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Religious Diversity

• Fact: there is no majority religion
• Consequence: most people are wrong about at 

least some of their detailed religious claims
• Question: do the facts of religious diversity 

undermine the prospects for religious 
knowledge?
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Religious Diversity: A Graph
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Some Statistics

• Christianity 2100000000 31.5%
• Islam 1300000000 19.5%
• Secular 1100000000 16.5%
• Hinduism 900000000 13.5% 
• Chinese traditional 394000000 5.9%
• Buddhism 376000000 5.6%
• Primal-indigenous 300000000 4.5%
• African Trad & Di 100000000 1.5%
• Sikhism 23000000 .34%
• Juche 19000000 .28%
• Spiritism 15000000 .22%
• Judaism 14000000 .21%
• Baha'i 7000000 .1%
• Jainism 4200000 .06%
• Shinto 4000000 .06%
• Cao Dai 4000000 .06
• Zororastrianism 2600000 .03%
• Tenrikyo 2000000 0.000299954
• Neo-Paganism 1000000 .01%
• Unitarian-Univ. 800000 .01%
• Rastafarianism 600000 < .01%
• Scientology 500000 <.01%
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Some Questions

• Is it plausible that “all religions lead to the 
same point?”

• Does it matter which religion one belongs to?
– If so, how does one choose?
– If not, why does belonging to anyreligion matter?
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Responses to Diversity: Skepticism

• One response: all religious claims are doubtful; 
none should be accepted

• Defensible, we will assume initially that 
religious belief is defensible
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Exclusivisms

• Exclusivists claim 
– That their own religious beliefs are substantially 

correct, and
– That people who hold contrary religious beliefs are 

mistaken
• We could count atheism as a form of exclusivism, but
• We will use the term for religious belief (as opposed to 

beliefs about religion)
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Doctrinal Exclusivism

• “Doctrinal exclusivism” is another name for 
exclusivism

• Doctrinal exclusivism by itselfsays nothing 
about the ultimate fate (or “salvation”) of 
people whose religious beliefs stray from the 
preferred doctrine
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Salvific Exclusivism

• A salvific exclusivist is 
– A doctrinal exclusivist who
– Maintains that those who depart from the preferred doctrine 

cannot attain the Ultimate Good (however that is 
understood)

• Not all religious traditions are exclusivist
– Many kinds of Buddhism are not
– Hinduism is not 
– Islam and Judaism are less so than Christianity often is
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Christian Salvific Exclusivism

• Christian salvific exclusivism is based in texts 
such as this:
– I am the way, the truth and the life. No one comes 

to the father except that he comes through me. 
(John 14:6)

• Two question:
– Did Jesus ever say those words?
– If not, does it matter?
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A Different View

• Concretely, it will be in the sincere practice of what is 
good in their own religious tradition and by following 
the dictates of their conscience that the members of 
other religions respond positively to God's invitation 
and receive salvation in Jesus Christ, even while they 
do not acknowledge or recognize him as their savior. 
[From the Vatican document "Dialogue and Proclamation: Reflections and 
Orientations on Interreligious Dialogue and the Proclamation of the Gospel 
of Jesus Christ", and quoted almost verbatim in an address by Pope John 

Paul II on September 9, 1998.]
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The View Generalized

• Non-Christians would reject this account of the 
sourceof Ultimate Good

• They could offer parallel theories about the 
Ultimate Good; that is:

• They could claim that 
– the sourceof the Ultimate Good is one thing
– knowingwhat the source is is another.
– attaining the Ultimate Good doesn’t require 

understanding its source correctly
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Inclusivism

• The Catholic view described above is a form 
of inclusivism

• Inclusivism is doctrinal exclusivism plus the 
claim that it is possible for people to attain the 
Ultimate Good even if they belong to 
traditions based on “false doctrines”

• Inclusivism comes in degrees
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Pluralism

• Pluralism holds that no religion gets things 
literally right

• Pluralists believe in a transcendent reality 
beyond our ability to grasp 

• Pluralists hold that we can only know “The 
Real” by filtering it through cultural symbols

• Pluralists hold that many religions may be able 
to lead people to attain the Ultimate Good
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A Qualification

• Kevin Meeker points out: no one is a complete 
pluralist
– Even Hick would agree that somereligious views 

reflect The Ultimate less well than others
– Even Hick would agree that not all religious paths 

lead to the Ultimate Good
• Possible example: Thugee

– The thugs were robbers and assassins. Somewere devotees of 
the Hindu goddess Kali, and saw assassination for personal 
gain as a religious duty
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Can we say anythingabout ultimate 
reality?

• Hick would claim that we can’t describe The 
Real as it is in itself. But
– We can say that it is not an ordinary physical 

object
– We can say that it is not any ordinary person
– We can say that it helps people move from “self-

centeredness” to “Reality-centeredness”
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The Positions

NoNoPluralism

NoYesInclusivism

Not necessarilyYesSalvific 
Exclusivism

YesYesDoctrinal 
Exclusivism

Only one path to 
Liberation?

Only one true 
religion?

View on 
Salvation/Liberation

View on TruthPosition
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Does Diversity Exclude Exclusivism?

• A quote from John Hick
– For it is evident that in some ninety-nine percent of 

cases the religion which an individual professes 
and to which he or she adheres depends upon the 
accidents of birth. Someone born to Buddhist 
parents in Thailand is very likely to be a Buddhist, 
someone born to Muslim parents in Saudi Arabia 
to be a Muslim, someone born to Christian parents 
in Mexico to be a Christian, and so on. 
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What Hick Isn’t Saying

• Hick isn’t saying that the facts of diversity 
make it unreasonable to subscribe to a religion
– Note: Hick himself is a Christian; holding such a 

view would be self-defeating

• HOWEVER: we can ask:
– Do the facts of diversity provide good reason to 

doubt that your own religious beliefs are true?
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Put another way...

• A defeaterfor a statement is a fact that tends to 
make it unreasonable to claim that the 
proposition is true

• A rebuttingdefeater gives positive reasons for 
saying that the statement is false

• An undercuttingdefeater calls the basis of 
one’s belief into question

• We can ask: are the facts of diversity an 
undercutting defeaterfor religious beliefs?
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Peter van Inwagen

• Suppose you’re arguing politics with someone.
• Suppose they point out: if you had been born 

to non-Jewish parents in Nazi Germany, you 
would very likely have ended up a Nazi.

• More generally, they claim: your political 
beliefs are a product of your culture

• Van Inwagen asks: “So what?”
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In more detail...

“No one I know supposes that the undoubted 
fact that one's adherence to a system of 
political thought is conditioned by one's 
upbringing is a reason for doubting that the 
political system one favors is – if not the 
uniquely "correct" one – clearly and markedly 
superior to its rivals.”
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A reply

• Van Inwagen is right this far:
– The mere fact that your beliefs are conditioned by 

culture and upbringing isn’t a reason to doubt that 
they are true

• BUT van Inwagen overplays his hand
– Somekinds of conditioning put us at a 

disadvantage
– Somekinds of conditioning tend to override our 

rationality
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Alvin Plantings

• Plantinga offers a point like van Inwagen’s:
– No matter what philosophical beliefs we hold and 

withhold... There are places and times such that if 
we had been born there and then, we would not 
have displayed the patters of holding and 
withholding of religious beliefs we do display

• Plantinga’s point:
– Such facts don’t provide defeaters
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A reply...

• Once again, this misses the point
• Hick’s comments suggest that we aren’t just 

influencedby our upbringing, etc.
• Hicks’ comments suggest that upbringing 

largely determinesreligious belief, whether or 
not the beliefs are true
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Reliability

• Some ways of forming beliefs are reliable –
they tend to track the truth

• Other ways of forming beliefs are unreliable–
they lead to beliefs that are not likely to be true

• One special kind of unreliability: 
Suppose your belief was formed by a process that 
makes it likely that you would hold the belief 
whether or notit is true. That would be an 
unreliablebelief-forming process
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Van Inwagen and Plantinga

• Van Inwagen and Plantinga both point out:
– Many of our beliefs are conditioned by where, 

when, and in what circumstances they are formed
– This does notgenerally lead us to doubt those 

beliefs

• Upshot?
– The fact that beliefs are conditioned doesn’t 

provide reason to doubt them
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Preliminary Reply:

• The mere fact that beliefs are conditioned 
doesn’t undermine them, but

• There are various ways in which beliefs can be 
conditioned
– Some ways simply provide us with relevant 

concepts and background
– Some ways provide us with sound information
– Someways tend to undermine our rationality
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The Problem Refined

• The facts of diversity suggest: the usual 
mechanism for creating religious beliefs is a 
tendency to believe what those around us say 
and to be influenced by stories, rituals and 
social pressure to believe as our group believes

• If this is true, then the most common 
mechanism for creating religious beliefs is 
unreliable
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Plantinga’s Point

• There is no onemechanism for forming 
religious beliefs

• It is possible that some one sort of religious 
belief (Christian belief being Plantinga’s 
preferred candidate) is usually formed by a 
reliable mechanism – for example, divine 
inspiration
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The Idea Developed

• In very many circumstances, we rely on others 
for our beliefs
– Call this relying on testimony

• Most religious beliefs are partly (largely?) 
formed by relying on testimony

• Relying on testimony is generally a reliable 
belief-forming mechanism
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Developed Yet Further
• Sometimes testimony is unreliable

– Some testifiers are dishonest
– Some testifiers don’t know what they think they know

• Butwe may be able to say:
Relying on testimony from a source that is in factreliable 
amounts to a reliable belief-forming mechanism

• If some one religion stems from a reliable source, 
then accepting the testimony for it would not amount 
to believing via an unreliable mechanism
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A Problem

• Suppose several witnesses testify
– None are obviously dishonest
– None are obviously deranged
– All of them disagree

• Suppose you believe oneof them. We can ask
– Even if the witness is in fact reliable

• Do younow knowwhat you believe?
• Is it reasonablefor you to believe what you believe?
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The Problem Further Developed

• In the case described, you at least had equal access to 
all witnesses

• Suppose you have mostly heard from one witness, but 
– You knowthere are others who disagree
– You only have vague knowledge of what the other 

witnesses say
– You have not seriously investigated what the other 

witnesses say
• Obvious questions:

– Do you knowthat the witness you heard is telling the truth?
– Is it reasonable for you to believethis, given what you 

know about the existence of other witnesses?
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Reliability Again

• Is forming beliefs by a reliable mechanism 
enough for knowledge?

• The Fake Barn Case suggests not
– You are driving through Wisconsin. You look 

across a field and, based on what you see, form the 
belief that there’s a barn in the field

– The barn is real, but
– Unbeknownst to you, a movie crew has built many 

fake barn fronts in this area
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The Analogy

• Even if your religious beliefs are divinely 
inspired (compare: even if your belief about 
the barn results from normal vision seeing a 
real barn...) it doesn’t follow that you know
what you believe

• Andif you are aware of religious diversity 
(compare: aware that there are fake barn fronts 
around), we can ask: is it reasonable for you to 
believewhat you feel “inspired” to believe?
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Another case:

• You and several other people have drops put in 
your eyes

• Some people’s drops distort color vision 
systematically

• Other people’s leave color vision intact
• You don’t know which group you belong to
• Should you believe that the colors you see are 

real?
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The Point

• Even if some believers get their beliefs from 
The Real, most don’t

• The critic will say:
– Unless you have a way of checking that youare in 

the privileged group, you aren’t rational believing 
what you believe, and

– The critic maintains that you don’t have a way of 
checking
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Plantinga Again

• Suppose you agree: there are many sincere 
religious believers who believe as strongly as 
you do, who feel as convinced as as you do, 
but who believe things you reject

• Compare: somepeople may think that it wasn’t 
wrong for King David to have Uriah killed

• Plantinga says: that’s not a reason for youto 
doubt, especially if your opinion stands up to 
reflection
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Symmetry and Asymmetry

• In the Uriah case, there are many things your 
opponent is missing; there is an asymmetry
– Your opponent ignores questions of justice
– Your opponent fails to look at things from Uriah’s point of 

view

• We can conclude: you opponent is not morally 
competent

• In the religious diversity case, your “opponent”may
be missing things that you see, but you very well may 
be missing things that s/he sees
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Preliminary Summary

• Religious diversity raises questions about the 
reliability of religious belief-forming mechanisms

• Even if your mechanisms themselves are in fact 
reliable, related examples suggest: it may not be 
reasonable to believethat they are

• But we’ll need to ask: “reasonable” in what sense?
• The answer: epistemicallyreasonable
• The obvious next question: is that the only relevant 

sense of “reasonable?”

41

Pluralism Again

• Hick is not saying that diversity makes it 
unreasonable to hold to your religious tradition

• Hick claims that his Pluralism is not  (first-order) 
religious view, but a (second-order) hypothesisabout 
religions
– The hypothesis assumes: there is a transcendent real
– The Real is beyond our ability to grasp intellectually, but
– It is possible for us to be moved by, come in contact with... 

The Real, and
– It is possible for this contact to lead to Salvation/Liberation
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The Pluralist’s Question

• If there is only one Ultimate Reality, then why 
are there so many distinct religions?

• It seems unlikely (if The Real is worthy of 
religious attention) that The Real would reveal 
itself to only one culture

• However, many religions see The Real as 
mysterious
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Familiar Examples

• Tao Te Ching:
– The Tao that can be spoken of is not the eternal 

Tao;
– The name that can be named is not the eternal 

name.

• Hebrew Bible:
– My thoughts are not your thoughts, and my ways 

are not your ways 
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Suppose...

• There is a transcendent Real, but
• Our finite, limited minds can only grasp it very 

imperfectly
• To talk about or represent The Real, we use the 

symbols and concepts that culture makes 
available to us

• Different cultures’ visions reflect different 
aspects of The Real
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Metaphors for Pluralism: the Duck-
Rabbit

• The figure is ambiguous
• It’s not simply wrong to 

see it as a duck or as a 
rabbit

• Someone from a culture 
with no rabbits might 
find it hard to see it as a 
duck – and vice-versa
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Metaphors for Pluralism: Quantum 
Systems

• Quantum systems exhibit complementarity
• For example

– In some circumstances, we can describe a quantum 
system using particle concepts

– In other systems, we can describe it using wave 
concepts

– In no circumstances can we combine these 
descriptions, but

– Both capture aspectsof the reality
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Metaphors for Quantum Systems: 
Stereograms

• This figure is hard to 
see for some and 
impossible for others

• Even when seen, it can 
be seen in ways that 
don’t show what it is,

• Even when seen in ways 
that show what it is, it is 
ambiguous
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The Point of the Metaphors

• The Real could be hard to see, and capable of 
many interpretations

• Which interpretation seems right may depend 
on one’s background

• There may be no way to settle interpretive 
differences

• Like quantum systems, our ordinary 
descriptive assumptions may fail 
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Problems for Pluralism

• Hick claims: you can accept your own faith 
and also accept pluralism

• The believer may complain: accepting 
pluralism means denying many of her own 
beliefs
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Example: Christianity vs Islam

• For Christians, the belief that Jesus really died 
on the cross is central

• For Muslims, the belief that the Koran was 
delivered directly to the Prophet and is God’s 
word is central, but

• The Koran says that Jesus did not die on the 
cross

• It’s not clear that the believer can paper this 
conflict over
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More Problems

• Pluralism claims not to be a religious doctrine, 
but

• It conflicts with the doctrines of specific 
religions

• In particular: it claims that there is a 
transcendent Real (so far so good) that is not, 
e.g., One God, but equally well described as 
many (Hinduism) or as not a God at all 
(Buddhism)
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Religious vs. Non-Religious 
Difference

• Plantinga and others would question the motivation 
for pluralism

• There are many areas (politics, ethics, 
metaphysics...) where 

1. People disagree deeply
2. People on different sides seem equally sane and 

reasonable
3. There is no obvious “neutral” way of settling things, but
4. We think we’re reasonable to persist in our beliefs
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Is Religion Different?

• Considered as philosophical claims, religious 
views need notbe different

• But when it comes to philosophical, political, 
ethical differences, we usually adopt a certain 
standard:
– To be reasonable, a person must give consideration 

to opposing views
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For Example...

• Someone who is opposed to abortion may be 
reasonable, but

• Not if s/he ignores arguments for the other side 
and has no interest in considering them

• Similar remarks apply to political views, 
philosophical views
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Is Religion Different?

• People often hold their religious views with
– No serious knowledge of other religions, and
– No intention to learn more about them, and
– With the claim that their beliefs are matters of “faith”

• In philosophy, ethics, politics... We would not 
consider this reasonable

• We also would not consider only consulting people or 
views you already agree with to be reasonable

• This makes (much) religion seemunreasonable
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Reasons

• The points raised call the epistemic
reasonableness of (much) religious belief into 
doubt, but

• Epistemic reasonableness is not the only kind 
of reasonableness

• James pointed out: religion offers benefits in 
eternity andin the here and now

• Perhapsone can’t get the immediate benefits 
without simply taking a stand
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A Comparison

• One couldtreat a decision to marry as a 
philosophical problem

• One couldkeep asking: “is s/he really the best 
person for me? Do I ‘really’ love her?”

• This would not be a good way to proceed if 
pushed very far

• Perhaps the same holds for religious 
commitment
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An Obvious Problem

• Religious commitment has implications for 
how one treats other people

• Sometimesthose implications are very serious
– Abortion rights
– Gay rights
– The environment
– Treatment of people from other faiths

• Simply asserting “faith” doesn’t seem to be 
enough
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A Solution? 

• A believer may think (rightly!) that people 
outside her tradition are missing something, 
but

• She is not in a good position to deny that sheis 
missing what’s distinctively valuable in other 
traditions

• For all she knows, that other sorts of believers 
see truths that she isn't well-positioned to see. 

60

Many Ways of Believing

• It shouldn’t be hard to agree: getting to full 
truth about Ultimate Reality is hard

• One can believe what one believes without
– Worrying about whether people who believe 

differently are wrong
– Feeling the need to convince others of things that 

are by nature obscure
– Insisting that one’s own view must be right 
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An example

• For Catholics, the belief that the consecrated 
elements become the Body and Blood of 
Christ is very important 

• Catholics hold this not just as a 
“philosophical” belief, but

• Perhapsit’s possible to hold this belief and
– Not insist that others must, 
– Nor worry if they don’t
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More Generally

• Perhaps it’s possible to cherish one’s faith and
– To allow that others might cherish theirs, and
– To be serene in the face of the fact that they do


