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Paul E Knitter

A

missiological authority, well known and respected by
readers of this journal, has recently indicated and predicted "radical changes" in Roman Catholic mission theology and in
its attitude toward other religions:
. . . Roman Catholic mission theology has undergone more radical
change in these fifteen years than in the previous century. And
there is obviously a great deal more ferment to come in the last fifth
of the twentieth century. What we see so far, in my judgment, is but
a foretaste or the first fruits of a radical realignment of Catholic mission theology that by A.D. 2000 will be as far from our thinking today as our thinking today is from where Catholic mission theology
was twenty years ago.1
The following bird's-eye survey of five stages in the evolution of
Catholic theology of religions will prove, I hope, how correct
Gerald H. Anderson's assessment is. Given the limitations of a
short article, I cannot do much more than describe the general content and the main representatives of each stage, with greater attention given to the newer, less-known developments. The intent of
such a broad overview is to provide a sense of historical evolution
that will enable us to understand and evaluate present developments and tensions.

the sixteenth to the twentieth centuries. What took place was a
significant shift in Catholic theology from an exclusive to an inclusive
understanding of the church as the sole channel of grace. In other
words. Catholic belief moved from holding "outside the church no
salvation" to "without the church no salvation." During the first
half of the twentieth century. Catholic theologians came up with
ingenious concepts to include within the church any trace of salvation outside it: saved non-Christians belonged to the "soul" of the
church; they were "attached," "linked," "related" to the church;
they were members "imperfectly," "tendentially," "potentially."5
Historians often forget that this positive shift in Catholic attitudes toward "pagans" did not include a more positive attitude toward pagan religions. Very few theologians ventured the assertion
that universally available grace might be available through the religions. The experience of God's grace, always an ecclesial affair
for Catholics, was evidently a private affair for pagans.6

Constitutive Christocentrism: Christ in the
Religions (Vatican II and Karl Rahner)

Vatican Council II continued the inclusive ecclesiocentrism of the
previous period. While the council fathers reaffirmed that the
church is necessary for salvation, they also, as it were, extended
Historical Background: From Exclusive to
the universal possibility of salvation—even atheists could be
saved.7 Yet the council, as is well known, took a definitely new
Inclusive Ecclesiocentrism
turn when, for the first time in the history of official church statements, it praised individual world religions for the way they reFrom the start. Christian theologians have had a hard time reconflect "that Truth which enlightens every person."8 The majority of
ciling universality with particularity, that is, God's universal will
Catholic thinkers interpret the conciliar statements to affirm, imto save with the particular mediation of that will in Jesus, word,
and church. The early fathers held to a fairly common opinion that plicity but clearly, that the religions are ways of salvation. These
an authentic revelation and possiblity of salvation were available theologians endorse the theology of religions elaborated by Karl
to all peoples (based especially on the doctrine of "the seminal Rahner, whose thought so strongly influenced the council's deliberations. In Rahner, and in his endorsers, we see another radical
word"). This opinion soon lost currency. Especially under the imposing influence of Augustine and his anti-Pelagian polemic, and change in Catholic theology of religions.
then in the heat of battle against the "paganism" of Islam, the
The main ingredients in Rahner's optimistic assessment of
prevalent attitude toward other religions from the fifth century other religions are well known. They are two: God's universal salvific
through the Middle Ages (even for Aquinas) was that "outside the will (grounding what Rahner terms a "salvific optimism" for all
church there is no salvation."2 The Council of Florence (1442) offihumanity) and humanity's essentially social nature. Combining the two
cially declared that "no one, whatever almsgiving he has practiced, ingredients: if God wills to grant grace to every person, this grace
even if he has shed blood for the name of Christ, can be saved, unmust take on a sociohistorical "body" in order to be really availless he has remained in the bosom and unity of the Catholic able; and among the most likely mediating bodies for grace are the
Church."3
religions. The religions therefore are or can be "grace-filled" ways
of salvation and are "positively included in God's plan of salvaThe Council of Trent signaled a "radical change" in the extion."9 What enables Rahner to draw this conclusion is his subtle
clusive ecclesiocentrism of the Middle Ages. Especially in light of
but significant shift from ecclesiocentrism to Christocentrism.
the newly discovered peoples who had never heard of Christ, the
This shift is embodied in Rahner's much discussed model of
council allowed that "baptism of desire" could admit into the
anonymous Christianity (which, as his critics often forget, he inchurch anyone who lived a moral life but could not receive baptism of water.4 This more optimistic attitude toward the "pagans" tended only for Christian consumption, not for proclamation to
outsiders). The model's first intent is to remind Christians that
characterized, for the most part, Roman Catholic attitudes from
God's saving presence "is greater than man and the Church"; grace
can, as it were, float free of the visible church and incarnate itself
Paul E Knitter is Professor of Theology at Xavier University, Cincinnati. Heinis other
the au-words and sacraments. But for Rahner, if grace is not
bound to the church, it is bound to Christ. Jesus of Nazareth is the
thor of Towards a Protestant Theology of Religions (1974) and numerous journal articles on religious pluralism. His recent survey and evaluation of Christian
attitudes cause of all salvation. As the full and final manifestaconstitutive
toward other religions will be published by Orbis Books.
tion of God's saving presence in history, he is both the cause (final
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cause) and the goal of every experience of God. Grace, therefore, is
always Christ's, always oriented toward Christ and toward
Christ's continued embodiment in the church. (In this sense,
Rahner continues to claim the "necessity" of the church.) In the
final analysis, then, the religions are incomplete without Christ;
they must be fulfilled in him and his church; they are a praeparatio
evangelica, a preparation for the gospel. The missionary mandate remains intact and is reinforced. 10
Vatican II's statements on other religions, as interpreted by
Rahner, embody the mainline view of Roman Catholic theologians, even though they may not expressly use the model of
anonymous Christianity. Edward Schillebeeckx, Pietro Rossano,
Avery Dulles, Richard McBrien, even Pierre Teilhard de Chardin
affirm the universality of Christ and his grace and the religions as
mediators of that grace. 11 Because these theologians continue to
hold to Christ as the one Savior and constitutive cause of salvation, they view the religions as already partially containing
Christ's grace, but as incomplete until fully incorporated into
Christ and his church.

Normative Christocentrism: Christ above the
Religions (A New Direction)

Although most contemporary Roman Catholic theologians readily
accept the basics of the mainline approach to other religions, many
are uneasy with the way it seems to judge religions before really
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presses the distinction between the Christ (Logos) and the historical Jesus. Christ/Logos is the universal bond between humanity/
world and God—the self-communicating, unifying outreach of the
Ultimate. As to the relation between Christ and Jesus, Panikkar
states succinctly: "Christ the Savior is . . . not to be restricted to the
merely historical figure of Jesus of Nazareth.... Though a Christian believes that 'Jesus is the Christ' . .. this sentence is not identical to 'the Christ is Jesus'. . . . " From his own Christian and
interreligious experience, Panikkar holds that Christians can allow
for other historical names and manifestations of the Christ, without lessening their personal commitment to Jesus as the Christ or
to the urgency of making him known to all.20 With such an approach, Christian mission consists both in witnessing and in being
witnessed to.
2. Another clear call for revisions in traditional views of
Christ and other religions is sounded by Catholic theologians engaged in
the dialogue with Judaism: Gregory Baum, Monika Hellwig, John Pawlikowski, Rosemary Ruether. While their particular perspectives
differ, they are unanimous in insisting that insofar as Christian
understanding of Christ has led to a "supersessionist," subordinating approach to Judaism, "our traditional Christology is severely
inadequate" and must be "significantly rethought."21 In different
ways, all of them appeal to Christians to modify their understanding of Christ as the final Messiah, that is, as he who has brought
about the final, normative realization of the kingdom.
Baum argues that until the last days are upon us, all absolute,
final assertions about Christ should be avoided.22 Hellwig points
out that all Christian talk about Christ is religious, existential language that should not be turned into absolute, ontological claims
William Thompson, and more recently Walbert Bühlmann and
for all peoples and times.23 Ruether proposes that the death and
Arnulf Camps), who call for a greater recognition of the indepenresurrection of Jesus be seen as a salvific paradigm of hope and
dent validity of other faiths, continue to affirm Jesus Christ as
transforming praxis that exists alongside other salvific parabearing an "absolute quality," as "God's definitive manifestation,"
digms.24 Pawlikowski wants to safeguard the uniqueness of the
as "unsurpassable."18 This recognition of the independent validity
Christ-event, which, he feels, Judaism would do well to recognize;
of other religions, together with the continued affirmation of
but he also admits the uniqueness of Judaism, which must compleChrist/Christianity's normativeness, makes up what might be
ment and complete Christianity.25 Again, all of these theologians
called a growing common opinion among Catholic theologians.
hold that a relativizing of Jesus' finality does not lessen his universal relevance. In their minds, Christian commitment to and witness
of Jesus remain robust.
Dialogical Theocentrism: Many Religions/
3. Some of the boldest proposals for a revision of approaches
Partners in God (A Minority View)
to other religions are sounded by Third World mission theologians such
as Ignace Puthiadam, Henri Maurier, and Aloysius Pieris. All three
Another group of Catholic thinkers, still a minority, detect a tengive painful witness to how traditional Christian claims of having
sion, even a contradiction, between the previous view's more posia "normative, complete, definitive" revelation in Christ have made
tive approach to other faiths and its insistence on the
Christian dialogue with other faiths an encounter "between the cat
normativeness of Chirst. In trying to resolve this tension, these miand the mouse."26 Pieris reduces all given Christian approaches to
nority theologians epitomize the "great deal more ferment" that
other faiths to two models: either the "Christ-against-religion"
Gerald H. Anderson predicted in Catholic mission theology. These
model (neo-orthodox, evangelical, as well as Latin American libertheologians, all of whom are veterans in the actual arena of interation theologies) or the "Christ-of-religions" model (Catholicism's
religious dialogue, try to show how Christians can encounter other
anonymous-Christian theory as well as India's and the World
believers with a clear affirmation of Christ's universal salvific role
Council of Churches' cosmic Christology). Both approaches conwithout having to claim his normativeness and finality. In someceal a "crypto-colonialist theology of religions . .. that keeps our^
what greater detail, let us consider three examples of this new ferrevolutionary rhetoric from resonating in the hearts of the Third
ment.
World non-Christian majorities."27 All three theologians, there1. Raimundo Panikkar is one of the most learned and experifore, suggest that Christians, under the pressure of a more effecenced advocates of a revised understanding of Christ and religions. Within
tive witness to other believers, examine how they have falsely
the "ecumenical ecumenism" that he has promoted over the past
absolutized Christ.
two and a half decades, he has revised his earlier view that ChrisPuthiadam and Maurier propose a model for mission and diatianity is "the end and plenitude of every religion." In the comlogue that recognizes unique, universally meaningful truth in each
pletely revised 1981 edition of his The Unknown Christ of Hinduism religion (and each "savior"); yet each "unique" religion or revealer
and in statements since the early 1970s, he affirms that no religion
is not excluded or relativized by the other, but essentially related
can enter the dialogue with claims of final or absolute normativeto the other. All religions, in their real differences and otherness,
ness. 19 He now advocates "an authentically universal Christolare related to each other as a "coincidence of opposites"; they are
ogy," which makes use of traditional Logos Christology and
in need of each other in order to carry on, together, their common

tude toward other religions is a move away from understanding
Christ as "the constitutive, unique . .. mediator of salvation for all
mankind." Just as Rahner no longer tied universal saving grace to
the church, many Roman Catholic theologians no longer tie it to
Christ. Therefore they feel no pressing need to identify other believers as anonymous Christians or to usher them into the church.
Yet despite this Christological shift and its intent to let the religions stand on their own, all the theologians exploring this new
direction continue to affirm Jesus Christ as God's normative revelation. Jesus and the gospel remain the "superior or ideal type,
which can function to measure, correct, and judge others by its
own standards."16
So Küng, after denouncing common Christian attitudes toward other believers as "arrogant domination . . . [and] absolutism," himself proclaims Christ as "ultimately decisive [and]
definitive" and as providing the "critical catalyst" without which
the religions cannot really adjust to the modern world. For Küng,
other believers may not be anonymous but they are potential
Christians.17 Other theologians (H. R. Schiette, Bernard Lonergan,

"God has more to say than
what was said in the
Christian word/'
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pilgrimage toward the Divine Mystery, the "Source and Goal" that
animates them all. The primary goal of mission, then, is not conversion (though that is not excluded), but mutual witnessing.28
For Pieris the basis and framework for Christian mission and
religious encounter should not be Christology (presupposing
Christ to be either against or already within other religions) or theology (exploring whether/how other religions recognize God).
Rather, Christian approaches to other faiths should be grounded in
soteriology, in the "ineffable mystery of salvation," which for
Pieris is the divine urge and impulse to liberate and generate "a
new humanity." All religions, including those of the East, share in
and contribute to this liberating mystery, which is the only real
"absolute" in religious encounter. Mission and dialogue should be
based on collaboration with other believers in this mystery. Theological clarifications about the uniqueness of Jesus can follow. 29
This most recent shift in Roman Catholic theology of religions
incorporates a clearly theocentric perspective. It is both distant from
and yet continuous with the ecclesiocentrism and Christocentrism of
earlier Catholic views. While continuing to affirm Jesus as a savior
for all peoples of all times, together with the church as the community by which Jesus' presence and message is embodied
through time, these Third World theologians see all religions as
partners in a salvific dialogue in which not the church or Jesus, but
God, the "mystery of salvation", is the final ground and goal and
norm.

Conclusion:
In tracing the radical changes throughout the history of Catholic
attitudes toward other religions, one detects a certain evolution

from ecclesiocentrism to Christocentrism and, most recently, to
theocentrism. The central question for Catholics and all Christians
is whether this evolution has been toward more abundant life or,
at any point in its unfolding, it has arrived at dead ends. This
question applies especially to the new, theocentric approach. At
stake is the integrity of the gospel, the quality of Christian com-

"One detects a certain
evolution from
ecclesiocentrism to
Christocentrism and, most
recently, to theocentrism."
mitment, and the vitality of Christian mission. To discern whether
the evolution we have studied is life-giving, Catholic theologies of
religions need to be tested agaist three criteria: Do they enable
Christians to hear more adequately the witness of Scripture? Do
they lead the Christian faithful to a deeper commitment to Christ
and the gospel? And especially, do they inspire Christians to carry
out more effectively their essential mission of advancing God's
kingdom by witnessing to God's Christ? To carry out this task of
discernment, Catholic theologians need support and criticism from
their brothers and sisters in other churches. The intent of this
study is to promote that kind of inner-Christian dialogue.
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Christianity and Judaism: Continuity and Discontinuity
W. S. Campbell

T

he relationship between Christianity and Judaism is a
vast theme. Some of the most significant developments
affecting the relationship have originated from historical events
such as the Jewish-Roman war and the eventual destruction of
Jerusalem; the Holocaust is a more recent example. In this study
we shall confine ourselves to theological issues in three key topics:
covenant, Paul's conversion-call, and the use of the title "Israel."
The aim is to demonstrate that continuity as well as discontinuity
between Christianity and Judaism is basic to the New Testament
understanding of all three.

made at the exodus, is that the Lord will put his law within them:
"I will write it upon their hearts." If Jesus did actually use the
phrase "new covenant," probably he had this prophecy in mind.

"Covenant" in Hebrews

This epistle cites the Jeremiah passage in full (from the Septuagint)
in Hebrews 8:8-12. The author has more than one meaning for the
word diathëkê; he can use it as meaning a "testament," associated
with the death of the testator (9:16f.). Hebrews offers a clear contrast between the old and the new, but, unlike Paul or Jeremiah, its
New Covenant or Renewed Covenant?
author finds the essence of the two diathekai in the cui tic aspect.
This approach is doubtless to be understood in light of the purpose
The ambiguity concerning the understanding of "covenant" in the
and the audience for which the document was originally written.
New Testament is illustrated by the variation both in the meaning
The interpretation of Hebrews will differ depending on whether
and in the frequency of the term. Of the thirty-three occurrences,
the author is seen as contrasting Christian faith with Judaism or
eight are in the undisputed letters of Paul, seventeen are in Hewith some Jewish-Gnostic heresy.
brews, with four occurrences in Luke/Acts, and one each in Mark,
In his recent Introduction to the New Testament, H. Koester sugMatthew, Ephesians, and Revelation.
gests that the author of Hebrews, addressing the whole Christian
Paul first uses the adjective new (kaine) in connection with
church, enters into a critical theological controversy with Gnosticovenant (diathekë) in the reference in 1 Corinthians 11:25 to the cism by refuting the Gnostic understanding of both the redeemer
institution of the Lord's Supper. Mark simply refers to "my blood
and the process of salvation by means of a Christological and ecof the covenent" (14:24). In the earliest and best manuscripts of
clesiological interpretation of Scripture.1 In his commentary on
Matthew and Mark, "new" is not included. Luke 22:17-20 includes
Hebrews, Robert Jewett notes the close parallels between Colostwo traditions—a shorter one that does not mention "covenant" at
sians and Hebrews; the key argument in both is that Christ has
all, and a longer one that mentions "the new covenant." The sole
overcome the elemental forces of the universe. He takes up the
reference to "the old covenant" is found in 2 Corinthians 3:14
proposal of Charles P. Anderson that the lost Laodicean letter,
where Paul speaks of reading the old covenant. It is probable that
written probably by Epaphras, is in fact the Epistle to the Hebrews
behind the references to "new covenant" in the New Testament is
(cf. Col. 4:16).2
the passage in Jeremiah 31:31-34 where the prophet says, "Behold,
The fact that the most recent scholarship considers the purthe days are coming, says the Lord, when I will make a new covepose of Hebrews as being essentially to oppose a Jewish-Gnostic
nant with the house of Israel and the house of Judah." The signifitype of heresy means that we must be extremely careful not to
cant feature of this covenant, which will distinguish it from that
read this letter simply as a stark contrast between Judaism ("the
old") and Christianity ("the new") as symbolized by two distinct
covenants. Koester in fact warns that parts of Hebrews may be
completely
W. S. Campbell, a minister of the United Reformed Church, studied at Edinburgh
and misunderstood if the letter is interpreted as a criticism
the Jewish cult. He states: "To be sure, the material and tempoTübingen universities where his research was on Paul's Letter to the Romans,ofparticularly
chapters 9—//. He is presently Head of Religious and Theological Studies atral
Westhill
limitations of the sacrificial cult are pointed out (9:9-10), but
College, Selly Oak Colleges, Birmingham, U.K.
the actual point of the argument as a whole is to prove that the
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