
INTERVIEW

THE INTERTWINING OF THE
WORLD’S RELIGIONS

A conversation with Frank Whaling

WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENCES BE-

TWEEN HINDU AND CHRISTIAN SPIR-
ITUALITY?

There are obvious differences. To a large
extent Christian spirituality tends to stress
devotion, love, and relationships over knowl-
edge; it is based upon guarding Christ; it’s
specific to that effect. Whereas Hindu spir-
ituality is wider-in a way, more all-encom-
passing. It tends to focus on understanding
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and knowledge-yoga, in the sense of
knowledge-as well as on a sense of union
and spirituality. But that’s a somewhat super-
ficial distinction because both traditions have
elements of knmvledge and wisdom, and both
have elements of devotion. But having said
that there are differences, I, in fact, think to
some extent the traditions converge.

CAN A CHRISTIAN BE CENTERED ON
CHRIST AND ALSO FOLLOW THE HINDU
MYSTICAL JOURNEY?

I think so. For example, my good friend,
Raimundo Panikkar’s mother was a Spanish
Roman Catholic and his father was a Hindu
Indian. He’s a world class scholar and is quite
sure that he can combine Hindu and Chris-
tian spirituality in his own living, thought,
prayer life, and so on. Of course, it’s in his
genes in a sense. There are other people who
have set up Christian ashrams in India who

are experimenting with this very thing: to
incorporate Hindu spirituality into Christian
spirituality in a way to do justice to both; to
creatively borrow-if that’s the right way of
putting it-from Hindu spirituality while at the
same time focusing on Christian spirituality.

I sometimes refer to this movement as
"passing over": Christians, for example, can
pass over into the Hindu tradition or any
other tradition and get deep inside it. Having
done that, they then pass back again into their
own tradition, bringing back what they’ve
learned. They’re then able to authentically
incorporate this new discovery into their own
spirituality. I’m sure this is happening on a
global scale and will happen more as the
world becomes smaller.

DOES THE ABILITY TO "PASS OVER"
REQUIRE THAT YOU’RE ROOTED IN A
RELIGION?

There are two main ways of studying
religion. One is a phenomenological route
taken by some American and European
scholars whereby you study religion objec-
tively, putting your own religious convictions
in brackets in order to understand other
religious traditions. To what extent one can
really do this is open to debate.

The other method is to study different
religions from the roots that you already have
within one tradition and branch out into
others. More often it’s theologians who do this,
although not always. In a sense, one’s own
religious convictions are still bracketed in
order to understand the world view of the
other person or tradition-to get underneath
their skin, to see the universe as they see it.
Having done that, your own Christian world
view, if that’s from where you start, is in fact
going to be subtly changed. Nevertheless, your
roots are in that tradition and that’s where
your basis is, and that’s what you fall back on.

CAN YOU LOSE YOUR ROOTEDNESS
WHEN CONFRONTING OTHER RELI-
GIONS?

Different individuals take different attitudes
to other religions. I’ve worked out seven
possibilities.

The first is exclusivistic-that one’s own
religion is right and the others are wrong, that
there is no salvation outside the church. I
doubt whether absolute exclusivism has ever
been held 100 percent. But, in fact, there are
approximations to it in most religions.

The second possibility deals with the
perceived distinction between revelation and
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religion-that on the one hand, there’s revela-
tion which is God’s revelation of himself to
the world; on the other hand, there’s religion
which is human, upward groping, trying to
find God and bring him down. This is the
position of Karl Barth. Now, if Barth had
argued that the two met somewhere on the
path, that would be one thing. But he’s really
saying that the two pass each other in the
night and there’s no connection between
revelation and religion. So it’s not quite
exclusivism, but it’s clearly toward that end.

The third possibility is more sociological,
what I call "secularization" thinking. Christians
tend to use this although recently there is a
counter-attack from what I presently call
"spiritualization." The argument here has been
that science and secularization arose in the
Western world for very clear reasons.
(Hypothetically, they could have arisen in
China, for example, which was well ahead of
the West at one time, and so was the Muslim
Arab world. But they didn’t.) Thus the
theological and ideological roots for the rise
of modern science were within the Judeo-
Christian world view because of notions such
as: creation; meaningful history moving in a
certain direction; incarnation, that God found
it worthwhile to actually become flesh in this
world; belief that the body is meaningful and
so is matter rather than everything being pure
spirit; and the concept of prophecy. Taken
together, this cluster of ideas made it more
likely that modem science-with its stress
upon this world, upon matter, upon progress,
upon history, and so on-and the process of
secularization would arise in the West. Some
thinkers also argue that since the Judeo-
Christian    world    view- especially
Christianity-gave the ground roots for the
rise of modem science and secularization, it
can cope with them; whereas other religions
are likely to wither away before the onslaught
of science and secularization. (I don’t see any
clear evidence for this. It seems to me the
Hindus, for example, have coped reasonably
well with secularization.)

The fourth possibility is fulfillment-that
all religions have some truth, all have God,
all have spirituality, but that one’s own religion
fulfills the true intuitions that are already there
in other religions.

The fifth possibility is universalization
theology-the argument of anonymous Chris-
tianity, the idea that salvation is by faith which
is present in all religions, not just one.
Therefore the possibility of salvation by faith
is a universal possibility. Catholic theologians
Raimundo Panikkar and Hans Kung would

argue that there is one Lord and mediator-
Jesus Christ. This seems to be an exclusivist
position, but they argue that Christ is a univer-
sal possibility and the universal Word and
cannot be confined to the world view of Jesus
of Nazareth.

The sixth attitude toward other religions
is rooted in the desire for dialogue. It’s possi-
ble to argue from one point of view that
dialogue is a method, an approach, that can
be combined with one of these other view-
points. Nevertheless I think it’s becoming a
distinctive position which argues the need for
understanding, the need for loving others, the
need for getting inside other world views, and
so on.

The seventh possibility is pluralism or
relativism-the notion that all religions are
relative to culture. If you’re born in Saudi
Arabia, you’ve a 99 percent chance of being
a Muslim; if you’re born in India, you’ve a
reasonable chance of being a Hindu. Religion
is relative to culture. This attitude can also take
an epistemological approach-the notion that
religious truth is relative to the people who
are expressing it. So that Christ is true for Mr.
Brown of Birmingham, England, and Krishna
is true for Mr. Gupta in Bombay, India, and
the Buddha is true for Mr. Jayawardana in Col-
ombo, Sri Lanka, and so forth. It can also take
the form of teleological relativism, that all
religions are different, but they’re different
paths to the same telos, the same goal, the
same destination.

These seven possibilities are probably pre-
sent in all the major religious traditions. If you
looked around the world you could identify
Christians in each of these positions who feel
that it is authentic for them.

WHICH POSITION DO YOU TAKE?
I’m not sure really; it’s toward the end of

the spectrum. I don’t think one has to give
up one’s own roots, one’s own distinctive
viewpoint, in order to understand and have
friendly relationships with other religions. But
I do think that we’ve entered a time of creative
borrowing, a crossing over between religions
whereby religions are no longer distinct
parochial entities which stick to themselves
and have no traffic with the other world
religions. In the long run that’s not an option
any longer. We’ve moved into a global world
and, at the general level, religions are increas-
ingly seeing the need to speak to the global
situation by asking, "How can we create for
our children and our grandchildren in the
twenty-first century a world which will be

viable for them in ecological, in humane, and
in spiritual terms?" If one really asks that ques-
tion in great depth, I think the next logical
question would be, "How can world religions
look at each other not only as competitive
rivals but as human beings and religious tradi-
tions which, together, can help to build up
a new world for the twenty-first and twenty-
second centuries?"

We don’t have to give up our roots, but
increasingly we have to come to terms with
the global world I don’t believe there’s going
to be one great world religion, but I do think
that the different religions are going to have
to survey the global scene, and ask, "How can
we come together and share the spiritual
riches that are present in this world at this
moment in order to bring into being a new
global world which will be creative rather than
destructive, positive rather than negative?"
That’s a new question. We are theologically
unequipped to deal with it at this moment
because of our separate past histories-our
separate tracks-that have brought us to this
point in 1989. These tracks, these past
histories, these traditions, are important, but
I think we’re going to have to address this
question more and more.

DIDN’T GANDHI CONFRONT THAT
INTERFAITH QUESTION?

The Mahatma died forty years ago, and
events have happened since then which have
conspired together to cause us to think in
terms of those new vistas and new
horizons-what scientists call paradigm shifts.
We’re now aware that ecologically we live in
one world. The forests are being cut down,
the deserts are growing, the ozone layer is
being punctured, and these affect the whole
world. Religious traditions have increas-
ingly got to come to terms with the one-world
situation in which we live-at the ecological
level, at the humane level of human beings.
No nation, no culture, no civilization, no
religion can exist as an island any longer.
We’re all in it together at the level of helping
and understanding one another as human
beings on a worldwide basis. And certainly
at the spiritual level we are moving into an
era of global spirituality. I don’t mean that we
all have to share the same spirituality, but I
do mean that increasingly there will be an
inter-borrowing of intuitions from different
religious traditions whereby each will help the
other. At any rate, through the work of
individuals or small groups, I think this is
increasingly going to be the case.
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IN A SUNSTONE INTERVIEW,
DONALD WORSTER WASN’T OPTIMISTIC
THAT CHRISTIAN AND OTHER RELIGIOUS
INSTITUTIONS CAN CONFRONT THE
GLOBAL ECOLOGICAL CHALLENGES.

I can’t deny that completely, it depends on
what one means by Christianity. At the
moment the Christian tradition is in the mid-
dle of a shift in the balance of power. Up to
now, power has been clearly in the hands of
Western Christians. In 1900, 87 percent of
the Christians in the world lived in the West.
The balance has now shifted: around 53 per-
cent live outside the West, and eventually that
shift will be reflected in the institutions.
There’s an increasing weight of authority and
power going to the Third World Christians.
And they, because they live among other
religions and enter into dialogue with them
and because of their own intuitions from
within their culture, are already picking up
some of these ecological points and bringing
them into the Christian xvorld.

As for institutions, it’s a fair bet that two
popes from now, the pope will be from out-
side Europe. There’s a good possibility that
the next archbishop of Canterbury will not
be British, he’ll be from the worldwide
Anglican Church. And if, in fact, the World
Council of Churches were to move its head-
quarters from Geneva, it certainly wouldn’t go
into Europe or the U.S., it would move to
somewhere like Nairobi.

In addition, there is a tension between the
Third World’s need for modernization, which
tends to ignore ecological questions, and its
sense that it has something distinctive to offer
to the modern world which comes from its
own native traditions, cultures, and religions.
There is a feeling that Third World countries
(and other countries as well) must not just
ape the Western world, that they must
modernize in their own way.

This idea is growing and ecological
perspectives from within Buddhism and Hin-
duism and Chinese religions are bound to
have an effect. Last year I was in Hong Kong
at the first world symposium on Christianity
and Confucianism, and this came up quite a
lot. Neo-Confucian thought emphasizes the
holding together of three different elements:
heaven-Tien; humanity-Jen (a distinctive
Confucian notion); and the world of nature.
Actually, the notion of Jen incorporates all
three: transcendence, humaneness, and
nature-and it holds them together. It’s the
holding together of these elements that the
West has split asunder. The Genesis text, in
a sense, hints at this: God created the world;
God created man in his own image; God gave

man dominion over the world. That sets up
a hierarchy-God, then man, then world-
which has been widened and widened so that
it’s almost become a split of consciousness in
our Western view of what the world is all
about.

Other cultures, such as the Confucians,
haven’t done this. To some extent, they’ve
maintained the integral nature of these three.
In China today there is a return to Confucius
after the chaos of the Cultural Revolution.
There have been institutes set up in his home
place and in another part of China as well.
But let’s be honest about this, there are deep
vested interests at the levels of global industry,
nation states, and people who tend to have
or believe in power. Yet, more and more peo-
ple at the grassroots level in different parts of
the xvorld are becoming very aware, not only
of the disaster facing them existentially in
Bangladesh, Ethiopia, the Sudan, and the
West Indies, but of the existential disaster fac-
ing us as a human race if we don’t crack this
ecological problem xvhich threatens us all. It
seems to me that the more this awareness
grows the more vested interests are going to
have to acknmvledge that this is the case.

People are realizing that you cannot
divorce economics and ecology. There’s a
growing intertwining of scholarship between
economists and ecologists, betxveen natural
scientists and social scientists, between peo-
ple in the humanities and people in theology,
and so on. Increasingly we’re becoming aware
that true knowledge, Truth with a capital
"T"-cannot be split into myriads of different
compartments; ultimately, it is one. But once
one realizes that, one comes to realize also that
knowledge and Truth, the work of univer-
sities, the work of global educational institu-
tions, more and more have to be seen in terms
of what these global scholars, global institu-
tions, global centers of knowledge can give to
one another and take from one another, and
share with one another. This is all part of what
I would see as the whole movement toward
the arising of a global world consciousness
that we are beginning to witness.

ISN’T THAT JUST WHAT FUNDAMEN-
TALISTS CALL "SECULAR HUMANISM"-A
BROTHERHOOD OF MAN WITHOUT THE
FATHERHOOD OF GOD.

It seems to me that this movement is going
through three stages. First, in the early 1970s,
there was the Club of Rome report which first
outlined the crisis that faced us in regard to
growing pollution, nuclear threat, ecological
disaster, and so on. The first intuition of these

world thinkers was that science and
technology created these problems and the
answer to the problems was to be found in
science and technology.

But quickly it became clear to a number
of people that that was far too superficial, that
lying beneath the problems raised by science
and technology were prior questions. For
example, "What is man and what are human
values?" That it is human beings who have
exalted science and technology. Hence, in
order to solve the problems raised by science
and technology you have to get beneath
science and technology to the level of human
beings and human values. And so, the second
stage confronted these questions: "What are
the human values underlying science and
technology? .... What are human beings all
about?" "What is the illusion of technique that
we have created for ourselves?" "How can we
get beneath that to human values and a
humane vision?"

I think the third stage has now been
reached. The early thinkers who thought
along these lines tended to be scientists or
technologists or humane humanist thinkers.
There’s nothing wrong with that: there’s a
creative humaneness and a creative
humanism that we all applaud and share in.
But a significant number of creative people
and groups have come to feel that even if you
get through to the level of humane values
sought in stage two, you’re still not deep
enough because beneath them, ultimately,
there is something else again. Let’s call it
spirituality, though that’s not really the right
word. It’s th,e level of spirituality and it’s the
level of transcendence (again, I’m not sure that
is the right word) that underlies the super-
ficial matters of our outward body and our
material life (stage 1). It is even beneath the
deeper values of our humaneness, our mind,
our human characteristics (stage 2). It’s
something that cannot be measured in scien-
tific or even in humane terms. It’s another
level, another dimension, another horizon. It’s
difficult to describe because you can’t pin it
down. In a way, that’s the point. You can’t pin
it down in words or in specifics because it
is spiritual, it has to do with awe and imagina-
tion and ultimate values, with beauty, truth,
and goodness-which you cannot put into a
test tube or write directly into a book in the
normal sense. But, nevertheless, this dimen-
sion is clearly there. And I think xve’re now
at this stage: building this dimension into a
new type of thinking about our global values.
All three levels are important.

Nov,’ that there is a growing consensus that
we are in the third stage, we can all-reli-
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gionists, scientists, people in the humanities
and social sciences-engage in creative think-
ing. That is my plea: that we engage in creative
thinking and creative dialogue. It’s not that
spiritual people have not, in fact, got involved
in the past discussions, but to a large degree
they have not inserted their spiritual view-
point into those debates. They are now doing
so. The more often this happens the better.
The People who would not normally have
been involved are now becoming engaged and
seeing how very important it really is.

IS THIS WHAT THE ICIS IS ABOUT?

The International Center for Integrative
Studies is two hundred people from different
cultures and academic disciplines from
around the world who for the last fifteen years
have written articles about these kinds of
issues. They recently raised the question
about what the year 2000 will bring. They
asked us to try and outline the five main
global problems facing us up to the year 2000,
the underlying causes, and what, if anything,
was already being done to address those five
key problems. Some of the concepts I’ve been
talking about are ideas that all of us raised.
There are other important groups engaged in
these questions on the world level. There is
the exciting realization that there is this
spiritual world and this spiritual dimension
and that it is potentially available to every-
body: it is a human birthright. It is the
kingdom of God or the Buddha nature or
whatever within them. I think there’s a grow-
ing awareness that we are re-thinking certain
elements of our world view that, up to this
time, have been myths. The point about a
myth is that you take it for granted. It’s a
presupposition. You don’t even question it;
you just accept that that is the way things are.
Now we’re beginning to bring these myths to
the surface and, therefore, they’re no longer
myths. They’re things that we no longer take
for granted. We’re bringing them up to the
surface and putting them out on the table and
examining them in a new way for the first
time.

I think we live in a very exciting stage of
human history. It’s a stage that is potentially
explosive and potentially disastrous. It could
go wrong. There could be a nuclear holocaust,
there may well be an ecological disaster. We
now know that we have to live on the sur-
face of this planet in a new way if we are to
continue life into the long-distant future. But
we’re also aware that the resources that are
available to us are far greater than we ever
imagined. We don’t just have the resources

of our Western experience, we have the
resources of the experience of our friends in
China, Japan, and other Asian countries, of
Africa, Latin America, Australasia, and so on.
In building up a global future, we have greater
resources in the way of communications,
satellites, and computers, but, until now,
we’ve blocked off the spiritual resources
because our Western culture had gone in a
technological direction. We now have those
areas available to us, and I think if we can take
hold of our providential moments, we can,
under God, create a new global, humane,
ecological, theological, spiritual vision that will
enable us, not only to survive into the twenty-
first century, but to survive creatively,
heroically, victoriously.

HISTORICALLY, REVIVALS OF
RELIGIOUS ZEAL HAVE BROUGHT
DISASTER AT LEAST AS OFTEN AS PEACE.

It clearly is a possibility and, if one’s
honest, if one looks at the world today, there
are areas where religious revival is not help-
ing the global scenario: Iran and Iraq, the
Middle East, Northern Ireland, the Punjab of
India, Sri Lanka. But my own view is that good
things might just be happening. At the time
of the Reykjavik meeting between Gorbachev
and Reagan, The Dalai Lama, the Pope, the
Archbishop of Canterbury, various Hindu,
Buddhist, and Muslim leaders all met at Assisi
to talk about ecology as well as spiritual mat-
ters. Since then there’s been another meeting
in Japan involving world religious leaders, and
its a movement that’s clearly going to con-
tinue. There are the seeds of new beginnings
including new initiatives between nations.
There seems to be movement at the institu-
tional top levels of world religions and in other
spheres, too. So, although there are
geographical areas in the world where things
seem to be negative as far as religion is con-
cerned, I feel the basic long-term movement
is in the more positive, global direction.

SOME    BELIEVE    THAT    RELIGION
SHOULDN’T SPEND ITS TIME ON EARTHLY
MATTERS.

Some religious people argue that there’s
going to be a second coming of Christ, or the
tenth avatar of Vishnu, Kalkin is going to wind
things up, or the Muslim Mahdi is going to
come along, or the Messiah is going to appear,
or whatever. We’re after a spiritual denoue-
ment, they say, not a worldly one. There is
some troth in this. There are elements within
all religions-especially, perhaps, within the

Christian tradition-which underline the point
that we’re not just looking for a worldly
kingdom of the future; we’re looking for a
spiritual denouement. Clearly, as human
beings under God, we have to create images
in our minds and create plans for the future,
otherwise we’re not being true to God. But we
should not imprison ourselves within the
models that we create nor should we pretend
that they are a bluepnnt, a final truth, because
at the end of the day it’s impossible to parcel
all this up because there is the element of sur-
prise; there is the element of God; there is the
element of grace and divine initiative that we
cannot pin down. We can create models of
the future which incorporate spiritual
elements whereby we pray for and work for
a time when human beings all around the
globe will not have to live under the threat
of horror, poverty, torture, or disaster. We can
create models of a humane future and a new
world. We can work for this. But underlying
them all is the element of surprise and the ele-
ment of God.

There’s a tension between grace and
human effort. It comes down to the peren-
nial tension between the need for us as
human beings to use our human effort under
God to serve God, and the element within
ourselves as spiritual beings to realize that our
best efforts, plans, and intentions would not
have been created anyway if there wasn’t a
sense that God himself was urging us along
the lines that we create humanely and
spiritually in order to bnng about the future
for ourselves and for our world. And even
when we, under God, have created these
plans and visions, ultimately, we are not
bound by them; those visions can change
according to circumstances because God
himself is not bound by them either. We,
under God, contain within ourselves the
elements of awe and surprise and ingenuity
and new discovery that we cannot pin down
in our plans or horizons, however seemingly
deep and seemingly creative they may be. ’�~

THE JOKE
I spend hours telling myself
that everything I want
I have already given away
in another life, when nothing
I wanted was kept from me.
There was no need to guess
what the next day would bnng.
Every hour was the same.
And I died not wanting
to be reborn. I don’t get it.

-TIMOTHY LIU
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