john hick philosophy of religion

john hick philosophy of religion is a vast and influential field that continues to shape
contemporary discussions in theology and philosophy. John Hick, a prominent British philosopher of
religion, offered groundbreaking insights into perennial questions concerning faith, reason,
suffering, and the nature of God. His work is characterized by its intellectual rigor, compassionate
approach, and unwavering commitment to understanding religious diversity. This article delves
deeply into the core tenets of John Hick's philosophy of religion, exploring his seminal contributions
to theological anthropology, the problem of evil, and the concept of religious pluralism. We will
examine his epistemological stance on religious belief, his theological interpretations of Christology,
and his enduring legacy in shaping interfaith dialogue.
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The Life and Intellectual Journey of John Hick

John Hick (1922-2012) was a towering figure in 20th and early 21st-century philosophy of religion.
Born in England, his intellectual development was shaped by a deep engagement with both
analytical philosophy and theological traditions. After serving in World War II, Hick pursued his
academic studies, earning degrees from Cambridge and Oxford Universities. His early career was
marked by a commitment to traditional Christian apologetics, but his encounters with diverse
religious traditions and his critical engagement with philosophical challenges gradually led him to
more pluralistic and inclusive theological perspectives. His academic appointments at universities in
the United Kingdom and the United States provided him with platforms to articulate and refine his
evolving philosophical positions.

Hick's intellectual journey was not a static one; rather, it was a dynamic process of questioning, re-
evaluation, and synthesis. He was deeply influenced by the linguistic turn in philosophy, which
encouraged a careful analysis of religious language and concepts. Simultaneously, he wrestled with
profound existential questions, particularly the challenge posed by the existence of evil and suffering
in the world. This persistent grappling with these fundamental issues fueled his exploration of
various theological frameworks, always seeking a more robust and intellectually satisfying account
of religious faith.

Key Concepts in John Hick's Philosophy of Religion

At the heart of John Hick's philosophy of religion lie several interconnected concepts that form a
cohesive intellectual framework. These concepts address fundamental questions about the nature of
God, the human condition, and the meaning of religious experience. His work consistently endeavors
to bridge the gap between faith and reason, demonstrating that religious belief can be both deeply



meaningful and philosophically defensible.

The Nature of Religious Experience

Hick placed significant emphasis on the role of religious experience in shaping our understanding of
the divine. He argued that religious experiences, while often subjective, can provide genuine
insights into reality, including the existence and nature of God. He posited that these experiences
are not merely psychological phenomena but can be genuine encounters with the transcendent. He
analyzed various forms of religious experience across different traditions, seeking common threads
and universal patterns.

The Concept of Ultimate Reality

One of Hick's most distinctive contributions is his concept of "Ultimate Reality." He suggested that
the various religious traditions, despite their differing doctrines and practices, are all attempting to
apprehend and respond to the same underlying, ineffable divine reality. This reality, he argued, is
beyond human conceptualization and is experienced and interpreted differently by individuals and
cultures. This understanding is crucial for his development of religious pluralism.

Theological Anthropology

Hick’s understanding of human nature is central to his philosophy. He viewed humans as created
beings with an inherent capacity for both good and evil, and with a deep-seated longing for the
transcendent. He believed that human existence is characterized by a journey of spiritual
development and self-realization, often referred to as "soul-making." This process, he argued, is
facilitated by the challenges and opportunities presented by life, including the experience of
suffering.

Hick's Approach to the Problem of Evil

The problem of evil, the challenge of reconciling the existence of a benevolent and omnipotent God
with the pervasive suffering and injustice in the world, was a central preoccupation for John Hick.
He recognized the profound intellectual and emotional weight of this issue and sought to provide a
coherent and compassionate response. His most famous contribution to this debate is his "Irenaean"
or "soul-making" theodicy.

The Soul-Making Theodicy

Hick adapted and expanded upon the ideas of the early Church Father Irenaeus. He argued that the
world is not designed as a place of immediate happiness and perfection, but rather as a "vale of soul-
making" where human beings can develop morally and spiritually through facing challenges, making
choices, and learning from their experiences. Suffering, in this view, is not a gratuitous evil but a
necessary component of this developmental process. It provides the raw material for the cultivation
of virtues like courage, compassion, and resilience.



This theodicy posits that God could have created humans in a state of moral perfection, but such
beings would be automatons, lacking genuine freedom and moral character. Instead, God created
humans with the potential for growth, allowing them to freely develop into the likeness of God
through their responses to the trials and tribulations of life. The existence of evil and suffering,
therefore, serves a divine purpose: the formation of morally mature and spiritually developed beings.

Freedom and Moral Development

A crucial element of Hick's soul-making theodicy is the importance of human freedom. He argued
that genuine moral development requires the possibility of making wrong choices and experiencing
the consequences. If there were no possibility of evil, then the choices made would be meaningless,
and true moral character could not be forged. Therefore, the existence of evil is intrinsically linked
to the value of human freedom and the possibility of genuine moral achievement.

Religious Pluralism: The Escapade of Hick's Thought

Perhaps John Hick's most widely discussed and influential contribution to the philosophy of religion
is his robust defense of religious pluralism. Moving beyond traditional exclusivist and inclusivist
models, Hick proposed a radical reinterpretation of the relationship between different religious
traditions. He argued that the diversity of religions is not a sign of divine deception or error, but
rather a testament to the richness and multifaceted nature of Ultimate Reality itself.

The Real Term vs. the Phenomena

Hick distinguished between the "Real Term," which he identified with the ineffable, unknowable
divine reality, and the "phenomena," which are the ways in which this reality is apprehended and
interpreted by different religious traditions. He contended that each religion offers a distinct but
equally valid perspective on the Real Term, akin to blind men describing an elephant. The
differences between religions, therefore, lie not in the object of their worship but in the conceptual
frameworks and cultural lenses through which they perceive and articulate their experience of the
divine.

Critique of Exclusivism and Inclusivism

Hick was a vocal critic of religious exclusivism, the view that only one religion offers salvation or
truth. He also found inclusivism, the idea that one religion is ultimately true but may contain
elements of truth from other religions, to be insufficiently pluralistic. He believed these positions
failed to acknowledge the profound spiritual insights and moral achievements found within non-
Christian traditions. His pluralistic hypothesis offered a more charitable and intellectually honest
way to understand the global religious landscape.

Implications for Interfaith Dialogue

Hick's philosophy of religious pluralism has had profound implications for interfaith dialogue. By



suggesting that all major religions are legitimate paths to Ultimate Reality, he provided a framework
for mutual respect, understanding, and cooperation between individuals of different faiths. His work
encouraged a move away from proselytization and towards a shared quest for spiritual wisdom and
ethical living. This perspective fosters an environment where different religious traditions can learn
from one another and work together to address global challenges.

Christology and the Person of Jesus

John Hick’s engagement with Christology, the study of the person and work of Jesus Christ,
underwent a significant evolution throughout his philosophical career. While initially rooted in more
traditional understandings, his commitment to religious pluralism led him to develop a more
nuanced and non-exclusive interpretation of Jesus' divine significance.

From Descripter to Metaphor

Hick famously argued for a shift in how Christians understand Jesus. He proposed that the
traditional doctrines of the Incarnation and Jesus' unique divine sonship should be reinterpreted.
Instead of asserting Jesus' literal, ontological divinity in a way that excludes other religious figures
from divine connection, Hick suggested that these Christian claims are best understood as
descriptive metaphors or as deeply held beliefs about Jesus' unique relationship with God and his
revelatory significance for humanity. He contended that such interpretations allow for a more
inclusive understanding of salvation and religious truth.

Jesus as a Revelatory Figure

For Hick, Jesus remains an unparalleled revelatory figure for Christians, embodying God's love and
offering a path to spiritual transformation. However, his pluralistic framework suggests that other
religious founders and figures, such as the Buddha or Muhammad, also serve similar revelatory
functions within their respective traditions. This does not diminish Jesus' importance for Christians
but rather places his significance within a broader, universal divine economy. His teachings and life
provide a particular lens through which many experience and understand the divine.

Epistemology of Religious Belief

John Hick’s philosophical approach was deeply concerned with the grounds for religious belief. He
sought to establish a rational basis for faith, exploring how individuals come to know or believe in
God and religious truths. His work in epistemology sought to demonstrate that religious belief is not
necessarily irrational or arbitrary.

Reformed Epistemology and Religious Experience

While not strictly a proponent of "Reformed Epistemology" in the Alvin Plantinga sense, Hick shared
a similar concern for the rationality of basic religious beliefs. He argued that religious experiences,
when interpreted within a tradition, can function as a form of warrant for belief in God, analogous to



how sensory experiences warrant belief in the external world. He believed that these experiences,
when properly interpreted, provide a rational justification for religious claims.

The Role of Reason and Faith

Hick emphasized the interplay between reason and faith. He did not advocate for a blind leap of
faith but rather for a faith that is informed and guided by reason. He believed that philosophical
reflection can help to clarify religious concepts, address objections, and demonstrate the coherence
of religious worldviews. At the same time, he acknowledged that certain aspects of religious belief
may transcend rational proof and require a commitment of trust.

Legacy and Continuing Influence

The philosophical legacy of John Hick is profound and enduring. His work has significantly impacted
contemporary philosophy of religion, theological studies, and interfaith relations. He challenged
established orthodoxies and offered generous, intellectually robust alternatives that continue to
inspire debate and new scholarship. His ability to engage with complex theological and philosophical
problems with clarity, rigor, and compassion has made him one of the most important voices in
modern religious thought.

Hick's emphasis on religious pluralism remains a touchstone for discussions about global ethics and
interreligious understanding. His soul-making theodicy continues to offer a compelling framework
for grappling with the problem of evil. Furthermore, his insightful analyses of religious language and
experience provide valuable tools for anyone seeking to understand the nature and practice of faith.
The ongoing engagement with his ideas attests to his lasting contribution to our understanding of
what it means to believe in God in a diverse and often challenging world.

FAQ

Q: What is John Hick's most famous philosophical
contribution?

A: John Hick's most famous and influential contribution to the philosophy of religion is his theory of
religious pluralism. This theory posits that the major world religions are all, in their own distinct
ways, responding to the same ultimate reality, and thus represent equally valid paths to salvation or
spiritual fulfillment.

Q: How did John Hick address the problem of evil?

A: John Hick is best known for his "soul-making" theodicy, which argues that the existence of evil
and suffering in the world is a necessary condition for human moral and spiritual development. He
viewed the world as a "vale of soul-making," where individuals are free to develop virtues and
character through their responses to challenges and adversities.



Q: What was John Hick's view on the divinity of Jesus Christ?

A: While acknowledging Jesus' central importance for Christians, John Hick reinterpreted traditional
Christology. He proposed that claims about Jesus' divine sonship and the Incarnation should be
understood metaphorically or as descriptive of his unique revelatory role, rather than as asserting
his ontological uniqueness in a way that excludes other religious figures from divine connection.

Q: How did John Hick's philosophy of religion influence
interfaith dialogue?

A: Hick's philosophy of religious pluralism provided a robust philosophical justification for mutual
respect and understanding between different religious traditions. By positing that all major religions
are valid paths to Ultimate Reality, he encouraged a shift away from exclusivist claims and fostered
a framework for constructive interfaith engagement and cooperation.

Q: What did John Hick mean by "Ultimate Reality"?

A: "Ultimate Reality" in John Hick's philosophy refers to the ineffable, transcendent, and unknowable
divine being or ground of all existence. He argued that this reality is apprehended and interpreted
differently by various religious traditions, leading to the diverse phenomena of religious experience
and belief.

Q: What role did religious experience play in John Hick's
philosophy?

A: John Hick considered religious experience to be a crucial source of knowledge and warrant for
religious belief. He believed that these experiences, though often subjective, can be genuine
encounters with the transcendent and provide valid insights into the nature of Ultimate Reality.

Q: Did John Hick believe in one true religion?

A: No, John Hick did not believe in one true religion. His pluralistic hypothesis suggests that the
world's major religions are all equally valid ways of relating to the Ultimate Reality.

Q: What is the significance of the "Real Term" in Hick's
pluralism?

A: The "Real Term" in Hick's philosophy refers to the ultimate divine reality itself, which he
considered to be beyond human comprehension. The "phenomena" are the various ways in which
this Real Term is perceived, conceptualized, and experienced by different religious traditions.
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