religions present in any society.  In other words, cultural pluralism seeks to eliminate discrimination.  Tolerance of this type can indeed be beneficial, even imperative, for the peaceful coexistence of various people, both within a nation, and between nations of the world.  Leslie Mark defines cultural pluralism as follows: “A pluralistic society is one in which diverse ethnic, racial, religious or social groups live and maintain an autonomous participation in and development of their traditional culture within the confines of a common civilization.”
  Donald Carson believes that cultural pluralism is beneficial for reducing “cultural prejudice, racial arrogance, and religious bigotry.”
 

2. Philosophical Pluralism 

Unlike cultural pluralism, philosophical pluralism is harmful and actually unworkable.  According to this view, logical contradictions may exist in reality.  

Mathematics serves as a powerful refutation of philosophical pluralism, since 2 + 2 can only equal 4, and not 5.  Philosophical pluralism also contradicts empirical science.  According to human observation, logical contradictions do not exist in reality.  Contrasting claims are characterized by the relation “either … or,” that is, either one option is true, or the other.  Two logically contradictory statements cannot both be true.  For example, we can claim that a person is travelling east, or travelling west.  We cannot claim he is going both directions simultaneously.  Yet, philosophical pluralism claims this very thing – contradictory phenomena may be characterized not by “either … or,” but “both … and.”  

The claim that reality may contain logical contradictions is actually self-defeating.  In order to prove that contradictions may exist in reality, adherents of that view must use the category “either … or.”  They must claim that since the formula “both … and” accurately describes the presence of logical contradictions in reality, then the formula “either … or” does not.  In other words, the two options are mutually exclusive – either logical contradictions in reality are characterized by “both … and” (their preferred option), or by “either … or,” but not by both.  In so doing, they establish their theory of the illogicity of reality by utilizing logic, and thus defeat their own position.
   

Thus we discover, as Ronald Nash correctly notes, that philosophical pluralism robs us of “the very principles of logic that make all significant thought, action, and communication possible.”

B. Religious Pluralism 

1. General Features 

It is important to distinguish two types of religious pluralism: descriptive religious pluralism and normative religious pluralism.  The first simply acknowledges that diversity exists among religions of the world.  The second considers this diversity to be “normative,” that is, that all religions are equally valid.
  

Steward notes that, although various world religions have always existed, advances in the areas of communication and transportation have increased our awareness of different cultures and their religious beliefs, forcing us to think more intentionally about our relation to other religions.
  Feinberg adds that the influence of skepticism in the world today provides still another stimulus for a pluralistic worldview to take hold.
  In such a milieu, religious pluralism can flourish.  

According to normative religious pluralism, one God stands behind all religions, and each of them contributes one piece of the total picture of Him and His truth.  A common and key feature, it is thought, between all faiths is the idea of the “Transcendent.”
  Another common feature, which all faiths practice, is worship of the “Transcendent.”
  Yet, there is no one special messenger from God.  All great religious figures taught some aspect of His truth. 

In addition, this theory holds that God is so great and unfathomable, that no one religion can comprehend or describe Him adequately.  Since a single religion can only partially apprehend God’s nature and plan, we must unite all religions to better know and understand Him. 

Furthermore, pluralists find arguments supporting one religion over another unconvincing.  They claim that any “evidence” in favor of one faith over another derives from the worldview, which that faith itself creates.  Newbigin describes this process: “What we see as facts depends on the theory we bring to the observation.”
  Therefore, no one can offer objective proofs for his/her position, which are independent of the influence of his/her worldview.
  The pluralist says that all faiths are equal alethically (in their truth claims), epistemically (in the basis for their claims) and soteriologically (in their ability to save).
  

In answer to the question why religions differ, pluralists appeal to the influence of culture.  In different cultures, people perceive God differently, which leads to differing faith systems.  Correspondingly, Netland defines religious pluralism as “culturally conditioned human responses to the one ultimate Reality.”
  Stewart reaches a similar conclusion: “All religions are valid independent responses to the real.”

Pluralism differs from postmodernism (see chapter. 2) in the following way.  Postmodernism is ready to respect all religions (even the rejection of religion) and treat them equally.  Yet, postmoderns reject the claim that religious faith corresponds to reality.  Pluralists, however, claim that we can know the truth about God.
 

Pluralism categorically rejects the idea that a single religion possesses exclusive knowledge of God’s truth.  Newbigin describes pluralism’s approach to truth as follows: 

Is it not more fitting that we adopt the attitude of a humble seeker after truth, keeping an open mind, ready to listen to all that comes from the varied religious experience of the human race?… Only an open mind can hope to reach the truth, and dogma is the enemy of the open mind.

Religious pluralism is “the belief that the differences between the religions are not a matter of truth and falsehood, but of different perceptions of the one truth; that to speak of religious beliefs as true or false in inadmissible.

As long as the Church is content to offer its beliefs modestly as simply one of the many brands available in the ideological supermarket, no offense is taken.  But the affirmation that the truth revealed in the gospel ought to govern public life is offensive.

As far as salvation goes, pluralists feel all religions can bring people to God, since they all provide genuine access to Him.
  Clark describes their view: “Many different traditions can help their adherents achieve the religious goal of contact with the divine.”
  So then, pluralism advances the following agenda: (1) all world religions need to acknowledge that they speak of the same Supreme Being, and (2) all world religions need to seek common ground and eliminate doctrines that contradict the doctrines of others.   

In support of their cause, pluralists have formed the so-called “World Parliament of Religions.”  The first of these meetings between representatives of various world religions took place in 1893, and the second only 100 years later in 1993.  After the second meeting, subsequent parliaments were held every five years, and at present – every three years.  The goal of these gatherings is to enhance dialog between world religions, as well as “to celebrate, discuss and explore how religious traditions can work together on the critical issues which confront the world.”

Participants at these parliaments numbered from 8000-9000, representing various faiths worldwide.  Nations hosting the meetings included the USA, South Africa, Spain and Australia.  Topics discussed included religious violence, ecology, care for the poor, elimination of debt in developing countries, spirituality among youths, and others.  

Some of the more notable proponents of pluralism include John Hick, Paul Knitter and William Cantwell Smith.  We will devote special attention to how these three approach pluralism, and in conclusion make brief mention of several others.  Since many leading proponents of pluralism have their roots in Christianity, they devote special attention to its qualification, if not refutation.  Thus, their evaluation of Christianity and our response to it will receive special attention in the following pages.  
2. John Hick

Like all pluralists, Hick believes that one Supreme Being stands behind all world religions.  God is so unfathomable that humans cannot know His essence or describe Him in human language.  God also exceeds the categories of good and evil, personal and impersonal.  We may not even claim that “God is love.”  He is totally beyond description.
 

Hick felt compelled to so think about God because of the many contradictory claims made about Him by various religious faiths.  Since God is beyond description, Hick would say, we can understand why inconsistencies appear when people attempt to describe Him.  In addition, Hick considers religious language mythological.  Therefore, logical consistency is not required.
  There are no contradictions in God Himself, though, just in how people perceive and describe Him.
   

Hick theorizes that people understand God differently because in various cultures He is perceived from different cultural perspectives.  This supposedly explains why people usually adopt the religion of their culture.  Conversion to a religion foreign to one’s culture is an infrequent phenomenon.
  

Furthermore, in defense of his position Hick employs Immanuel Kant’s distinction between the “noumenal” and “phenomenal.”  In His being, God is a “noumenal” entity, yet people have access to Him only phenomenally.
  To describe God, Hick uses his unique formulation “the Real.”  He writes, “We do not worship the Real in itself but always one or other of its manifestations to humanity.”
 

According to Hick, the task of all religions should be to eliminate all contradictions between them in recognition of the fact that they all speak of the same God.  Hostilities between religions arise because each faith insists they are correct and fails to understand the others.
  Hick writes, “People of the other world religions have exactly the same view of their own faith as we do of ours.”
  At the same time, Hick is willing to critique various religions and consider some more successful than others.
  

Hick calls for a radical change in religious thinking, like what occurred during the Copernican revolution, when the general worldview changed form an earth-centered to a sun-centered model.  Similarly, Hick recommends giving center stage not to Christianity, but to God: “We have to realize that the universe of faiths centers upon God, and not upon Christianity or upon any other religion.”
 

Hick views salvation in a similar way.  Salvation is the rejection of “self-centeredness,” and acceptance of “reality-centeredness.”
  He defines salvation as “the gradual transformation of men and women from natural self-centeredness to a new orientation centered in the divine reality we call God, liberating us into love and compassion for our fellow beings.”
  This goal is thought to be common to all religions, and that they all accomplish it to some degree.
 

Hick feels that Christianity does not surpass other world religions and occupies no pride of place among them.  He claims to know many fine, morally upright people from non-Christian faiths.  He sees no great difference in moral character among followers of different religions: “I do not think that history shows Christian civilization through the centuries to have been morally superior to all other civilizations.”
  Hick also accuses Christianity of failing to transform the world: “(History) would be very different if Christianity, commensurate with its claims to absolute truth and unique validity, had shown a unique capacity to transform human nature for the better.”

Additionally, Hick claims that all great religions “promote this transformation in one form or another to about the same extent.”
  He writes: 

But if we define salvation as an actual human change, a gradual transformation from natural self-centeredness (with all the human evils that flow from this) to a radically new orientation centered on God and manifested in the “fruit of the Spirit,” then it seems clear that salvation is taking place within all of the world’s religions – and taking place, so far as we can tell, to more or less the same extent.
 

 Hick also observes that even within Christianity, different movements exist.  Christianity itself is not a unified faith.
  

When critics of pluralism claim that progress in European countries resulted from the positive presence and influence of Christianity, Hick responds that the key to Europe’s development, rather, were factors like the Renaissance and the Enlightenment.  Christianity, in fact, opposed these movements.  Hick also thinks this claim is an oversimplified generalization.  Non-Christian peoples also show progress, and Christian nations have their share of problems as well.
  Hick also cites examples in world history of harm caused by Christians, such as the Crusades, persecution of Jews, etc.  

Furthermore, Hick cannot tolerate the idea that a loving God would condemn those who never heard the gospel.  He believes that in the end all people will be saved.
  Everyone has access to God’s saving grace, since all religions lead to God.
  Hick rejects the Christian teaching of salvation through the death of Jesus Christ.  This idea, he feels, derived from ancient pagan culture.  It would be unjust for the innocent to die for the guilty. 

In addition, if God required a sacrifice for sin, then the pardon He offers in not true forgiveness, since He received retribution for sin – the death of Christ.
  In the Parable of the Prodigal Son and in the Lord’s Prayer, Hick sees no mention of a mediator between God and people.  Therefore, one can come directly to God and find acceptance with Him without mediation.
  

Hick rejects the Deity of Christ as well.  The Early Church, under the influence of Greek philosophy, ascribed to Him this exalted status.
  Jesus never claimed to be God.  He was a mere mortal, yet possessed a highly developed God-consciousness.
  If He really rose from the dead, Hick would not accept even this as evidence of His Deity.
  The idea of the Incarnation is also a myth, borrowed from pagan “mystery religions” of New Testament times, in order to glorify Christ.
  When the Bible speaks of Jesus as the Son of God, it simply means one having a special relationship with God.  Even the kings of Israel, in their time, were called God’s sons.

 Although Hick rejects the foundational truths of Christian faith, he still considers himself a Christian and seeks to live consistently with his personal understanding of Christianity.  He writes, “We should live wholeheartedly within our own faith, so long as we find it to be sustaining and a sphere of spiritual growth, but we should freely recognize the equal validity of the other great world faiths for their adherents.”
 

3. Paul Knitter

Paul Knitter also believes that behind all religions stands one Supreme Being, that He is so unfathomable, that humans cannot comprehend Him, and that no one religion can fully describe Him.  Knitter names this Being “Mystery.”  He has revealed Himself to different religious groups in different ways.  Consequently, each religion expresses only a partial understanding of this “Mystery.”  Therefore, we must treat all religions with respect and seek unity between them.   

Knitter defends the position that the most important tasks for religions to accomplish are eliminating poverty and oppression in the world, and protecting the environment.  He evaluates the quality of world religions by their success in accomplishing these goals. 

Knitter feels that pursuing the above-mentioned goals will secure religious unity as well.  In order to effectively deal with poverty, oppression, and pollution of the planet, followers of all religions must cooperate and participate.  As they begin to work together on these issues, Knitter assumes, they will discover how much they have in common, and walls between them will start to come down.  The end result will be the unification of all religions.

Religious unity is possible, according to Knitter, because various faiths not so much contradict one another, as complement each another.  For the sake of unity, world religions must refrain from claiming exclusive possession of truth.  They must be willing to admit that, in one issue or another, they may be mistaken.

Knitter sees still other advantages to religious unification.  It will lead to less conflicts between religious groups.  In addition, since God wills to save all, He makes saving grace available through all religions.  Therefore, cooperation between faiths will make God’s grace more accessible, since one can draw on that grace from different avenues.
  

Regarding Christianity, Knitter feels that Jesus centered His teaching not on Himself, but on God.  We must follow that example.  The “way” of Jesus is openness to other “ways.”  Knitter writes, “The God whom Jesus reveals is a God who reaches beyond the revelation that Jesus offers.”
  God is greater that the Incarnate Word – He is an eternal and ever-present Spirit.  The death of Christ is interpreted as His identification with all who suffer in the world.  The resurrection of Christ points to and guarantees ultimate victory for those who suffer now.  Passages of Scripture that speak of an exalted Christ come not from the Jesus Himself, but from the Early Church.
  In this way, the Early Church sought to express its love and respect for Jesus.
  

Knitter believes that the Bible was written not to transmit precise truth, but to motivate its readers to action.  Therefore, there is no need to limit our understanding of God to what is written there.  He writes: 

Religious truth is truth for me when it opens me to meaning and purpose that gives me an inner peace and strength, and when it enables me to engage in a life in which I am furthering the well-being of myself and others.

Knitter theorizes that the Early Church rejected other religions because of the threat they posed to nascent Christianity.  In today’s world, however, other religions no longer present a threat to Christianity’s existence, and so Christians may embrace a more positive attitude toward them.  Additionally, Knitter applauds the attitude of tolerance gaining acceptance among many Christians today.
 

4. William Cantwell Smith
The unique feature of our next proponent of pluralism, William Cantwell Smith, is his defense of the practice of idolatry.  He claims we wrongfully charge idol worshippers with the worship of objects.  They actually worship the gods represented by the idols.

Since God is unfathomable and exceeds all human understanding, idols are useful, Smith believes, in that they provide the worshipper with a visible image to worship the invisible God.  In his opinion, all religions, including Christianity, utilize symbols (i.e. “idols”) in worship.  Idol worship is detrimental only when one insists that his/her idol is the only genuine reflection of the true God.

Another feature of Smith’s view is differentiating “convictions” and “faith.”  On the one hand, adherents of all religions hold to their own confessional convictions.  On the other hand, faith is a personal matter – the attitude of one’s heart toward God.  Faith is “the way a person feels and lives when encountering transcendence.”
  Personal faith is something adherents of all religions have in common.
  In other words, it is not important what a person believes (his/her convictions), but rather the presence of personal faith in the heart.  Convictions can give birth to faith, but they do not determine its content.
 

5. Other Pluralists

In conclusion, we may make mention of several other defenders of pluralism.  Stanley Samartha, for example, considers the essence of all religions to be “mystery.”  Varying understandings of God and His plan derive from different interpretations people have of their mystical experience with God.
  In Samartha’s words, different religions are “different responses to the Mystery of God.”
  Mystery is “an ontological status to be accepted.”
  Furthermore: “To claim that the Judeo-Christian-Western tradition has the only answer to all problems in all places for all persons in the world is presumptuous, if not incredible.”
  

Some adherents of pluralism in the “Christian camp” attempt to establish ties between pluralism and Christianity.  Raimon Panikkar, along with others, suggests the existence of a “cosmic Christ,” who is a “link” between God and people.  Yet, this “cosmic Christ” is not to be identified with Jesus of Nazareth.  He is supposedly present in all religions and provides adherents of all faiths access to God.
  Similarly, Schubert Ogden theorizes a “representative Christology,” where God’s activity in Christ does not lead to salvation, but is simply a symbolic representation and reflection of God’s desire to save all people in all faith confessions.

Robert Bellah accuses conservative Christians of using the Bible as a “book of facts,” with which one can define a universal worldview.  Yet, he considers that “facts” of any kind cannot serve as a foundation for knowledge.  Even scientific “facts” are determined by the culture of science.  Christianity is better understood as “the living practice of the Christian community.”
  Bellah suggests that Christianity speaks its own language, but the world of pluralism is a multilingual world, where one can learn the “language” of other faiths.  At the same time, Christians should preserve the uniqueness of their faith so that they can make their contribution in interfaith dialog.
 

C. Evaluation of Religious Pluralism

We can begin by highlighting several positive aspects of religious pluralism.  One must agree with Netland, that nearly every faith possesses some degree of truth, goodness and beauty.
  Netland states, “We can think of the religions as displaying, in varying degrees, a rudimentary awareness of God’s reality through creation and general revelation.”
  Similarly, Heim writes, “The adequacy of one’s own tradition is correlative with the ability to make room for what is valid in others.”
  Corduan adds: “Even though other religions cannot bring about a person’s salvation, they are nonetheless still not totally devoid of any truths.”

Netland and Corduan, though, qualify the above by saying that the presence of some truths in a religious system does not mean that the system, in its entirely, presents a picture of true religion.
  

Another positive feature is the potential cooperation between followers of various faiths for resolving social problems and questions, although this item fits better as an example of cultural pluralism, than religious pluralism.
  Finally, Newbigin reminds us that pluralism is likely a reactionary measure against the hostile relationship that sometimes exists between religions, and therefore calls us to walk in humility toward others.
 

On the other hand, religious pluralism has many serious defects.  First, pluralist claim that no one religion can proclaim the whole truth about God.  Yet, if all religions are limited in their perception of God and His truth, then how can proponents of pluralism claim that their understanding of God is true and comprehensive?  Are they not limited in their perspective as well?  If their perception is limited, then why should we accept their system as the true approach to religion and consider other views incomplete?

The claim that pluralism possess the “truth” about God is actually an unsubstantiated presupposition.  Hick recommends a transfer from “self-centeredness” to “reality-centeredness, but can Hick precisely define what exactly reality is?
  If so, where did he get this knowledge?  Furthermore, if pluralism is correct in saying that God is so unfathomable that no one can know Him in essence, then how do pluralists know that God’s will is to save all people?  Maybe God, in essence, is evil?  Have not pluralists borrowed from Christianity the concepts of God’s love and mercy?
 

Pluralism also underestimates God’s ability to reveal Himself.  The knowledge of God depends more on His ability to reveal Himself, than on people’s ability to perceive His revelation.  If we properly assess God’s ability to reveal Himself, then it behooves us not to unite all religions, but seek that religion in which God has truly made Himself known.  

Pluralists claim that a person’s faith basically depends on the cultural milieu, in which he/she was raised.  If that be so, does it not follow that pluralism itself simply a product of modern Western culture?
  In addition, Erickson notes that Hick himself left his faith of origin – the Anglican Church.  So then, one’s mature faith is not always determined by one’s cultural upbringing.
  

Additionally, the fact that someone is born in a certain culture and raised in the faith of that culture does not automatically rule out the validity of other worldviews.
  Since logical thinking is common to all humanity, a thinking person can reconsider his/her convictions in the light of arguments in favor of other views.  A person, in fact, is born without predetermined presuppositions and can potentially be persuaded away from the faith he/she was initially convinced of in favor of another.
  Carson adds the following thought: “Clearly the interpretive community, the nurturing community, the community of faith, plays an important role in an individual’s understanding, but it is not necessarily a determinative or decisive role.”

Another factor weighing against pluralism is the fact that the basic doctrines of various religions sharply differ from one another.  How can one conclude that they all testify of the same Supreme Being?  How does combining various contradictory views about God aid us in knowing Him better?
 

Pluralists often assume that one can judge the quality of religions based on certain criteria.  Yet, what are these criteria based on?  If all faiths are valid paths to God, then who has the right to judge that one is better than another?  On what basis, for example, can one exclude occultism as a viable option for religious devotion?
  The lack of concrete criteria for recognizing truth unavoidably leads the pluralist to mysticism, i.e. truth based on a subjective, inner feeling or awareness.
  In chapter 1, we have already demonstrated mysticism’s inadequacy as a system of knowledge.  It cannot serve as a reliable foundation for faith. 

We must also take into consideration that each faith has its own concept of salvation and its own understanding of how to attain it.
  As Heim writes, “There is no way to the Buddhist end but the Buddhist way.”
  Accordingly, each religion can provide its devotees only with salvation as defined by that system.
  

Moreover, Heim raises the question of “true religion.”
  If by the word “true,” we mean: (1) internal logical consistency within the religious system, and (2) a degree of success in attaining the goals of that system, then any religion can claim to be “true.”  Yet, if “true” implies “corresponding to reality,” then all religions cannot claim to be true, since they fundamentally differ from one another. 

Furthermore, because of the substantial differences between religions, any attempt to unite them will unavoidably lead to compromise.  As a result, each religion will lose its uniqueness and essentially cease to exist, at least in its traditional form. Copan shares this insight:

The pluralist makes ample exclusivist truth claims in support of religious pluralism, to the exclusion of traditional Christian, Muslim, Buddhist, and other religionist truth claims.... Pluralism exceeds this by homogenizing (and thus distorting) traditional religious doctrines in order to accommodate its own perspective.

Nash correctly notes that no religion is ready to allow such a minimizing and distortion of its faith: “It defies common sense to suppose that the people who uttered all the competing claims we find in the major religions believed they were doing anything other than truly describing the nature of reality.”
  So then, the religion that results from the merging of all existing religions is, in fact, a new religion, which fundamentally differs from the faiths that preceded it and replaces them.  Pluralism does not unite religions, but replaces them with a new religion – pluralism.

As far as Smith’s claim that “convictions” differ from “faith,” and that only the former is directed towards some object, Nash responds that personal faith is based on convictions and truth claims.
  By the term “faith,” Smith is really talking about “trust.”  Yet, trust also requires an object.  As Netland states, a person will put their trust in something only when he/she is convinced on an intellectual level of its truthfulness.
  

Newbigin develops this thought further.
  It is true that genuine faith (i.e. “convictions”) are directed toward some object.  However, we must also distinguish the “object of faith” from “fact.”  The question is, “Does the object of our faith actually correspond to reality or not?”  People may embrace different convictions and interpretations, but facts remain facts: “We are pluralists in respect to what we call beliefs but we are not pluralists in respect to what we call facts.”
  This means that among people of varying convictions, someone has his/her facts right, and someone has his/her “facts” wrong. 

Carson makes the insightful observation that pluralism does not result in religious liberty.  The fact is that pluralism as a system is intolerant of those who claim that their faith is exclusively true: “If any religion claims that in some measure other religions are wrong, a line has been crossed and resentment is immediately stirred up.”
  We are reminded of Newbigin’s comment: “As long as the Church is content to offer its beliefs modestly as simply one of the many brands available in the ideological supermarket, no offense is taken.  But the affirmation that the truth revealed in the gospel ought to govern public life is offensive.”
 

Carson continues this thought, explaining that true tolerance does not mean suppressing all competing views, but rather means that one can have “strong views yet remain committed to listening honestly to countervailing arguments.”
  Feinberg adds that tolerance does not mean accepting views one does not actually believe in.
  Even the term “tolerance” itself implies the presence of disagreement.
 

So then, the tolerant individual shows respect for adherents of other religions on a personal level, but at the same time defends his/her own faith tradition.
  Additionally, as Netland comments, disagreement over religious questions does not necessarily have to lead to violence between members of different faiths.

Carson also feels that the formation of the World Parliament of Religions in no way confirms the validity of pluralism.  The questions raised during these parliaments concern social and not religious issues.  At the 1993 parliament, to every statement endorsed by it “any decent atheist could happily sign on.”
  So then, if representatives of the world religions, assembled with the goal of promoting unity, cannot find enough common ground to engage in meaningful discussions about religious questions, then what hope is there of unifying all religions into one? 

Concerning John Hick’s claim that Christianity does not demonstrate higher moral living than other religions, such a claim can only be made by one who possesses the qualities of omnipresence and omniscience.   Hick here makes a hollow claim that he is not able to substantiate, which he himself once admitted.
 

As already argued above, the unified faith required by pluralism would essentially nullify the faiths it seeks to incorporate.  This would be true for all religions, taken in their traditional sense.  We will take biblical Christianity as a test case. 

First, the biblical attitude toward other religions, in both Old and New Testaments, is consistently negative.
  The apostle Paul, in fact, engaged in turning adherents of other religions “from darkness to light and from the dominion of Satan to God” (Acts 26:18).  Jesus called leaders of other faiths not “coworkers” or “brothers,” but “thieves and robbers” (Jn 10:8).  He claimed to be the exclusive path to God (Jn 14:6; Acts 4:12).

Carson cites other New Testament passages in refutation of pluralism.
  If someone preaches another gospel, “he is to be accursed” (Gal 1:8; also 2 Cor 11:4).  The apostle John warned, “Many false prophets have gone out into the world” (1 Jn 4:1).  In Acts 17, Paul preached to adherents of pluralism (more precisely, polytheism), seeking to turn them to Christ.

Carson concludes, “Once we recognize that the world in which the epistles were written was a world steeped in religious pluralism, the exclusive claims of the epistles take on an even starker hue.”
  Wells, who also acknowledges the presence of religious variety in the world of the apostles, confirms, “The first Christians knew that their faith was absolutely true, that it could brook no rivals, and so they sought no compromises.”
  Netland adds, “If the writers of the NT intended to put forward pluralistic views, they certainly had the resources to do so, and such pluralism would have been a very popular view in the first-century Mediterranean milieu.”
 
Another key passage concerns Cornelius (Acts 10:1-2), a God-fearing man, but still in need of the gospel of Christ to be saved.  Peter did say that “the man who fears Him and does what is right is welcome to Him” (Acts 10:34-35), but earlier the angel announced to Cornelius that Peter would speak “words to you by which you will be saved” (Acts 11:14).  This means that the phrase “is welcome to Him” refers not to salvation without Christ, but to God’s willingness to receive all who accept the gospel, whether Jew or Gentile.  

The Old Testament likewise speaks against syncretism (pluralism).  God forbade Israel to participate in pagan worship (see Isa 40-55; Josh 22:21ff; Deut 4; 6:13-19; 7:21-26; 13:6-8).  Even if Old Testament commandments sometimes resemble the norms of the Ancient Near East, this can be explained by the influence of God’s general revelation through nature and the human conscience.
  

Carson comments on Hick’s biblical citations in support of pluralism in the following way.
  The absence of a mediator in the Parable of the Prodigal Son and the Lord’s Prayer does not establish the biblical doctrine of salvation.  Biblical doctrines are defined by the testimony of all Scripture, not just two passages in isolation. 

We may touch on several other objections by pluralists.  It is true that the kings of Israel were called God’s sons.  Nevertheless, when Jesus uses that term in relation to Himself, He means much more.  In the third volume of this series, chapter 9, we discuss Jesus’ use of this term.  Concerning the charge that the Early Church created a “glorified Christ,” chapter 15 of this book deals with the historical reliability of the New Testament.  More likely, pluralists, not the Early Church, have created their own version of Jesus.
 

Copen comments that in order to become a pluralist, a Christian must “give up core Christian doctrines like Jesus’ incarnation, saving uniqueness, and bodily resurrection.”
  Yet, how can we call the resulting faith “Christian?”

Finally, Church history rejects pluralism.  Early Christianity was birthed in a pluralistic milieu, but the Early Church recognized no other religion as valid.  Pluralism thus runs contrary to the historical position of the Church in regards to other faith traditions.  In addition, the Early Church was very careful to prevent the spread of heresy.  Yet in pluralism, there is no heresy.  All religious teaching is thought in some way to reflect the truth about God.
D. Conclusions

The need for defining true religion is clearly apparent.  As Newbigin cautions, only in this way can we guard ourselves from the harmful influence of false faiths.
  Yet, can religious pluralism really provide us with true religion, one that actually corresponds to reality and can lead to a genuine salvation? 

In light of the fact that pluralism is based purely on presuppositions and assumptions and is unable to convincingly prove the thesis that all rival religions really speak of the same Supreme Being, we can with confidence reject pluralism’s claim to truth. 

In conclusion, it is advisable to show tolerance in the sense of respect and protection of rights for each person, independently of religious faith (that is, embrace cultural pluralism).  Yet, at the same time, we must reject religious pluralism, which, in essence, is intolerant and compels worshippers of all religions to abandon their faiths and join a new movement – pluralism, which differs from them all.
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