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Before proceeding further, some carifications are, however, require:l \h!'hl(.‘:
bear on thpe meaning of terms. First of all, there is talk here ?bout le1: ‘unlfl:h:
ness™ of Jesus Christ, not of Christianity. Enough has been said prcw?us‘ ¥ o he
effect that a Christocentric perspective must take the p;lacc of(:m ecc cslngtsz o

f religions (sec pp. -186,
i narrow to allow for a theology © 2 '
peb:r:)d!;;;sl?;im need not be repeated, except to note that the w.ronf quc;s‘
:ion a'r;out the “absoluteness of Christianity”™ has Oﬁm bcmh“ké:,:-;,;cﬂ;};
iti his idealistic philosophy;
| affirmed it in the framework of ] os: '
Hleg:iviazcdr it from the viewpoint of the history of religions {Troclts;l‘; 11907;1;
:::Bcrnhard( 1994, 95-100; 19%3, 144-208; sce :_llso Dupuis 1‘991b, f- o :
Karl Barth admitted it inastnuch as Christianity is the cmbodérrr: odtsilg%g
i i isti hristian religion {see Bernhar \
i esus Christ, distinct from the C i It f
‘Sa;.hgg?.'lpaul Tillich uttered prophetic protests against all sclf-absolul_lzlnE ob.
li ior:s {see Bernhardt 1994, 113-14). Karl Rahner used the .chrcs:slon Zs-
rs(c-:;llﬁw:ncss of Christianity,” perhaps unadvisedly, in the s?nsc of its ﬁrl':;cuc:;t;is
Tk about “absoluteness™ Wi -
hner 19882, 1973). Here, however, ta : nes: c consis-
(li{:tl:':\'oidcd with regard both to Jesus Christ and, a fxlar'non, :: Clh:sz?l;:;
s i ribute of the Ultimate Reahty -
The reason is that absoluieness is an at e ey of Ink
i y, even t
j i ‘hich must not be predicated of any finite reality, €¥  hum:
nlt:tgnac:go?tl:: Son-of-God-made-man. That Jesus Christ is unw::sal Savior
! . - - »
i‘it)cs not make him the * Absolute Savior 1 —who is l:}od hxrﬂse:(fj.gy by which
i iguiti i er the termino
This being said, many ambiguities remain ove : ‘
lheolclrgi:ns Expre;s what distinguishes jesus Christ from 9thcr savnngbﬁg:i:ie:s
and Christianity from other traditions. We have noted carlier .thostﬁam ig/ o
181-182, above; see also Dupuis 1995¢, 128-31}. Let it suffice l: r::boﬂ.,l

‘5‘:? r:p:‘oncncss"(or “unigqueness™) and “gniveesality™ are concerned, t a;d on

w :ns can be understood either in a “ralative™ or a “singular™ sense (see ?son

‘;;92) =Relarive uniqueness” refers to the original cl?arac(cr :)f evc.rjo;;cjcsus

or tra;jition. in its difference from others; "singu\_ar_umqu:ncss. is sa{vc“a|ity'

Christ as the constitutive Savior of humankind. Ssr.mlarly, relative ;.Il'll s

indicates the universal appeal which various saving figures or religlo
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tions can possibly make on people as representing diverse paths to salvation;
“singular universality” implies once again that Jesus Christ is the constitutive
universal Savior. In both cases, the “relative™ usage runs the risk of leading to
2 broad pluralism falling short of the Christian claim, while the restricted usage
may be exposed to a narrow exclusivism. The first appears reducrionist, while
the other smacks of intransigence. How to avoid the pitfall on either side?

Elscwhere, | have suggested that uniqueness and universality need ro be com-
bined if we would wish to propound an open theology of religions. | wrote:
*Oneness and universality: We must find a way of combining both and hold-
ing them together. ... Without universality, uniqueness is exclusivism. Withous
uniqueness, universality would fead us down the pluralist path. In combina-
tion, however, the notes of uniqueness and universaliry accord with.. .inclusive
Christology™ {Dupuis 1991b, 192). -

However this may be, the unigueness and universality of Jesus Christ, as
understood here, are neither “relative”™ nor “absolute.™ They are “constitutive,”
insofar as Jesus Christ holds saving significance for the whole of humankind and
the Christ-event —in particular the Paschal Mystery of Christ’s death and resur-
rection — is “cause” of salvarion. It is “refational,™ insofar as the person and
the event insert themselves in an overall design of God for humankind which
is multifaceted and whose realization in history is made up of diverse times
and moments. Jesus Christ, it will be suggesred, is, among different saving fig-
ures in whom God is hiddenly present and operative, the one “human face™ jn
whom God, while remaining unscen, is fully disclosed and revealed. Through-
out human history God has willed to be “in many various ways™ [Heb 1:1) a
God-of-people; in Jesus Christ he became God-of-people-in-a-fully-buman-way
{sce In 1:14): the Em-manu-e} (Mt 1:23)} {see Dupuis 1991b, 101-2).

The chapter is divided into two main sections. The first section reasserts the
constitutive unigueness of Jesus Christ in the context of the present questioning
on the part of pluralist theologians. This implies reassessing the evidence put
forward by the Christian sources, encountering the contrasting claims made by
other religious traditions for their respective saving figures, and a hermencu-
tics of Christological faith in the context of religious pluralism and dialogue.
The second section aims to bring out the relational character of Jesus Christ's
uniqueness and universality. To this end, it shows the distinction-in-identity of
Jesus with the Christ, the coincidence in him of the particular and the univer-
sal. n a Trinitarian Christological perspective, it suggests how the one “human
face™ of God may be said 1o relate to other saving figures from which God
has not withheld his saving presence and grace. Jesus Christ is thus scen as the
“concrete universal,” in whom all advances of God to human beings in history

4. Karl Rahner (1979) explaim that the cawtalicy of Chrive’s death on the crow 1n the order of 1l

. Tation munt be conceived a1 quavi-sscramental rathes than efficient. The croms does noe cause wafvarion

by determining God's abvific will; it is Gods walvifc will thar results in Chent's death on the cross. He
WIiien: *We mutt sav: Recsiee ind anlle coboesion b0 0 o
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are summed up and “re-headed™ (se
: . e Eph 1:10). The phil i ibli
g::;su::'s r:nscd by the revisionist Christology of pl:r:lislt:saorzh;::tarii :‘_bhfll
part; those concerned with theology are deferred 1o the second pa:t i the

1. One Saving Figure among Others?

A. The Christian Tradition Revisited

That the theocentric paradigm in the theolo; igi
o . : gy of religions is based i
sion sptI 5:;;!.::;?"3,{: \;h::h t:ay be d:scntibed as “degree”™ Christology ?snc:r::;r:.
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must nevertheless be reﬂcwved and :‘vnluatcd rapidly; emphasis will be laid o:
When the shil :fo-c;.cgjncal consnc!c_rarions.
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dependent on the ku::::ci's 4;";‘:(;:1;‘:_*’1““‘7’;“‘8”[)0{ e ot
: . ions and subject 1o ch “Objective”

:;‘:::;if:dl.s :| m{::' in the face of which all claims to the “p:sr;E:;ioS‘chfctl;:e:h
oo 7_14.) ! more so any cla!m to “absolute™ truth. Leonard Swidl

. up the new situation in six points: N
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- e er Namet Paul F Kni
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(1) All teuth now holds only in relation to the historical context in which it
was produced, i.e. it is historically canditioned and thus involved in con-
stant change. (2] [n addition to this historical conditioning there is the
orientation of actions, i.e. the intention behind a practical action. {3) Truth
is related to a standpoint; i.e. the cultural milien in which the speaker
and hearer of 2 communication of truth live, the class they belong to and
their sex have an influence on the truth communicated. {4) Truth is bound
up with language and thus limited to its frontiers; in other words, it al-
ways cXpresses a partial, sclective, perspectivistic view of reality. (5) Truth
is subject to intcrpretation, 1.2, all experience relates back to a horizon
of understanding, to the preunderstanding of the person experiening it.
The knower is involved in the knowledge since he or she knows in his
or her way {(as Themiz~Aquinas recognized). There can be no such thing
cctive, absolute knowledge, detached from the knowing sub-
ject. (6) Trath is dialogical, i.e. knowledge is achieved not in the mode of
2 one-sided acceptance of givens but reciprocally in dialogue with reality
following the model of question and answer. (See Bernharde 1994, 119}

as purely obj

And Bernharde concludes:

If we take these six tendencies together — and it is certainly impossible
10 make a sharp distinction berween them — we can say that “truth™ no
longer means absolute, i.e. detached, isolated, unconditional statements
about reality. Bt is celational, and stands in relarion to a network which
s conditioned by many factors. But above all it is related to the onc who
receives it and expresses it it is and remains tied to this persen'’s point
of view, perspective and language. There can no longer be any questian
of absoluteness in the sense of something that ranscends time and cul-
ture, is independent of worldview and set apart from history. (Bernhardt

1994, 119)

What this conclusion shows clearly, however, is that Swidler and others ar¢
y higher ground, above and beyond all the particular perspec-
king an absolute objective judgment
of any truth available to others

claiming to enjo
tives. This, in fact, looks very much like ma
about the allegedly subjective and relative nature

with their limited worldviews.
Some clarifications are in order here, Truth, or reality, in irself needs to

be distinguished from our human knowiedge of it. That all human apprehen-
sion of Divine Reality is fragmentary and me-conditioned is certaing human
knowledge of God — even after God's revelation in Jesus Christ — remains
irremediably imperfect and provisionnl. This does not, however, invatidate it
entirely, neither on the philosophicnl plane, much less on the theological, where
it is founded on God’s own word. Furthermore, while our apprehension of the
Divine Mystery is “celative,” God's mystery in itself {an sich) is “absolute™:
God is truth; he alone knows himself absolurely.
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Applying these observations ro the person of Jesus Christ, we can make the
following points. We have remarked earlier about the “relative™ character that
necessarily affects the human consciousness of the Son-of-God-made-human;
this does not, however, prevent it from being a privileged channel through
which the Divine Mystery is truthfully disclosed to us {see p. 249, above). If
the human awareness of the Son-of-God-made-man remains irremediably rela-
tive, this is a fortiori true of all knowledge which humans receive through him
of the Divine Mystery. “Relative™ does not, however, say invalid; and while

the Divine Mystery will always lie beyond our grasp — Deus semper maior — -

the disclosure of it in “one who is Son™ (Heb 1:1) offers special credentials ta
truthfulness. While, then, “God's truth, which is certainly one ‘in itself* can only
present itself in the plurality of particular views of the rruth™ (Bernhardt 1994,
126}, it does not necessarily follow that alt particular views of the truth have
equivalent significance. Admitredly, in the Bible itself, the truth of God is histor-
ical and concrere; it concerns God's “truthfulness™ and faithfuliess but is never
exhausted in history. The message of Jesus Christ 100 “stands under an ‘escha-
tological proviso,’ ” inasmuch as final truth remains in store for full disclosure
in the “not-yet™ of the eschaton (Bernhardt 1994, 125). This notwithstanding,
from the vantage point of Christian faith, the testimony of Jesus Christ and
the witness borne to it by the foundational faith of the Apostolic Church as
recorded in the New Testament have the privileged authority which artaches
to the revealed word of God. The New Testament witness to the oneness and
universality of Jesus Christ needs to be taken seriously.

Coming, then, to the historical-critical-exegetical considerations underlying
the revisionist Christology of the pluralist paradigm, we may distinguish two
basic artitudes. There are thase who simply state in general terms that claims to

. unigueness in the New Testament must be relativized, inasmuch as the context

i of the relevant passages either refers to the Jews or can ar least be undersiood as

¢ bearing an exclusively Jewish reference.” Others readily acknowledge the New

Testament’s massive assertion of the uniqueness of Jesus Christ the Savior but

. ask whether this assertion still can or ought to be upheld today in the current
context of religious pluralism.

The main texts directly concerned are Jn 14:6; Acts 4:12; and 1 Tim 2:5-6.
To these can be added, among others, the Chrisiological hymns of the Pauline

‘and Deutero-Pauline fetters, such as Eph 1:1-13 and Col 1:15-20. Elsewhere, |
"have observed that the uniqueness of Jesus Christ is in a true sense the mes-
! sapge of the New Testament in its entirety, the decp faith that underlies the
i whole, which gives it its raison d'étre, and without which it would not have
\ been written {see Dupuis 1991b, 94). How must it be interpreted in our present
context?

Various reasons are suggested for relativizing the statements of uniqueness.

R 9. Sex Rayan 1990, 13338, where the_ authot refe.rl 16 Acts 4:12; My 28:18-20. Axfor 1 Tim 2:4-6,
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Recent hermencutic investigations show that sach claims actually resule From
a historically conditioned worldview and language modes dependent on a par-
ticular cultural context. We can no longer regard that uniqueness precisely as
the “referent™ of the Gospel message — the intangible kernel of the Christian
kerygma {see Kniteer 1985, 182-86; sce also Tracy 1975, 72-79,131-36).

It is also pointed out that in the comext of the Jewish apocalyptic mental-
ity, impregnated as it was with an eschatological expectancy, it was natural
for the primitive Church 1o interpret the experience of God in Jesus Christ as
final and unsurpassable. But this apocalypric mentality was and is culturally
limited. The finality it implies far the Jesus Christ—event, therefore, cannot be
tegarded as pertaining to the essence of Christianity; it belongs racher to the far-
tuitous cultural context in which it was first experienced and presented. If Jesus
had been encountered and interpreted in some other cultural context, involy-
ing some other philosophy of history, he wouid have been considered neither
final nor unique.’®

Saint Paul is often held to bear the responsibility for the explicit assertion of
the uniqueness of Jesus Christ, It is suggested that if the apostle had entered into
contact with the rich mystical traditions of the oriental religions, he would have
softened his sweeping, unnuanced assertions. Or again, this time with regard
to Saint John, it is ohserved that the vniqueness of Jesus Christ is articulated
in terms of “incarnation,” but this is a mythical modality of thought, like the
concept of preexistence with which it is bound up. But mythical language ought
1o be taken for what it is — “poetry, not prose™ — and thus understood not
“literally” but “metapharically™ (John Hick)." The incarnation must therefore
be demythologized. The result would be the demythologzation of Jesus Christ
as universal Savior, a concept now recognized as belonging to a mythic mede
of thought and hence not involving literal meaning (sec Hick 1973, 148-79;
1993b; Hick, ed., 1977; McFadden 1974; Robinson 1973; Hick and Knirter,
eds., 1987).

Finally, it is remarked that, in the historical context in which Christianity
arose, and in the face of the opposition it encountered, it was natural for the dis-
ciples to present Jesus' “way™ as unique. This absolute language is historically
conditioned. 1t is survival language (see¢ Baum 1574). Or, in Paul FE Knitter’s
interpretation, it is “action language™ or “performative language™ — that is,
language designed to invite disciples to earnest following (see Knitter 1996,
68-69). ’

Apocalyptic, mythical-meraphorical, survival, performative — even “love lan-
guage” has been mentioned.” R. Bernhardt sums it all up under the rubric of
confession and doxology. He writes:

10, This iv sleeady suggesred in Cupure 1975; wee alwo Hick 1973, 108-15. ‘

11, This assessment of poetry it unfortunate: poetry no bess than prose can refer truthfully 1o obyective
tenbity. Furthermore, the use of the term “meraphor™ alio scems inaccurate: metaphors extend ordinary
linguistic utage and frequently, no less than liceral langusge, make obectively rrue claims.

12, Knirer 1985, [A4-R6. We have already furnished, on biblical evidence, 2 thort rebuttal of thew
ingenuous wupgestions, in Dupueis 1991h, 198-99,
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[The texts] are not decrees of ercrnal truths of God withour 2 situation, re-
Fcaled by Christ abour himself, but confessions of him by his disciples 'and
ollowers. They are not to be understood as metaphysical assertions about

divine facts but as an existential expression of unconditional COmMMitment

;::fp:l:l:fftllon, as an expression of trust and hope in situations which are

Whaf stand out here as totalitarian claims to absoluteness are “stare.
ments in the witness box,” personal or community testimony, Such
statements first of all express the depth and sericusness of the lrson'
own ‘relalionship to God in the face of external threats. The pop:fcr o;
G9d is adduced against the powers from which the danger stems. One
mlght almost say that this power is conjured up. So the Bible’s su ;)osed
claims to absoluteness are simply public prayers of confession adc?rcsscd
to the oppressors and the oppressed alike and ultimately to God himself
In theological terms, they have the character of confession and doxol .
Anyone who tears them from their historical foundation, generalizes l:(:gl')T’I

an.d.uscs them to condemn non-Christian religions is thus falsifying their
original character.’?

Whar we have here seems another case of confusion berw
vation, on the one hand, and objective claims being made about realit on th
other }'nand. Motives should never be confused with meaning and lrull:" Mor:
over, it must be remarked that upholding — as the Christian tr:ldiliot:l Seems
to require — the “constiturive” uniqueness of Jesus Christ does not necessaril
rcsulf in “condemning” other religions and their “saving figures.™ A consta .
blcm.lsh of the pluralist paradigm consists in imagining that the o;1|y concret "I‘t
possible .llr.crnativc to its own standpeint is a dogmaric, exclusivise dismi;:;
of ?ther religions. Such a black-or-white dilemma is neither biblically nor th‘c:)-
lOS!C-’l“y warranted. For the New Testament affirmation of Christ the man's
umqu:ncss as “the way” (Jn 14:6), the “one mediator™ {1 Tim 2:5), the “one
name” {1'.\(::5 4:12) in whom human beings may find salvation does ;IOI cancel
out faith in the Logos asarkos of which che Johannine Prologue speaks (sce F
tee 1990, esp. 31; also Parrinder 1390, esp. 51-52), through whom all -ooist;
may be saved and in whom all ways may converge. He who was ":hittpe
light that enlightens every human being by coming into the world™ (In 1‘9)mis
the same who was to “become flesh™ {Jn 1:14) in the “fullness of u'mc".[G;ll
4:4) in Jesus Christ." Far from contradicting it, faith in Jesus Christ calls
commitment and openness to plurality.

ech personal moti-

fora

13. Sce Bernhardr 1994, 59-60. The Lame 2 3
. . uthor seet def
threatentng danger and tending to " absolute™ 1u:errr1cnu, a: :ﬂr::;
]rllr:f'. :_cn;:ll; Col 1:15-20. Se¢ Bernharde 1994, $3-55.
- In his Readimgs im St, Jobn's Gospel, Acchbishop Willi
. A op Wiliam Temple wror h -
Word af God — that is ta 1y by Jews Chris — lyaiah and Plato, Eoru:::r.’m:ﬂ:al’x:;ﬂcﬂ e

€ confessional langusge, arising out of
' the various situations refetred to 11
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B. Contrasting Claims to Unigueness

[ have shown elsewhere different ways in which neo-Hinduism tends to inter-
pret Jesus Christ. | have distinguished six models of Hindu Christology: the
Jesus of the beatitudes; the Christ of bhakti; the Christ of nec-Vedanta phileso-
phy; Christ-avatara; Christ the yogi; the Christ of advaita mysticism (see Dupuis
1991b, 17-42; see also Thomas 196%; Samartha 1974). Similarly, one could
show — leaving Judaism out of consideration here — how the Qur'an and Islam
understand Jesus of Nazareth: as a prophet, one greater than Moses yet inferior
to Muhammad, who is the “seal of the prephets™ (see, among others, Arnaldez
1980, 1988). Again, the Buddhist view or views of Jesus Christ could be dwele
upon: Jesus, the “enlightened™ one who, as such, is comparable 1o the Buddha;
and, in later Mahayana developments, Jesus Christ the Bodhisattva (see, e.g.,
Keenan 1989, 1995; Lefebure 1993; Pieris 1988b; Vallet 1996).

Such is not, however, our intention here. Rather, it is 1o take note of the
clzims to uniqueness which other religions make either for their rradicion or
traditions or for their saving fgures. These claims more often than not con-
trast sharply with those made by Christianity with regard to the person of Jesus
Christ. To take cognizance of them is not without bearing on a Christian the-
ology of religions that would claim ro be open-ended; for such a theclogy will
have to ask itself how it stands with regard to othee claims thar ar first sighe
would seem to contradict its own (see King et al. 1993; Coward 1985).

R. Bernhardt observes pointedly thar the prophetic religions are more prone
to make “claims to absoluteness™ than are the mystical religionis of the East
(see Bernharde 1994, 101-2}). Where Isfam is concernied, he notes that “just
as Christians worship Christ as the definitive Word of God made maa, so for
Muslims the Qur'an is the final word of God revealed through the propher
Muhammad™ (Bernhardt 1994, 105} 1n fact, while for Christians che person of
the Word-made-flesh is primarily important and, in relation to him, the word of
God revealed through him, the situation in Islam is the reverse: the word of God
conrained in the Qur'an is what fundamentally matters; and Muhammad is im-
portant insofar as he is the channel through whom God's “cternal™ word has
been conveyed to us.’ Claims to uniqueness are, therefore, concerned primarily
with the Qur'an: “This book is not to be doubted. 1t is a guide to the righteous™
{Surah 2:2); “the only true faith in God's sight is Islam™ {Surah 3:19}; “he that
chooses a religion other than Islam, it will not be accepted from him, and in
the world to come he will be one of the lost™ (Surah 3:85). According to Is-
lam’s self-understanding, however: *This does not amount to an exclusive claim
against [Islam’s] predecessors, Judaism and Christiantry, which denies these re-

15. M. Barres writes pointedly: “If we resrect ourselves simply to Christanicy and lslam, the carrect
parsllel is not between the sceprures of the fane traditiam, noe berween the central feunder fures. The
Word of God in Islam, the written ward, it paratlel to another Ward, the Logor of John't Gotpel. In the
Qur'1a the Woed iv made book; in Chrivtianuey the Ward i3 made fleah. Jesus 14 the message; Muhammad
the metsenger of God's word, the mouthprece theough which God's will 1+ made known to humanity”
(1991, $2-53).
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