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has so developed the human brain that humans are able now to shed dependence
on instinct. Again, Geertz wrote:

Undirected by culture patterns - organised systems of significant

symbols - man’s (sic) behaviour would be virtually ungovernable, a

mere chaos of pointless acts and exploding emotions, his (sic)

experience virtually shapeless. Culture, the accumulated totality of

such pattems, is not just an ornament of human existence but - the

principal basis of its specificity - an essential condition for it. (Geerz

1973:46)

Humans are essentially incomplete animals. They complete themselves
through culture and, indeed, through particular forms of culture. Culture
performs for humans what instinct achieves for other animals.

_ From being a vague, intangible entity, culture can take on a somewhat
frightening objectivity. Anthropologists seem to be perennially divided over the
degree of reality possessed by a particular culture. There would be those who
would see culture as a super-reality, existing over and beyond the human group
(White 1949). Ways of thinking, acting and feeling are considered to be
independent of and external to the human individual. They exercise a power of
control over the individual. Thus Emile Durkheim defined culture as:

a collaborative consciousness, ... a psychic being that has its own
particular way of thought, feeling, and action different from that
peculiar to the individuals who compose it. (Durkheim 1961:65)

Human behaviour, according to this view, would be culturally
determined. The individual’s cultural imprisonment has been thus described:

The individual does the thinking and feeling - by definition. But ...

what he (sic) thinks and feels is determined not by himself (sic) but

by the sociocultural system into which the accident of birth has placed

him (sic). (White 1949:183)

Culture thereby becomes something like the script of a play and we are
the actors who can do no other than perform according to the script. Such a
determinist view does not ring true. It does not explain the evident influence of
tradition in the sense explained above. It can be demonstrated that culture does
change, which would be an impossibility according to this determinist argument.

At the opposite end of the spectrum is a conceptualist view (Kluckhohn
1949). For the conceptualist, culture is simply a handy, anthropological tool. It
synthesises for the convenience of the trained observer, the many forms of
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A variant of relativism can be proposed however. The case could be put
that while the behaviour patterns of animals are genetically determined and the
genetic code orders their activity within a narrow range of variation, human
beings are only endowed with very general response capacities. These are not
the cultural universals proposed by Spiro and others. They are capacities to leam
within a restricted range. Thus, we have an innate capacity to speak, but our
capacity to speak English is culturally determined. The speech patterns of all
languages work on a few basic principles. Beneath all languages there are deep
structures, as Noam Chomsky calls them (1972, 1980). From the deep structures
of all languages a ‘universal grammar’ could be compiled. Surface grammars
are simply variants of the ‘universal grammar’. Perhaps this principle can be
applied to the whole of culture. Capacity is determined and controlled by the
biological species. How this capacity will be activated and manifest itself will
depend upon the culture into which the individual is socialised. Just as an
individual is free to depart from the ‘rules’ of language and invent neologisms or
even speak nonsense, so too the individual can depart from the ‘rules’ of culture
generally and so behave, think and value in a variant or even a nonsensical way.
A human being with capacities only is an incomplete animal. It is culture that
completes the human being by activating the capacities in a certain direction.

There is an apprehension that any form of relativism, including the
moderate form I have detailed above, will constrain the observer to accept
blindly everything proposed in an alien culture. ‘Everything’ might entail
cannibalism, infanticide or self-mutilation. We are not, however, required to be
uncritical of our own culture; indeed tradition, as explained above, inclines a
group towards constant evaluation. Likewise, alien cultures can be evaluated.
However, a cultural proposition must be evaluated in its own cultural framework
and context. This is done spontaneously in one’s own culture. When
considering an alien culture, the canons of evidence and epistemology proper to
its cultural discourse need to be respected (Hanson 1979).

What does culture, understood in this way, offer to the human being?
The human individual has a need for order. To make sense of the universe, self
and others the individual within the group requires a direction, a purpose, a basic
meaning. All cultural activity takes place in the context of ‘world’ construction.
The mind and its categories structure reality. It is not as if the world is a passive
entity waiting to be discovered. -It is something that humans actively construct.
In fact, different historical periods and different social classes within the same
historical period may shape the world according to significantly different
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clothing, smell and so forth. For those observers who study a religion from
outside, the symbols must be leammed. They are not signs. What for example is
the meaning of a serpent? For the Canaanite religion it was the symbol of
fertility, for ancient Greek religion it was the symbol of healing, for Hebrew
religion it was the symbol of evil, for some Australian Aboriginal religions it is
the symbol of creativity. The symbol must be learned and, indeed, the whole
interrelated gamut of symbolism must be learned.

But religion, seen as religious culture, must also be appreciated in its vital
function of attaining a particular form of order. We have seen that secular
culture, in general, bestows order and human beings depend upon their symbol
systems for viability. Should there be the remotest indication that these symbol
systems might not prove able to cope with specific human experience, for
example, the experience of death and dying, then anxiety is aroused. Human
beings, accordingly, find themselves pitted against chaos, ultimate lack of
interpretability. Culture, everyday or secular culture, allows human beings to
bestow order on common human experience, to explain historical events, to
solve problems of identity and destiny. However, there are certain points where
chaos could reassert itself. Insuperable ignorance, the experience of suffering
and the problem of evil with the concomitant problem of cosmic injustice can
threaten an ordered world and threaten the interpretability of human experience.
At this point there is need for religious culture. The religious person construes
the world and self in terms of Ultimacy, of ultimate order. I would contend that
all human persons who have reached a level of discretion would be ‘religious
persons’, although not necessarily religious in a conventional sense. ‘Religious
culture’ would include Living world religions, syncretistic religions, Marxism,
humanism, existentialism and so on.

Ultimacy is to be understood here as a focus, a symbolic representation of
order and meaning that goes beyond everyday order. It is not postulated as an
object in se, an autonomous reality (Hick 1973, 1977, 1980, 1987). While the
symbol may be taken to infer a noumenal reality, such an inference does not
prove its real and separate mode of existence (Loughlin 1987). .- This
symbolisation of Ultimacy is produced, as would be expected, within the context
of a particular cultural world-view into which the individual’s life-direction has
been integrated. If the world-view now postulates that the ultimate focus and the
individual are widely separated then the focus will be symbolised in personal
terms, such as a god or pantheon of gods, distinct from and even distant from the
individual. If the world-view postulates an intimate closeness of individual and
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focus, a gulf that is easy to bridge, then the symbolisation will be impersonal,
such as brahman, encroaching on that individual’s personal space. Religious
cultural activity is about bridging the gulf between the individual and the
ultimate focus in order to find ultimate order and meaning.

The attainment of ultimate order is, of course, an ideal. The individual
seeks a form of liberating order and meaning not offered by secular culture,
seeks the ability to focus on the cosmos from a ‘reality’-centred vantage point
rather than a self-centred one. Various terminology has been used to describe
this search for liberation. Thus, Hick chooses "soteriological effectiveness” and
Knitter "soteria”.

This comparison between religious culture and what could now be called
everyday or secular culture indicates the complexity of social life. The overlap
of secular and religious culture in the individual’s life and thought depends on
the aforementioned culturally constructed world-view. A world-view is a
structuring of space, time and persons into some meaningful pattern of
interaction. If the same world view is verified in both a secular and a religious
cultural system then the relationship between the two cultural systems is
relatively simple. This would normally be the case in the original religious
setting. Ancient Hebrew religion would have shared the world-view of a broader
semitic culture. But religious cultures are portable. A religious culture can
become attached to a secular culture previously alien to it (Penman 1987). It is
when the secular and the religious cultural systems presume opposing
world-views that the individual’s life and thought are affected.

The Christian Anglo, for example, is in a potentially complex situation
when, on the one hand, secular culture postulates a scientific world-view while
Christian religious culture transmits the world view of the book of Genesis. One
altemnative is for the individual to nullify one or the other ("evolution is an
unproven and unsustainable theory", "creation in Genesis needs to be interpreted
symbolically"). = Another altemnative is to develop a ngenstem-hke
"language-games" approach to both world-views.

But the complexity goes further. In the first instance human beings may:
have access to a number of secular cultural systems. They may live their life
within the one culture, being aware only of that single possibility for human
order, or perhaps they have access to several and so they can choose. The result
may be a choice of one with rejection of others, a dual system in which the
individual oscillates from one to another or a hybrid system in which -the
individual selects elements from two or more to form a uniquely personal
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cultural system. For our present purposes the complexity becomes more obvious
when there is also access to several religious cultures. '

Awareness of this variety of religious cultures raises the issue of religious
cultural relativism. Obviously there are differences and disagreements between
rival religious symbol systems. Disagreements can relate to belief symbols or to
practical symbols. Some of the disagreements can be relegated to historical
differences of opinion: Jesus died on the cross (Christianity) as against Jesus did
not actually die on the cross (Islam). Historical evidence could, in theory at
least, reconcile such disagreements but they are not of vital importance in
comparing rival cultural systems. Historians stand by differing opinions of a
similar type within secular cultures too. Other disagreements, on the. surface
more substantial, are really quasi-historical: reincamation is possible
(Hinduism); reincamation is impossible (Christianity). It might be possible to
conceive a historical test that would substantiate one or other side of the
argument. Once again, however, the disagreement does not touch the essence of
the cultural system.

Where religious cultures do differ substantially is in their ways of
symbolising and relating to Ultimacy. The symbolisation and the determination
of a mode of relationship are moderated within a specific world-view, by unique
life experiences and unique historical events. Ultimacy has been variously
symbolised as Yahweh, Allah, Nirvana, the Dreaming. Such symbolic forms are
culturally conditioned responses activating the single universal capacity for an
ultimate focus.

Once again the distinction needs to be drawn between Ultimacy in itself,
the acmal focus ‘out there’, and Ultimacy as humanly conceived within a
particular religious group. Ultimacy in itself is the ultimate focussing of things.
It is neither capable of validation nor disproof. It is a reality, a real focus,
beyond the human order but it becomes part of human awareness in terms of sets
of concepts which structure cognitive consciousness. Ultimacy as humanly
conceived in symbolic form within a particular group will be unique. The
differentiation of religious cultures, therefore, is primarily dependent upon
variant, human conceptions of Ultimacy.

The observer of religions, however, could take up one or other of several
stances towards religious cultures. The first would be exclusivism, the view that
one particular religious culture is alone valid, possessing the only valid
symbolisation of Ultimacy and the only legitimate mode of maintaining contact
with that symbol of Ultimacy. The second would be inclusivism, the view that
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interests within clearly defined legal and political constraints are some
of the characteristics of this cohesiveness.

Within this framework there exists a rich diversity of cultures,
languages and customs which reflect the origins of present-day
Australians.

For groups from widely divergent backgrounds to co-exist happily
and productively within a framework of common values, while still
preserving languages and cultures, the diverse and changing nature of
Australian society must be recognised, accepted and valued by all
Australians. (1982:4)

An historical survey of the interaction between ethnic cultures and the
dominant Anglo culture in Australia shows that at an early stage in Australian
migrant policy the hope was that other ethnic groups would assimilate to the
dominant Anglo group. Under the conditions of assimilation, the overarching
framework has the lion’s share of its values derived from the dominant group,
while minority ethnic components contribute only remnants that are obliterated
as far as possible. In such a situation even ‘ethnic food’ is suspect, while literacy
in ethnic tongues is actively devalued and presented as intellectually confusing,
socially disadvantaging and politically divisive.

The opposite of assimilation is separatism, when the overarching
framework is only vestigial and each ethnic group is encapsulated within its own
value system with little interaction between different groups whose members
have constructed personal cultural systems almost entirely from their ancestral
mono-ethnic constituents. Assimilation and separatism are the breeding grounds
for ethnocentrism, the conviction that only one cultural system is valid.

Beyond the assimilationist and separatist positions lies the vast area that
is covered by the label of ‘multiculturalism’ as described earlier. This involves
some form of an on-going interpenetration between the overarching or shared
values of the broad community on the one hand, and the ethnic values of the
constituent groups on the other.

Religious Interaction

We can make certain correspondences between attitudes in the secular
cultural sphere and analogous attitudes in the religious cultural sphere. Applying
the model of an overarching framework of values to religious culture in Australia
we find that several levels of religious community need to be taken into account.
At the lowest level there are individual religious communities. Often these are
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As we were together in concern for the overriding subject of peace,
we discovered that the things which unite us are more important than
the things which divide us. We found that in common we possessed:

* A conviction of the fundamental unity of the human family, of the
equality and dignity of all human beings

* A feeling for the inviolability of the individual and his (sic)
conscience

* A feeling for the value of the human community

* A recognition that might does not make right, that human power is
not sufficient unto itself and is not absolute

* The belief that love, compassion, selflessness and the power of the
spirit and of inner sincerity ultimately have greater strength than
hate, enmity and self-interest

* A feeling of obligation to stand on the side of the poor and
oppressed against the rich and the oppressor

* A deep hope that ultimately good will be victorious. (Quoted in
Kung 1986)

At each of the levels centain groups would have opted out of the
overarching umbrella making any semblance of pluralism illusory. Latin-Mass
Roman Catholics, disavowing the present Roman authority, would not see
themselves as part of a broader Roman Catholic grouping. Many Christians
would not accept a broad definition of a Christian myth which would allow them
to share in any meaningful way with other ‘Christians’ (Hunt 1990). Marxists
would not subscribe to all the core-values of the Kyoto Conference which would
make them party to conventional religionists. Religious exclusivism and
inclusivism are widely subscribed in society as also is ethnocentrism with regard
to secular culture,

Ethnocentrism and Religious Exclusivism

Public ethnocentrism in its more gross presentation is not socially
accepted. Its appearance is usually attributed to ignorance or intolerance derived
from an aberrant personality trait. The model of an overarching framework of
values would, however, point to another interpretation. Ethnocentrism is the
rejection of any overarching umbrella. A culture, once firmly established,
correctly sees other cultures as threats to its unchanging continuance and its
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The religious exclusivisms of Northern Ireland or the Middle East will
not, therefore, be solved by an objective study of other religious cultures and are
not the prerogative of aberrant personalities. These exclusivisms are strategies
for maintaining political and economic dominance. In short, religious
exclusivism is not an accidental accretion to a religious tradition just as
ethnocentrism is not a by-product of ignorance. Conflict and domination
produce both of them and they are retained as the rationale of domination.
Ethnocentrism and religious exclusivism live on within a culture far beyond their
original point of construction. They are available in times of tension and
confrontation to justify a new claim to domination.

Conclusion

I would conclude by a warning against any polyethnic or multi-faith
community being complacent about attaining multiculturalism or religious
pluralism. Here in Australia we are presently drafting legislation which will
legally prohibit racial vilification as a ground of discrimination. It will become
unlawful for anyone to incite hatred, by a public act, towards others on the
ground of their race. This is a modicum of protection for the ideal of
multiculturalism as a fact and a policy. But there is no such legal protection for
religious pluralism. Given the correlation of secular and religious culture, this
discrepancy would indicate a basic weakness in social strategy. What can be
done? It is not sufficient to promote understanding of other religious cultures by
study or personal contact. Students must be encouraged to document both
ethnocentrism and religious exclusivism and their role in conflict and domination
in situ - in Northemn Ireland, in the Middle East, in Iran, in suburban Sydney.
They should be enabled to discem the strategies of dominance that perpetuate
ethnocentrism and religious exclusivism and envisage a social engineering which
would dismantle them. Only in this way can a harmonious and just society begin
to be created and only in this way can multiculturalism and religious pluralism in
any valid sense be promoted.
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and confronted the fundamental issues of the historical existence of

politics and society in the West: doctrine, specifically, the meaning of

history; teleology, specifically, the eschatological teleology formed by

the messianic doctrine identifying Jesus as Christ; and the symbolism

of the godly society, specifically, the identity of God’s social medium

- Israel - in the making of the world. (Neusner 1990:278)

From the beginning of Islam, it and Christianity were in contact, often in
conflict. Indeed, Western medieval Christianity constructed its own self-identity
and bolstered its own claims in relation to and reaction against Islam.
Christianity’s image of itself was created from its understanding of Islam as the
essentially other. (See Daniel 1960.)

From the middle of the thirteenth century, under the Mongolian
hegemony, Christian travellers from the West had been periodically in touch
with Buddhist, Hindu, Chinese, and Japanese religious traditions. Although they
learned little of the doctrines of these traditions, they showed much interest in
the similarities of cult and practice to that of their own Catholic faith. (See
Almond 1986, Olschki 1960.) And from the time of the discovery of the
Americas, Western Christians have been aware of the many spiritualities among
the indigenous peoples of the Americas, Africa, Australia, and the Pacific
regions. (See Marshall and Williams 1982.)

Still, granting that Christianity has, since its inception, created its own
identity, at least in part, as a result of encounters with other faiths, our modem
understanding of religious pluralism can only be said to date from the European
Enlightenment. Prior to this time, the "other" was perceived through a
conceptuality constructed primarily from Biblical and Classical images. In his
recent work, "Religion” and the Religions in the English Enlightenment, Peter
Harrison has demonstrated how the concepts of "religion" and "the religions"
only emerged when the Enlightenment broke decisively with Patristic, Medieval
and Renaissance notions of religion. In part, this was the result of the
development of "natural religion" - the assumption that the other faiths were
differing forms of natural religion; in part too, it was the consequence of pressing
the religions into the service of religio-ideological conflicts inside the West, of
interpreting them as formally equivalent to some or other form of undesirable
heretical Christianity. Either way, the concept of religion was "naturalised":

The concept "religion” involved the relocation of religious faith into a
new sphere, a sphere in which the presumed substance of religion
could serve as an object of rational investigation. The new context for
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“religion” was the realm of nature. In much the same way that the
world became the object of scientific enquiry in the sixteenth and
sevenieenth cenmuries through a process of desacralisation, so 100,
religious practices ... were demystified by the imposition of natural
laws. As the physical world ceased to be a theatre in which the drama
of creation was constantly re-directed by divine interventions, human
expressions of religious faith came increasingly to be seen as
outcomes of natural processes rather than the work of God or of Satan
and his legions. (Harrison 1990:5)

In sum, the notion of "religion" as a something definable outside of the
Christian economy, and consequently capable of rhetorical independence, is a
very modern one, a result of the secularisation of our modes of thinking and the
desacralisation of the world of the everyday incipient in the Enlightenment. And
the same may be said of the concept of "religions". By the end of the nineteenth
century, the historical relations between what came (oddly) to be called Western
religions - Judaism, Christianity, and Islam - were to become more refined, the
theological connections much more opaque.

This can be exemplified particularly with reference to Islam. There was,
in the nineteenth century in particular, a proliferation of images of Muhammad
and Islam, It was a time when ftraditional images of Muhammad were
juxtaposed with new. Muhammad remained heretic, anti-Christ, ambitious
imposter, profligate politician. But these were tempered by new images of him
as sincere and heroic, as a noble Arab, and even as a true prophet of God.

The reasons for this change were many. The essence of Islam came to be
seen as residing not in the present but in the past. Increased historical data about
the prophet and the origins of Islam rendered earlier stereotypes effete. The
demise of Christian apocalypticism and the rise of secular historical method
created the Muhammad of history, relegating to the shadows Muhammad the
anti-Christ of Christian polemic. The Victorian penchant for great men coupled
with the Western fascination for an exotic romanticised East engendered a
sympathetic environment for the rehabilitation of Muhammad and the religion he
founded. And the rise of Western power over Islamic couniries made for a
context in which the Prophet and his religion could be treated benevolently, even
while it sustained criticism of its modern manifestations. (See Almond 1989.)

Significantly too, the later part of the eighteenth and the early part of the
nineteenth centuries saw the "discovery" of both Hinduism and Buddhism. Prior
to this time, Hinduism and Buddhism had merely been inchoate and unclassified
aspects of that which was not Judaic, or Christian, or Muslim, unidentified facets -
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of the polyglot worlds of "Heathenism" or "Paganism". But the arrival of
Sanskrit texts in Europe, their subsequent decipherment, and the analysis of them
independently of Biblical chronology and Classical points of reference allowed
for the creation in the West of a previously unknown religion (religions) on the
basis of its textual past, albeit a religion, the shape of which was determined by
the social, political and intellectual needs of the West.

The impact of this Oriental Renaissance on the West is difficult for us to
appreciate today, so familiar are we with the discourses brought into play as a
result of it. But Raymond Schwab gives us some insight into the significance of
it for the West:

A whole world that had been entirely lost became, within a few years,
completely known. For the first time the image of India regally
entered the configuration of the universe. Except perhaps in those
times drowned in legend, when more rumour than informaticn would
have reached him, a "cultivated man" would not necessarily have
included India in his consideration of the cosmos. Judea would have
been included because of biblical tradition; Persia because of its wars
and its tradition of magic; Arabia because of its conquests and
physicians, the Crusades and the schoolmen; and for the last two
hundred years, China, seemingly because of the missions. The Indic
world alone remained behind its wall. And then, in a single wave, it
poured forth. (Schwab 1984:7)

It is even more surprising to realise how recent is the "discovery” of
Buddhism. Between 1253, the year when the Franciscan William of Rubruck
reached the camp of the Great Khan Mangu, and the departure of the Franciscan
John of Marignolli from China in 1347, there had been sporadic contact between
Western Christianity and Buddhism. But the information thus disseminated was
inchoate at best, ill-informed at worst. With the overthrow of the Mongols in
China in 1368 and the expulsion of Christians thence in the following year, the
Buddhism of China and of the rest of Asia, was lost to view until the Jesuits
arrived there at the end of the sixteenth century.

While information continued to accumulate, it was only during the
nineteenth century that the congeries of data were subsumed under the term
"Buddhism". The westemn creation of "Buddhism" progressively enabled various
aspects of many Eastern cultures to be defined, delimited, classified, and to some
extent therefore, ideologically controlled.

Thus, while believing that they were discovering Buddhism, nineteenth
century scholars were inventing it, and doing so in their own likeness.
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examination of things Oriental was based more or less exclusively
upon a sovereign Western consciousness out of whose unchallenged
centrality an Oriental world emerged... (Said 1978:7-8)

In sum then, I want to suggest that the formulation of the problem of
religious pluralism in the West in the late twentieth century is a legacy of the
nineteenth century taxonomy of religions within a context of colonialism and
imperialism. And if this is so, then perhaps some light might be thrown on the
issue of religious pluralism, not by attempting to resolve it, but rather by
attempting to dissolve it, or at least to avoid being led up rhetorical blind alleys
of our own making.

It would of course be futile to suggest that we ought to remove fictive
entities like "Buddhism” or "Christianity” from our discourse. For good or ill,
for the past one hundred and fifty years, the world has been shaped by these
imaginative constructions of it. But granted that they are imaginative
constructions and, consequently, fictive entities, there is a conceptual obligation
laid upon us to be much more self-critical in our linguistic deployment of them.

In the first place we need to be aware of the text-dominated way in which
the study of religions has developed. The major world religions have primarily
been constructed in the West as textual traditions and the major mode of
understanding them has been through critical analysis of their texts. And the
dominance of the text in Western culture generally has led us in the study of
religion to see the written text as the key element in the understanding of
religious life, and to construct Eastern religions on the model of the
predominantly text-based Western religions. But religious life, both in the West
and elsewhere, is lived outside of the text. And the contemporary study of
religion entails going beyond it. As Lawrence Sullivan remarks:

The problem of text becomes most acute in the study of religions
because, in some religious traditions, text achieves its most hallowed
state. At the same time, the comparative and historical study of
religion makes clear that only in a few historical instances have texts
been central to religious life. Even in literate culture, whose respect
for writing, reading, and textual interpretation stem from the sacrality
of the written word and its involvement with the divine will, it
remains questionable how fully the notion of culture-as-text can
account for religious experience and expression. (Sullivan 1990:50)

Secondly, we need to be much more aware of the differences within
religions. "Christianity" ineffectively denotes both the religion of the Vatican
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the second half of the nineteenth century. For this is the time when, as I have
suggested, the religious reality was shaped by these imaginative constructions of
it,

K my analysis of religions as fictive entities is cogent, then the attempt to
discern the essence of any religion "behind" its socio-cultural expressions across
space and time is a meaningless one. For there are no such things as Christianity
and Buddhism but only cumulative traditions (to borrow Wilfred Cantwell
Smith’s phrase) so classified. And this means we must be much more conscious
of the recognition that our use of such terms is classificatory and not reificatory.
And we must be much mare conscious of the difficulties inherent in making
normative claims about any religion, our own and others.

From this perspective, the problem of religious pluralism is a much more
complex one than it first appeared. The challenge of religious pluralism is much
increased by the realisation that such order as has been created by us from the
phenomena of religion and religions is the consequence, not of our coming to
know how the world is, but of our imposing a conceptual order upon it. It is not
a question of how members of one religious tradition are to think about the other,
but of how to think about the other both inside and outside one’s own tradition.
It may entail a recognition not of the unity of the religious experience of
humankind but of its enormous diversity, the acceptance that a global theology is
a Western fantasy and that radical difference and religious conflict are here to
stay. It may suggest that, in a multi-cultural society, the way in which we
continue to construe the problem of religious pluralism is irrelevant at best,
socially divisive at worst. It does imply that, in the final analysis we have to do
not with Christians, or Buddhists, or Hindus, or Jews, and so on, but, quite
simply, with other persons.
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Faithful Syncretism

Yictor C. Hayes

The opportunity to give this Charles Strong Trust Memorial Lecture is
greatly appreciated, especially since the venue is the University of Sydney from
which I graduated forty years ago. As you know, the Trust calls for lectures
devoted to the "promotion in Australia of the sympathetic study of world
religions - other than Christianity”. I should remark, therefore, that in addressing
the subject of Syncretism I will try not to be distracted by the fact that
. Christianity is thoroughly syncretistic but will press the point that all religions,
old and new, are syncretic constructs.

In theological encounter, in inter-religious dialogue and in discussion of
religious interaction virtually anywhere in the world, some words serve as
scare-words. Relativism is one of them. Syncretism is another. These words
seem to pose a special problem for Western religions. They crop up, writes
Stanley Samartha, "whenever Christians are called upon to discuss the
theological implications of God’s concern for people of other faiths". And, he
adds, when they do crop up "they invariably stall the debate". (1990:252)

"Syncretism”, that is to say, may be identified immediately as a problem
word, especially for religions like Christianity and Islam and Judaism which
have strong allegiance structures and exclusionist frameworks. However, the
phenomenon to which the word points (namely, the mixing, intermingling or
interaction of different cultures and religions) is age-old, virtually universal and
not about to cease. In fact, interreligious encounters can only proliferate, given
modern mobility and communications. Better, then, that we not be struck dumb
at the mention of an important though problematic word long associated with the
range of phenomena which may result from interreligious encounter.

In this study, therefore, I want to explore the dimensions of Syncretism,
clarify what could be meant by the phrase Faithful Syncretism, and ask, at the
end, if there is life (and religion) beyond Syncretism.

Let me concede at once that for many people "faithful syncretism" will
sound like a contradiction in terms. For five hundred years, in fact, Syncretism
has been synonymous with Unfaithfulness! Despite the usage referred to by
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These differing estimates of the term today relate to three facts about its
past and present usage. '

First, there were the long centuries when Syncretism functioned as a
pejorative term, a term of reproach and abuse, a theological Scheltwort.
Secondly, and on the other hand, there is the recent rather defiant use of the word
as a theologically honorific term, especially in those lands of the younger
churches where contextualisation and acculturation are seen not as contaminating
processes but as desirable, positive, even essential for the establishment and
growth of a religion.

Thirdly, there is the recent proposal, now popular in certain religious
studies quarters, that syncretism be regarded as a neutral, objective category in
the scientific study of religions, that it be redeemed, if possible, from subjective
meanings, that it-be provided with a typology and, if possible, an agreed-upon
definition, and that it be put to work in the history and phenomenology of
religion.

In a moment we will need to look more closely at the origin, history and
current definitions of this word, but first let us glimpse the dimensions of our
problem by looking at what are said to be examples of Syncretism.

Three Examples of Small Scale Syncretism
Individuals can try to create their own syncretisms by bringing together
particular components from two or more religious traditions. They can do this
without conceming themselves with the more comprehensive encounters that
may be going on between and among cultures and religions. Colpe (1987:219)
cites numerous authors from the Hellenistic age who established their own
syncretisms. Among the more interesting, I think, are Iamblichus and Aelius
Aristides. But here are three examples from the present day.
(a Michael Como was brought up a Methodist, but nowadays he prays daily
before his Japanese-style altar on which are images of Jesus and Mary
and an icon of Shakyamuni Buddha. (Arai & Ariarajah 1986:7)

(b) Mataji Yandana has established an ashram in the Himalayas where
Christians and Hindus live together and where Christian life and practice
are shaped by Hinduism’s three-fold yoga (the ways of knowledge,
devotion and action). Mataji has integrated them into one in the context
of the life of this ashram where Christ is the Great Yogi. (Arai and
Ariarajah 1986:23, 29)
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©

(d)

(e)

®

The New Catholic Encyclopedia believes that "religious syncretism in the
strict sense” was produced by "that invasion of Eastern divinities with
their mysteries which overwhelmed the Greco-Roman world" (1967:881).
In fact, Frederick Grant (1953:xxiii) described the Hellenistic period as
"the Age of Syncretism" because of its penchant for identifying deities
and combining cults, (for example, Isis of a Thousand Names).

Others agree that "what is presented as the God of Israel has come from
at least three or four different streams of tradition”. The Hebrew Bible’s
depiction of the God of Israel is, says Pannenberg, "a fusion of originally
heterogeneous elements” (1971, in Hillman 1989:86).

Christianity, too, has been scen as a dramatic example of religious
syncretism. To quote Pannenberg again, Christianity "not only linked
itself to Greek philosophy, but also inherited the entire religious tradition
of the Mediterranean world", a process which was probably decisive for
the persuasive power of Christianity in the ancient world (1971, King in
Hillman 1989:87). At the same time, Colpe (1987:222) thinks that "the
Christianity of the apostolic and post-apostolic ages was not a syncretistic
religion, despite the multiform derivation of many of its basic concepts
and views". He adds, obscurely, that the same must be said of
Catholicism and various forms of Eastern Christianity. Such apparent
disagreement suggests again that Syncretism is a tricky word.

We also have a tricky situation when we turmn to so-called Eastern
religions. Japanese religion, for example, has been seen as a classic
example of syncretism by most Western scholars of religion, and various
Japanese scholars have agreed. But Jacques Kamstra (Gort 1989:134ff),
who once shared this view (1967), now sees it as simply a Western
prejudice. He drops the term syncretism and characterises Japanese

~ religion as religious phenomenalism.

Nevertheless, Michael Pye has described Shinto-Buddhist
syncretism and its long-term dynamics. He points back to the time when
Buddhists saw Buddhas or Bodhisattvas as latently present in the form of
local divinities (kami). Thus the kami Amiya was considered to be a
manifestation of Shakyamuni, the kami Hachiman a manifestation of
Amida, and so forth. They were drawn into a "syncretistic field", says
Pye, and interpreted in terms of Buddhist meanings. Shinto seems to
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without bodies, but they had raised interesting questions: what are the
restraints upon syncretism and who decides what is plausable and
legitimate?

Its Origin and History

Having set out these various examples of would-be Syncretism, let us
now review briefly the origin and history of the term.

There is agreement in the Encyclopedias and in the literature that the term
sygkretismos goes back to the time of Plutarch (c. 44 - c. 120 CE). James
Moffatt (1921:155), in an admirable, compact essay, explains its origins thus:

In his essay on brotherly love Plutarch observes that even brothers and
friends who have quarrelled prefer to associate with one another in
face of a common danger rather than fraternise with the foe; which is
a Cretan precedent and principle, for although the Cretans were
frequently at faction and feud with one another, they became
reconciled and united whenever a foreign foe attacked them. This
they called sygkretismos.

In its origin, then, the word points to "the instinct of self-defense which
sinks private difference before a threatening peril” (ibid.).

After Plutarch - and here again the literature agrees - the term disappeared
for fourteen centuries, only to reappear in the pages of Erasmus at the beginning
of the sixteenth century. Erasmus is credited with transmitting it to the modemn
period by setting down the reference to Plutarch and using the term in its original
sense. In 1519, for example, he wrote to Melanchthon expressing the hope that
scholars of all parties would close their ranks against the barbarians. (Colpe
1987:218, Moffatt 1921:155)

For the century and a half after Erasmus the term passed from the
humanists to the theologians. It was, in Moffatt’s colourful phrase, "tossed about
Europe" by members of the Reformed and of the Roman Church, quickly
acquiring disparaging associations. It became a synonym for "fusion of an
illegitimate kind", "hybridization” and "betrayal”, and theologians who
endeavoured to reconcile extremists were dubbed "syncretists”. For example,
efforts to reconcile Molinists and Thomists in the sixteenth century, and
Lutherans and Calvinists in the seventeenth century, were denounced as
syncretistic. (See Colpe 1987:218D, Moffatt 1921:155C & D.)

It will be noticed that usage here retains the idea of a third-party threat,
even though it may seem perverse that these "reconciling” theologians and


















68 Religion and Multiculturatism in Australia

The religion which grows by accretion must have a recognisable

being or character of its own to begin with, and must retain that

individuality through the process of growth. The borrowed elements

must not efface or neutralize that character (Individuality). What is

added must not remain exirancous, like an ormament or piece of

baggage but must become a part of the living religion (Organic

Unity). What is thus entertained must be consistent with what is there

(Consistency). (Hocking 1940:183f)

Still later, as we have seen, our two conservative theologians were part of
this consensus. Visser 't Hooft (1963:11) considered it legitimate for a religion
to be translated into other cultures so long as there was no loss to its essential
meaning, and Kraemer (1956:397; see Gort 1989:11) judged it to be a good thing
for a religion to adapt foreign elements to its own dominant spirit and concern if
they became a genuine and accepted part of it.

Today, seventy years after Moffatt, this same general criterion is still
being put forward. Religious Studies scholar, Hendrik Vroom, writes (1989:2),
"Foreign beliefs and practices can be incorporated into a particular religious
tradition as long as they do not threaten its continuity and logical integrity."

Specific Criteria of Faithful Syncretism in Particular
Traditions

But now comes the crucial question. How does this general criterion
translate into specific criteria for the world’s particular religious traditions?
'Who spells out what it is to be a Faithful Muslim Syncretist, a Faithful Buddhist
Syncretist and so forth? Who determines in each case what is to be welcomed,
what is to be seen as extraneous, what is to be rejected? Who decides?

One answer is that it all has to do with power and who wields it. For
example, Tom Driver insists that "Syncretism was strongly opposed only when it
threatened the hegemony of the Christian Church, just as colonialist nations
tolerated local customs as long as it remained clear who was in charge"
(1987:207). To many a missionary it seemed clear who was in charge. In 1927
missiologist Thaurens could say with confidence: "so long as the depositum fidei
and good morals remain intact, one may make as many concessions to the
heathen life as one pleases” (1927, quoted in Verkuyl 1978:344).

But Aylward Shorter (1988:252f), writing recently out of an African
context, suggests that the fear of loss of control is real among church leaders.
Shorter writes, "the explosion of multiple inculturations (read: "syncretisms")







































































