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SUMMARY

Based in part on this writer’s monograph Christians Meeting Hindus: an Analysis and Theological Critique of the Hindu-Christian Encounter in India (forthcoming, 2002), the paper outlines three related phenomena: (1) Newbigin’s principled ambivalence towards the formal Hindu-Christian encounter - by comparison with the principled engagement of many others; (2) his failure to engage the Hindu world with the degree of vigour and rigour later displayed in his critique of post-Enlightenment modernity (a failure illustrated by his discussion of the supposed Indian view of history); (3) his reluctance to follow Indian colleagues (especially Devanandan and MM Thomas) in engaging in Hindu-Christian encounter in depth. The paper then offers: (4) reasons for this decided ambivalence on the part of N; (5) the potential contribution of N’s critique to the continuing Hindu-Christian dialogue; (6) potential gains for a N-like perspective from such dialogue. A conclusion suggests that N’s decided ambivalence about the Hindu-Christian encounter illustrates a long-standing theological divide.

1.  Newbigin’s principled ambivalence towards the formal Hindu-Christian encounter - by comparison with the principled engagement of many others

The notion of Hindu-Christian dialogue in the formal sense now usually attached to the phrase emerged in India in the early 1960s and was promoted in progressive Protestant and Catholic circles in India (and influenced global discussion and practice, often with Indian Christians in positions of leadership).  Quite quickly a typology of dialogue began to emerge that distinguished between four kinds of dialogue that came to be called ‘discursive’, ‘secular’, ‘interior’ and ‘existential’.  N’s understanding of religion in general and Hinduism in particular led to a willingness to accept dialogue in the first two of those modes (albeit with conditions) but he displayed reluctance and even resistance to its other forms.

The least complex form of the formal Hindu-Christian dialogue might be called ‘discursive dialogue’, that is, conversation that seeks clarity of understanding, sometimes as a shared quest.  Because discursive dialogue intends to clarify, it includes the effort to understand or even to search for truth with the first of these intentions accepted by N but not the latter.  N accepts the legitimacy of dialogue as “trying ... to achieve mutual understanding.” 

What might be called ‘secular dialogue’ intends principally to facilitate a joint approach to social and other problems in the 'secular' realm.  It has also been called “practical dialogue,” “the social approach” to dialogue and “dialogue through collaborative action” - and, again, Newbigin seems to have been in broad agreement with the intentions of such dialogue (although note section 5 (f) below).  In defining “types of dialogue” he writes of joining with others “in common tasks, civic responsibilities, actions for political or social change ... where we can share together in common objectives.” Moreover, there are novel situations in such ‘secular dialogue’ where there are “no prepared positions.” 

But N is far less interested in the more demanding forms of the practice of dialogue - what have come to be called dialogue in its interior and existential forms. By ‘interior dialogue’ is meant the ‘interior’ or ‘inner’ and prior preparations of Christians and the Christian community for the 'external' encounter of actual dialogue with Hindus.  Despite a lack of interest, N does acknowledge the impact of this form of the encounter in terms of the self-examination that it provokes.

‘Existential’ dialogue refers to the most comprehensive, complex and demanding form of the Christian‑Hindu encounter. Its advocates call for individuality, freedom and authenticity in the encounter.   Religious experience receives special emphasis, particularly in Catholic reflections upon such dialogue (and for this reason it has been called “religious” and “spiritual” dialogue).   “It is at the level of [religious] experience where we most intimately meet” - and for this reason alone N is hardly sympathetic.  This form of the encounter usually assumes shared belief in a common search for truth and participation in a common religious experience that is unacceptable to N simply because, for him, the Christian cannot privilege any epistemological authority over the Apostolic Gospel that is founded on what N calls “a total and unconditional commitment to Jesus Christ as the one in whom all authority inheres” (‘The Gospel among the Religions’, OS, 160; and argued in many other places). 

But even here it is interesting to note that N did come to acknowledge several elements usually regarded as essential preconditions for the fruitful pursuit of this existential form of the encounter: vulnerability and risk.  N endorses the notion of vulnerability because “We do not possess the truth in an unassailable form. ... When in true dialogue the true disciple will be exposed without defense ... .” (OS, 184)  He also argues that, alongside a firm commitment to Christ, Christians must also be “penitently aware” that their grasp of Christian truth is weak and confused, and may have to be corrected by an encounter with the living experience of people of other faiths (FC, 21). 

There is, then, some acknowledgement - especially in later writings - of the validity and place of inter-faith dialogue in the Christian repertoire.  But contemporary proponents of Hindu-Christian dialogue in India are almost universally agreed that three conditions must be met for the successful pursuit of such dialogue: (i) a willing acceptance of religious pluralism; (ii) sympathetic understanding and (iii) the suspension of evaluative judgement about the faith of the other.  N could partially endorse the second of these requirements but certainly not the first and third.  Any practical commitment to this kind of Hindu-Christian dialogue or encouragement of church members in formal dialogue during his years with the church in India is almost impossible to find.  (The possible reasons for this will be considered below when discussion returns to N’s understanding of both the Gospel and Hinduism.)

In sum, what W calls N’s “friendly yet firm debate with Hindus” (LN, 27) and what Hunsberger calls his “long instructive contact” with Hindus (BWS, 210) is, in this writer’s opinion, decidedly limited in scope and depth.   Pragmatic considerations may, of course, have necessarily influenced N.  Where would an enthusiastic commitment to dialogue have taken those entrusted to his pastoral care as church members and evangelists?  Many Indian (and other) advocates of dialogue have not been obliged to embrace such responsibilities.  

2.  Newbigin’s failure to engage the Hindu world with the degree of vigour and rigour later displayed in his critique of post-Enlightenment modernity

The diminishing level of N’s interest in the Hindu world contrasts markedly with the energy and depth of his later analysis of, engagement with and publications directed towards the plausibility structures of post-Enlightenment modernity in the West.  In fact, from about the mid-1960s, there is little or no evidence of his engagement at depth with Hinduism in any of its forms and in his revisions of material on dialogue there is a distinct lack of content that specifically addresses the Hindu world and the illustrations from Hinduism remain few and increasingly dated or secondary.

There may be a simple practical reason for the diminishing level of interest in the Hindu world.  As N became engrossed (and at times came close to being overwhelmed by) ecclesiastical, mission and ecumenical concerns there was less simply less time available for interest in and dialogue with (or even reading about) matters Hindu - even for someone of his energy and curiosity. 

The Hindu view of history

It is also possible to argue that, had N continued and deepened his engagement with Hinduism, he might have reconsidered aspects of his critique of that tradition.  A useful example is his view of the supposed Hindu attitude to history and of the “radical difference” between the Hindu and Christian views of history and the significance of the historical (FC, 69; cf 50, 65-67).  Much of N’s critique is valid but in more recent years a number of writers have suggested the possibility that the usual Western descriptions of the Indian view of history as essentially docetic in nature or inexorably circular may have oversimplified it or, in the case of Christian apologists (such as N and those he follows, for example Macnicol) have too quickly contrasted it with the supposed western or Biblical view of history in linear terms.  Sometimes the attempted revisioning takes the form of calling into question the traditional Christian (or at least Protestant) elaborations of election and Heilsgeschichte - and to some extent N shares this questioning (FC, GPS etc; cf BWS, 151-53).  

Despite N’s brilliant restating of the doctrine of election (what Hunsberger rightly calls the “unique innovation” of N’s “patently missionary and cross-cultural reformulation of the question” (BWS, 95) is it really necessary for N to offer such a reformulation in such stark contrast with the Indian (or any other) view of the histories of the peoples of the world?  The question continues to be asked by Stanley Samartha (and many other Indian and Asian Christians) in the form: “Do the histories of people in India [and elsewhere] ... have no theological significance in the sight of God?”  One response has been to elaborate 'Indian History as Salvation History'.  Others have questioned the alleged absence or near absence or unimportance of a sense of history or progress in India's religious traditions.  There are, in fact, important currents in the Hindu tradition that do take history far more seriously than N’s analysis seems to allow.   

And this, in turn raises another issue.  One Christian response to those who find the Christian emphasis on history unhelpful in contexts that do not maintain a linear view of history might be to affirm the possibility of other means of revelation - the ‘general revelation’ that has not, of course, greatly featured in Reformed theology. 

N may well have rejected all or some of these attempted revisions of the supposedly superior view of history embedded in the traditional Christian view.  And his reworking of the doctrine of election does soften the offence to Hindus and others of the more traditional formulations.  But it does seem that there is rather more to an Indian - including an Indian Christian - view of history than N has time or inclination to explore or acknowledge; the “great divide” (FC, 69, following Macnicol) is not as decisive as N makes it out to be and while the “astonishment” of the monk of the Ramakrishna Mission (FC, 50) at N’s dependence upon history follows from the advaitin position that surprise should not be taken as the only Hindu position, despite N’s suggestion that it should. 

3.  Newbigin’s reluctance to follow Indian colleagues in engaging in Hindu-Christian encounter in depth

The Hindu-Christian dialogue that flowered between 1960 - 1990 was gathering momentum during N’s years in India; he was close to the (South Indian) Protestant centres of the initiatives and had close links with key early proponents - especially PD Devanandan and MM Thomas - and key institutions and publications.  Analysis of the writings of these Indian Protestant theologians (together with those of Samartha, Chandran, Ariarajah, Aleaz, Jathanna and others), including their comments on N, is instructive as they offer attempted correctives of N’s understanding of religion and his generally unsympathetic appraisal of Hinduism.  Again there may well be a decidedly personal aspect (that streak of nonconformity to which Dan Beeby refers: LN, viii); simply because others embrace and advocate the dialogue model was by no means a sufficiently persuasive reason for N to do the same. 

Devanandan 

Of all N’s Indian colleagues, Paul David Devanandan (1901-1962) is the one with the most potential, it seems to this writer, to have offered N a more accommodating perspective from which to consider the Hindu world.  Devanandan was the first director of the Christian Institute for the Study of Religion and Society in Bangalore (with N as Chair of the governing body).  He attempted a careful analysis of Hinduism and gave considerable impetus to Protestant concerns for dialogue - but without surrendering what might be called a ‘churchly orthodoxy’ in matters of Christian belief.  Moreover he remained indebted to and in agreement with most aspects of Kraemer's theology; in fact Kraemer was for Devanandan “the revelation of what it means to be a theologian”.  For these reasons his views deserve careful analysis as someone whose theology was close to N’s but who found it entirely possible also to advocate dialogue with Hinduism.  [Could be illustrated in detail]

Devanandan was, then, able to offer substantial reasons both practical and theological for a Christian commitment to dialogue with Hindus and to do so in a way that fully recognised a new theological context after Kraemer and a new national context after Independence - and N’s understanding of Hinduism and the interreligious encounter in India is weakened by his failure to interact with Devanandan. 

MM Thomas

Thomas followed Devanandan as Director of CISRS from 1962 and was nominated by N as his guru in “the inter-faith dialogue” (typescript cited in LN, 20).  But Thomas in his lengthy autobiographical My Ecumenical Journey, 1947-1975 (Trivandrum: Ecumenical Publishing Centre, 1990) never mentions N’s inter-cultural theology despite a number of complimentary references to N.  Thomas regrets what he sees as N’s over-attention to ecclesiology and implies that N’s strong cautions about the activity of Christ in ‘nation-building’ derives from his ecclesiology (cf LN, 249, 254).  In the long introduction by Thomas to Towards an Indian Christian Theology: Life and Thought of Some Pioneers (edited by MM Thomas and PT Thomas (Tiruvalla: Christava Sahitya Samithi, 1998), and containing MMT’s detailed introduction to contributors to Indian Christian theology, including a number of westerners), N’s sole contribution is that of one who has “systematised from fundamentals the ecclesiology behind the Church of South India” (10).  The other theological issue that separates the two is the continuity that Thomas is able to see between Hinduism and the Christian faith - and that N denies.  This is the theological issue that underlies the Thomas-Newbigin debate in the 1960s and 1970s.  Thomas’ discernment of “a Christ-centred fellowship of faith and ethics” and his allowance of a “Christ-centred syncretism” (because of the ubiquitous work of some ‘Christ-principle’) were unacceptable to N because of their supposed threat to the particularity of the Christ-event (‘The Christian Faith and the World Religions’ in Keeping the Faith, 327-29; cf LN, 254).

There is not space to consider the reaction of other Indian Christians to N - but they are often critical, or silent, for the kinds of reasons already suggested and the influential Stanley Samartha illustrates movement from the first to the second of these responses.

Indianisation / contextualisation

[I also think that N’s timidity regarding the inculturation of Christian faith and praxis further illustrates a degree of ambivalence.]

In writing of the shift from one-directional mission to the model of dialogue, N states that his own missionary service “has been in the context of this shift, and I have shared in it to the full” (WS, 185).  It is not clear exactly what N is claiming here but I think that the evidence (hesitations regarding dialogue, the preferences of Indian colleagues, and inculturation) suggests a less than “full” commitment - and it is to reasons for this ambivalence that discussion now turns.  

4.  Some reasons for Newbigin’s decided ambivalence towards Hindu-Christian dialogue 

Not unexpectedly, N’s ambivalence seems directly related to his beliefs about religion in general, Hinduism in particular, religious pluralism and the nature of the Gospel.  This is familiar and accessible material that does not need to be elaborated at length.

(a) His view of religion

According to N, “‘Religion’ in its purest and loftiest form is found to belong to the area of darkness.” (LHC, 7, commenting on the Prologue to the Fourth Gospel). “If the Bible is our guide, we cannot exclude the possibility that precisely religion may be the sphere of damnation - the place where man is farthest from the living God”. (FC, 43) This is an analysis that is often repeated by N both in general and in specific terms (eg, OS, 170, 176) and in dialectical categories.  There may well be some kind of “real communion between God and the believer in non-Christian religious experience” (FC, 38; cf 57) but the reality of original sin inevitably distorts this fellowship. The “total fact of the Cross” means that there is a “radical ... [but] not a total discontinuity” between faith in Christ and other forms of religious commitment [   ] N acknowledges the work of God and the presence of Christ in the religions, but he pointedly contrasts this with the way in which the religions (including Christianity) can and do also range themselves against God and the knowledge of God to be found in the Gospel (see 'The Gospel among the Religions,’ in OS, 160-89). [  ] N certainly has a theology of universal history (FC through to GPS; cf LN, 313) but is not a history in which the world’s religions feature in a positive way. 

(b) His view of Hinduism

[  ]  N’s appraisal of Hinduism is essentially negative in tone. It is true that he can “feel the immense power and rationality of the Vedantin’s vision of reality” (LHC, ix).  And he is willing to call visishtadvaita “a profoundly moving and gracious form of religious devotion” (and to speak of “gracious and helpful Hindu friends”) but he judges the devotion to be essentially based only on felt human need with no corresponding “divine act of redemption within ... real history” (UA, 55).  [  ]  Hindu and Christian views of God (LN, 61, 67, 215, 388), divine forgiveness (LN, 213) and history (eg LN, 207, 213 etc) are compared - with the Christian view seen always as superior.  The Church, not the Hindu community, is where salvation is found (eg LN, 44f, 327f, 405f etc).  All of this explains why the evangelism of Hindus, and the hope of their conversion to Christ, are unavoidable Christian obligations (eg chapter 2 of LN, ‘The Direct Evangelist’ - eg 71; LN, 218f; FC, chapter V, ‘Conversion’).
In assessing N’s understanding of Hinduism it may be observed that - at least for his intended audiences when writing or speaking in English - discussion centres too greatly on the rather accessible advaita vedanta with its questionable assumptions about religious unity; this is the basis of the critical analysis of Hinduism in FTOW.  This reason for this particular focus is not because N is unaware of the complexity of the network of (mostly) related ideas and practices that has come to be called ‘Hinduism’.  (Cf his nice analogy of a Tokyo professor’s summary description the spread of European ideas from Pythagoras to Tillich as ‘Europeanism’; LN, 429, n 3.)  Given the way in which N writes about advaita Vedanta it seems that he devotes attention to this form of Hinduism simply because it poses the greatest challenge to Christianity.  But even here it can be argued that N’s analysis is disappointingly hurried and weak by comparison with the power and insight of his critique of post-Enlightenment modernity in the West - and I think this can be illustrated from his discussion of Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan (1888‑1975), probably the foremost apologist in the twentieth century for advaita Vedanta in particular and for Hinduism in general. [  ]  In fact, following the rather brief and to this observer disappointingly thin discussion of Hinduism in FTOW and FC there was subsequently a decreasing level of interest in terms of writing, speaking and direct engagement with Hindus (in part, at least, for the practical reasons already mentioned). 

(c) His view of religious pluralism

In India it is impossible to ignore the reality of religious pluralism but, as elsewhere, very different conclusions about the nature of religion and the divine - and therefore about what constitutes an appropriate Christian response - have been drawn from it.  [  ]  Christians advocates of dialogue are also found advocating a wholehearted acceptance of religious pluralism- and for the substantial change in the traditional theological appraisal of other faiths required by such an acceptance.   Writing in 1976, Ariarajah could speak of an apparent impasse to which initiatives in inter‑faith dialogue had come: “very little of this new experience can be expressed within the framework of traditional theology”.  But it is precisely the 'Copernican revolution' in the theology of religions (proposed by John Hick and accepted by Knitter and a number of Indian theologians) that is rejected by N.  

As already noted, most advocates of Hindu-Christian dialogue in India call for a willing acceptance of religious pluralism, sympathetic understanding and the suspension of evaluative judgement about the faith of the other.  N partly accepts the second of these conditions (but certainly not the first and third).  If Hindu‑Christian dialogue is to flourish at the deepest level (in terms of what we have called existential dialogue) then one condition is said to be openness to what Margaret Chatterjee calls “the intellectual and emotional welcoming‑acceptance of diversity,” and acceptance of a substantial measure of equality in the meeting of Christians with Hindus; again, such conditions are unacceptable to N.  [  ] In the words of Wainwright’s summary: “[t]he theoretical position which Newbigin in his theological judgment cannot abide ... is the affirmation of religious pluralism.” (LN, 224).  For N (in debate with Konrad Raiser), “if God’s final victory is within history, then those who claim to speak for God can allow no space for plurality” (cited LN, 133).  But it is precisely such an affirmation that the proponents of Hindu-Christian dialogue insist upon as essential for good interreligious relations.  

(d) His understanding of the Gospel

If the question is asked, ‘From where do N’s conclusions about the inadequacy of the religions including Hinduism come?’ the answer is fairly clear: his understanding of the Christian message and in particular his christology - as Wainwright well illustrates (eg LN, chapter 1, ‘The Confident Believer’; eg 26) and as the title The Finality of Christ clearly asserts.  Newbigin “remained constant in his attachment to the comprehensiveness, centrality and finality of Jesus Christ in the areas of creation, redemption, and consummation, while locating Jesus Christ theologically in an increasingly explicit trinitarian framework.” (LN, 205; cf 129, 177 (OS), 199, 330)  His understanding of the Gospel also remained constant and traditional (eg LN, 225f).  He is deeply suspicious of liberal Christianity (LN, 329; cf 441 n6)) with its “timid” or even “advanced” syncretism (LN, 383) and bemoans Western cultural “loss of nerve” (LN, 404).  He is in substantial agreement with Kraemer (though not in complete accord; see FC, chapter II and passim) but his understanding of the Gospel - from which his view of Hinduism and the religions derives - clearly antedates his encounter with Kraemer (and Barth (cf LN, 22) and Visser ‘t Hooft) and there is no evidence to suggest that without such an encounter his views would be substantially different. 

Not surprisingly, then, the combination of N’s convictions about religion in general and Hinduism in particular, about religious pluralism and about the Gospel is hardly conducive to the kind of dialogue advocated in ecumenical Protestant and Catholic circles in recent years.  Hindu listeners in his audience are invited by N not to dialogue but rather to offer “full surrender” to Jesus (LN, 71).

5.  The potential contribution of Newbigin’s critique to the continuing Hindu-Christian dialogue

So, given his rather negative appraisal of dialogue (at least in the ways it is often advocated), is there anything to be learnt from N’s critique?  Among N’s contributions to the Hindu-Christian encounter might be noted the following:

(a) his constant appeal to the centrality of witness to Christ and mission in Christian self-understanding; 

[  ] N’s writings about dialogue lay considerable emphasis upon its Christian basis as found in commitment to Christ.   “Confessing Christ - incarnate, crucified, and rise - as the true light and true life, one cannot accept any other alleged authority as taking priority ... .”(OS, 168; cf 160, 164). He relates dialogue directly to witness to this Christ: the purpose of dialogue “can only be obedient witness to Jesus Christ” (OS, 182).   But, unlike many conservatives, he disavows the employment of dialogue for intentional evangelistic purposes (OS, 182) although he can write of the legitimacy of dialogue as “trying ... to achieve mutual understanding as a necessary basis for a true evangelism.” [  ]  N was consistently clear that dialogue could never be a substitute for Christian witness and evangelism.

(b) the reality of dialogue in its informal and mundane categories (over against dialogue as an exchange between representatives of the elite traditions of the two faiths)

The scholarly discussion of dialogue has not given as much attention to informal and incidental aspects of the encounter as to the formal - and this is not unnoticed by N.   Such informal dialogue often amounts to an implicit though unstructured meeting of aspects of the Hindu and Christian worldviews but too often discussion of the Hindu-Christian encounter is confined to the meeting of what could be called the elite traditions of the two faiths. [  ] But, of course, these elite traditions do not reflect the reality of the religious faith and practice of the great majority who see themselves as Hindus and Christians in India- as N well knows from his own experience.  [  ]  The most common forms of the Hindu-Christian encounter are, then, the most prosaic: the everyday meetings and the unavoidable cultural immersion of life itself.  In fact, conversation is perhaps more basic. As N himself points out, perhaps the “very use of the word dialogue often indicates that ... ordinary conversation has broken down or not even started.”  (He makes the obvious point that cross-cultural missionaries have always been involved in conversation but “they did not usually dignify this with the name of dialogue.” (cited, LN, 227)) The everyday nature of the actual Hindu-Christian encounter also underlines N’s belief that the ‘point of contact’ between Christian and other - and the occasions most used by the Spirit of God - are those of the ‘secular’ (rather than religious) experiences of life (eg FC, 46f).

(c) his reminders of the ambivalent nature of religion

This is a point already noted in section 4 (a) above.

(d) his critique of any construal and appraisal of religion in moralistic categories

This is particularly pronounced in his critique of Catholic theologies of the religions (see, eg, OS, 172f).

(e) his critique of the notions of the equal validity of diverse religious paths and supposed common religious experience (that undergird some justifications of dialogue)

Almost all contemporary advocates of dialogue have embraced a theocentric (as opposed to a christocentric) model of the religions, but N objects to the shift.  He argues that proponents of theocentrism appear unable to elaborate the actual content of the theos that it prefers to Christ for its normative centre: the religions simply do not provide an inclusive portrait of a divine centre or, in fact, of any definable centre at all.  As he asks about theocentrism: why should it be believed that an impersonal undefinable abstraction is a worthier and more accessible centre of the religious universe than a known person from recorded history? (In some cases the possibility exists that an inability to specify the centre might, perhaps unwittingly, point to the agenda of the proponents as a covert centre.)

(f)  the basis for dialogical cooperation 

Two sets of reasons are often given for Hindu-Christian dialogue: increased understanding and common social concern, and these contain much that is acceptable and commendable.  Nonetheless, N finds it unacceptable that “an abstract noun like justice can be given this ultimate status [of universal basis for human unity and co-operation] whereas the person of Jesus Christ cannot”; and some Hindus might wish to raise a parallel objection.  The same comments might also be made concerning the role of the somewhat idealised and abstract notion of the unity of humanity and a shared quest for community, especially when little attention is given to the ground or reality on which such unity might be based.

(g)  his influence on Christians from a more conservative theological position

Even though he does reject the more negative features of what is often called ‘exclusivism’ (OS, 169f) he is widely respected among evangelicals.  His repeated critique of an assessment of the religions that centres on the question of the number of the saved might also help quell some of their obsessions, especially because it is not derived from a sentimental universalism that is as unacceptable to them as it is to him.

(h)  the importance of a trinitarian framework for dialogue 

It is “the doctrine of the Trinity that provides us with true grammar of dialogue” (OS, 183) as he goes on to elaborate in some detail (OS, 183-88).

6.
The potential gains for a Newbigin-like perspective from the continuing Hindu-Christian dialogue
Attention to and participation in the Hindu-Christian dialogue could also strengthen a theology and praxis of dialogue derived from N in a number of ways.  Attention to the concrete exchanges in dialogue could moderate the somewhat abstract tone of N’s later writing on dialogue and could also generate a response to or clarification of charges of ‘fideism’ made against his position.  As we have argued, the Hindu-Christian dialogue has already provided some responses to N’s critiques of the supposed Hindu views of history and historicity and advaita vedanta (the latter two points as a balance to his otherwise plausible emphases upon the particularity of revelation in Christ); and the dialogue would provide a reminder of the value of dialogical virtues in ongoing inter-communal tensions.
Conclusion

The foundations of N’s decided (that is, principled) ambivalence towards to the concrete Hindu-Christian encounter seem fairly clear.  It is his christology (more precisely, his christocentric trinitarianism) that is the determining issue.  For N this is clearly and unavoidably a consequence of the Christian loyalty and Christian commitment of a disciple of Christ; it is entirely appropriate that Wainwright’s ‘Introduction’ to LN should be entitled ‘A Man in Christ’.  There are surely human factors that contribute to the strengths and weaknesses of his theology and praxis but the christology remains central.  As well as christology, N’s understanding of the Gospel (meaning the divine answer in Christ to the universal human predicament of sinful alienation) leads to a view of the religions that is conducive to dialogue only in what might be called its least problematical modes - and certainly not as an alternative to proclamation in fairly traditional terms.

So, what then might be said about the differences between N’s decided ambivalence towards dialogue and the enthusiasm of its many committed proponents?  This writer concludes that N is simply drawing attention to a deep, longstanding and problematical divide in the Christian world.  If N could write in 1973 of “the real schism which is developing in our time within the Body of Christ” - between those who see the reign of God in the secular life of the nations and those who see the reign necessarily linked with the offer of salvation in Christ (LN, 254) - then the same deep divide is even more pronounced today.  It exists between those who, like N, regard the human religious quest as fatally flawed, the locus of a partial revelation at best, and the provider of a wholly uncertain salvation that offers no sure hope for the world’s healing - and those whose endorsement of the plurality of religion leads wholeheartedly into the quest for fruitful and healing dialogue.

The divide is, of course, an old one.  It may well derive from two contrasting threads within the biblical witness.  On the one hand there is cosmic–universal–inclusivist thread that in barest outline contains such positive elements as: [  ] the universal imago dei, general revelation and providence, the universal love of God - [  ] from which there flows an understanding of religion as including a search for and even a divinely inspired response to God.  It is not at all difficult to link this strand with traditional Catholic teaching about nature and grace and a positive understanding of religion and culture.  This strand undergirds a good deal of the contemporary theology of dialogue in Catholic and liberal Protestant circles.
But attention can also be drawn to another set of biblical themes that also have major but negative implications.  For example the attention that both testaments give to the themes of [  ]: universal sin, unbelief, idolatry, judgement, election, and then the particularity of revelation and the finality of salvation that is found in Christ and nowhere else.

This Augustinian - Protestant theology is, of course, the tradition in which N is found and non-Protestants can and do react negatively to it at times. [  ] 

That this divide follows the broad outlines of traditional Protestant and Catholic assessments of the religions seems confirmed by the remarkable lack of engagement with N’s writings in the large volume of Indian Catholic analysis of dialogue and the religions in general and the Hindu-Christian encounter in particular.  [  ]  For example, the otherwise well-informed Michael Amaladoss and Jacques Dupuis’ in his magisterial Towards a Christian Theology of Religious Pluralism, a work that in many ways grew in Indian soil.  The Catholic failure to engage with N may and probably does illustrate the unhealthy state of ecumenical relations in Indian and it must also be noted that N’s own comments on Catholicism are sparse and often not without a negative edge especially when he discusses the Catholic approach to religion in general and to dialogue in particular (although he does express some admiration for de Nobili).  Among those Catholics who have read N it is not surprising that his suspicions about religion, continuity and religious pluralism draw a negative response - for example, in the case of Jose Kuttianimattathil’s near-encyclopaedic, Practice and Theology of Interreligious Dialogue. 

The bridging of this deep divide remains elusive and it illustrates the way in which N is sharply at odds with the vast majority of Indian theologians and Christian leaders, Protestant, Catholic and Orthodox.  Yet again Newbigin contra mundum? - or grounds to rethink the reasons behind his principled ambivalence?







