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F Nk

There is practically no country in the world today where people are not
looking for a new, peaceful societal order. In many countries people
are faced with the problem of conflict between different social systems,
religions, ethnic groups and cultures. This diversity can no longer - as
was done earlier in South Africa - be ignored or even suppressed, but
has to be accommodated in one way or the other. The important
question is how this could be done - peacefully - in one country under
one government.

1. INTRODUCTION: THE SETUP

The intention of this paper is twofold:

1 Paper read at the Conference on "Multicultural education; new challenges for South Africa”
hosted by the Faculty of Education, Potchefstroom University, 4-6 August 1994.

* Prof. B.J. van der Walt, Director of the Institute for Reformational Studies and Professor in
the Department of Philosophy, PU for CHE, Potchefstroom 2520 South Africa.
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In the first place it seeks to provide a more principial reflection on the
causes for the contlicts and the quests for solutions. In conjunction
with that, it will be indicated how a Christian perspective on the
different issues can possibly bring us closer to a solution and a more
peaceful society.

In the second place, at the request of the organizers of this Conference,
it offers a practical application to the South African situation. From
that it will clearly emerge that the policy of apartheid instituted by the
Afrikaners in South Africa fdiled because it could not deal with the
conflict between different socio-political systems, religions and cultures
in terms of Biblical injunctions.

The first part therefore has a more universal character, which might
possibly also be of interest to multireligious and multicultural countries
elsewhere in the world. The second main part of the paper (about
South Africa) has the character of a warning or an enjoining case study
- about how the matter should not be approached.

2. CAUSES FOR CONFLICT AND POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS

There are more reasons, but I would like to underline three important
ones. They are: (1) Different views of society, (2) religious diversity,
and (3) cultural diversity (including ethnic diversity.)

Various viewpoints on how the broad society should be structured can
lead to diverging and even conflicting views of authority and human
rights. Religious diversity leads to the struggle to achieve equal rights
for the own religion and freedom to be practised also in public.
Culturo-ethnic diversity leads to the struggle of especially minority
groups to maintain their own language, customs and traditions as
against other, especially dominant, groups.

Subsequently each of these three tactors (politics, faith and culture) will
be considered. The first (a diversity of views of society) will be
discussed briefly. The emphasis will fall more on the second and third
issues, viz. religious and cultural diversity.
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2.1. A variety of views of society

There are many ways to classify views of society. An example would
be (1) traditional views (as we find them in Africa and other developing
countries), (2) modern Western views (such as individualism and
socialism), and (3) the global, international world order which is
revealing its influence everywhere. Naturally no single classification is
watertight. In the world we live in these three "models" are seldom

encountered in a pure form.

For the purposes of this paper I would very briefly like to contrast the
individualist, communalist/socialist and pluralist visions in the
following diagram.
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A COMPARISON OF THREE MODELS FOR SOCIETY
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The Christian pluralist view of society can be summarized in the
following seven points:

* [n an open, plural society a great variety of relationships in
which people live and work are acknowledged and respected, and not
only one encompassing societal relationship which dominates society
(for example, the state, family, clan or tribe) as in a closed society.

% Societal relationships can be institutional relationships, that is,
instituted by God, such as marriage, family, church and state. We are
born into most of these relationships. There are all sorts of
relationships, however, which come into being through human initiative
and endeavour, and of which man becomes a member voluntarily (and
from which one can withdraw again), such as a sports club, a trade
union, etc. Such kinds of societal relationships are, however, also
subject to God's creational norms.

* A societal relationship binds people according to a specific yet
limited purpose, and under specific conditions. Each relationship
therefore has its own norms to give direction to it.

® Each societal relationship has its own nature, and therefore
differs from all others as regards objectives and the way in which
authority is maintained.

l Not all societal relationships are equally important (for
example, a state as compared to a soccer club), but they are still equal.

® Because each societal relationship is equal it is also sovereign
in-its own sphere. Other relationships may not interfere in its sphere
without fundamentally good reasons.

= This competence in their own sphere does not mean that
societal relationships are divided from each other in watertight
compartments. They should not compete or be threatened by each
other. One also cannot expect everything from one societal relationship
(such as the state, family or marriage). The wealth and diversity of
being human will only emerge when the various relationships come to
full deployment.
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In recapitulation, we could compare the three visions of society
discussed above with the following images: that of a collection of
atoms, that of an orange and that of a clock. According to the
individualist model, society resembles a cluster of atoms - there is no
social reality apart from the individual identity.  According to
collectivist communalism the segments of the orange have no separate
identity apart from the whole orange, which is then of course more real
and more important than the segments. Pluralism teaches that, as every
cog in a clock has its own place, and simultaneously all interlock so
that the clock can run, in the same way each societal relationship is a
reality and has its own place and right to existence - in harmony with
all the other societal relationships or structures.

Visualised in a diagram:

A B <
Explanation:
A = Individualism: individuals, (1) loosely connected in a societal
structure (2)
B = Communalism: individuals and societal structures (2) merely

part of the greater, more important whole (1)
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C =  Pluralism: societal structures closely related but also
independent.

There are, of course, many variations of these three models, as well as
many combinations which occur in practice, but they are the basic
ones, and nobody has as yet brought forward a fourth model.

From the comparison of the three societal views above, it has emerged
that the aim of all three is the freedom of man. Although communalism
considers equality most highly, it also strives for the liberation of
society. The table has indicated, however, that the end result of both
individualism and communalism is tyranny and totalitarianism. They
therefore do not succeed in realizing the freedom of the individual and
the societal relationships and to exclude conflict. As against that, the
application of a reformational (pluralist) societal vision can lead to true
freedom and equality for the individuals and the various societal
relationships in a country.

This has not yet, however, addressed the issue of religious diversity,
which will be our next main point.

2.2 A diversity of religions

The basic issue here is freedom of religion. Seeing that many people
think, however, that freedom of religion is only possible if all religions
are considered to be equal, the issue of equality of religion will first be
discussed.

2.2.1 Are all religions equal?

- There are many statements in the Bible which indicate Christ's
uniqueness, such as, for example, his "I am" statements: "I am the
truth and the way and the life" (John 14:6); "I am the true vine" (John
15:1); "I am the bread of life"; "I am the light of the world". In Acts
4:12 we read that "Salvation is in no one else, for there is no other
Name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved". In 1

Timothy 2:5 it is said: "For there is one God and one mediator |

between God and man, the man Christ Jesus ...".
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W. Visser 't Hooft wrote a book called No other name about 30 years
ago. Eight years ago (1986) Paul Knitter, however, put a question
mark when writing a book with a similar title: No other name? Within
Roman Catholic thinking about this topic we also see a clear shift from
salvation through the church alone {ecclesiocentrism) to salvation in
Christ alone (Christocentrism), to salvation through faith in God but
not limited to Christ (theocentrism).

The questions which will be addressed here are: (1) Is only
Christianity true and all other religions false? or (2) are all religions at
least partly (or wholly) true? or (3) are they all possibly untrue?

Four possible views

If we say that the Christian faith is the only true one, we have to
remember that it is not other faiths which say this of Christianity, but
Christians themselves - and the testimony which one gives about
oneself is normally not impartial. :

The simplistic view that all other religions are the work of Satan is
definitely not Biblical. Scripture clearly teaches that God, through his
creational revelation, also talks to the pagans. On the other hand, it is
also unbiblical to deny the work of Satan in non-Christian religions -
Satan even works within the Christian religion.

What is really the difference between Christianity, Islam, Buddhism,
Hinduism and traditional African religion? What is the difference
between the Bible, the Quran, the Bhagavad Gita and African religious
myths? Is it not so that if you were to be born in India, the chances
really are that you would be a Hindu; in Egypt you would probably be
a Muslim; in Sri Lanka there would be quite a probability of your
being a Buddhist, and in Africa you would probably be a Christian or a
supporter of traditional African religion?

Are all forms of religious worship not probably true in the sense that
they travel by different routes, but in the end they reach the same
destination - various routes to the same mountain peak? Are they not
simply different expressions, in terms of different cultures, human
types, temperaments and intellectual predilections? Do the different
religious trends not represent the different experiences and perceptions
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of and responses to the same unlimited "transcendent, divine reality"?
(The differences are then merely superficial as a result of the
differences in mentality and cultural background.) Or does such a
viewpoint bring us perilously close to the quicksands of relativism or
even scepticism?

The third possibility: It all religions could not be true - even if
everybody thought that his were true - it is of course also possible that
none of them is true.

Or are we on a wrong tack by trying to make the question of truth
applicable to religions? We do not, after all, ask this question when it
comes to cultures, and do not, for example, ask the question as to
whether American culture is less true or more true than, for example,
Japanese culture. We do not say, either, that Japanese culture is totally
untrue.

A survey of the different viewpoints

M.S. Heim, in his book Christ the only way? (1985) divides the
different viewpoints into two main groups (pluralism and
particularism), which are then sub-divided into three groups each.

Pluralism
* Parallel pluralism

Christ is the only mediator for Christians. Other faiths, however, can
yield much the same results as Christianity. (For example, Ernst
Troeltsch:  The absoluteness of Christianity and the history of
religions.)

= Jigsaw puzzle pluralism

Each religion contains a fragment of the full and final truth. It is our
task to link up the pieces. There is no communal core in all religions,
but they should all flow together ultimately. The strong point(s) of
each religion should be brought together in a mansion of faith for all

nations. (E.g. John Hick: God and the universe of faith and God has |

many faces.)
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% Gradual pluralism

Some religions bring the final truth to stronger expression than others.
The Christian faith is true in the sense that it is the best, because Christ
towers above other religious leaders. He is, in a sense then, the
highest peak in the mountain range! (For example, Shubert M. Agden:
The reality of God.)

Particularism

As opposed to this, the particularists teach that God works in a
determining way for the whole world through the person of Christ.
They therefore reject - to a greater or lesser extent - the relativism to
which pluralism gives rise.

. Magnetic particularism

This movement views Christ as a magnet which attracts all other
religions and fills them with his magnetic power. ~Nobody is saved
without Christ, but they can be saved as Muslims, Buddhists or
Hindus. Salvational knowledge of God is therefore possible without
the revelation of the Bible. The grace which flows from Christ orients
man - even unknowingly - towards God. This power flows through all
religions and turns them into instruments of salvation when their
adherents respond in a believing manner. (For example, Karl Rahner:
Foundations of Christian faith.)

* Healing particularism

The image here is of a life-saving vaccine which could heal anybody -
even those who have died. (It is often asked what happens to people
who never had the chance to hear about Christ, or those who died very
young.) This view is almost the same as the old "second-chance-
theory" after death. It differs from the preceding vision (which teaches
that the meaning of Christ can be channeled through other faiths) in the
sense that its full effect is dependent on direct and personal knowledge
of God. (For example, Karl Barth: Church Dogmatics.)
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* Imperial particularism

Christ is the only source of our salvation, and conscious confession of
Christ in this life is the only way along which we can hope for
salvation. (For example, Leslie Newbigin: The finality of Christ.)

Heim's overview is of course a simplification and cannot possibly do
justice to the many and growing visions on the issue of Christ's
relationship with other "saviours”. He also does not treat clearly
enough the question as to what will happen to those who never heard
the Name Jesus Christ. Not that I think that this is a question which
can be answered. (Will we be able to give a Biblical answer to this
while it is a question about which the writers of the Bible had little or
no interest?) Shall we let it suftice that God is a just and impartial
Judge and will therefore judge everyone in accordance with the light
that he/she had? Might we say that for children who die young God's
love in Christ is full and completely applicable? Or are we going too
far in saying even this?

Imperialist arrogance?

The particularists regard the pluralists as relativists, and finally as
sceptics. (It is a small step from "All religions are true” to "No religion
is true").

The pluralists in their turn regard the particularists as exclusivists.
They would be arrogant, intolerant, imperialist and even fanatic.

I do not, however, regard a person who believes that his faith is the
true one as of necessity arrogant. He can, without relinquishing his
convictions, acknowledge his own fallibility, as well as appreciate the
perspectives of others. Especially if he is a Christian, he should not be
arrogant at all, because then he should acknowledge that the knowledge
which he has of God and Christ is not the result of his own cleverness
or piety, but has come about precisely because of his own weakness. It
is a result of the grace of God. And if a Christian feels impelled to
share his faith with others, this need not be a sign of arrogance or
religious imperialism, but it can also be viewed as a sign of a humble
desire that others should also share in the saving Truth.
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This brings us back to the big question:
Are all religions equal?

We would now like to answer this question by briefly comparing two
world religions (as examples) with Christianity. These two are Islam

and Buddhism.

We would like to compare their views on (1) God, (2) the world and
(3) man. As regards man, we would like to indicate what, according to
each of these, is (4) wrong with man, as well as what they suggest (5)
by way of therapy. The therapy would be indicated in terms of what
each views as the way to salvation.

The result is as follows:

Buddhism Islam Christianity

Allah, Judge | Father (the Compas-
and Ruler sionate), Son (the
Saviour), Holy Spir
it (the Comforter)

1 God The All,
Absolute

A determined | God's creation with
history under his
guidance

2 World | Maya (il-
lusion universe

3 Man A divine A cog within | A free and respon-
spark the plan of sible person,

Allah created in God's
image, in a reli-
gious relationship
with the Creator

4 Diag Caught in mat Lack of sub- | Sin, rebellion, dis-
nosis ter and thus mission obedience to God's
suffers to Allah laws
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5 Ther- | Don't cling "Five duties" | Accept Christ's of-

apy to the earth- to come to fering in faith
Road to | ly, let go of submission
salvation| the material,
become ONE with

the Absolute by
way of the
"eightfold route"

6 Core Man "ascends" | Man "earns" | God comes (in

Dif- and disap- salvation Christ) to man and
ference | pears into the offers salvation
Absolute through grace

(mysticism)

I would like to direct attention specifically to number 6 in the three
columns (the core difference among the three religions). Although the
differences emerge clearly at all the other points (1-5), the core
difference has been summed up in number 6. All non-Biblical religions
are dominated by the question: What should 7 do to gain salvation?
Or: What should 7 do to find god (or the absolute, should the particular
religion not accept a diety)? In Christian religion this is exactly the
opposite: Salvation need not be earned by me in the first place - God
gave it to us through grace in Christ.

From the simple diagram it emerges that the differences between
religions are not simply relative but essential. Religions are therefore
not equal (in the sense of being the same, of the same value), not even
in their so-called core. The Christian faith, based on the Word of God,
is a unique road to salvation not found in any other religion.

A comparison of religions from another angle
Because it is important to realize that not all religions are the same or

amount to basically the same, another effort to indicate the differences
among them will be made.

Each individual is in a special relationship of dependency towards that |

which he experiences as divine, that is, not dependent on anything else.
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How do traditional Africa, the secular West, the mystic East and the
Bible view this religious relationship?

It should be stated beforehand that all people and their cultures are
religiously determined.  The fact that modern Western scientists
maintain that they are not religious should not deceive us. The fact that
some people do not participate in religious ceremonies should likewise
not deceive us. Even less the fact that certain Oriental religions do not
(as Christianity does) acknowledge the existence of a separate deity.

* Three main types: traditional African, secular Western and
pagan Eastern religion

& According to traditional African religion, there is only one
continuing reality, of which a part is divine and the rest therefore
dependent. (In diagrammatic form, a large circle with a smaller circle
inside it.)

- In the secular West, remarkably, we get something similar.
Something in reality is regarded as self-sufficient, independent,
absolute (thus deified), on which the rest is then dependent. A clear
example of this would be the view of the so-called atheist, Karl Marx.
He regarded matter as the basic reality, which would develop
dialectically in accordance with certain inherent laws. He was
therefore in no way a-religious. The same happens in the case of the
other -isms. A mathematician absolutizing the mathematical aspect of
reality regards numbers (or other aspects of maths) as in-themselves-
sufficient realities on which all other things depend. The same can be
said of economism, technologism, etc.

o The Eastern world (Buddhism, Hinduism, Confucianism and
Taoism) inverts the order: the non-divine is a division of the divine,
because  the  divine is  limitless and  all-encompassing.
(Diagrammatically: once again a large circle - the divine - and a smaller
one inside - the non-divine or human.) Where in the case of traditional
African religion, and also the secular West there is a clear distinction
between the divine and that which is not divine, this is not the case
with most Eastern religions (excluding Islam). Because: if the non-
divine in its totality is part of the divine, there is not really anything
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that is not divine! And if this is the case, it is not possible to
distinguish between the two.

Eastern religions propose that although the divine is the essence of all
things, the ordinary things do not appear divine and the divine cannot
be discovered so easily in the ordinary things. The contrast is thus not
that between a part of reality which is divine and a part which is not,
but between the divine nature of all things and the illusion that there are
things that are not divine. This is not meant to say that the everyday
experiential world is real and only less important than the divine which
it hides. No, everything around us is unreal, as only the divine exists.
For Western logic this would seem to be a contradiction. Orientals
regard Western logical thought as being part of the illusion, however!
According to the Oriental that is precisely the greatest sin of mankind,
viz. that he insists on clinging to the seeming world, which he can
perceive with his senses. According to Eastern people it is wrong to
give in to the temptation to see the everyday world as either real and
partly divine (African religion) or as real but not divine (Christianity
and Islam).

The only way in which to lift the veil of illusion and to discover the
hidden divine reality is through a mystical experience. It is not the
world that has to change - it rather has to be escaped from - but our
perception of the world that has to change. The mystical experience is
intensified to the point where the (illusory) self is destroyed when it is
absorbed into the divine "as a drop of water disappears into the ocean".
(In Hinduism the divine reality is therefore called Nirvana, the
emptiness or nothingness.)

% The Biblical view of religion

According to the Biblical-Christian view there is not one continuing
reality. The divine (God) is therefore not part of the (earthly) reality
(Africa) and the (earthly) reality is also not part of the divine (the East).
There is a clear distinction between Creator and creation. (In
diagrammatic form, not one circle inside another, but two circles, the
one beneath the other, with two-way arrows in between to indicate the
relationship between God - the independent, the sovereign - and |
creation - the dependent, subject to the law.) '

352

et

The Biblical vision therefore neither elevates a part of creation to
divine status (Africa), nor does it feel contempt for creation as mere
illusion (the East). Creation does exist in reality, and it is also
important, because it is the sphere within which man is in communion
with and of service to God.

The doctrine that God and the earthly reality, including man, should be
clearly distinguished does not therefore mean that they should be
separated. God is intimately connected with his creation, He reveals
Himself and man can enter into communion with Him.

These then are the four basic types of religion: (1) traditional African

and modern Western, (2) Eastern, and (2) real Biblical religion.
Portrayed visually, the diagrams will look like the following:
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1. TRADITIONAL AFRICAN AND SECULAR
WESTERN RELIGIONS

Divine (independent,
self-sufficient, absolute)

Non-divine (dependent)

Divine = part of earthly reality
(elevates part of creation to divine status)

2. EASTERN RELIGIONS

Non-divine
Divine (limitless, all-encompassing)
= pantheism

Earthly reality (mere illusion)
= part of the divine

3. THE BIBLICAL VIEW OF RELIGION

Creator (Divine)

———————» Mutual relationship

Creation (Dependent)

Both clear distinction and

close relationship between
God and created reality
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s Traditional African religion and secular Western religion - a
comparison

From the representation of the four main traits of the ditferent types of
religions it has still not emerged clearly enough that there are also great
differences between traditional African religion and the contemporary
Western. (Both regard something of reality as being divine.) There
are radical differences, however, which will now receive attention.

In simple terms, we could regard modern Western culture as being
humanist and traditional African religion as being animist. Western
man, alienated from the Gospel, view autonomous people themselves,
or their abilities, such as the intellectual, as absolute or divine, that is,
dependent on nothing. The traditional African regards the spirit world
as real and important. The Westerner would like to work out his own
salvation through human control of nature. The African views his
salvation as a [linking in the right relationship with the spirit world,
which controls all things. The means which the Westerner uses to
attain his purposes is scientific knowledge (based on knowledge of
natural laws), while the African strives to attain his end by means of
magical knowledge (based on knowledge of the spirit world). Add to
this that the happiness or salvation which is striven for in the case of
the Westerner is ultimately aimed at the individual, while for the
African the concern is always with the community.

It is obvious that the vision of life and the values of life which emanate
from the two religions would be ditferent. In the West the key values,
for example, are power, change, progression and individual interests,
while the core values in the case of Africa would be adjustment,
interrelationship, tradition and group coherence.

2.2.2 Religious freedom

The fact that I do not wish to put Christianity on the same level with
other religions (other religions also regard themselves as unique) does
not mean that I reject freedom of religion and that I support the idea of
Christian imperialism. The argument is often propounded that one can
only support religious freedom if one accepts the idea of the equality of
all religions. It is has already been stated, however, that there is a big
difference between religious equality and religious freedom.
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