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The history of religions with its internal dynamics shows how religions and cultures have always en-

countered each other.1 Hence our era does not represent anything totally novel. One could even argue 

that Europeans have lived for centuries in delusion of isolation that is crumbling due to accelerated 

process of globalization.2 Curiously, as our world is, so to say, dwindling due to phenomena as me-

dia, air traffic, Internet and migration, our consciousness of the “Other” is becoming stronger than 

ever. This “Otherness” involves also religious dimensions as our neighbor finds the meaning of his or 

her life through another narrative than ours.  

The contemporary situation entails new and interesting prospects for theology. A new 

discipline of systematic theology, the theology of religions, has emerged.3 If Christian theology 

wishes to be up-to-date and credible, it cannot ignore the challenge posed by competitive religious 

claims.4 

In this article, I will highlight an issue, which poses a real challenge for Christian dog-

matics. Religious traditions encounter each other not only in everyday life in the city or academic 

discussion, in which different themes could be exposed and compared, but more and more also in the 

very existence of such people who are born in the crossroads of religious traditions.  

One example of such multi-religious identity is Catalan-Indian Raimon Panikkar who is 

one of the most distinguished contemporary theorists of interreligious dialogue. His identity extends 

                                                 
1 See e.g. Halbfass 1990, which provides an ample evidence of myriad of encounters between Indian religions and the 
West in history. Similarly, see e.g. Goddard 2000 for the long common history of Islam and Christianity. 
2 For the ignorance of other religions in the European history, see e.g. Sullivan 1992, 52-53. A theological analysis of the 
contemporary state of affairs is provided in Schreiter 1997. See also Wilfred 1995 for a critical view of reckoning global-
ization as a new phenomenon, or as one affecting the entire globe.  
3 For definition of the theology of religions and its methodology, see Dupuis 1997, 1-19. See also Schreiter 1998, 521: 
“The theology of religions is arguably at once the most urgent and the most controverted area that Christian theology faces 
today.” The amount of the literature on the issue is extensive, which is evident from the bibliographies in, e.g., Dupuis 
1997, 391-423; DiNoia 1992, 171-194. 
4 E.g. Barth (1998, 103) states: “Was heute denjenigen gefordert ist, die berufshalber oder aus privatem Intresse über den 
christlichen Glauben nachdenken, ist ohnehin mehr: Es gilt, die einzelnen Lehraussagen im Kontext der nichtchristlichen 
Religionen gleichsam “durchzudeklinieren”, sie auf  scheinbare oder echte Relationen hin zu befragen und Übereinstim-
mung wie Differenz herauszuarbeiten.” See also Barth 2001, which aims at presenting Christian dogmatics in the context 
of Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism. 
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his innate Hindu-Christian identity to new dimensions, as the following quotation shows: “... I am at 

the confluence (sangam) of the four rivers: the Hindu, Christian, Buddhist and Secular traditions.”5 

All this brings forth fundamental questions regarding the encounter of religions. How 

can one maintain his or her identity at the confluence of four rivers? To what extent such an identity 

is plausible?  

 

On the problematic nature of the category of ‘religion’ 

 
When assessing the issue of multi-religiosity, the culturally specific nature of the cate-

gory ‘religion’ should be taken properly into account. There are no such entities that could unambi-

guously be recognized and defined as such ‘religions.’ As we comprehend it, the concept ‘religion’ 

(religio) is forged in the discursive tradition of Christianity and the ensuing Enlightenment. This leg-

acy could be seen, for instance, in strong literary bias and in the way that ‘religion’ is understood in 

the context of the questions regarding truth and falsity. Consequently, the adherence to particular doc-

trines or beliefs is highlighted as decisive aspect of religious affiliation. Cognitive dimensions thus 

overpower ritual practices, for instance. With its constructed category of ‘religion,’ the West then 

began its search for parallel phenomena in other cultures.6 

Actually, most of the phenomena labeled as ‘religions’ could be seen as a variety of cul-

tural traditions. The original Latin meaning of religio had more to do with rituals and traditions inher-

ited from the ancestors.7 Instead of an obsession with a particular concept, we should reshape our 

approach accordingly, and try to understand the theology of religions more as an exploration among 

cultural dynamics than as a clearly defined issue of conflicting world-views. Cognitive contents of 

cultural traditions are not easily systematized. We could take as an example, say, rituals that are con-

ducted to pay due respect to ancestors. One can find such rituals in most traditional cultures. A cru-

cial question is to what extent such rituals can be seen to contain dogmatic elements. Is it plausible, 

for example, to say that some rituals are ‘true,’ and some are ‘false’? 

                                                 
5 Panikkar 1981, x. Cf. also Panikkar 1978, 2: “I ‘left’ as a Christian, I ‘found’ myself a Hindu and I ‘return’ a Buddhist, 
without having ceased to be a Christian.” For a detailed analysis of Panikkar’s pluralistic thinking, see Komulainen 2003. 
6 See King 1999, 35-72, which provides a detailed and critical overview of this issue. See also Stietencron 1997; Tripathi 
1997, 121-123. See also Charlesworth 2002, 1-4, in which the general shift of the atmosphere in the field of religious 
studies is lucidly put forward.  
7 See King 1999, 35-37. 
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Many practices categorized as ‘religious’ are rather local cultural traditions that could 

be linked to different theologies. Quite typically, people are just practicing the age-old rituals without 

explicit knowledge of the theological ideas, which the elite understands as a decisive factor. 8 

Above-mentioned does not mean, however, that we should deny the existence of a myr-

iad of different world-views—such as Jewish, Christian, Muslim, Hindu, Buddhist, and Taoist the-

ologies that have respective identities. There are, indeed, a number of structural ideas that shape the 

inchoate mass of cultural traditions and provide them with a transcendental goal—at least in the point 

of view of the educated elite. The existence of such interpretative ‘meta-levels’ does not entail, how-

ever, that we should uncritically speak about monolithic entities as ‘world religions.’ There is no rea-

son to relapse into essentialist fallacy that there is a separate and clearly defined category called ‘re-

ligion.’ 

 

Religions and their different ends  

 

In the recent discussion concerning the theology of religions, the diversity of religious 

ends and ways of lives is highlighted.9 The widespread idea that all religions eventually lead to the 

same end10 pays no due attention to the fact that the way of life and its goal are closely intertwined 

together.  The Christian idea of ‘heaven’ as the contemplation of the Triune God and the Buddhist 

conception ‘nirvana’ do differ from each other as the Christian ideal of life differs from the Buddhist 

one. Interestingly, a renowned Buddhist scholar wrote after reading a book on Catholic saints that a 

Buddhist could approve none of these. Seen from a Buddhist perspective, being a virtuous Catholic 

measures up to being a bad Buddhist.11 

The divergence between religions as well as their total character makes is impossible to 

separate the goals of a religion from the means of pursuing them. The goals of religions, e.g. the ways 

of understanding the salvation, are as diverse as the ways of living that religions endorse.12 

A similar problem is embedded also in so-called “perennialism,” which advances the 

idea that, in the end, all religions teach the same age-old wisdom and have their roots in the same 

experience. Perennialistic theories neglect the fact that human experience is always shaped by certain 

                                                 
8 Of course, any ritual implies a certain ontological liability. On the other hand, rituals which resemble each others as 
external acts may be part of different metaphysical frames of references. Regarding this, see also the astute analysis of 
Sundermeier (1997, 388-389, 392-393) that provides support for the distinction between the ritual itself and the doctrinal 
conceptualization attached to it.  
9 See especially DiNoia 1992; Heim 1995; Heim 2001. 
10 On the neo-Hindu background of this idea, see Komulainen 2000. 
11 See the quotation of Edward Conze in DiNoia 1992, 34. 
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socio-cultural factors. The experiences of mystics are, thus, not versions of the “same” experience 

that are expressed in different languages. Rather, it should be emphasized that an experience is possi-

ble only in particular language and interpretative frame of reference. Therefore, the content and the 

form of an experience cannot be separated.13 

Assessed against the background of recent discussion, ‘religion’ as a unifying category 

seems to be highly problematic. The term that should be mainly descriptive threatens to become pre-

scriptive. However, we cannot dispense with such conventional term easily. For the sake of practical-

ity, I would like to use the term in a qualified way, and propose a minimal definition of religion 

which takes appropriately into account these critical observations: such cultural structures can be la-

beled as ‘religious’ which aim at—either implicitly or explicitly—providing human beings with an 

ultimate, transcendental fulfillment of life.14 

 

Essence of Christianity?  

 

In the light of above-mentioned, it seems that, in the encounter of religions, it is not the 

case of clear-cut religions with unequivocally defined doctrines. Rather, the meeting of religions is 

part of the overall dynamics of culture, and thus a fluid process. Certain practices and ways of think-

ing encounter each other in a historical process that reshapes them creating new complexes. The en-

counter of religions does not encompass different interpretations of the “same,” but, quite contrary, 

comprises a complex hermeneutics of disparate human positions that represent reciprocally “the 

Other.”  

This does not, however, exclude the possibility that, due to multiplicity of traditions, 

there may be also an occasional trace of familiarity alongside the Otherness. For instance, even 

though there are a number of fundamental differences between Christian and Hindu traditions, one 

can find some astonishing similarities such as the Hindu conception that Brahman is ultimately Sac-

cidananda, i.e. ‘Being-Consciousness-Bliss.’15 As Hinduism seems to have a Trinitarian concept of 

Divine in Saccidananda, it does not surprise that many Christians have addressed this concept when 

theologizing in the Hindu context. Of course, they have utilized the Hindu concept as Christians thus 

                                                                                                                                                                    
12 See e.g. DiNoia 1992, 5-9, 34-64. 
13 See King 1999, 161-186. 
14 The word ‘transcendental’ tries here to maintain the difference between religion and ideology. Cf. also how Ninian 
Smart (1989, 21-25) proves the strong resemblance between religions and ideologies. 
15 For a more detailed explication, see Boyd 1974, 21, 82-84. 
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enriching the Hindu tradition with their Christian presumptions, e.g. such as that it is the Trinitarian 

God who works mysteriously also in the Hindu tradition. 

If my remarks on the problematic nature of the concept ‘religion’ as well as on the di-

versity of religious traditions are correct, the encounter of religions is an open-ended process. One 

cannot determine its results in advance.16 A number of factors have impact on the result, e.g. the 

power relations prevailing, or the interpretations presented.17 

If one participates in such an open-ended encounter as Christian, is it possible to detect 

any factor upon which the Christian identity should be built? In other words, does the Christian iden-

tity have any “essence”? I am well aware of the fact that searching for an essence of a phenomenon is 

not in fashion. Such models that aim at giving a final explanation of a phenomenon, or search for its 

permanent character, are rightly looked with suspicion today.18 Reality exceeds our aptitude to com-

prehend it. As any other living phenomenon of reality, Christianity’s contours are evasive and dy-

namic. Nonetheless, I think that a multi-religious situation demands us to sketch—at least to some 

extent—what is the gist of Christianity. 

The essence of being Christian does not consist of subscribing to certain doctrines or 

some abstract principles. Instead, a concrete historical person is at the center.19 Christian faith is a 

historical movement that has its origins in the mission, death, and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth. 

The strong tide of Christianity has overflown and diverged into many channels. Anyone dedicating 

him or herself to that historical process could be counted as a Christian. The Christological founda-

tion and center is intrinsically related to our human reality. Humanness is vital for Christianity as the 

center of the whole cosmos revolves around a particular human being, albeit simultaneously embody-

ing the divine Mystery—Jesus of Nazareth. Due to its historical foundation, Christian theology can-

not ever dispense with the anthropological issue.20 

 

 

 

                                                 
16 For the radical openness of an encounter, see D’Costa 2000a, 99-171. See also D’Costa 2000b, in which it is argued 
that language—including the Christian talk of God—should not be understood univocally. 
17 Perhaps the dimensional understanding of religion as suggested in Smart 1989, 10-21, could be of assistance here. It is 
obvious that an encounter may shape up in different ways according to the dynamics of different dimensions.  
18 See e.g. Tweed 2002, which tackles the issue who should actually be considered as a Buddhist. The article proves the 
problematic nature of an essentialist understanding of religion. 
19 So e.g. Küng 2001, 26-27, even though the title of his book includes the suspicious word ‘essence.’ Cf. also the title of 
German original Christentum: Wesen und Geschichte. 
20 On the other hand, there lurks also a mysterious dimension behind the humanity of Jesus of Nazareth. According to the 
traditional Christian understanding, we encounter the profound “Otherness” in Jesus. This divine Otherness is the basis of 
the doctrine of Christ’s two natures. 
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Contextualizing the faith 

 

If humanness has vital importance, do human cultural categories have any theological 

significance? I would like to propose an affirmative answer. A human being as a human being is radi-

cally open towards transcendence, and this includes also fundamental openness towards God. This 

openness is shaped by culture. This orientation towards transcendence is more evident in some cul-

tural traditions than in others. Thus they are seen as more ‘religious.’  

Nevertheless, every human being lives his or her life as embodied in a certain culture, 

through certain particular narratives. Therefore, neglecting this cultural dimension would be not only 

theologically unwise but also anthropologically impossible. When God encounters a human being, he 

saves him or her as a being existing in a particular culture. Incarnation entails that the Christian con-

ception of the Divine action does not dispense with social and embodied dimensions of the human 

life.21 

Incarnation of God in Jesus of Nazareth means, on the other hand, that God exists as 

one particular person in history, binding thus himself to an apocalyptic preacher in certain spatio-

temporal coordinates. This is the foolishness of the Christian faith. (1Cor. 1: 20-25).22 Does this mean 

that Christianity is intrinsically tied to a certain Mediterranean culture, and thus incapable of adapting 

itself to other cultures? I think the following distinction is appropriate and helpful. Christianity has 

indeed indissoluble relationship to the ancient Palestine, as far as the historical point of view is con-

cerned. This, however, does not entail that the Christian faith were not able to take root in other cul-

tural and geographical contexts, if the issue is addressed systematically. 

Although Jesus of Nazareth invoked the God of Israel in his teaching and thus took a 

stand in one particular tradition, the scope of his action was eventually universal.23 As already alluded 

above, the fact of the Divine incarnation in Jesus of Nazareth entails that God has tied himself with 

humanity.  This means that Christian faith has to be contextualized in new human contexts. 

The idea of contextualization is not novel, of course. A Bengali theologian, Brahma-

bandhav Upadhyaya (1861-1907), was an outstanding instance of profound cultural contextualization. 

His plea for genuinely Indian Christianity took place decades before than contextual theologies be-

came fashionable in our academic theology. Upadhyaya was a Brahmin who converted to Christian-

ity, and began the search for Indian Christianity adopting e.g. the traditional role of samnyasi. In the 

                                                 
21 See Dupuis 1991, 143-144. 
22 See e.g. two volumes of systematic theology written by Robert W. Jenson (1997, 1999) in which the knowing of God 
through one particular narration is the all-embracing theme.  
23 See Bosch 1991, 25-31. 
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neo-Thomistic way, he interpreted Hinduism as a natural level upon which supernatural faith could 

build. Catholicism and Hinduism can live together since Hinduism provides the cultural code, or 

form, and Catholicism the content: 

By birth we are Hindu and shall remain Hindu till death. But as dvija (twice-

born) by virtue of our sacramental rebirth, we are Catholic […] Our thought and thinking is 

emphatically Hindu. We are more speculative than practical, more given to synthesis than 

analysis, more contemplative than active. […] In short, we are Hindu so far our physical and 

mental constitution is concerned, but in regard to our immortal souls we are Catholic. We are 

Hindu Catholic.24 

 

Upadhyaya understanding of Hinduism is rather simplified, and overtly high-caste. Also 

his fundamental theological conception with its neo-Thomistic flavor is today far more suspicious 

than in his days. Moreover, one could easily argue that adopting a neo-Thomistic frame of reference 

is at odds with his intention to construct a genuinely Indian theology. 

Noteworthy are, however, Upadhyaya’s radically affirmative interpretations of Hindu 

traditions that ensued a collision with his contemporaries. For instance, he allowed the traditional 

Sarasvatipuja to be celebrated by the wards in a school established by him. Even more outrageous 

was the reception of the lecture, in which he argued that Krishna, as he is depicted in Bhagavadgita, 

could be seen as an avatara of God. Upadhyaya even let his audience to understand that Krishna may 

be regarded as a historical and morally respectable figure. However, Upadhyaya tried to emphasize 

the difference between Krishna and Christ. According to Upadhyaya, Krishna’s role is restricted to be 

a potential moral savior of India while Christ would act as India’s savior in the order of grace.25  

Upadhyaya was a prominent Christian figure in the days of Bengali nationalism. With-

out doubt, his nationalistic fervor led him to some obvious excesses. Still, he is a noteworthy example 

of Hindu-Christianity. Another is above-mentioned Raimon Panikkar whose theology I have studied 

meticulously in my doctoral dissertation. My analysis shows among other things that Panikkar’s con-

cept of Christianity vacillates on the verge of becoming Hindu.26 However, my initial judgment on 

Upadhyaya would be more positive. On what ground do I make these assessments? 

In order to expound the criteria of my estimation, I should return to my initial question. 

To what extent, and under which criteria, is it possible for the Christian faith to live together with 

another religious tradition in such a situation in which there are innately more than one religious tra-

                                                 
24 Lipner & Gispért-Sauch 1991, 24-25. See also Lipner 2001. 
25 Lipner & Gispért-Sauch 1991, xliii-xliv. 
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dition present? This difficult, and to many also existential, question is more acute than ever in fami-

lies that are multi-religious, for instance.  

To conclude, I present a tentative theological thesis: If the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus of 

Nazareth provide the narrative material that functions as the supporting structure in a multi-religious 

and multi-cultural situation, this is dogmatically enough.27 Besides this positive criterion, a negative 

one should be articulated: if another tradition contains such elements that contradict the Christian 

principles—for instance, such as human sacrifices or caste oppression—, the example of Jesus should 

transform, or even abolish, these elements. As situations vary, it does not make sense to give any 

general rules or principles. As a dynamic and creative event, an encounter of religions may well yield 

unpredictable results. One should not, therefore, regulate its course and should immerse him or her-

self into dialogue without prejudgments.28  

If one completely rethinks the concept ‘religion,’ as the recent discussion suggests, and 

does not overemphasize the cognitive aspects of Christian faith, a kind of multi-religious spiritual life 

may be possible. The Christian faith is capable of adapting itself flexibly to different cultural systems, 

not excluding their religious aspects. Of course, it may turn out in a concrete case that both religious 

traditions make claims to be the normative tradition that provides the meta-narrative and thus shapes 

the result of the encounter. 29 Multi-religious situation involves the possibility of a genuine conflict. 

As far as an individual is concerned, the conflict may be severe and existential. However, we should 

not aggravate the conflict with outdated and unrealistic dogmatic principles. 
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