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PRECIS
Christians of various traditions must engage in a dialogue concerning their attitudes
toward other religions in order to develop a more "positive Christian approach to other
reugions." Basically, contemporary Protestant theologians and post-Vatican II Catholic
theologians agree concerning divine revelation's occurrence in non-Christian faiths. First,
several examples are given of the contributions of Protestant theologians within this trend.
Hie content of what is perceived to be revealed through other religions is summarized: a
knowledge of a personalized deity, an insight into the human condition and the human need
for redemption, and a sense of the absolute transcendence of the deity. Examples are given
of contributions of Catholic theologians to the understanding of divine revelation through
human rehgk>ns-the historical approach and the transcendental approach.
On the issue of salvation with other religions, however, the Protestant theologians under
investigation are not so positive, as is illustrated. The reason advanced by these Protestant
theologians for denying salvation outside of the Christian faith is that in order for one to be
saved, one must have contact with the historical Christ event and understand its significance
both psychologically and cognitivery. On the other hand, Catholic theologians (Vatican II)
affirm the possibility of salvation outside of Christ, although the better way is through
Christ. The contrast between Protestant and Catholic approaches to the issue results from
the way each understands Christ.
Issues for further research and dialogue are presented: "the universal sarvific will of
God,** "the relation between revelation and salvation,** and one's concept of Christ which in
turn ultimately determines the approach one takes to all of the preceding issues. Two
contrasting views of Christ can be derived from the New Testament, which can result in
contrasting approaches to the issue of salvation through non-Christian faiths.

Today Christianity—whether it likes it or not—is engaged in an encounter
with the world religions. We live in a "planetized world" in which people impinge upon the lives of each other not only technologically, economically, and
culturally, but also religiously. Hindus, Buddhists, Muslims, and Christians have
become neighbors both intellectually, because of the ease with which ideas
today are disseminated, and existentially, because of what we might term the
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modern world's "migration of nations."
Yet it must also be said that Christianity—both its theologians and its missioners—is far from equipped for such an encounter. Despite the growing number
of words, written and spoken, concerning a "theology of the religions" over the
past fifteen years, Christian thinkers are still not agreed on how to fit the
religions into the economy of salvation nor on how far we can go in dialoguing
with and accepting them.
An essential step towards removing this unclarity is for Christian theologians
of all denominations to dialogue more intensely with each other concerning their
attitudes towards the world religions. By drawing on the particularrichnessand
insights of each tradition, by acknowledging the limitations and excesses of each
tradition, theologians of the various churches can aid each other in working out
a more balanced and positive Christian approach to other religions. We need a
more intense dialogue among Christians in order to engage more effectively in a
dialogue with non-Christians.
This study hopes to be a small contribution to this "dialogue within dialogue." It seeks to indicate and analyze the points of agreement and divergence
between Protestant and Catholic attitudes towards the religions. Naturally, such
a task must be selective. For Protestant views, I shall concentrate mainly on
those of the "mainline" churches, especially as represented by continental theologians.1 Catholic attitudes are those of the more liberal thinkers who have tried
to develop the already positive approach of Vatican II.2
/. Complements: Revelation within the Religions
A. Protestant Trends: To Affirm God's Activity within the Religions
Especially since the turn of this century, we can note among Protestant
theologians and missiologists a definite effort to detach themselves from-or at
least to reinterpret-the prevalent "early Barthian" attitude toward the religions.
In the second edition of his Römerbrief and especially in the famous "Paragraph 17" of his Church Dogmatics, Barth had branded all religious phenomena
Other Protestant views are represented both by the Evangelicals and by recent statements of the World Council of Churches. Yet the trends which will be analyzed here
represent the main questions prevalent in Protestant efforts to understand the religions.
2
A recent study of Catholic attitudes toward the religions has divided them into the
German School of K. Rahner and the French School of J. Danielou. The French School is
much more cautious in its appraisal of the religions as (iways of salvation" and shows
striking similarity to many of the Protestant views which will be presented in this article. Cf.
£. Verastegui, "Les religions non-chrétiennes dans l'histoire du salut" (unpublished dissertation at the Gregorian University, Rome, 1968). Also see J. Danielou, Le mystère du salut
des nations (Paris, 1948); idem, "The History of Religions and the History of Salvation," in
The Lord of History (London, 1958), pp. 107-131; idem, "Religion and Revelation," in
Prayer as a Political Problem (New York, 1967), pp. 82-104; J. Dournes, Dieu aime les
païens (Paris, 1965); H. Maurier, Essai d'une Théologie du Paganisme (Paris, 1965);
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(Christianity included) as "unbelief," "sin," "the one great concern of godless
man," "man's attempts to justify and sanctify himself before a capricious and
arbitrary picture of God."3 No matter how much Barth himself qualified this
verdict, no matter how much his later, more positive views on anthropology and
creation developed—this rejection of the religions set the tone for Protestant
attitudes throughout the following decades, especially through the mediation of
H. Kraemer at the World Missionary Conference at Tambaram, 1938.
Today many Protestant theologians feel that they cannot simply dispose of
the religions as "the work of man." In different ways, in different terminology,
with different motivation, they are seeking to view the religions as "the work of
God." They are affirming some form of divine activity—which can be described
as a revelatory activity—within non-Christian religious phenomena. Descriptions
of how this revelatory activity operates and what its contents are vary; many
authors refuse to use the term "revelation" in the religions. 3ut the general
consensus seems to be that God has not abandoned the religions to the realm of
the purely human or the sinful.
B. Examples of Such Trends
1. Paul Althaus, whose views reflect those of Emil Brunner, was one of the
first to render opposition to the Barthian conquest of the continent's theological
terrain during the 1930's. He argues that Barth 's views on human nature and
religious reality were more Feuerbachian than scriptural and cut off any chance
of dialogue with the world around us. With his well-known doctrine of Uroffen·
barung or original revelation, Althaus taught that God makes God's own self
known to humankind, not only from the beginning of time but within the lives
of each individual and culture. Such a doctrine of God's revelatory activity was,
he felt, based soundly on scripture (especially Rom. l:18ff.; Acts 14:16-17,
17:22-32; John 1:1-14) and on the Reformation doctrine of the revelatio generalis or vocatio generalis, elaborated especially in later Protestant orthodoxy.
Althaus resolutely stressed, in the face of much opposition, that the knowledge
of God resulting from such original revelation had nothing to do with "natural
theology"; rather it derived from a genuinely divine activity and not simply from
the rational powers of humans. Yet the media through which this revelation
found voice belonged to the natural order: our experience of our existence as
"given" and yet incomplete, the voice of conscience, the "call of history," and
the responsibility we feel to our fellow-citizens, the beauty and the order of
nature, the hidden depth of interpersonal relations. In all such phenomena, in
varying degrees of clarity, people could experience the God in whose image they
were created. And it is precisely this Uroffenbarung which, for Althaus, is the

5
Church Dogmatics 1/2: 297, 300, 380. Cf. P. Knitter, "Christomonism in Karl Barth's
Evaluation of the Non-Christian Religions," Zeitschrift für systematische Theologie und
Religionsphilosophie 13 (1971): 99-121.
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original and sustaining force of all non-Christian religions. "Religion and religions are misunderstood, they are grasped only phenomenologically or anthropologically, when they are not seen against the background of God's general
revelation."4
Althaus was careful to distinguish Uroffenbarung from Christusoffenbarung.
There are essential differences; yet he also stressed that the two are integrally,
even essentially, related. The unique revelation of Jesus Christ can be made truly
meaningful only if it is related to God's already given general revelation, especially as contained in the religions.5
2. Carl Heinz Ratschow is considered today to be the representative of
German Lutheran attitudes towards the religions.6 He clearly affirms a real and
active presence of God within the religions. This presence is " . . . the central
event within the religions; God-his stepping-forth {Hervortreten), his presence,
his salvation, his expiation—are the subject and the center of all religious activity. The first mover in all religions is the irresistibility of God."7 Ratschow sees
this stepping-forth of God within the religions primarily in what he terms God's
Heilshandeln—some specific event in which the divine reality is experienced—
and his Welthandeln, the divine mystery which shines through the finite order.
Although Ratschow eschews the word "revelation," he views this presence of
God to be the foundation for a positive relation between Christianity and world
religions.8
3. Wolfhart Pannenberg provides us with one of the most recent Protestant
attempts at an overall theological interpretation of the history of religions. He
holds to a partial but genuine divine revelation taking place within history. For
Pannenberg, real or full revelation occurs only at the end of history. It results
from the dynamic interplay between a person's natural "openness" and "quest
for more" (Weltoffenheit and Fraglichkeit) and the concrete events of history.
This provides humanity with a revelation and knowledge of the divine—a revelation, however, which is constantly called into question by the movement of
history and which, realizing its own insufficiency, is always in process. It is
precisely this process which is the heartbeat of the history of religions. " . . . The
history of religions is the history of the appearing of the divine mystery which is
*P. Althaus, Die christliche Wahrheit (Gütersloh, 19667), p. 53. For Althaus' doctrine
of Uroffenbarung, see pp. 37-94. For his evaluation of the religions in the light of Uroffenbarung, see pp. 130-147.
5
Ibid.,pp. 37-50,138-141.
P. Beyerhaus, "Ζμι Theologie der Religionen im Protestantismus," Kerygma und
Dogma 15 (1969): 98-99; K. Lüthi, "Ist Christentum Religion?" Wort und Wahrheit 24
(1969): 105-106.
7
C. H. Ratschow, "Die Religionen und das Christentum," in C. H. Ratschow, ed., Der
Christliche Glaube und die Religionen (Berlin, 1967), pp. 89, 94-95.
C. H. Ratschow, "Die Möglichkeit des Dialogs angesichts des Anspruchs der Religionen," Evangelisches Missions-Jahrbuch, 1970, p. 116.
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presupposed in the structure of human existence
"9 For Pannenberg, Christianity cannot ignore this revelation within the religions; indeed, it must prove
its own superiority—i.e., the finality of Christ's revelation—by entering into dialogue with the religions.10
4. Paul Tillich** teachings on revelation and religion have met with much
opposition, but they have also had a profound catalyzing effect on Protestant
theology of the religions. His doctrine of what he later called "universal revelation" evinces an amazing consistency with his earlier views in his study, Religionsphilosophie (1925); he saw this revelation as the result of humans, in their
quest for meaning, being grasped by the Unconditional.11 For all practical purposes, Tillich identifies such revelation with religion: "Religion is the state of
being grasped by an ultimate concern, a concern which qualifies all other concerns as preliminary and which itself contains the answer to the question of the
meaning of our life." 12 This universal revelation, therefore, takes place within
the world religions (but not only in them). It is not the final revelation, but it
provides a necessary "preparatory" stage without which the final revelation
could not be meaningful.13
5. There seems to be, then, a growing opinio communis among Protestant
theologians that the religions do contain some form of genuine revelation, even
though they may not use this term. Representing the Reformed Church, the
otherwise cautious H G. Fritzsche can speak of a sincere questing after God in
the religions which leads to common answers with Christianity!14 P. Brunner
sees a "ray of divine glory" shining within all religions.15 W. Trillhaas places the
origin of all religion in an experience of the divine mystery behind the world and
in humanity's attempts to establish a secure relationship with this mystery; they
thus supply a Vorverständnis for the Gospel. 16 P. Beyerhaus, normally very
sensitive to positive interpretations of the religions, still views them as the expression of our relation to God and God's concern for us (das Bemühen
η
Gottes)} Even Η. Kraemer, who polemicizes heartily against any form of
9
W. Pannenberg, 'Toward a Theology of the History of Religions,'* in Basic Questions
in Theology (Philadelphia, 1971), 2:112.
10
Besides the article cited above, cf. also "The Nature of a Theological Statement,"
Zygon, 1972, pp. 6-19.
1
*P. Tillich, 'The Philosophy of Religion," in What Is Religion? (New York, 1969),
pp. 41-43, 50-65;idem, Systematic Theology (Digswell Place, 1953), 1:118-131.
12
P. Tillich, Christianity and the Encounter of the World Religions (New York, 1963),
p. 4.
13
Systematic Theology, 1:153-155.
14
"Christlicher Glaube und 'Religions'," in Lehrbuch der Dogmatik (Göttingen, 1964),
1:209,226-227.
lS
Pro Ecclesia (Berlin, 1962), 1:100-105.
ì6
Dogmatik (Berlin, 1962), pp. 226-231, cf. also Religionsphilosophie (Berlin, 1972).
17
"Zur Theologie der Religionen . . . , " p. 103.
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natural theology or general revelation, can, in unguarded moments, speak of
"modi" of revelation in the religions which are "evidence of God's uninterrupted
concern and of his travailing with man."18 By far the most positive interpretation among German Protestant systematicians of God's revelatory presence in
the religions is offered by U. Mann, who draws heavily on his own personal
experience and the depth psychology of C. G. Jung.19 Also more positive than
many of the systematicians are the missiologists: CF. Vicedom,20 H W.
Gensichen21 H Bûrkle22 and W. Köhler23
C The Contents of Revelation in the Religions
It would be impossible to trace the concrete contents of the revelation
which this Protestant opinio communis attributes to the religions. Here views
vary widely. Yet there are quite positive elements which do surface among the
various authors with considerable frequency. Again, with the risk of generalization, they might be summed up under the following three headings:
1. This revelation can lead non-Christians to the knowledge of the personal
God and God's offer of love. It is not simply the product of our theoretical
reasoning, and not only a demonstratio which leads to the "first mover"; rather
it is experienced as an appelatio, which leads to a personal confessio. God is
experienced as a "thou," even though there may not be clear statements about
God's personhood.24 Pannenberg can even argue that it is only from this original
religious experience of the divinity as person that one arrives at an idea of
human personhood.2 5
2. God's revelatory activity within the religions can also offer us insight
into the insufficiency of the human condition and our need of redemption. With
God's help, the non-Christian experiences his or her own sinfulness and the
divine wrath, and realizes that there must be a mortificatio before there can be

Religion and the Christian Faith (London, 1956), pp. 340-341, 354, 363.
Das Christentum als absolute Religion (Darmstadt, 1970); Theologische Tage
(Stuttgart, 1970).
20
Jesus Christus und die Religionen der Welt (Wuppertal, 1966).
21
"Der Synkretismus als Frage an die Christenheit heute," Evangelische Missionszeitschrift 23 (1966): 58-69; "Die christliche Mission in der Begegung mit den Religionen," in
Kirche in der ausserchristlichen Welt (Regensburg, 1967), pp. 65-93.
22
"Die Frage nach dem "kosmischen Christus' als Beispiel einer ökumenisch orientierten Theologie," Kerygma und Dogma 11 (1965): 103-115; "Synkretismus als missionstheologisches Problem," Evangelische Theologie 25 (1965): 142-154; "Zum Problem des
Dialogs," Jahrbuch Evangelischer Mission, 1968, pp. 35-46.
234
Theologie und Religion," in Glaube, Geist, Geschichte (Leiden, 1967), pp. 459-468;
'Toward a Theology of Religions," Japanese Religions (4.3.1966), pp. 12-34; "Kirche und
Mission im Umdenken," Evangelische Theologie 30 (1970): 379-391.
24
Althaus, Grundriss der Dogmatik (Gütersloh, 1947), 1:19; Die christliche Wahrheit,
p. 62; Gebot und Gesetz. Zum Theme 'Gesetz und Evangelium* (Gütersloh, 1952).
2S
The Idea of God and Human Freedom (Philadelphia, 1973), pp. 111-115.
19
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any vivificatio, which can even lead one to the realization that there must be
some kind of divine intervention—that God must take over—before one can fully
live. "Man's and the world's need of redemption is the theme of all religions."
Such insights are clearly portrayed in the so-called "religions of grace" (Amida
Buddhism and Bhakti Hinduism).26
3. Not clearly contained, but glimpsed and sought after in God's revelation
within the religions, is the absolute transcendence of the Deity, which cannot be
contained totally within any religious form or doctrine. Even though the religions (also the Christian religion) do try to contain God, the force of God's
revelatory activity drives them to realize the limitations of their forms and to
search beyond them. Tillich and Pannenberg see this as the dynamic behind the
entire history of religions: the religions' subconscious search for a "religion of
paradox" or for a "God of the Future," i.e., a religion which will proclaim God's
presence while attesting to God's transcendence—a God who, while present,
remains in the future.27
D. Complements with Catholic Approaches
This trend or opinio communis within Protestant thinking on the religions is
in basic agreement with post-Vatican II Catholic approaches to the non-Christian
world. We might say, in fact, that the assertion of a supernatural revelation
within the religions is the first step within the new Catholic theology of the
religions, and thus a perfect complement to Protestant thinking. Differences
within this basic agreement are to be found only in the theological and/or
philosophical foundations which Catholic theologians give to the conclusion that
God is being revealed through other religions. There are two different, yet complementing, reasons why Catholic thinkers claim such a revelation:
1. The historical approach of H. R. Schiette and P. Schoonenberg argues
from the context of salvation history. They begin with God's universal salvific
will and point out how, all too long, theologians have given lip service to God's
desire to save all people without asking themselves just how this will operates.
They take up this question and answer that, since our nature is essentially historical, God's salvific will must be historical. We do not exist simply as individuals
nor within individual, isolated moments. What is real must come to us through
the historical context in which we live. Thus, for God's saving will truly to touch
us, it must become part of our history. And the most logical part of our history
in which God's will becomes real is that area where we raise the question of
ultimate meaning: our religion. The conclusion: God is actively being revealed to
non-Christians through their historical religions. To deny this is to deny our

2
°Ratschow, "Die Möglichkeit," p. 113; idem, "Die Religionen," pp. 118-120,
123-124; Althaus, Die christliche Wahrheit, pp. 140,408.
27
TiUich, "The Philosophy of Religion," pp. 88-97; Pannenberg, 'Toward a Theology,"
pp. 96-112.
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historical nature and ultimately to deny God's salvific will. 8
2. The transcendental approach of K. Rahner and B. Lonergan proceeds
from the manner in which God's saving grace informs our transcendental openness. These theologians also start with God's universal salvific will. If we take
this will seriously, they reason, we must say that God offers grace to every
individual. But this offer of grace must not be understood as an extrinsic addition to our humanity; rather, it must infuse and become part of our nature, i.e.,
of the psychological structures of our consciousness. By our very nature, we are
spirit, infinite openness to infinite mystery; in all of our finite acts of knowing
and willing concrete objects, we reach out to the Infinite which gives these
objects their meaning and attractiveness. Grace, then, infuses this natural openness and gives it a new dynamism. We receive a "supernatural horizon." Thus,
when we reach out for the Infinite behind all finite objects, we are reaching out
for the one true God. In this way we are drawn to God and God communicates
to us. We experience and know God—therefore true revelation—even though this
knowledge may be only "unreflexive" or "unthematic," not yet objectified.
Still, the dynamism of this grace and revelation moves us to search for objectifications for it. And because we are social beings, this internal revelation must
take on social objectifications. The conclusion is evident: the necessary social
objectificatíons of internal, revelatory grace will be found in human religions!
Here is the most logical place for us to find the necessary social expression of the
gift of God's self to all people. 29
Within both of these Catholic claims for revelation within the religions, we
should note what can be called their essential anthropological link: their understanding of people as social beings. The reason salvation history must take shape
in the religions (Schiette) and internal grace must find expression in the religions
(Rahner) is that this is demanded by humanity's social nature. This is the link
with which they apply their theological givens (salvation, grace) to the religions.
Many find it the weakest link in their theology of the religions.
As to the concrete contents of this revelation, Catholic theologians are in
basic agreement with all the elements listed under Protestant trends. The reason
is simple: the grace which they see as the source of this revelation is not only
It should be pointed out that Schoonenberg does not draw this conclusion as absolutely as Schiette does. He admits that God's saving will can reveal itself through other
historical forms than the religions. H. R. Schiette, Towards a Theology of Religions (New
York, 1965), especially pp. 63-77; idem, Colloquium salutis-Christen und Nicht-christen
heute (Cologne, 1965); idem, "Religionen," Handbuch theologischer Grundbegriffe,
2:441-450. P. Schoonenberg, "The Church and the Non-Christian Religions,*' in
D. Flanagan, ed., The Meaning of the Church (Dublin, 1966), pp. 89-109; idem, "The History of Salvation," in God's World in the Making (Pittsburgh, 1964), pp. 61-105.
9
K. Rahner, "Christianity and the Non-Christian Religions," in Theological Investigations, 5:115-134; idem, "The Anonymous Christians," in Theological Investigations,
6:390-398; idem, 'Observations on the Concept of Revelation," in Revelation and Tradition
(New York, 1966), pp. 9-25; B. Lonergan, "Faith and Beliefs" (unpublished article); idem,
Method in Theology (New York, 1972), pp. 101-124.
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revelatory but also salvific. And to be salvific, it would naturally lead us to a
grasp of the Transcendent as personal, as loving, as having to intervene into our
sinful state to save us.
But it is precisely at this point—where revelation becomes salvation—that
the complements between Protestant and Catholic approaches to the religions
become contrasts.
//. Contrasts: Salvation within the Religions
A. Protestant Trends: To Deny the Possibility of Salvation in
the Religions
One might say that the question whether the religions can be means of
salvation is a typical Catholic problem. In most Protestant appraisals of the
religions, it is not treated explicitly. Yet whenever the question does surface,
whenever directly or indirectly it is implied that the religions might be "means
of grace," that they might provide their followers with such an experience of
divine love which would enable them to attain that integration, wholeness, and
peace which we call salvation, we note among Protestant thinkers in general a
clear "change of tone." The quite positive attitude they evinced when speaking
of revelation in the religions now becomes either overtly negative or confusingly
ambiguous.
B. Examples of Such Trends
1. Paul Althaus is one of the clearest examples of this perplexing change of
tone. As soon as the question of salvation within the religions is broached, his
former distinction between Uroffenbarung and Christusoffenbarung becomes
that of Uroffenbarung and Heilsoffenbarung (salvific revelation). He states it
clearly: "Outside of Christ there is indeed a self-manifestation of God, therefore
knowledge of God, but it does not lead to salvation, to union between God and
man." 30 Thus, all the positive elements which Althaus had listed in this revelation go nowhere. While non-Christians experience God's personhood and offer of
love, they cannot escape despair. While they realize their own insufficiency, they
still try to win salvation themselves. While there is truth in the religions, there is
also so much error that in the last analysis truth is swallowed in error and
darkness. Thus, while Althaus could previously speak of Anknüpfung (positive
relation) between Christianity and the religions, he now states that the "dominating category" of their relationship is "total antithesis" and "unconditional
opposition."31

Die Inflation des Begriffs der Offenbarung in der gegenwärtigen Theologie,'* Zeitschrift für systematische Theologie 18 (1941): 143.
31
"Mission und Religionsgeschichte," in Theologische Aufsätze (Gütersloh, 1929),
1:192-194; Grundriss der Dogmatik, 1:26-29; Die Christliche Wahrheit, pp. 141-143.
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2. Carl Heinz Ratschow seems to do a similar about-face. After having
spoken so glowingly about God's stepping-forth in the religions and claiming
that all religions are Erlösungsreligionen (religions of salvation), when he comes
to the question of justification, he claims a "total and central difference"
between Christianity and the religions. Simply: in the religions, our role in
salvation is constitutive, while in Christianity, it is consecutive. The religions,
therefore, are bound within the confines of the Law: they try to work out their
own salvation, and that means it is out of reach. The reason for this fundamental
difference between religions and Christianity, Ratschow comments in passing,
lies in "christological considerations."32
3. Wolfhart Pannenberg, less expressly than Ratschow and Althaus, implies
that the revelation which he attested to in the religions cannot be salvific insofar
as true revelation—saving revelation—comes only at the end of salvation history
or in the prolepsis of this end in Jesus Christ. Outside of Christ, therefore, there
can be no real saving revelation; outside of him, we cannot grasp that God is the
God of the Future—beyond all human attempts to know God. The religions
therefore express only our Fraglichkeit—OUT constant questioning; never can
they attain any real answers. "If God is revealed through Jesus Christ, then who
or what God is becomes defined only by the Christ event."33 With Barth,
therefore, Pannenberg interprets Rom. l:18ff. universally: all religions hold
down and misuse the revelation God offers them. Their revelation cannot lead to
wholeness and salvation. We see, again, how these final verdicts are founded in
Christology.34
4. Paul Wlich's final verdict on the salvific possibilities of the religions is
somewhat confusing. On the one hand, Tillich states that since there is genuine
revelation in all religions, there is also salvation; the two cannot be separated. All
people can be grasped by the Ultimate; New Being or Spiritual Presence is
operative throughout history.35 Yet because of the estrangement of human
existence, all people and all religions are bound to misuse this revelation and
offer of salvation. Therefore they are in need of and are searching for a "religion
of paradox" or of "the concrete Spirit," and this is possible only by means of a
"symbol of divine mediator" which is a "concrete symbol of grace." Such a
symbol is found only in Jesus Christ; only in him has New Being conquered the
conditions of estrangement; only in him do we have the criterion with which to
correct our constant misuse of revelation. In more traditional terms, only in him
can we know that we are justified solely by grace. Therefore, without knowledge
JZ

"Die Religionen," pp. 125-126, 128; Der angefochtene Glaube (Gütersloh, 1957),
pp. 260-261, 286-287.
33
Jesus God and Man (Philadelphia, 1968), pp. 130-131.
34
"Towards a Theology," p. 115; 'The Question of God," in Basic Questions in Theology, 2:225-226, 232-233; "The Revelation of God in Jesus," in J. M. Robinson and J. B.
Cobb, Jr., eds., Theology as History (New York, 1967), pp. 109-110,118.
3S
Systematic Theology, 1:160-162; 2:191-194; 3:148-150.
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of Jesus the Christ, the religions are bound to wander aimlessly between their
sacramental or theocratic aberrations, either absolutizing their mediating symbols or trying to do away with them. 36 All this implies that without Jesus as the
Christ the religions cannot understand or properly respond to the true nature of
salvation. Thus, while Tillich claims the presence of salvation within the religions, he cannot really explain how it is realized.
5. Again, these examples reflect a rather widespread opinio communis
among continental Protestant theologians. While there is a genuine desire for
dialogue with the religions, and a readiness to admit a form of real revelation
within them, the tone changes when the question of salvation is taken up. Then
the religions are seen as forms of "self-redemption" (Fritzsche)37 a general state
of perdition (P. Brunner) 3% far from the "way of salvation" (TYillhaas)39 "sinful misuses of the religious task" (Beyerhaus),40 and their gods can be seen only
as idols (Kraemer)4 * Among the missiologists who are seeking a more positive
point of contact with the religions, there is a clear hesitation to assert that the
religions can function as means of salvation.42
In general, one might say that Protestant theology readily speaks of God's
love for all people, but they cannot speak of this love using any other means to
save people than Jesus Christ, which brings us to the question of why this is so.
C The Reason for This Denial
It seems that the ultimate reason that so many Protestant thinkers either
flatly deny any possibility of salvation through the religions or are hesitant and
ambiguous about the religions' salvific content is to be found in the Reformation
interpretation of the Pauline sola fide which, in turn, is rooted in their understanding of the solus Christus. From the statement, admitted by both Protestants and Catholics, that there is only "one mediator between God and humanity" (1 Tim. 2:5) and that "there is no other name in the whole world given to
humans by which we are to be saved" (Acts 4:12), they conclude with a twofold necessity of Christ for salvation.
36
"The Philosophy of Religion," pp. 88-97; Systematic Theology, 2:91-111,136-159,
191-208. In his last lecture before his death, Tillich admitted that the attainment of the
"Religion of the Concrete Spirit... can happen . . . here and there" within the religions.
'The Significance of the History of Religions for the Systematic Theologian," in The Future
of Religions (New York, 1966), pp. 81, 89.
37

"Christlicher Glaube und 'Religion'," pp. 255-257.
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*Religionen und Evangelium. Kontinuität oder Diskontinuität," Evangelische
Missionsmagazin 11 (1967): 131-132.
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Religk>n and the Christian Faith, pp. 353, 360-361.
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Cf. especiaUy H. Gensichen, "Die christliche Mission" (n. 21); idem, "Der Synkretismus," pp. 61, 64-65 (η. 21); idem, "Wirklichkeit und Wahrheit der Religion," Lutherische
Monatshefte, 1968, pp. 96-97. H. BUrkle, "Zum Problem des Dialogs" (n. 22).
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1. The historical-physical necessity of Christ for salvation: not only is it
asserted that salvation has been effected ontologically and physically in the
historical Christ-event, but also that in order to experience this salvation, one
must enter into an historical or physical "contact" with Christ. Salvation, effected through the Christ of history, is not available except through a direct
encounter with the Christ of history. Any kind of ontological or cosmic contact
will not suffice, and the only medium for an historical-physical experience of
Christ is, according to traditional Reformation theology, the Word. Christ must
be proclaimed; otherwise people cannot in any way come into contact with him.
Paralleling the former Catholic insistence on Extra Ecclesiam nulla solus, Protestant thought still seems to adhere to an Extra Verbum nulla salus.
2. The epistemological-psychological necessity of Christ for salvation: without a direct contact with Christ via the Word, not only is it impossible for
salvation to be mediated, but it is also impossible for salvation to be understood.
Outside of Christ one simply does not know how salvation works, and thus lacks
the necessary psychological-cognitional conditions to accept it. Here we see how
the solus Chrìstus conditions the sola fide: only in Christ does one realize that
one is saved only by faith. This line of reasoning is evident in the more traditional theologians we have studied (e.g., Althaus, Ratschow): without Christ the
non-Christians do not fully grasp the holiness and the wrath of God; they do not
realize that they must step back and let God be God in the process of justification. But it is also contained in the views of Tillich and Pannenberg: only in
Christ is the religion of paradox possible which tells us that God is ever beyond
all of our religious acts; only in Christ is God understood as the God of the
future who cannot be contained or won by human effort.
Without Christ, therefore, the religions may contain revelation, but this
revelation can never contain the fact or proper knowledge of salvation. We see
that all of the Protestant views of revelation and salvation within the religions
are determined, ultimately, by their view of the Christ-event.
D. Contrasts with Catholic Approaches
The contrast between general Protestant and Catholic views on the possibility of salvation outside of Christ, i.e., outside of express, historical contact with
and knowledge of Christ, are evident. Vatican II clearly states that no one is
deprived of God's saving grace; all people, no matter who or where they are, can
be saved; this includes not only religious persons of good will but also atheists
who sincerely follow their conscience.43
Although Vatican II does not expressly conclude that therefore the religions
can be "ways of salvation," the general trend of contemporary Catholic attitudes—reflected in both the "historical" and the "transcendental" approaches
listed above—is to affirm that this conclusion is inevitable. Using their "anthroCf. Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, par. 16; Pastoral Constitution on the
Church in the Modern World, par. 22.
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pological link," they argue that if God offers not only revelation but also salvation outside of the Christian community, then this salvation can be expected to
find its social and corporate mediation through the non-Christian religions. The
religions are, therefore, according to Rahner, legitimate; they are viae salutisi this
means that in following their teachings and practices—even though these teachings and practices may contain elements of sin and error—non-Christians are
responding to God's offer of love and are working out their salvation.44 Schiette
goes even further and concludes that the religions can be termed the "ordinary
way of salvation," while the church is the extraordinary way. 45
In all these conclusions, Catholic theologians also stress that, while the
salvation mediated through the religions is genuine, it still is in need of fulfillment or full expression by means of direct contact with and acceptance of Christ
and Christian revelation. The missionary mandate still preserves its urgency. Yet
there are varying opinions and even a good amount of vagueness in the way the
individual theologians explain this need or fulfillment. Some hold that it is a
matter of making salvation easier; others see it chiefly as a matter of fuller
consciousness or added responsibility.46
Such a Catholic theology of the religions in no way feels that it jeopardizes
or minimizes the one Mediator or the "in no other name"—i.e., the salvific
centrality of the Christ-event. On the contrary, these theologians are convinced
that such an interpretation of the religions reveals the full content of this
event—a content already attested to in the New Testament, viz., its universal or
cosmic implications. The effects of the Christ-event cannot be limited either
historically or psychologically, and cannot be contained either in "church" or in
"proclaimed word." Because God has willed to communicate fully in the Christ,
God communicates to everyone, an offer which respects free will. 47
So we see that these Catholic views of salvation in the religions, like their
Protestant counterparts, are based ultimately on a specific understanding of
Christ. But the understanding in both views is quite different.
Ill Questions for Further Research and Dialogue
After having surveyed the general complements and contrasts in Protestant
44
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and Catholic approaches to the religions, I can now list what I feel are some of
the central questions which we must try to clarify. Admittedly, in presenting
these central questions, I will be showing my own confessional background and
personal views.
A. The Universal Salvific Will of God
No doubt, a lot of unwarranted ground can be covered when speculative
theologians start running with the salvine will. To conclude from this will—by
means of the anthropological link—that the religions must be ways of salvation
seems a bit overzealous; it appears not to give sufficient attention to the possibility of other forms of social mediation for this will and to the reality of evil and
aberration. On the other hand, are we really believing and proclaiming the truth
of God's saving will-as scripture bids us to do(l Tim. 2:7; Jn. 3:17,12:47)-if
we deny any historical mediation for this will outside of Jesus Christ? Would not
such a denial imply a sort of universal docetism?
And if we admit the necessity of some form of historical mediation for
God's salvific will, can we exclude the religions from such a role? No doubt,
God's ways are multifarious and God's salvific will can take many forms in
confronting the individual. Yet it is an existential fact that for the majority of
people the questions of God, of good and evil, and of dedication to something
beyond one's self are mediated through their religions. Are not the religions
therefore the most probable mediators of grace?
B. The Relation between Revelation and Salvation
We have seen that today many Protestant theologians, in varying terminology, admit some form of revelation within the religions. They rightly insist that
there must be real and clear distinctions between this revelation and that offered
in Christ; otherwise we slip into a type of religious monism, in which everyone
can go one's merry existential-cultural way. Here certain tendencies in Catholic
thought on the religions might be called to task.
But, is the distinction to be between general revelation (without salvation)
and salvific revelation (with salvation)? Can the two be separated? If we can
admit the fact of revelation outside of the Christ-event, must we not also admit
the possibility of salvation? Does not the very nature of revelation include the
possibility of our receiving salvation? In their descriptions of revelation in the
religions, Protestant theologians have presented it as God's intervention, as God
is revealed and offered. In stricter theological terms, this means the illumination
of the Spirit—that gift which enables us to see (in the biblical sense) and which
liberates our freedom to receive God's gift of self. To affirm revelation without
the possibility of salvation implies that God's self is shown without really being
offered or given; God would be relating to people in bits. Therefore, if we can
admit revelation extra Christum sed propter Christum, can we not also admit the
possibility of salvation outside of, and yet because of, Christ? This brings us to
the heart of the matter.
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C What Think You of Jesus the Christ?
The answers to the above questions concerning the salvific will and the
relation between revelation and salvation will depend ultimately on our answers
to the questions: Who is Jesus and how is he Savior and One Mediator? To
answer these questions we cannot simply cast out into the winds of speculation,
but must find our direction from the way Jesus proclaimed himself and the early
church understood him in the New Testament. We must return to "first principles."
Carl Braaten, in commenting in a personal letter on my analysis of contemporary Protestant attitudes toward the religions, pointed out that the Protestant
opinio communis is rooted ultimately not in the Reformation doctrines, of sola
fide or solus Christus but in " . . . the New Testament itself... (which) makes
some final claim for Jesus Christ with respect to revelation and salvation...
there happens to be a convergence of the Reformation understanding of the
gospel and the claim of the earliest Christian preaching itself, as that is reflected
in the sources which make up the New Testament."48
Here is precisely where research and dialogue must be intensified. Exactly
what is the New Testament understanding of the centrality and finality of
Christ—a finality which is admitted by all Christian churches? The Protestant
theologians whom we have considered interpret it as what we may call an "exclusive finality"; because God has wrought redemption in Christ, God offers this
redemption here and nowhere else—i.e., only to those who somehow come into
express contact with Christ through word or church. However, does not the New
Testament also allow us to understand the centrality of Christ as an "inclusive
finality"? Because God has saved the world in Jesus Christ, does God not offer
salvation to all people.
To answer this question would involve a detailed examination of New Testament Christology. I propose only a few brief observations and questions. Concerning the question of how salvation is achieved, there seem to be two strands
of thought in the New Testament. The first, more exclusivistic strand ties salvation to concrete media: one must believe in Jesus Christ and be baptized (Mark
16:15-16). Given the early Christians' fresh experience of the saving power of
the resurrected Christ and especially their encounter with the apparently overpowering corruption of the pagan world, it is understandable that this strand
predominates. But an inclusivistic strand is also present; it seems to have developed as the early churches moved into a deeper encounter with the pagan
thought-world and the question of adaptation was implicitly raised. It holds that
salvation is possible even for those who do not expressly know Christ (cf. the
last judgment scene in Mt. 25:31-46). But this strand developed especially as the
early church encountered the Judaeo-Hellenic understanding of divinity as
Sophia or Logos; this led to a clearly inclusive interpretation of the Christ-event,
In a letter to the author, 17 December 1973.
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which viewed the effects of God's saving action in Christ as extending universally
into the history of all people, indeed into the entire cosmos (Jn. 1:1-14; Col.
1:12-20, 2:9-10; Eph. 1:22-23,4:9-10). Christ, as the Incarnate Logos and as the
center of the ta pania, is now understood as the fullest and final expression of a
divine self-manifestation and self-communication which pervades all of human
and world history. Bruce Vawter in his book on New Testament Christology asks
if we have taken the meaning of this Wisdom (or Logos) Christology seriously.49
Does this inclusive strand of New Testament understanding of the finality of
Christ not allow (require?) us to admit the possibility of revelation and salvation
extra Christum sed propter Christuml And would not such a view enable us to
understand more fully the unifying relation between the order of creation and
the order of redemption which is being stressed today by so many Protestant
thinkers? And further, would not such a view be more readily admissible to a
Christian tradition which, in justified opposition to the Roman Catholic insistence on the necessary ecclesial mediation of grace, has proclaimed the "Protestant principle": that God must be God, that God cannot be contained in any
human form, that God's Spirit can enlighten the heart of human beings directly,
without or beyond the mediation of human authority or calculation?50
Our common encounter with the religions, then, impels us to understand
more deeply that which unites us all as Christians: the Christ-event. The more we
grasp the human being, Jesus, and how God has willed to communicate with all
people through Jesus, the more we will understand each other—and the religions.
Study and Discussion Questions
1. What are the basic issues which concern the author and why?
2. How do Protestants and Catholics agree essentially that God is revealed through nonChristian religions? Give examples.
3. What is your evaluation of the author's treatment of the agreements concerning the issue
of revelation?
4. Why is there a negative view predominating with reference to the possibility of salvation
in other religions?
5. How do Catholic theologians differ and why? How does each approach the problem of
salvation outside of Christ?
6. How would this ambivalent and sometimes negative attitude affect attempts at dialogue
with non-Christian religions?
7. Describe the issues posed for further research and dialogue. What issues would you add?

^This Man Jesus: An Essay toward a New Testament Christology (New York, 1973),
pp. 171-178. Cf. also G. A. Maloney, The Cosmic Christ (New York, 1968), pp. 17-98.
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W. Bühlmann, "Die Theologie der nichtchristlichen Religionen als ökumenisches
Problem," in Aus Freiheit in der Begegnung: Zwischenbilanz des ökumensichen Dialogs
(Frankfurt, 1969), p. 476.

