 In this paper I will focus on the work of S. Mark Heim, particularly his latest book,  The Depth of the Riches: A Trinitarian Theology of Religious Ends.  I will argue that Heim’s work is very valuable for its innovation and its ability to help us rethink the inclusivist position, but that it seems problematic for various reasons.  First, it seems to contradict one of the fundamental truth of one of the key 10 commandments, that God is a jealous God and that we should have no other Gods before him.  Second, it seems to imply contradicting eschatological ends which seem to either diminish Christ and leave us with a baffling barrage of afterlife experiences, or else be less than what the believers of other faiths would have expected.


To begin, I want to briefly outline the broader debate at hand.  Christians ascribe to the scriptural passage which says that Jesus is ‘the way, the truth and the life’ and that ‘no man comes unto the father [God] except by [Christ]’ Yet, Christians, especially those of us who have many friends who are either of other faiths or not religious realize that people who are not Christians often exhibit traits which are very Christlike, and at times we find ourselves feeling that our nonChristian friends often seem more Christlike than our Christian friends.  This is difficult to reconcile with a belief that Christ is the only way of salvation.   Why are our saved friends less saved than our nonchristian friends, we might ask.  Why, for example, do some of my Muslim friends seem more serious and devoted to God than many of my Christian friends?  Why is it that I learn from my ‘unsaved’ friends truths about prayer life, devotion, spiritual habits, etc?  

It has been this experience—the experience of the spiritual power of other religious beliefs—which has led some to believe that non-Christians can experience God through other faith traditions.  Of course any Christian could accept that aspects of God are experienced through other religions, as much as they could say that aspects of God are experienced through nature, through enjoying art, loving their job, appreciating their family, learning through scientific research, etc.  |The grace of God is abundant and the face of |God is always near, no less in other religious viewpoints than in various activities of this world which are not specifically Christian.  

But some would say that various religions can bring one equally in touch with God—perhaps not in exactly the same way, but nonetheless multiple religious paths can bring about roughly the same degree of encounter with God.  No one religion is clearly superior to the others.  This viewpoint is traditionally called pluralism—the belief that God can be equally reached through many different paths or religions, and it has been articulately developed by thinkers like John Hick, Wilfred Cantwell Smith, or the Roman Catholic, Paul Knitter.  

It has been passages like the above mentioned “I am the way the truth and the life, no one comes unto the Father but by me” which have led some to reject pluralism as an option.  A literal interpretation of this passage, as well as the general Christ-centric message of the gospel of the New Testament seems to support the notion that there is something quite unique about our access to God through Christ, and this goes against the idea that other religions are legitimate means of salvation.  It is Christ alone, the critics of Pluralism say, who is the means of salvation. 

But there is a debate among the anti-pluralists as well.  What, exactly, is meant by Jesus being the only way?  Is this meant epistemically and metaphysically, or only metaphysically.  In other words, is it the knowledge Christ’s work on the cross and belief (which of course involves cognitive awareness) of his efficacious work on the cross which brings one into a state of salvation?  Or is it simply his power alone which brings salvation, but not necessarily only by knowledge of that power that salvation is achieved? 

The first position (that it involves the particular knowledge of Christ’s work) is the position of the exclusivist.  For the exclusivist, it is only by means of awareness of Christ and the gospel message and consequent acceptance of this message which enables an individual to be ‘saved’.  Jesus is the only particular way of salvation.  Salvation is monopolized by the exclusive means of belief in the gospel message of Christ.  This is the position of many throughout Church history, including contemporaries such as Netland.

But then the third position tries to find a middle way.   The inclusivist position rejects pluralism’s claims that multiple religions provide salvation in their own ways.  The inclusivist agrees with the exclusivist that it is only by the power of Christ on the Cross that one achieves salvation.  But Inclusivism generally claims that some who have not heard of Christ may be granted salvation.  They remain Christocentric though, in that they believe that all who achieve salvation achieve it because of the work of Christ.  In other words, it is only by the work of Christ on the cross that one is saved, but specific knowledge of Christ is not required.  

This position has been famously supported by Rhaner, who held that many are anonymous Christians—not simply anonymous in that others are not aware of their identity, but anonymous in that they themselves don’t realize their position in Christ.  They are, in fact, covered by the blood of Christ though they do not know it. 

This happy situation is due to the grace of God.  This position has been enormously important to the Catholic Churches teachings on salvation since Vatican II.

But inclusivism is not a homogonous position. It is actually a wide field of positions.  To say that one might be included in the grace of the power of Christ on the cross is one thing.  To determine who is included is another question.  We might develop a list of potential reasons why one might be included in the grace of Christ without actually hearing about the work of Christ on the cross and responding in faith.  

1. Those living before the time of Christ (OT people like Abraham)

2. Those living after the time of Christ, but not hearing of Christ before dying

3. Infants (due to cognitive inability)

4. Mentally Handicapped (due to cognitive inability)

5. Those who have been given misinformation about Christianity

6. Those who have been active followers of other faith traditions

7. Those who have been wayward followers of other faith traditions (some may have been members of faith traditions who required works for salvation, for example, but they didn’t think God would love them for works  and instead they relied on God’s grace somehow)

Now I realize that most exclusivists will accept #1, and many who claim that only those who hear and respond to the message of Christ will be saved also accept #3 (infants|).  Now perhaps this means that #1 and #3 are not inclusivist positions. But what might rather be the case is that most exclusivists are in fact mild inclusivists.  Of course some like Augustine reject #3 (unless the infant is baptized, they are in hell, due to original sin) and a scant few reject #1 (I once knew a pastor who claimed that anyone in the old testament who was saved by Christ’s propitiation (Rom 3:28) had actually had an encounter with Jesus through a vision or some other means, though none of these are recorded in Scripture.  This, while logically plausible, is not very well supportable from the Texts.

So some inclusivists may only accept one or two of these groups as being saved.  Others may accept three or four.  Others may claim all of them are saved in Christ, according to the pleasure of God.  What is especially interesting is that usually inclusivism presents salvation as an all-or-nothing situation.  There is no partial salvation, either it is heaven or hell.  Of course we actually know little about Heaven from Scripture, and traditionally very little attention has been given to the various degrees of reward in heaven, although there is some mention of it.  Since there is neither jew nor greek in Christ, and since we all throw our crowns down at Christs feet, most figure that there will be no degrees of differentiation between heavenly citizens.  IT is not clear that this fits scripture as well as it fits our protestant egalitarianism.

But now we reach S. Mark Heim.   S. Mark Heim is a self-proclaimed "convinced inclusivist" who works out just how the salvific power of Christ is distributed to 'God-followers' of other faith traditions.  His view might be encapsulated: "I suggest that Christians can consistently recognize that some traditions encompass religious fulfillments different from the salvation Christians seek." (44)   Followers of other faiths can receive fulfillments lesser than total Christian salvation by means of the salvific power of Christ on the cross.  Heim rejects the view of exclusivism that all who do not hear of Christ and respond have no part in the salvific power of Christ.  Yet he does think that only Christians will participate in full-blown salvation.   Continuing his argument developed in his 1995 book, Salvation, Heim criticizes traditional inclusivism which often has claimed that some who are not Christians will experience the full salvation of Christ.  The key problem with either traditional inclusivism or pluralism is that they neglect the fact that different religions have different religious ends.     Inclusivists and pluralists claim that either some or all non-Christians will be saved-- but forget that this would mean many different things to the adherents of different faith traditions.   Heim wants to approach the question of how to get to heaven by asking a different question—what are we on our way to?  As he says it, “We can avoid the stale deadlock of the instrumental question over what wil get you there (“one way or many ways?”) by asking with real openness “way to what?” (18)  Heim thinks that if different religions have different ends, perhaps they will each be reached.  None will be superior to full-blown salvation of the Christian tradition, but they will, each in their lesser ways, be fulfilled somehow.  Heim says, “…there is no way to participate in the distinctive dimensions of Buddhist religious fulfillment but the Buddhist path. The only way to Jewish fulfillment is the Jewish way.  The same is true of each tradition. . . .. To know one is not to know the others.  Each is a “one and only,” and their religious ends are many” (27) 

Heim says,

This book affirms the legitimacy of Christian confession of Christ as the one decisive savior of the world.  But it does so by means that will no doubt seem unusual and perhaps paradoxical to many Christians: Affirming that other religious traditions truthfully hold our religious ends which their adherents might realize as alternatives to communion with God in Christ.  These are no salvation, the end Christians long for.  But they are real.” (7)  

So other faiths provide other religious ends—not salvation—not full communion with God, but some sort of benefit nonetheless.  Just as religious beliefs of other faiths provide some benefit here on earth, they will provide some benefit in the afterlife as well.  This also seems a bit more adjudicative than simply giving a one-size-fits-all salvation to all regardless of whether they knew Christ or not.

While certainly not as conservative as Netland's distinctively evangelical work on pluralism issues, Heim at least makes every effort to clearly identify himself as an inclusivist; and he is an inclusivist-- his theology is much different than Hicks or other pluralists, in that Heim's Christocentrism makes him solidly inclusivist. 

As we mentioned, there are many types of inclusivist.   All inclusivists claim that some who haven't heard of Christ can receive salvation or some religious end by his power.  The question is, who might qualify for salvation without knowledge of Christ?   While Pinnock or Sanders consider the fate of unborn infants for example, as part of those included in the salvific power of Christ, Heim, as Netland, focuses primarily on those in other faiths, and what end they will meet.  What is interesting is that Heim, like exclusivists, seems to think that only Christians will experience full-blown salvation.  Others will experience only various lesser religious ends or non-religious ends.   In other words, no non-Christian would experience complete salvation, and this makes Heim more conservative than those inclusivists who think some will experience the full salvation of Christ without the full knowledge of Christ.

Since the truth is not unveiled irresistably in this life-- Buddhists, Mulsims, Jews, don't see the truth of the gospel-- Heim claims "It seems equally plausible that our religious formation in this life largely determines the range of what we can assimilate, and the means by which we could do so." (285)    So, Heim says, those of various faiths will experience parts of  salvation-- the religious ends of their distinct tradition-- but not full salvation.   "For each of these ends, some dimension or dimensions of God remain hidden.  In those aspects, relation with God remains broken and sin thus remains determinative." (288)  Only a Christian would experience the fullness (triune nature) of God and so, Salvation.  The reason others would not is not due to God hiding himself, but due to people themselves being unable due to sin and habit to have full relationship with God. (199)  Heim believes that this theology, while preserving the inclusivist centrality of Christ's work on the cross, and the claim of Christianity to be ultimate, his focus on the distinctive religious ends of various faiths "honors those claims and recognizes their roots more concretely than either exclusivism or pluralism"(291)  Each religion “is a true and valid path to the religious fulfillment it seeks.” (31)  Yet “For each of these ends [of other religions], some dimension or dimensions of God remain hidden.  In those aspects, relation with God remains broken and sin thus remains determinative.” (288)  Just as people who have sexual relationships outside of the God-ordained relationship boundaries may experience some of the benefits of the gift of sexuality and relationship, so to those who worship God through religions other than the complete revelation of God through Christ will receive some partial benefits, both in this life, and in the world to come.  Of course in this life, we receive benefits of Gods grace only in the measure to which we develop an ability to receive those gifts.  Heim says, 

It seems equally plausible that our religious formations in this life largely determines the range of wat we can assimilate and th emeans by which we could do so. . . . Our free formation in this life may prefigure the path to be taken there, or simply shape the window of possibilities open there, leaving some final decisions still open.  . . .. One may say, ‘It will all get sorted out later.’ The catch is that it is the person that I become in the meantime that will be the subject in such sorting, the one whose aims are fulfilled. (285)

This is similar to Plato’s concern for our soul in this life.  We are concerned for our soul in this life because how it develops here affects what it is capable of in the afterlife.  Its not that those of other faiths are not allowed to achieve particular happinesses in the afterlife which the full blown salvation of Christ would afford, its that they develop so that they would not be able to achieve that full salvation, even if it were somehow offered to them.  It is they who are incapable, not God who is unwilling.  

Heim nicely outlines "four broad types of human destiny" which one might achieve by the time of death.  First is salvation-- complete communion with God and others through Christ, which Christians will experience.  It seems that even this would come with variations and levels of experiential fullness. Second, many will experience alternative religious ends, "the distinctive human fulfillments of the various religious traditions,"  which are all partial aspects of God's goodness.  Third, for those who pursue non-religious ends, and cling to created reality in place of God, they will experience "hells of idolatry" which sound something like the hell-punishments of Dante (who is often referred to by Heim) or perhaps C.S. Lewis.  The fourth option is annihilation, reserved for those who not only idolize a created good, but negate creation itself. (272-3)

Heim's basic position here is not so different from his much earlier work, Is Christ the Only Way? (1985) where he argued that Hindus, Buddhists, Shintoists, and even Marxists can be saved if we mean by saved that they reach their own particular end (Marxists could be saved then by "state ownership of the means of production" (1985, 138)   But the position now is much more sophisticated, theologically developed, and more careful.    From this latest work, Heim would see Hindus, Buddhists and Shintoists as receiving distinctive religious ends, all short of full Christian salvation.  The Marxist would, presumably, not have any religious end, but would have a "hell of idolatry."

It seems apparent to most who have friends of other faiths that good things come from those faiths, so there is something intuitively compelling about Heim's attempt to explain just how God's goodness is in other religions.  Those who see other faiths as mere deception of demons fail to see the truth and benefit in other faiths.  For example, I point to the pietistic practices of Bahai's, Buddhists and Mormons to encourage my Baptist Pietist students to take their pietism a little more seriously.   There is nothing like being confronted with a Bahai who is much more pious than any Christian in your church to make you wonder what aspects of Christ's power you might be lacking.   

Honestly, before I read Heim, I used to ridicule the relativistic salvation model by which different people would experience different religious ends.  I would say, “what, will Christians see Jesus, Muslims see Allah, and Atheists see nothing?  Do we all just get whatever we expected?”  But after reading Heims work, I think that this view of multiple-ends after life makes more sense than I used to give it credit, and I appreciate the Christ centered viewpoint which he adopts.

However, most evangelicals will respond to this basic thesis with hesitation, if only because of its novelty.  It is a provocative thesis, which perhaps undermines the traditional vague inclusivist position altogether.  Despite disagreements one might have with Heim, he should be commended for dealing with some of the important objections in the book for example sin's effects on other religions, missionary work, and Christology.  And the work does rely on the centrally important doctrine of the trinity.   Heim shows as well how very good and gracious God might be through this extending of His grace to other faiths, limited only by their own incapacity.  

But still, there are some legitimate reasons to object to Heim’s views from an broadly and historically orthodox and scriptural perspective.  Early on in this book, Heim asks the pointed question, "What if religions are paths to different ends that they each value supremely?  Why should we object?" and then he quotes a verse from the Bhagavadgita, "In whatsoever way men approach me, in that same way I receive them."(18)  I do object to some of Heim's theology here.  

My objections came to me in the form of questions.   The first question which kept bothering me was: where is God's wrath?  I looked for mention of gnashing of teeth, etc, and didn't find it.  I thought, "perhaps for Heim the gnashing of teeth is annihilation?"   Perhaps.  But the God of the Bible is quite jealous, and I don't see how one can reconcile God's strong commands to "have no other gods before me" with this very positive view of worshipping false gods.  Perhaps it is possible, but I don't see it.   How do we distinguish between the idols which bring us to hells of idolatry and the idols which provide a means of salvation?   Would Baal worship in the old testament be a hell of idolatry or a means of partial salvation?  Overall, I generally wished Heim would have dealt with scripture more, which most Evangelicals probably will find lacking in this book.  

A second less central point is that Heim seems to hold to an openness of God model, which alone will cause some to be critical.  However,  I don't think open theism is a necessary component for his basic thesis-- his view could work without it.

A third question (which may be conceivably worked out) would be, how can the religious ends of some non-Christian religions be realized, even partially?  For example, Mormon theology suggests that God was once a man, and that we mortals may eventually become gods with our own planets.  So will mormons experience something like this?  Mormons get their own planets, Muslims get their virgins, and Christians worship with Christ?  I still just don’t see that happening, and without that happening, I don’t see how that their salvation will be partially realized.

A Fourth point: The more traditional inclusivist view holds that those who don’t know Christ might achieve a salvation equal to one who knows and follows Christ throughout their life.  But this doesn’t seem fair, or reasonable.  Heim’s plan, by which Christians receive total salvation, and others receive less, seems more reasonable.  But the parable of the workers who all receive the same wage regardless of how much they worked seems to stand against Heim’s reasonable plan of multiple religious ends or rewards.

A fifth point: Do I need to accept the valid religious end of a religion for the afterlife if I acknowledge its benefit for this world?  The answer clearly seems to be: no.  I may see practical benefit in any number of beliefs for this world which may actually have no long term benefit.  If a powerful ruler sets himself up as emporer and forces us to worship him and promises us that we will receive infinite rewards from him when we die, we may in fact be quite happy to sacrifice for him, it may bring us pleasure peace and happiness in this life.  But unfortunately, it will be a false belief and would bring us no benefit in the afterlife.  That a religion has particular social or even spiritul benefits in this life has little to do with whether or not it provides any long lasting benefits after this life.

Sixth: It may seem that particularist/exclusivists are elitist and condescending.  But pluralists are perhaps more so due to the fact that they think they see what all the particular believers in the faiths don’t see—that they are all worshipping the same thing, but don’t realize it. Inclusivism may seem to at least escape that condescending attitude, but it falls into its own problems—that it imperializes others so that they are included, at times apparently against their better judgment—into the salvation plan of a foreign religion.  So while Heim’s view may on one level appear to be less intrusive, it may in fact be equally or moreso.

Seventh: Is in fact, “to know one is not to know the other” as Heim says (27) then in one sense at least, Christian salvation will be lacking particular aspects of other religious ends.  It seems that there may very well then be something better about other ends which Christianity will not encapsulate as well.  This seems then to undermine the notion that Christian salvation is superior to the other religious ends.  

This book is very important and useful, and I have found Heim’s thoughts especially fruitful in considering options when dealing with the exclusivism-inclusivism-pluralism debate in philosophy of religion or other such class.   His view does respect the particularity of faith traditions, it recognizes the distinctives of other faiths and their effective powers, and it recognizes the validity of those who witness to the power of other religions.   Heim presents an important stance in the debate which deserves a fair reading.   In the past it seemed senseless to suggest that people of different faiths would experience different after-life experiences, but Heim has made me think again.  Perhaps it isn't so unreasonable or incoherent to believe that different people receive different religious and non-religious ends.  But while Heim's position seems to have promise of being cogent and logically consistent, it doesn't seem entirely Biblical.  In particular, I'm not convinced that it captures all of the hell and wrath and jealousy of God which we see in Scripture.   Heim's view is tempting, because it is so pleasant and positive-- it would be convenient to hold such a view.  But we have to avoid the temptation of doing theology based on wishful thinking, however appealing and creative it might be. 

