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David Cheetham, John Hick: A Critical Introduction and Reflection, Hampshire: Ashgate, 2003, pages viii + 189, ISBN: 0-7546-1599-5.

The book offers a very clear and comprehensive introduction to John Hick’s philosophy of religion and its evolution. Hick has made some creative contributions in this filed by his concepts such as “experiencing as,” “epistemic distance,” “eschatological verification,” “Irenaean theodicy,” “the Real,” etc. David Cheetham in this book interestingly follows Hick’s journey from the evangelical student to the controversial pluralist ‘guru’. The author shows that Hick has maintained the foundational aspects of his thought throughout the journey. They include his views of religious belief in the context of “experiencing as,” the Irenaean intuition of a soul-making universe, and affirmation of a life beyond death. The author begins, just like Hick, with the problems of religious language and ends where the latter has arrived, namely, with the questions of religious plurality. Apart from the Introduction (1-8), the book contains five chapters dealing with the following five themes respectively, “Faith and Knowledge,” “Evil and Soul-making,” “Death and Eternal Life,” “The Universe of faiths,” and “Religious Pluralism.”  Then we have a postscript of three pages, a bibliography, and an index. The Introduction provides a brief biography as well as an overall picture of Hick’s works.

The introduction begins with the observation that “history will probably judge John Hick to be one of the great philosophers of religion of the twentieth century” (1). This statement can be well accepted. But the author’s question at the very start of the paragraph that speaks about Hick’s works seems to be surprising. He asks: “What is John Hick’s theological position?” (4).  Cheetham immediately observes, “This is not that easy to answer.”  Taking into account the nature of Hick’s works, it seems that the very question itself about the theological quality is out of place.  Cheetham himself might have not meant it in the strict sense. The overall impression about Hick’s works is that they are not of theological nature, for he is not operating with theological tools, but purely philosophical ones. One does not find Hick basing his reflections or arguments on revelation, faith or Church teaching. According to Cheetham, the reason for the difficulty in answering the above question lies in the fact that Hick’s “work extends over almost half a century and is contained in well over twenty authored and edited books” (4). Then the author continues: “In the earlier part of his career it would have seemed accurate to describe him as a fairly orthodox Christian philosopher.”  But later “we see an increasing broadening out of his worldview and an embracing of a pluralistic outlook.”  Hick remains a philosopher, though not a typically Christian one, as he used to be earlier. As a philosopher, however, he is profound and deserves to be considered seriously and appreciated. The author in chapter one on “Faith and Knowledge” confirms our view about the nature of Hick’s works in his opening sentence where he characterizes Hick as a profound philosopher who began his philosophical career by concerning himself with epistemology (8). The author shows that experience is an important starting point for Hick. His orientation is, hence, better characterized as empiricist; he emphasizes the evidence of the senses and experience. Hick characterizes all experiences as “experiencing-as.” Here he makes very valid and interesting observations and conclusions. He rightly observes that the amount of freedom we have in respect to interpreting our world varies in proportion to the sphere in which we operate. At the level of everyday sense experience it is most restricted and at the level of faith or religious experience the freedom is very broad. A positive and valid contribution of Hick by way of an apology of religious experience is that religious belief is not a special case requiring separate justification (12).  Cheetham skilfully treats this point elaborately in the pages that follow. There he lucidly deals with the questions of realism and non-realism as well as the questions raised by logical positivism, verification and falsification, and how Hick counters the demands of the logical positivists by employing the principle of eschatological verification (30ff.).  It is to be credited to Hick that he defends against A. Flew on his own terms that religious statements have cognitive dignity (27-31).   

Chapter two deals with the problem of evil and an attempted theodicy. Cheetham illustrates the affinity of Hick’s theodicy to that of the church father Irenaeus for whom the creation was not perfect in the beginning, but was to grow into perfection. Hick rejects the Augustinian notion of an initial perfect world as inconsistent with the fact of man misusing his freedom and evil as its consequence (41-42). Hick adopts the basic Irenaean ideas about man in the image and likeness and his notion of evil and suffering as remedial rather than punitive. He, thus, speaks of “divine purpose to bring a limitlessly good outcome from the evil that has been weaved into the ways things are” (42). Soul making is the intention behind it all. This is a “process of transforming human animals into children of God” (43), which cannot be achieved in this lifetime. Extending the human journey beyond death is, therefore, essential for this kind of theodicy to make sense. Hick is, thus, committed to the idea of a life after or beyond death. But one does not understand why he should hold the idea of universal salvation. Although one may hope for this, one has no reason to affirm with certainty that all will be saved. How such a theory takes human freedom seriously, is not clear. This makes one wonder how and why Cheetham could not find here any logical difficulty in defending Hick’s way of thinking (43). The author also tries to answer some objections raised against Hick’s position (59ff.).

As Cheetham rightly observes, Hick’s greatest contribution is his philosophy of religious pluralism. Now the question is, to what it has contributed. Definitely to a theology of pluralism, as opposed to what is called exclusivism and inclusivism. Chapter five is devoted to this crucial theme as represented by Hick. He considers all religions as human responses to some sort of a higher reality. Hence, they are for him equally veridical responses. For God he uses the term “the Real,” which is a transcategorial expression. That God is understood in all the religions as a transcategorial reality is self-evident. Why should one use a new transcategorial term for God, rather than ‘God’ itself, is not made clear either. It is also not shown in which sense is the new term more transcategorial or for what reason the term ‘God’ is not as transcategorial as that term, or not transcategorial at all. If the term ‘God’ is not transcategorial, then the term “the Real” is also not so. There is, in fact, no special advantage for this new term over the old term ‘God’. It is also not evident, how Hick has made a Copernican revolution in theology, by substituting Christianity with God at the centre. This revolution could be thought of as affecting the thinking of only those who might have placed Christianity at the centre as regards salvation. But there was no authentic Christian understanding of salvation in such terms. Pope Clemens XI condemned in 1713 the teaching of P. Quesnel who taught that there was no grace outside the Church (DS 2429). In 1949 the Holy Office condemned the “Boston heresy” of L. Feeney, according to whom all who did not join the Church would be damned to hell (ND 855, 856). One may now point out to the much-quoted axiom of Cyprian and Origen “outside the church, no salvation.” One should not forget the special historical setting of this axiom. The axiom was formulated against the background of a schism. They were not referring in that case to the non-Christians, but to the Christians who were separating themselves from the Church. As in every case, so too in the case of this axiom, fairness and academic honesty demand that the context has to be properly taken into account when we interpret the text. 

Hick finds it problematic to assert the Incarnation of Christ in the traditional form. The problem lies in the fact that “it implies the superiority of the Christian faith above other faiths” (150).  This is further specified as follows: “If Jesus is the incarnation of God, then it suggests that ‘the Christian religion, alone among the religions of the world, was founded by God in person’…”  Cheetham now rightly remarks: “This is incompatible with the pluralistic picture that Hick wishes to present of Christianity being just one salvific religion amongst many” (150). This betrays Hick’s primary preoccupation as defending his pluralistic view.  He proposes pluralism in order to avoid any tint of superiority from the part of any religion. This would mean that he constructs a theory to suit his preconceived imagination rather than his commitment to truth or to the Real. Who taught that equality and fraternity are high values, if not Christianity? What is more important, avoiding a superimposed or attributed imaginary “superiority” or faith commitment to the revelation of “the Real”? Hick’s implied premise that the Christian faith in Jesus as the incarnate God necessarily implies superiority, and, therefore, that this is not acceptable, is a prejudice and is itself questionable. There can be many occasions in everyday life where sometimes one’s or one group’s position is true and that of the others, not.  Shall we then compromise, just to please every one? I do not want to claim any superiority to any religion, but to point out the hollowness of Hick’s argument that truth claims imply superiority, which is in itself bad, and, hence, something to be avoided. By submitting oneself to God’s revelation, one religion does not become eo ipso arrogant or claimant of a superiority. Jesus Christ has taught us the values of fraternal love, humility and service, and he lived himself all this radically. 

If Hick considers that his pluralistic position is the best among the other possible and actual positions, one may now wonder, is he not, on his own terms, claiming superiority? By criticizing and discarding the theodicy of Augustine and others, Hick has indirectly claimed certain superiority to his own theory. And if the claim of superiority is an evil to be avoided, no one, including Hick, may propose any theory that claims to be better than others. In the world of science and technology you cannot accept this outlook. Should we now adopt the pluralistic “all are equally true and valid” position in the world of religions? Is it all so light or/and irrelevant what the different religions hold and have to say about many crucial and existential matters?

It is one thing to argue that all religious adherents have equal dignity and quite another to hold that all religions are in themselves equally true and valid responses to “the Real.”  There can be errors among humans; so too imperfections. The fact that all are humans with equal dignity does not lead us to the conclusion that what all of them hold is equally true.

For the sake of making all religions equal, Hick seems to propose to extend to all religions one religion’s faith and self-understanding. But this is nonsensical and a violation of the faith of other religions. Why should one impose a faith that is foreign to them? It is positively against some religions to propose to them that their founders were all incarnations of God. For instance, Islam would never accept that Mohammed was an incarnation of God, or one of the avatars. If every religion believes the same thing and is same in all respects, what precisely is the meaning of pluralism? 

It is disappointing to note that Hick is uncritically swallowing the opinions of certain scholars and comes to the conclusion “that the historical Jesus did not claim to be God” (148).  We could agree with Hick if he would have qualified the assertion that Jesus did not claim it explicitly. To create the impression that Jesus did not claim at all in any way his divine status is to close one’s eyes to the New Testament witness. It can be shown that Jesus had indirectly or latently claimed his divinity in many ways. How would now Hick explain Jesus’ indirect claims involved in his forgiving the sins, demanding a radical discipleship, making himself superior to Moses and the prophets, expressing a special and unique relationship with God whom he called his Father?  What made the early Jewish disciples of Jesus to believe that he is God, considering the strict Jewish monotheism, if the faith had no basis in Jesus himself and in his self-understanding? Just because of the resurrection the disciples could not all of a sudden preach Jesus as God and Son of God. Much before the Councils of Nicea or Chalcedon we find in the New Testament ample evidence for this faith of the early Church in Jesus’ true divinity. How can St. Paul refer to the transference of an Old Testament text (Is 45:23) to Jesus that was originally applied to God, “so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord” (Phil 2:10-11)?  The teachings of the Councils are not inventions but clarifications and explanations of the authentic apostolic faith when need arose against the background of heresies. That the Councils used philosophical terminology is to be understood in light of the exigency to elucidate the biblical faith in terms of the ontological mentality and language used by the heretics themselves. Replying to them only in the biblical language would not have solved the problem. The Councils also showed the boldness and openness to transcend any sort of a biblical fundamentalism as well. One may remember here that also Hick’s use of the term “the Real” comes under this purview.

This book provides, thus, an occasion for an encounter and debate regarding Hick’s philosophy, precisely because the author gives a good study and clear interpretation. He deserves praise and congratulations for the lucid language and clarity of expressions with which he has brought out the main themes and thoughts of Hick.
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