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Introduction

After a century in which history seemed at first to be opening into a millennium 
of social and technological progress but then collapsed amid two devastating 
wars, the catastrophic contradictions of failed and discredited ideologies, and the 
dehumanizing effects of amoral, runaway technologies, it is no surprise that the 
notion of progress is now discredited as a naïve, progressivist fantasy. So a book 
presuming to speak about the future of religion may seem as dated as the hope of 
many Western Christian theologians and idealist philosophers a century ago that the 
twentieth century would be a liberal Christian century fulfilling a millennialist vision 
of cooperating sciences, philosophies, theologies, and religions. Contrary to that 
fervent hope, the twentieth century closed with stalemated progressive theologies, 
regression to inclusivist, confessionalist, and constructivist approaches to religion, 
and the resurgence (except, for the most part, in the academy) of traditionalist and 
sometimes fundamentalist theologies.1

Karl Barth prophetically foretold the logic of this unanticipated antimodernist 
shift in Christian theology when he turned against his liberal teachers at the onset of 
the Great War and, in an abrupt return to revelation, created an abrasive, antithetical 
theological language that became a template for the many antiliberal theological 
movements that have since undercut liberalism and progressivism with sharp 
rhetorical language rather than reasoned argument. It may seem anachronistic, then, 
in this postideological, postliberal, posthistorical, postnarrativist, postmodern, 
posttheoretical, and postsecular era to speak about pluralism as the future of 
religion and theology.2 A claim like this will seem implausibly ambitious to those 
who remain enthralled by these counterrevolutionary movements. Even more odd 
to some readers, in an era when the currently dominant particularism in theology 
and constructivism in the study of mysticism has turned attention to what divides 
religions rather than unites them, will be my claim in this book that theological and 
philosophical stances espousing religious pluralism are the only responsible bases 
for comparative thought about religion. It may appear naïve or arrogant to speak 
of pluralism as religion’s future, but now, when mainstream Christian theologies 
of religions are dominated by stubbornly parochial expressions of religious 
particularism, the call to move forward into a more promising, religiously pluralist 
future is not merely a vain hope but an unavoidable step guaranteed by religious 
change and the passage of time.
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Pluralism and the overcoming of inclusivism

This historical optimism that sees pluralism as inevitable is grounded not in a 
progressivist philosophy of history but in the irrevocable law of change. This law applies 
in our daily lives, in history, in biology, and in the rise and fall of universes. It applies 
in our neighborhoods and families, and also in the affairs of nations and empires, 
as well as to the supposedly unchanging truths of philosophy and religion. Nothing 
remains the same, and the eternal verities of one age are curiosities for another. This is 
not merely a skeptical, historicistic, and evolutionary view of things, for it is inscribed 
within the heart of critical religious thought itself, which turns upon the interplay 
of positive, cataphatic attempts to articulate a vision of life and negative, apophatic 
criticism of the inadequacies of these visions of life. The inevitable limitations of 
religious and philosophical visions of life guarantee change and pluralism, since no 
set of formulas, practices, or teachings devised in the language of one time and place 
can be expected to retain its significance indefinitely or to attain universal acceptance. 
The limitations that apophatic criticism reveal guarantee, in turn, a pluralism of ever 
new attempts to present substantive, cataphatic visions of the world. Thus, the passing 
from the scene of the currently dominant religions as they fade away or slowly morph 
into their successors is as certain as any other kind of change. So we need not worry—
nor can we hope—that any inclusivist strategy for preserving a particular religious 
tradition will survive deep into the far human future (if we have one).

The claim that pluralism is the future of religion is also based upon the inability 
of any particular religious teaching to secure for itself universal assent that it is final 
and normative for all of humanity. This is the central idea grounding what I call 
“apophatic pluralism,” which holds that since no verbal formulas, as products of 
history and specific contexts and communities, can be final or normative, religious 
pluralism should be the default stance of responsible religious thought. For no matter 
how internally coherent a body of religious teachings may seem to convinced insiders, 
it will inevitably fail to persuade those who are not inclined to be persuaded by it, even 
when it puts forward its best arguments or its most forceful claims (or threats).

If religious teachings were truths on the order of basic scientific facts, interreligious 
agreement would be less elusive than it is. But because no common, nontradition-
specific method of validating specific bodies of religious teachings is available, 
religious truth, when seen as identical with the doctrines of this or that religion, 
will remain a local matter, like the mores of different cultures. Consequently, if the 
central teachings of the world’s religions are taken as making true but contrary and 
nonnegotiable claims about history and the unfolding of life in the cosmos, then no 
doctrinal resolution of these conflicting claims will be possible at the level of doctrine. 
(Other solutions, including seeing these teachings as noncognitive, symbolic, or as 
expressions of cultural arrangements or biological causes are possible but are not the 
focus of this book.)

All theologizing conducted as if a specific body of religious doctrine, taken literally, 
were adequate to reality and thus irreformable inevitably leads to impasses and dead 
ends. No exit is possible from these impasses through more doctrinal argument, more 
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open inclusivisms, more refined apologetics, renewed appeals to authority or revelation, 
or calls for greater faith or deeper commitment. Since none of these doctrinal systems 
can evade the inevitable dethroning of absolutist pretensions that occurs through what 
I call “departicularization,”3 only temporary refuge can be found in inclusivism, as is 
seen in the increasingly implausible ex post facto and ad hoc arguments developed to 
defend the finality of favored bodies of doctrines by leading inclusivist theologians of 
religions. In the end, no one remains persuaded by these inclusivistic evasions of the 
truth of pluralism, including later inclusivists in inclusivistic traditions. Consequently, 
no form of inclusivism can hold out forever against departicularization. It must either 
retreat into an exclusivism that simply repeats doctrine without discussion (but even 
this stance stands on shifting ground as the flow of history slowly modifies and replaces 
one religious tradition with others) or it must go forward into a pluralism based on the 
above principles.

An inclusivist critic of apophatic pluralism might argue that these claims about 
language and doctrine are themselves hegemonic and inclusivist, which proves that 
apophatic pluralism is itself just one more expression of inclusivism or exclusivism 
(a view that I will examine in more depth in the coming chapters). But this criticism fails 
to distinguish second-order critiques of language from first-order substantive claims. 
For example, theologian of religions Kristin Beise Kiblinger claims that Buddhist 
inclusivists and pluralists “want to treat emptiness as an antidote to all positions rather 
than [as] itself one position alongside others.”4 But in response, a Mahāyāna Buddhist 
teacher would likely quote Nāgārjuna, who pronounced that

“the Victors say that Emptiness is the casting aside of all views. But those who hold 
emptiness as a view are said to be incurable [asādhya].”5

The significant point here is that the Mahāyāna notion of śūnyatā, like other apophatic 
critical conceptions, refers to the second-order critical activity of evaluating first-
order substantive discourse. As with apophatic criticism in any religious tradition of 
its first-order doctrinal usage in light of the ultimately ineffable character of reality, 
the Buddhist teaching about śūnyatā is not a doctrinal construction. It is, on the 
contrary, the application to religious language of the insight that language and reality 
diverge. Only naïveté or dogmatism would attempt to identify these clearly different 
uses of language, since they cannot be reduced to each other. To deny the distinction 
between substantive doctrinal claims and insight into the limits of such claims is 
to imply the elevation without final negation of a historically conditioned religious 
language to ultimate status. Such an approach to resolving the inconclusive strife of 
first-order cataphatic doctrines offers only the prospect of more first-order cataphatic 
doctrinal strife.

Kiblinger’s claim that emptiness is just another position is an error of this sort, 
since it attempts to annul the distinction between first-order substantive discourse 
and second-order critical practice even while paradoxically making use of an implicit 
second-order principle that seems to be something like this: Any attempt to evaluate 
doctrinal expressions is hegemonic (a position that, of course, is itself also hegemonic). 
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But the distinction between critical, apophatic insight and specific cataphatic claims 
and teachings is as old as critical thought itself, as can be seen in Socrates’s turning 
the table on Protagoras by demonstrating that relativism is a self-contradictory view.6 
Even if it remains among the oldest of sophomoric moves in philosophy, pointing out 
that the rejection of general truths is itself a general truth remains true, and to simply 
insist that this is only Socrates’s opinion would be to fall into Socrates’s trap even while 
trying to avoid it.

Thus, to hold that all things change is not a view on the same level as holding 
the view that the sun never sets on the British Empire. The truth-value of the latter 
claim has changed, while the former is as uncontroversial a claim as saying that the 
set of prime numbers is endless. Like anyone else engaged in critical evaluation of 
first-order discourses, but in conflict with the logic of her stance, Kiblinger writes 
from a critical, second-order stance about her chosen domain of first-order objects, 
theologies of religions and comparative theologies, and she would likely reject any 
attempt to characterize her criticism of comparative theologies that fail to disclose 
their underlying theology of religions as just another hegemonic comparative 
theology. A logical mistake of this sort is like saying that evaluating the various 
ways of traveling from Berlin to Rome is just another way of traveling from Berlin 
to Rome.

The apparent truism that pluralists are really inclusivists turns out then to be nothing 
more than a tu quoque fallacy devoid of logical force while remaining rhetorically 
clever, which accounts for its ability to convince the unwary but not the critical reader. 
Whether deployed with the awareness that it is fallacious or not, it is the last, futile 
move of inclusivist theologians who explicitly refuse to generalize about religions or 
to engage in second-order theorizing and criticism. As a short-term survival strategy, 
this may make sense, but it will inevitably fail, since the slow process of mutation, or 
departicularization, that transforms religions into their successors is inevitable and is 
as unstoppable as change.

Apophatic pluralism, which guarantees that pluralism is the future of religion is, 
like the Mahāyāna critical practice of śūnyatā or the Christian, Jewish, and Islāmic 
critical practice of apophatic theology, not itself a substantive, cataphatic position. 
Apophatic pluralism consists of purely negative, or apophatic, critical observations 
that deflate inclusivist illusions about the epistemic prowess, normativity, and ultimacy 
of cataphatic religious doctrines. Apophatic pluralism is thus not a new, cataphatic 
religious teaching, since its practice is essential to the purification of doctrine and 
revitalization in the ongoing religious life of humanity. Rather than signaling the 
negation of religion, apophatic pluralism shows how religions continually renew or 
replace themselves through the rise of new religious forms and movements. Despite 
postmodern questioning of general theoretical claims and grand views of history, it is 
clear that pluralism is the future of religion. Not only is the ongoing succession of ever 
new religious forms guaranteed by the temporal limits of human languages, but the 
incapacity of any religious tradition to make a final, universally accepted case for itself 
guarantees that no ancient, contemporary, or future religion will be able to install itself 
as the one, true religion for all of humanity. Apophatic pluralism, then, will as surely 
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be inscribed in the core of all future religions as it has been in the core of each of the 
religions that the human mind has until now inspired.

The inevitability of apophatic pluralism does not depend upon the goodwill of 
exclusivists and inclusivists, or upon pluralists’ success at getting others to agree with 
pluralist views, or even upon the correctness of any specific version of pluralism. This is 
no more a matter or argument than is the reality of aging and death. The transitoriness 
of religious forms, like all material, biological, and cultural forms, guarantees that 
no form of religion will long remain in its current form, thus negating any claim to 
universal normativity. Even if, as is likely, no inclusivists will credit this view so long 
as they are focused only on the near future or the imagined future of their tradition, it 
remains the case that pluralism as an invariable principle governing the succession of 
historical forms is inevitable. As a subjective and communal experience, inclusivism, at 
least in the short term, may seem to the inclusivist as solid a reality as a mountain, yet 
the view from outside these traditions supports the claim that pluralism is as inevitable 
as the erosion over time of the highest ranges of mountains.

An overview of coming chapters

In the following chapters, I will fill out this argument by first providing an overview of 
the current antipluralist position in the theology of religions, which has dead-ended 
in an inclusivist impasse after a bold opening in the 1970s to pluralism. This return to 
forms of particularism such as exclusivism and inclusivism, as well as the strategy of 
equating pluralism with particularism, are due, in part, to traditionalism and deference 
to the limitations of orthodox religion, and in part, to a contrarian opposition to 
liberal, pluralist theologies that is reminiscent of Barth’s antimodernist turn against the 
liberal theologies of the nineteenth century (and the contrarian, illiberal political and 
theological mood that prevails as of this writing in parts of the USA, where much of this 
discussion occurs). Yet, because no orthodoxy can be final given the inevitable changes 
the passage of time brings and also because of the formal limitations of language, such 
apparently bold returns to tradition will inevitably involve ad hoc and ex post facto 
interpretive strategies (nicknamed “epicycles” by John Hick after the theory-saving 
devices devised to save Ptolemaic geocentrism7). Yet, as I will argue, these flimsy devices 
can never be anything but unpersuasive to the unpersuaded. Having demonstrated the 
implausibility of illiberal, antipluralist theologies of religions, I will then present what I 
think is an indefeasible justification, based on syncretism and departicularization, for 
the theory of apophatic pluralism. I will then explore the potential of the Upanis.ads  
and the New Testament as witnesses to apophatic pluralism, with the result that 
the Upanis.ads are shown to tend toward apophatic pluralism, despite conventional 
interpretations of them as inclusivistic, and that the New Testament is shown to be 
essentially an inclusivist text, with a latent pluralism that can serve as the basis of an 
apophatic pluralist overcoming of its relatively few and contestable exclusivist passages. 
Finally, I will tease out the logic of apophatic pluralism through a thought experiment 
that I call the Prisoners’ Parable.
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In the concluding chapter, I will trace the outlines of an apophatic, pluralist 
interpretation of the enduring aspects of human religiosity that is both postsecular 
and postconstructivist. I will suggest that, despite constructivist and reductionist 
attempts to deny to religion its own independent sphere of competence, religious 
studies does, in fact, possess its own method for dealing with the intensions8 that 
regularly arise in religious traditions. As I develop this claim in light of a glance at 
the new cognitive science of religion, I will show the inadequacy of the dominant 
constructivism, which reduces religious traditions to merely local doctrinal 
formulations devoid of a larger explanatory framework. I will then suggest that the 
method native to religious studies is both comparative and religious (rather than 
merely cultural) in that it proposes a religious, or spiritual, interpretation of life that 
takes its cues from the recurrent ideas that appear ever and again in the world’s many 
religious traditions. Over against a merely secular and cultural view of religion that 
take scientific explanations as the ultimate arbiter of truth, I will develop the three 
steps of the method native to religious studies in light of a definition of religion 
that sees it as pointing to an immaterial realm of beatitude and deathlessness. This 
method begins with the local, ethnographic studies of religious traditions that are 
the current staple of the field. It then ranges over these traditions in search of the 
general features of the sacred upon which a spiritual view of life, as opposed to a 
merely scientific or cultural understanding of life, can be grounded. Finally, because 
no such expression, whether local or universal, can evade the limitations placed 
upon language by finitude, an apophatic negation of these religious teachings will 
point us toward the ineffable source of the self-generating dynamism that ever and 
again calls forth new forms of religious life, expression, and practice.

And yet, as I will argue in the concluding pages of this book, authentic spirituality 
and religion are not merely apophatic, or negative, for the contemporary return of 
cataphatic, or affirmative, religious views of life, is inevitable after a long period of 
critical treatment of religion and its subordination to scientific and cultural explanations 
and interpretations. The dialectical interplay of the apophatic and the cataphatic is as 
inevitable and inseparable as the interplay of night and day, and just as periods of 
high, cataphatic theorizing are chastened by succeeding periods of critical, apophatic 
negation, so this current period of secular and materialistic negation of the spiritual 
heritage of humanity has necessarily sponsored the rise of new cataphatic quests for 
ultimate meaning. While the perspective of apophatic pluralism presented in these 
pages begins from the negative judgment that it is not possible to secure universal assent 
for any constructed and malleable body of religious teachings, apophatic pluralism is 
not a mere negativism and skepticism in the service of an antireligious view of life. 
The ultimate point of origin of apophatic pluralism is a lively sense of the ineffable9 
but vital character of whatever is ultimately real, along with a genuine but not servile 
openness to its plural expressions in the languages, rituals, laws, and spiritual practices 
of the world’s many religious and philosophical traditions. Rather than spelling the end 
of religion—a hope that will remain empty as long as human beings remain marked by 
finitude and deficiency—apophatic pluralism is a sign that, as in the present and the 
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past, new religious movements will continue to spring up as if miraculously from the 
ineffable depth of life to guide us on our planetary journey to wholeness.

An excursus on terminology

Before taking up the argument of this book in the coming chapters, it may be helpful to 
the reader to clarify at this point some of the technical vocabulary used in this book.

The cataphatic/apophatic distinction
The basic argument of this book turns on the ancient but always useful device of 
distinguishing between positive, or cataphatic, and negative, or apophatic, predication. 
The terms apophatic and cataphatic are derived from Greek terms that date back at 
least as far as Aristotle, where they are logical terms that mean “affirmation” and 
“negation.”10 These technical terms in Western theological and philosophical studies of 
mysticism and philosophical theology name the two most basic ways of talking about 
being or the divine. The affirmative way (cataphasis) approaches the divine through 
analogy, metaphor, and the attribution of predicates to the sacred, while the negative 
way (apophasis) systematically negates these expressions in order to open the way to 
an encounter with being, or the divine, free from the limited constructs generated by 
language, the mind, and culture. This distinction has been expressed in numerous ways 
in the West, such as the positive and the negative ways, positive and negative theology, 
the via eminentiae and the via remotionis, the via negationis (or negativa) and the via 
affirmativa (or positiva), thesis and aphairesis,11 as well as cataphasis and apophasis, 
from which the adjectives cataphatic and apophatic are derived.

If, in this book, I use words derived from the Greek apophasis and cataphasis to 
describe negative and positive predication, this is not out of any sense that Western 
philosophy and theology are superior on this topic to Indian notions of negative and 
positive predication, but rather to the circumstance that these terms have a long history 
in Western studies of mysticism, theology, and the philosophy of religion. Perhaps, the 
place of these terms could be complemented by a pair of terms from Indian philosophy, 
adhyāropa (or adhyāsa) and apavāda, which can be translated as “superimposition” or 
“wrong attribution,” and “de-superimposition” or “the withdrawal of the adhyāropa 
or superimposed attribute.”12 These terms have similar but not identical functions to 
cataphasis and apophasis. (One significant difference is that the Greek terms lack the 
quasicreative and quasidestructive force of the Sanskrit pair, which involves adding 
to and removing from nirgun.a brahman the ultimately false but conventionally real 
attributes of sagun.a brahman.13) And, at least for now, to speak in English of adhyasic 
and apavadic modes of predication, which might be good candidates to replace or 
complement the Greek and Latin terms, seems unduly neologistic. This can change, of 
course, and such a change when dealing with Indian texts in Western languages, might 
be preferable to current usage.
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The tripolar typology: Exclusivism/inclusivism/pluralism
Although the terms of the tripolar typology, exclusivism, inclusivism, and pluralism 
are now widely familiar and virtually canonical,14 a few words of definition may still 
be helpful. Exclusivism may be defined as taking one of the many available bodies of 
religious teachings as final to the exclusion and even negation of other bodies of religious 
teaching; inclusivism may be defined as a weaker or minimal expression of exclusivism 
that takes terminology in the home tradition as the “final vocabulary”15 to interpret all 
religious phenomena; and pluralism (as a theological and philosophical stance rather 
than just as the reality of religious diversity or diverse religious views16) may be defined 
as the view that the limitations of language necessarily imply the ceaseless proliferation 
of religious languages, none of which can be universally plausible.

Against charges that this familiar typology is inadequate, Perry Schmidt-Leukel 
offers a plausible and logically precise reinterpretation and reaffirmation of the 
typology.17 While I agree with his rejections of dubious views like Gavin D’Costa’s 
claim that “pluralism and inclusivism are subtypes of exclusivism,”18 I think that the 
typology can be further refined and simplified in the following ways. First, for the sake 
of brevity, I often include exclusivism and inclusivism under the term “particularism,”19 
since both can be seen as stronger and weaker versions of the view that one particular 
body of religious teaching and practice is final and, therefore, exclusively binding 
on humanity. This leads to a second possible modification: the simplification of 
the tripolar typology to a binary typology in which particularism is taken as the 
negation of “nonparticularism” (i.e., pluralism). On this approach, exclusivism and 
inclusivism can be seen as stronger and weaker expressions of particularism, while 
nonparticularism (or pluralism) can also be distinguished into a stronger version 
that tries to construct a universal religious teaching or practice based on the many 
available religious traditions and a weaker version that holds that no contextually 
shaped body of religious teachings can justify a claim that it is final, normative, and 
universally binding.20

It is not necessary, however, to completely abandon the tripolar typology, since this 
last suggested simplification can be achieved by viewing each of the three standard 
categories as located on a spectrum of positions with weaker and stronger versions of 
each category that resemble the adjacent categories. Stronger versions of exclusivism 
may hold militantly to the falsity of all other views than the favored one, a stance that 
can easily sponsor activities designed to insult, uproot, or replace religious others. 
Exclusivism can thus move beyond this spectrum of religious views altogether to 
become a political stance that justifies policies of organized violence against religious 
others. Weaker versions of exclusivism may look for loopholes such as the mystery of 
election or degrees of culpability as conditions for the practical waiving of the need 
for belief in the unquestionable truth of the teaching held to be final and without peer. 
This kind of exclusivism begins to resemble inclusivism.

Stronger versions of inclusivism may give a provisional value to other bodies of 
religious teaching by seeing them as deficient or incomplete expressions of the favored 
teaching. They resemble exclusivism by holding to the finality and normativity of one 
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body of teaching even while inclusivistically granting provisional value to religious 
teachings and practices other than the favored one. Weaker versions of inclusivism may 
allow that sincerity of intention without explicit acceptance of the peerless teaching 
or practice is acceptable, a view that resembles pluralism. Other versions of weaker 
inclusivism may withhold judgment on other traditions while learning from them, a 
view that also moves in the direction of pluralism.21

Stronger versions of pluralism may be based upon attempts at constructing a 
universal religious teaching or practice, a strategy that, positively, can suggest the 
outlines of a general religious view of life, or that, negatively, resembles inclusivism by 
suggesting that there is one final religious teaching or practice required for all human 
beings. Weaker versions of pluralism may see the availability of multiple bodies of 
internally plausible but malleable religious teachings as negating absolute claims 
for any of them. These weaker versions of pluralism see the existence of multiple 
self-consistent and comprehensive bodies of religious teachings as a function of 
the limitations of language and thus as necessitating modesty about claims that any 
corpus of religious teachings is final and binding upon the whole of humanity. This 
version of pluralism may move beyond the spectrum of religious views altogether, 
since it resembles secular, historical, literary, and social-scientific approaches to the 
study of religion.

Departicularization
I have coined the neologism “departicularization” to express in a single word the process 
whereby every religious tradition slowly unravels itself as it adapts to cultural change 
(this process is also commonly called “syncretism”). As I view departicularization, 
it has two subprocesses, namely: religious hybridity and departicularization. New 
religious movements arise as innovative syntheses of previously unrelated religious 
ideas and practices under the impulse of creative innovators. These creative founders 
and reformers create new ways of being human religiously that blend formerly 
unrelated religious elements into new, hybrid expressions. Over time, these hybrid 
forms of religiosity, should they find a niche and survive, continue to change as 
they adapt to new circumstances. Ultimately, as they die out or morph into their 
successor(s), the unique forms that they brought to the overall complement of 
human religious forms fade from the scene, or are departicularized.22 This process of 
departicularization is inevitable for every religious tradition, since it is an unavoidable 
result of the ongoing movement of time and history and of changes in culture. Against 
the background of a hundred thousand years or more of prerecorded and recorded 
human history, to claim that any particular religion is the final religion and essential 
to the spiritual life of humanity is like saying that one particular society is the final 
society and essential to the social life of humanity. As influential as Rome was, and 
as important as the USA, the European Union, the Republic of India, etc., may be to 
many of us today, none of these societies is final nor essential to human well-being. If 
human life continues for another 100,000 years or more, will any significant trace of 
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any of these societies remain? One can only wonder at what the successor religions to 
today’s religions will look like a dozen or so millennia from now—if humans survive 
that long. Will any significant trace of today’s religions persist in those future religions? 
Viewed against such a broad vista, departicularization can be seen as the future of 
each religious tradition, whether it creatively embraces it or whether the passage of 
time forcibly departicularizes it. Given the realities of syncretism, religious hybridity, 
and departicularization, an apophatic pluralist stance seems, therefore, to be a more 
ethical and responsible approach to the global diversity of religion than any form of 
exclusivism or inclusivism.

Epicycles
Likening to epicycles the ad hoc and ex post facto interpretive devices created 
by inclusivist theologians to defend the view that this or that religion is final 
and normative for humanity is a favorite metaphor of pluralist theologians and 
philosophers of religions. This theological use of the concept of the epicycle can be 
credited (as noted earlier) to John Hick, who adapted the notion from Ptolemaic 
astronomers who wanted to “save the appearances” of geocentricity by postulating 
epicycles, or smaller orbits, centered on the orbits of the planets around the earth 
to account for irregularities that would later be better explained by the heliocentric 
theory. Classic examples of epicycles include notions such as the Christian praeparatio 
evangelica, logos christologies, Karl Rahner’s concept of anonymous Christians, the 
Hindu view that the Buddha is the ninth avatāra of Vis.n.u, and the Jewish notion of a 
universal Noahic Covenant (Gen. 9.1-17). Each of these makeshift devices stretches 
the hermeneutical resources of a home tradition to account for religious others within 
the framework of the home tradition. Epicycles suffer from two defects, however, 
which make them ultimately unworkable: they are implausible to the members of the 
target tradition, and they eventually reveal their implausibility even within the home 
tradition, if that tradition becomes more open to encountering religious others on 
their own terms.

Comparative theology and the theology of religions
James Fredericks names himself and Francis X. Clooney as the initiators in the late 1980s 
of “the new comparative theology.”23 As distinct from the theology of religions, which 
is concerned with typical patterns of interreligious interactions and their theological 
significance, comparative theology, in their view,24 attempts to formulate a common 
theology through careful comparative and critical reflection on the texts and practices 
of different religions.25 In the wake of the neo-Reformation reversion to exclusivism, 
as expressed in the influential writings of Karl Barth26 and Hendrick Kraemer,27 
comparative theology fell into disregard in the decades following the 1910 Edinburgh 
Missionary Conference. The christocentric inclusivism of the older comparative 
theologies, as symbolized by the efforts of J. N. Farquhar and Nicol Macnicol, also made 
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them suspect both for exclusivists and pluralists. Although Fredericks and Clooney 
have clearly and correctly distinguished the roles of these two theological disciplines,28 
they slight the fundamental role of the theology of religions as a needed prolegomenon 
to comparative theology.29 Thus, Fredericks holds that “comparative theology should 
be taken up as an alternative to the theology of religions”30 and Clooney refers to an 
“allergy to theory.”31

In opposition to this novel stance, Kristin Beise Kiblinger cogently argues that 
“theology of religions is properly prior to comparative theology,”32 since it is evidently 
the case that a comparative theology is predicated upon a theology of religions. Kiblinger 
points out that even when their theologies of religions remain unacknowledged or 
covert, the programs of recent comparative theologians “clearly point to unadmitted 
theology of religions inclinations.”33 Remarkably, Fredericks admits under her challenge 
to being an inclusivist, while Clooney comes close to admitting the importance of the 
theology of religions in his evaluation of her position.34

By compelling two of the leading contemporary comparative theologians to come 
to terms with the theology of religions, Kiblinger has demonstrated that it is naïve, as 
Fredericks allows,35 to think that comparative theology can proceed without reference 
to the theology of religions, even if the relationship remains unthematized. Indeed, 
as the continual interactions with the theology of religions in this volume suggest, it 
is impossible to separate the two disciplines,36 leading this writer to suspect that the 
desire to suppress the theology of religions in favor of comparative theology is the final 
strategy of the inclusivist before either retreating into an unargued exclusivism or fully 
embracing pluralism.

Defining religion
There are at least two major problems with using the word religion. The first is the 
notorious and, I think, exaggerated difficulty of defining religion as a concept. 
(Religious studies scholars are familiar with the habit of offering lists of pithy 
definitions of religion begun by H. J. Leuba in 1912,37 so I won’t offer my own list of 
definitions here.) The range of definitions is not so wide as to indicate that religion 
is an utterly equivocal concept, since some indications of the direction we can look 
for an adequate definition are given in the very limits imposed upon our attempts at 
defining religion. These limitations on the concept of religion can be illustrated by 
visualizing the many definitions of the concept of religion as ranging along a number 
of spectra. One spectrum ranges from realistic to stipulative,38 and another ranges 
from restrictive to expansive. One can also distinguish between religious or naturalistic 
definitions of religion.39

On the realistic–stipulative spectrum, realistic definitions stress a particular 
aspect of one or more religious traditions and value it at the expense of other aspects. 
A realistic definition might be that religion is a concern for the sacred. Stipulative 
definitions, at the other end of the spectrum, see the use of the word religion as arising 
from more or less arbitrary social practices and thus as not grounded on one or more 
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typical characteristics of a realistic definition of religion. A stipulative definition 
might take religion as a term of art developed by religious studies scholars that can 
be applied in various ways according to the needs of the scholar,40 an approach 
that reflects the lack of consensus about the meaning of religion among scholars 
of religion. On the restrictive–expansive spectrum, restrictive definitions narrowly 
limit religion to only some aspects of religion, thereby failing to encompass all of the 
phenomena generally associated with religion. A restrictive definition might be that 
religion is worship of God or īśvara, which is too narrow a definition, since it fails to 
include nontheistic religions within the category of religion. Expansive definitions 
are overly generous in including phenomena as essential to defining religion, thus 
rendering the concept vague and ineffective. An expansive definition might be that 
religion incites intense passion or interest, which is too broad a definition, since it 
fails to distinguish religion from other basic human activities such as politics, sports, 
business, entertainment, etc. On the naturalistic–religious spectrum, naturalistic 
definitions explain religion in nonreligious terms, such as theories grounded in 
the human and natural sciences. A naturalistic definition might be that religion 
aids adaptation by building community, which is true as far as it goes, but which 
fails to capture, similarly to other reductionistic theories, everything that religion 
means for people. Religious definitions see religion as relating primarily to a realm 
not discernible to the methods of the natural and social sciences. These kinds of 
definitions imply the reality of a distinctive, or self-generating, religious aspect of life, 
which make them generally unacceptable to purely secular approaches to the study 
of religion. A religious definition might be that religion is oriented to dimensions 
of reality that, at least in part, escape the purview of the sciences and exceed their 
powers of explanation.

My own view of religion is that stipulative definitions (and their underlying 
theories) fail to uncover why human beings refer to some phenomena as religions and 
not as (or only as) sports, professions, businesses, clubs, associations, corporations, or 
governments, while naïvely realistic definitions fail to capture the diversity of religious 
intensions that animate religious people as religious people in their different settings. 
I also want to frame as expansive a definition as possible for religion without allowing 
it to fade indistinguishably into other human interests like health, wealth, well-being, 
truth, social justice, and so forth. And, as will become clear in the following pages, I 
prefer a religious to a naturalistic definition of religion, since I see religion as irreducibly 
a part of the human experience as music, poetry, science, and philosophy and, like each 
of them, concerned with its own proper object.

Thus, I propose as my working definition of religion (and so add my own definition 
to the inevitable lists of definitions offered in introductory texts and courses): Religion 
is the human quest to relate to an immaterial dimension of beatitude and deathlessness. 
Clearly a religious definition, this approach avoids the lasting temptation of realism 
to orient religion toward a singular reality or substance, yet it avoids the failing of 
stipulative definitions by attempting to say what is unique to religions as distinct from 
other enterprises such as sports, business, entertainment, or the military (all of which 
involve ceremonies, values, beliefs, and many other kinds of “religious” activities). My 
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definition avoids restrictiveness by selecting as religious those activities that are oriented 
to an immaterial order in which beatitude and deathlessness can be discovered (there 
may or not be such an immaterial order, but the most salient distinction of religions 
as religions, whether Buddhism, Christianity, Islām, and so on, is that they purport 
to give us information about an immaterial dimension of beatitude, or blessedness, 
and to aid us in becoming acquainted with it. This is not done by economics, sports, 
entertainment, science, etc.). This definition also avoids expansiveness by discovering 
a characteristic of religions—their concern with beatitude and deathlessness—that 
is not shared by other activities (with the exception of some aspects of the arts and 
philosophy, which sometimes orient people to an immaterial order. This points 
to another topic, one that I will not address here, of the close relationship between 
art, religion, and philosophy traditionally considered). The focus on the immaterial 
order of reality, something that necessarily moves beyond the range of any standard 
definition of modern science, shows that this is a religious and not a naturalistic 
definition of religion.

I hold this relatively realistic, somewhat restrictive, and forthrightly religious view 
of religion because I think that, at least at the level of conventional discourse and 
experience, there is a sortal, that is, a type or category of entities, called “religion”, as 
Paul J. Griffiths claims.41 (Even as probing a critic of the European academic concept 
of religion as Tomoko Masuzawa has allowed that “the stubborn facticity” of the 
categories associated with the concept of religion is “obviously not of the European 
academy’s making.”42) Against Griffiths, however, I do not think that this sortal is a 
natural kind, and I reject categorically the privileging by Griffiths of his version of 
Christianity.43 Instead, I would hold that all kinds are what he calls “artifactual,” since 
the patterns of order that we create or discern are not ultimate or written into the 
fabric of being. Indeed, notions like “fabric” and “being” are conventions that finally 
dissolve or mutate into successor terms and concepts (that is, they are departicularized 
in the language of this book). From the standpoint of apophatic pluralism, which 
sees the finitude of language as guaranteeing religious pluralism, Griffiths’s beliefs 
as a Catholic Christian theologian are valid as far as they go, which, of course, by 
definition, is not all the way. For when placed within a large enough temporal frame of 
multiple thousands of years, the idea that any of the current religions in their evolving 
forms is the final, normative, and binding religion for all of humanity is untenable. 
In the end, these beliefs are, like all others, subject to the inevitable transformations 
and dissolution of departicularization. Although no religious tradition can be final, 
given the incalculable openness of being, religious traditions can open pathways into 
deathlessness and beatitude, thereby providing human religiosity in all of its diversity 
with its irrevocable significance.

The second problem associated with the notion of religion is the often-noted 
difficulty of using the singular word religion to refer to the world’s many traditions of 
spiritual teaching and practice, a criticism that goes back at least as far as W. C. Smith’s 
call to drop the use of the word altogether.44 As currently used,45 religion has its origins 
in Latin authors like Cicero, Varro, and early Christian apologists and theologians 
(most importantly, Augustine) writing in Latin. From these sources, the word, which 
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originally referred to the various cults and sects to which the Romans were quite 
receptive,46 developed philosophical overtones through its connection by Cicero to 
justice and its grounding in philosophical methods of argumentation by the Christian 
apologists and theologians, with the result that Christianity from almost the beginning 
began to formulate its teachings in quasiphilosophical form as apparently rational and 
universally valid propositions.47 Gradually, Christianity came to see itself as the only 
true religion, understood as the cult of the one true God, as a way of life oriented to 
wisdom and justice, and as a quasipropositional body of official teachings, over against 
the false cults and teachings of the other sects of the Roman world.

The notion of religion as divided between a foundational natural religion accessible 
apart from special revelation to all reasonable people and a grab bag of less contingent 
historical, or “positive,” expressions of natural religion arose in early modern Europe as 
it coped with the plurality of Christian sects that arose in the wake of the Reformation 
and with the deepening encounter with Islām and, later, with the religions and 
philosophies of China and India. As the distinction between a natural and revealed 
religion dissolved in the critical acids of later modern thinkers such as Hume, Kant, 
and Hegel, religion becomes, in the words of Peter Henrici, “a catchall term for a great 
variety of historic phenomena.”48 This view of religion has become a central feature of 
modern Western thinking about religion, in which the world’s spiritual traditions are 
conceived as discrete entities with distinct doctrinal, legal, and ceremonial boundaries 
(what John Hick calls “bounded entities”49). Although this way of thinking has been 
mostly discredited in academic circles, it remains as a conceptual centerpiece of 
thinking about religion in popular apologetics, introductory survey texts, and media 
analyses of the world’s religions.

Numerous Western terminological alternatives to the word religion abound, such 
as the now outmoded faiths, the now quasiderogatory sects and cults, the overused 
religious traditions, and metaphorical expressions like wisdom traditions, paths, and 
ways. It is also possible to use terms derived from other traditions, a move that has 
much to recommend it, since they avoid the rigid lines between idealized religious 
types that form so familiar a part of the Latin Christian West’s religious thought (which 
includes the Catholic Church, the classic Protestant churches, and their successors and 
dissidents). Thus, we might speak about dharmas, margas, jiaos, daos, and shasanas. 
But these still sound odd to the Western ear, especially in the anglicized forms given 
here with English plural endings, although dharmas has as much right as religions to 
global usage, since it is a Sanskrit term used widely in Indian-based religions, including 
Buddhism, which has spread Indian modes of thinking far beyond India’s borders for 
millennia. In any case, these considerations do nothing to alleviate the difficulty of 
terminology, even as they indicate the nature of the problem. In the following pages, I 
will bow to custom and use expressions like religion, religions, and religious traditions 
because they are familiar, but not yet as outmoded as faith or sects, nor as neologistic 
as dharmas or taos.

A final point about religion relates to the academic discipline of the study of 
religion rather than to terminological differences. Given the crisis of meaning that 
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the study of religion now experiences because it has renounced the very subject, 
an immaterial realm of beatitude and deathlessness, that inspired its beginnings, 
it may be a good time for religious studies to reclaim the idea that, among its 
many other features, religion is in some degree sui generis, or grounded in its 
own proper awareness of a realm of knowledge and experience that is prior to 
and more fundamental than the realm of time and space available to the senses. 
This idea, which was once central to religious studies through the work of Mircea 
Eliade, Rudolf Otto, and, though seriously limited by his theology, Karl Barth, will 
be a shockingly religious claim to materialists, naturalists, and others who reduce 
religion to cultural and biological processes. Without in any way invalidating the 
role of the social sciences, cultural studies, and the natural sciences in the academic 
study of religion, it must be said that none of these disciplines can continue to 
be thought of as capable of exhaustively explaining the immaterial dimension of 
religion to which all of the traditions, insofar as they are religious traditions, point.50 
As the global return of religion and the rise of the postsecular stance in religious 
studies indicate, monological explanatory methodologies cannot invalidate the felt 
sense of people in all religious traditions that in their most profoundly religious 
activities they encounter a deathless realm that is not exhausted by the historical, 
cultural, psychological, biological, and material dimensions of life. The proper 
response to this religious view of religion should not be the doubling down on old 
hegemonic and reductionistic methodologies such as methodological materialism, 
but an acknowledgment that materialism is an underdetermined metaphysical view 
that cannot be made true by fiat. As an account of all of the evidence and insights 
produced by science, philosophy, and religion, it competes poorly with idealist views 
of religion, since idealism has the virtue of being able to account not only for the 
physical world, as shown by the progress of modern physics over the last century, but 
it can also account in satisfying first-person terms for the mental realms in which 
our humanity is experienced and actualized.

Only a religious studies that rejects or ignores a sacred dimension of life can argue 
that religion is merely a product of the scholar’s study51 and that, therefore, religion 
has no subject matter of its own. This is a reductio ad absurdum that is itself absurd if 
an idealist view of life is true or is at least plausible. If the study of religion can muster 
the courage to once again range over all of its carefully collected studies of individual 
traditions to see that, unlike sports or politics, these traditions as religious traditions 
relate to an immaterial realm of beatitude and deathlessness, it can rediscover the 
methodology native to religious studies (about which I will have more to say in 
the concluding chapter to this book). It would be a shame if the study of religion, a 
discipline whose ethical principles include allowing the world’s traditions to speak in 
their own terms,52 were to remain dominated by an alien methodological preference 
for secular, materialist, cultural, and scientific interpretations that are blind to or 
explain away the ultimate focus of these traditions on dimensions of being that are not 
limited to biology, culture, history, and the supposedly “real world” of the senses and 
the unillumined mind.
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