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Missiology, III: The world religions 

A 
T THE 1974 R o m a n  Synod on evangel izat ion,  it became apparent  
that the p r imary  concern of the asian catholic bishops was the dialogue 

between the gospel and the non-chr is t ian world religions. We avoided 
this descr ipt ion 'non-chr i s t i an '  in our  title. M a n y  writers object to its 
pejorat ive connotat ions and its ecclesiocentricity. W e  must,  as commit ted  
Chris t ians  ourselves, see other  religions from our own viewpoint;  we can 
do no other. But to use the label ' non-Chr i s t i ans '  is to go beyond merely 
our  own star t ing-point .  T h e  dialogue could well be between the Jews 
and the non-Jews,  or  between the Hindus  and the non-Hindus .  W h y  
should we impose our  viewpoint  on others engaged in the dialogue? So 
we use the name 'wor ld  rel igions ' .  By this we intend to exclude the 
trivial and  the aberrant ,  such as the Jones  group that commit ted  mass 
suicide in Guyana .  ' W o r l d  rel igions '  is usually taken to refer to Chris t ian-  
ity, J u d a i s m ,  Is lam,  Hindu i sm,  Sikhism, Buddhism and other religious 
groups with significant membersh ip  and lengthy history. These are the 
asian religions upon  which Chr is t ian i ty  has made little or  no impression.  
It is not  easy to define what  precisely constitutes an authentic religion 
ra ther  than a sect. De Graeve  I holds ' there  has to be a basic "u l t ima te  
conce rn"  for something  that is not  disqualified as an object of ul t imate 
concern; in other  words,  there has to be an intent ional i ty towards a 
Transcendence ' .  For  our  purposes  here, we do not need to concern 
ourselves with any further  precision.  W h a t  we say of the religions we 
have named  can be appl ied  to others. W e  are concerned in missiology 
with the relat ionship between Chr is t iani ty  and these other  religions, of 
which we have,  in the past, been dismissive. 

As we have said, the inter-fai th dialogue is usually taken to be between 
Christ ians and Jews,  Chris t ians  and Hindus ,  Chris t ians and M o s l e m s  
and so on. W e  shall show how the debate  is not confined merely to some 
abstract  theological concepts,  nor  merely  to the spiri tual,  but  must  include 
the historical manifestat ions.  For  this reason, we ourselves would like to 
unders tand this debate  as be ing  extended also to the t radi t ional  african 
religions, religions of t radi t ional  african societies that are co-extensive 
with the socio-cultures. All the members  of a given t radi t ional  african 
society will also be commit ted  to the society 's  world-view. But for christian 
theologians who are european or nor th  american,  the discussion concerns 
itself with those major  world religions encountered in the mission in Asia,  
and more  and more  nowadays  encountered in Europe and Nor th  Amer ica .  

A m o n g  catholic theologians,  it is not a question as to whether  a Hindu ,  
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or a Moslem,  or any m e m b e r  of another  religion, can be saved, can 
have the love of God  in him. Pope Alexander  V I I  condemned the 
jansenis t  proposi t ion that pagans,  Jews,  heretics and  such received absol- 
utely nothing of the grace of Jesus  Christ  (DS 2305) and in 1949 Pope 
Plus X I I  declared,  against  Leonard  Feeney,  that it was not always 
necessary for salvation that  one be explicitly a m e m b e r  of the Cathol ic  
Church  (DS 3866). As a consequence,  Feeney found himself  in a d i l emma 
and subsequently retracted.  Most  of  us have recognized that some 
individual  of our  acquaintance,  maybe  a Hindu ,  maybe  a Jew, is a 
'be t te r  Chr i s t ian '  than many  so-called Christ ians.  The  official statements 
explicitly declare that the grace of Chris t  is at work outside of the Church.  
Among  Catholics therefore we cannot  ask: can the non-Chr is t ian  be 
saved? He  can. The  debate  is how is he saved? Is the good Hindu  saved 
in spite of being a H indu ,  or is he saved precisely through being a 
Hindu?  W h a t  is the salvific efficacy of the non-chris t ian religion as a 
social, insti tutional communi ty?  

There  are christian missiologists who would hold that the non-chris t ian 
religions are man-made ,  futile, meaningless  and even, some would say, 
sinful at tempts to create God  in m a n ' s  image.  They  would point  to texts 

such as: 

For of all the names in the world given to men  this is the only 
one by which we can be saved (Acts 4,12). 

Whoever  refuses to believe is condemned  already because he has 
refused to believe in the name of G o d ' s  only Son ( in  3,18). 

There  is only one God,  and  there is only one media tor  between 
God  and mankind ,  himself  a man,  Chris t  Jesus (1 T i m  2,5). 

He who believes and is bapt ized will be saved; he who does not 
believe will be condemned  (Mk 16,16). 

They would conclude that  explicit faith in Jesus  as Lord  is necessary for 
salvation and that  this faith will find expression in bapt ism into the 
Church  of Christ .  There  is a p rayer  a t t r ibuted  to St Francis  Xavier  that 
runs: 

O Eternal  God,  creator  of all things, r emember  that the souls of  
the heathen are the work of thy hands  . . . behold,  O Lord ,  how 
hell is being daily filled with them. R e m e m b e r  that  Jesus  Chris t  
thy Son suffered a most  cruel death for their  salvation. Permit  no 
longer that  he should be despised by the heathen . . . 

For  such a posit ion,  Jesus  is the unique  revealer  of G o d ' s  grace and 
salvation. The  christ ian Church  is the exclusive inst i tut ion of salvation. 
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The  individual  attains salvation only through explicit  membersh ip  in the 
Church .  The  a im of the mission will be church growth, to use Donald  
M e G a v r a n ' s  t e rminology  ( M c G a v r a n  mainta ins  that if the mission in a 
par t icu lar  a rea  does not b r ing  about  numer ica l  increase in church mem- 
bership then one should move on to another  place where this is achieved). 
The  christ ian Church  will be seen as s tanding over against  the world 
and over  against  other religions from which it has nothing to learn. 
However  fr iendly the spiri t  in which the dialogue is conducted,  the 
ul t imate a im will be that  those who possess the truth (the Christ ians) 
should persuade  those in error  (the non-Chris t ians)  to abandon their 
error  and jo in  the christ ian Church.  Dialogue is only a technique to be 
used to gain the o ther ' s  confidence. In  the Frankfor t  Declarat ion of 1971, 
a group of evangelical  theologians stated: 'we challenge all non-Chris t ians  
who belong to God  on the basis of creation, to believe in him (Jesus 
Christ)  and to be bapt ized in his name,  for in him alone is eternal  
salvation promised  to them . . . we reject the false teaching that the non- 
christ ian religions and world-views are also ways of salvation similar to 
belief  in Christ ' .2  The  Lausanne  Covenant  was put  together  by a number  
of the par t ic ipants  at the In terna t ional  Congress  on Wor ld  Evangel izat ion 
held at Lausanne  in J u l y  1974. It stated: 'we affirm there is only one 
Saviour  and only one gospel . . .  we recognize that  men  have some 
knowledge of God  through his general  revelation,  but  we deny that this 
can save . . . Jesus  Chris t  is the only media to r  between God  and man.  
There  is no other name by which we must  be saved. Those who reject 
Chris t  repudia te  the j o y  of salvation and condemn themselves to eternal 
separat ion from G o d ' .  3 

Similarly,  Danifilou held that  Jesus  Christ  alone saves, and he is to be 
encountered  only within the christ ian Church .  The  non-chr is t ian religions 
are s tumbl ing blocks where,  at best, is to be found only actual grace and 
not supernatura l  grace. There  may  be found ascetic effort within them, 
but  no efficacity of the cross. 4 Similarly,  Hacker  5 held that the ' day  of 
salvat ion '  is g rounded  in G o d ' s  providence and is therefore not a process 
in t ime. There  is divine objective redempt ion  which is reflected in one 
objective gospel, and this is subjectively appropr ia ted  by man  in t ime. 
And  this appropr ia t ion  is the only historical aspect and the only variable.  
W e  have referred to this a-historical  unders tand ing  of the gospel in our  
first article on the necessity of an incarnate  Chris t iani ty.  For  Hacker ,  the 
possible salvation of an individual  non-Chr is t ian  is a mystery  hidden in 
the mind  of  God  about  which we can say nothing.  W e  would see this as 
abandon ing  the theological task. In  practice then, both Dani~lou and 
Hacker  would see the mission as preaching  the need to become members  
of the Church  as the one way to salvation that  we can know of. 

R a h n e r ' s  article on 'Chr i s t i an i ty  and the non-chris t ian religions '6 is 
publ ished significantly immedia te ly  following one on 'H i s to ry  of  the world 
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and salvation his tory ' .  His  first thesis is that Chr is t iani ty  unders tands  
itself as the absolute religion in tended for all men and women.  Val id  and 
lawful religion is G o d ' s  act ion on people,  G o d ' s  free self-revelation. This  
relat ionship of God  to man  is the same for all men and women because 
it rests on the incarnat ion,  death  and resurrect ion of the W o r d  of  God,  
all of which took place in t ime and in history.  There  was assuredly a 
t ime before Chris t  dur ing  which Chris t iani ty  was not the necessary way 
of salvation, at least not in any historically tangible ecclesio-social form. 
Chris t iani ty  has a tempora l  and a spatial s tart ing point.  In  other words, 
the d e m a n d  that Chr is t ian i ty  makes on all people does not come about  
at chronological ly the same momen t  for all. Ins tead of holding,  as 
Dani~lou and Hacker ,  that  after the apostolic age there was one objective 
obl igat ion for all, Rahne r  suggests that the d e m a n d  of Chris t iani ty  could 
be seen as coming for different people at different times. W h e n  the 
spanish conquis tadores  were in South Amer ica ,  the theologian Francisco 
de Vi t tor ia  held that  the historical  witness of so many  of the conquistadores 
was such that  no Ind ian  could have rightly accepted Chris t iani ty.  The  
actual  form presented was so defective. Salvation could not come through 
this historical form which was repugnan t  and meaningless  to the Indians  
who exper ienced the spanish oppression,  often in the name of Christ .  

Similar ly  salvation cannot  come nowadays  through Chris t iani ty  for the 
major i ty  of the h u m a n  race who do not and will not hear  of Christ .  In 
fact, more  people have died,  in the history of  the h u m a n  race, as non- 
Chris t ians  than as Chris t ians.  A n d  this state of affairs will continue. I f  
God  does indeed will that all people shall be saved (1 T i m  2,4) and if his 
will is efficacious, which it must  be, then most people are saved in some 
non-chris t ian way. Some would say that the grace that  saves them comes 
to them nonetheless through the Church;  others would say this is not 
necessary, but  it is yet the grace of Christ .  R a h n e r  holds that,  since man  
is a social being,  and since G o d  reveals himself  in and through our  way- 
of-being-in- the-world,  then,  at least until  the gospel makes  an existential 
demand  null ifying any other  way, the non-Chr is t ian  religion must  be a 
valid and lawful religion, for it must  contain supernatura l  elements ar is ing 
out of the grace given to human i ty  on account of Christ .  For  this reason 
he called the followers of these religions ' anony mous  Chr is t ians ' ,  a name 
that was at tacked by many  but  which he kept to for want  of a better .  
For  R a h n e r  we live in a graced world because of Christ .  

As we have pointed out, the a rgument  is not  about  the salvation of 
individual  non-Chris t ians ,  it is about  the validity,  lawfulness, and  salvific 
efficacity of  the non-chris t ian religions. It is about  the na ture  of  the social 
inst i tut ion that is Juda i sm,  Is lam, H indu i sm and so on. For  Hacker  the 
unique specia~ revelat ion in Chr is t  is such that  there is a special soc~a~ 
organizat ion and specific kinds of  social behaviour  essential to Chris t ian-  
ity, dis t inguishing it from all pre-chris t ian religions. This  is akin to van 
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Ruler who holds that since european and north american cultures are 
christian, the mission involves spreading these cultural forms to other 
peoples. Whilst not going this far, Danifilou maintains that salvation 
comes sacramentally through the social institution of  Christianity, through 
the historical form of Christianity that is instituted by God to this end. 
Historical Christianity has a positive part to play in God 's  saving activity 
unless we reduce salvation to a 'subjective and ultimately transcendental 
interiority. '7 Christianity is sacramental in God 's  saving activity, it is an 
effective symbol. Since he must  hold that non-Christians can be saved, 
and since he holds that their religions cannot be salvific, he must be 
holding that non-Christians are saved in an ontologically different way 
to Christians, namely in some interior, non-social, purely spiritual man- 
ner. This seems to us to be  holding that the salvation of non-Christians 
is ad hoc for each individual non-Christian. In their case, God would then 
be acting in a particular and non-sacramental way. This would be to go 
against man ' s  normal  experience. 

Rahner ' s  contention that the non-christian religions can be, at least 
conditionally, efficaciously salvific, is supported by Vatican II .  Gaudium 
et spes teaches that there are 'authentic  signs of  God 's  presence in the 
happenings, needs and desires of  humani ty '  (no 11). Nostra aerate recog- 
nizes the possibility of truth and holiness being found in the non-christian 
religions (no 2), and Lumen gentium says that 'God  is not remote from 
those who in shadows and images seek the unknown God since he gives 
to all men life and breath and all things' (no 16). We would hold that 
revelation and grace must  come historically and socially for all people. 
Thus  it follows that such religions are authentically revelatory and 
effectively salvific. We do not engage in dialogue in order to bring Christ 
to the non-Christian,  but  rather in order to listen to Christ who is already 

present. 
Such a position is similar to that set out in the conclusions to the 1964 

Bombay conference on 'Christ ian revelation and non-christian religions' 
held among a group of  catholic theologians under  the auspices of the 
Eucharistic Congress. They  concluded that the meaning of the world 
religions in the plan of  salvation cannot be fully understood by considering 
them only from an ecclesio-centric point of view. They  have to be seen 
from a theo-centric view; the whole of mankind is embraced in the one 
salvific plan of  God.  For somebody who is not confronted in an existential 
way with the gospel of Jesus Christ, the world religions can be the 
channel of  Christ 's  saving grace. Consequently,  as a continuation of  the 
Incarnation, the mission must assume all created values, especially in the 
religious field. 

Such a position appears to create problems in two areas of the christian 
tradition, namely the doctrine of the Incarnation and, as Danifilou 
complained, the command  to mission. If  we claim that in Jesus alone is 
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there any genuine knowledge of  God,  then the non-chris t ian religions are 
merely human  fabrications.  There  are those who will refuse to pray  in 
any way with non-Chris t ians ,  c laiming that the only true prayer  must  be 
prayer  through Christ .  There  can then be no genuine dialogue. However ,  
we could also see in Jesus  the definitive focus of God ' s  activity and 
presence in our world, and  this would offer less of a bar r ie r  to open 
dialogue. I f  the mission is an expansionist  drive towards numerica l  growth 
demand ing  conversion from error  to the unique t ru th  of Chris t iani ty  then 
dialogue is closed. But perhaps we can see mission in another  light. 

We  start from our  belief  in the efficacious universal  salvific will of God.  
God wills effectively that all people be saved. The  Spiri t  who breathed 
over the pr imeval  waters is the Spiri t  who is poured  out on all flesh, the 
Spirit  who raised Jesus  from the dead,  who was poured  out on the 
Apostles. O u r  world is grace-filled. There  is no salvation vacuum outside 
the limits of what  is known as special revelation. And  this salvation, 
spread throughout  the world,  is seen by us Chris t ians as the same 
salvation that we know within the christian revelation.  

Here  we are in the patrist ic t radi t ion that  spoke of  the 'Church  from 
Abel ' ,  that recognized the W o r d  of God  sown as a seed throughout  all of 
creation and all of h is tory.  The  Fathers  wrote of  a movement  of the 
whole cosmos, of the whole of humani ty  towards  Christ .  God  never,  at 
any t ime, deserted his creat ion which was in tended for Christ ,  so that  
wherever people looked for God  'with a sincere hear t ' ,  there was true 
religion. As St August ine  wrote:  

The  real i ty which is now called christ ian existed among the 
ancients and  was never  want ing from the bir th  of  the h u m a n  race 
right up to the t ime that Chris t  came in the flesh. F rom that  t ime, 
the true religion, which al ready existed, began to be called christian 
(PL 34,1~8). 

The  Scholastics, accepting that Chris t  came to redeem mank ind  from 
sin, asked if he would have been incarnate  had there been no sin. Scotus 
held that he would. He  pointed to texts such as ' H e  is the image of the 
unseen God  and the first-born of all creation,  for in him were created all 
things . . . all things were created through him and for h im '  (Col 1,15-16) 
and 'Before the world was made ,  he chose us, chose us in Christ  . . . to 
live through love in his presence '  (Eph 1,4). Such texts imply that God  
intended from the beg inn ing  that the whole of creation should find its 
fulfilment in Christ .  In  other words,  from the beginning  of  all t ime,  the 
whole of creat ion is a l ready in Chris t  and for Christ .  And,  at the 
Incarna t ion ,  Chr is t  jo ined  himseK to the who~e of creation. 

But the historical man  Jesus  cannot  be totally revelatory,  in his 
humani ty ,  of the fullness of  Godhead .  His  historical factuality must  be 
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l imited. He  can, though,  be disclosive of this fullness. Similarly,  the 
Church  in its historical corporateness has never  fully grasped this fullness, 
never,  at any moment  in its history ever realized its potential  wholeness, 
ecclesia semper reformanda. The  Church  points towards the k ingdom,  it is 
not the kingdom. The  historical man  Jesus  points towards the fullness of 
t ruth in God.  Hence,  I should not be surpr ised to discover aspects of 
this t ruth revealed to me from outside my  tradit ion.  They  will be aspects 
that I will recognize from my own commitment .  Chris t iani ty  reveals the 

truth without  exhaust ing all truth.  
The  absoluteness of Chris t iani ty  would refer to its absolute claim on 

the one who perceives it as u l t imately  meaningful  for him. Its absoluteness 
would manifest  itself in its disclosive power  for the Christ ian.  A n d  we 
would, as Christ ians,  claim that  it would enlighten every man  and 
woman.  But this process of enl ightenment  will not be a process of 
Aufhebung as though the non-Chr is t ian  religion must  be totally abandoned  
with the full arr ival  of  Chris t iani ty.  Ra the r  there will be a mutua l  growing 
towards the fullness of t ruth in God.  Chr is t iani ty  cannot  abrogate  what 
is valid. Rather ,  the christ ian revelat ion is a truthful insight that is 
disclosive of mean ing  for all life. Evangel izat ion becomes a response to 
m a n ' s  expectation. Revela t ion is not  closed with Christ ,  but  disclosed. 

We begin from our  belief  in God ' s  universal  salvific will which we 
hold to be genuinely effective in a historical and social way so that  
salvation history and profane history become co-terminous.  God  is at all 
t imes and among all peoples br inging  about  salvation through his Spirit .  
Thus  the encounter  between the Chr is t ian  and those of other faiths is a 
dialogue of l istening to the Spiri t  speaking in both par t ic ipants  to the 
dialogue. W e  look for God  reveal ing himself. Chris t  possesses the Church  
and leads it out to meet other  expressions of himself  in other peoples. 
Together  with them we grow to grasp more  fully the riches of Christ .  

Miss ionary  activity is the manifestat ion of G o d ' s  plan (Ad genres, no 
9). I t  is d i rected towards  the ep iphany  and glorification of God.  But we 
cannot  de te rmine  a priori where God  intends to work his plan nor  limit 

-where his glory is to be made  known. The  Church  must  witness to the 
reali ty of Chr is t  present  in the whole of creation. This  is why we asked 
that  the inter-fai th dialogue should not  be confined to the major  world 
religions but  should consider  also the t radi t ional  african religions. The  
proc lamat ion  of the christ ian message must  b r ing  about  mean ing  in and 
through the way-of-being- in- the-world  of the hearer.  

The  mission is not  to b r ing  the t ru th  but  to listen to the t ruth in 
dialogue,  whilst we witness to the truth that we unders tand.  The  mission 
is not  so much a call away from one ' s  religious commi tmen t  as a 
conversion towards a deeper  unders tand ing  and commi tment  ( though this 
may  well demand ,  for some, a change in commitment ) .  The  mission is 
the task of the whole people of God  called to witness to the christian 
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ful lness  of  all life. T h e  m i s s i o n  is n o t  exc lus ive ly ,  n o r  e v e n  p r inc ipa l ly ,  a 

sp i r i t ua l  m a t t e r .  I t  is a w i tnes s  to C h r i s t  i n  the  d e p t h s  of  all life. T h e  

m i s s i o n  is no t  m e r e l y  to i nd i v i dua l s .  I t  is to the  whole  of  society,  to the  

m a n i f e s t a t i o n  o f  the  g lory  o f  G o d  in  th i s  wor ld ,  a n d  the  w i t n e s s i n g  to 

the  k i n g d o m  a l r ea dy  a m o n g  us  a n d  n o t  yet  p r e s e n t .  

J o h n  B a l l  M . H . M .  
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