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philosophy of religion john hick represents a significant strand in
contemporary theology and religious philosophy, focusing on the nature of
religious experience, the problem of evil, and the pluralistic interpretation
of world religions. John Hick, a prominent 20th-century philosopher of
religion, introduced innovative ideas that challenged traditional exclusivist
views and advocated for a more inclusive understanding of religious truth.
His work engages deeply with questions about the existence and nature of God,
the problem of suffering, and the validity of diverse religious traditions.
This article explores John Hick’s contributions to the philosophy of
religion, highlighting his key theories and their impact on modern religious
thought. The discussion includes an overview of his approach to religious
pluralism, his response to the problem of evil, and his epistemological
stance on religious knowledge. The following sections provide a detailed
examination of these themes within the framework of philosophy of religion
John Hick developed.

John Hick’s Background and Philosophical Context

Religious Pluralism and the Copernican Revolution in Theology

The Problem of Evil and Hick’s Soul-Making Theodicy

Epistemology of Religious Experience

Critiques and Legacy in Contemporary Philosophy of Religion

John Hick’s Background and Philosophical
Context

John Hick was a British philosopher and theologian whose work significantly
influenced the philosophy of religion John Hick helped to reshape. Born in
1922, Hick’s academic career spanned several decades during which he taught
philosophy and theology, developing ideas that questioned established
Christian doctrines. His philosophical context was marked by engagement with
both Western analytic philosophy and Eastern religious traditions,
facilitating a broad and comparative approach to religious philosophy. Hick’s
thought emerged during a period of increasing religious diversity and global
interconnectedness, which informed his efforts to address the challenges
posed by religious pluralism and skepticism about traditional metaphysical
claims.

Philosophical Influences

Hick’s philosophy of religion was influenced by several key intellectual
traditions, including Kantian epistemology, existentialism, and liberal
theology. His interpretation of Immanuel Kant’s critical philosophy shaped
his understanding of human perception and the limits of knowledge,
particularly regarding metaphysical realities. Existentialist concerns with
human suffering and meaning also informed his development of theodicy. Hick’s



engagement with liberal Christian theology provided a framework for
reinterpreting dogmatic doctrines in more inclusive and experiential terms,
emphasizing moral and spiritual development.

Religious Landscape of the 20th Century

The 20th century witnessed a rapid expansion of awareness about world
religions beyond Christianity, which deeply influenced Hick’s philosophy of
religion John Hick advocated. This pluralistic religious landscape prompted a
reevaluation of claims to exclusive truth and encouraged dialogue across
faiths. The rise of secularism and scientific critique of religion also posed
challenges that Hick sought to address through a rational and open-minded
philosophical approach.

Religious Pluralism and the Copernican
Revolution in Theology

One of John Hick’s most influential contributions to the philosophy of
religion John Hick is his theory of religious pluralism, which he famously
described as a “Copernican revolution” in theology. This concept challenges
the traditional exclusivist view that only one religion holds the absolute
truth. Instead, Hick argued that all major world religions are culturally
conditioned responses to the same ultimate reality, which he termed “the
Real.” This approach aims to reconcile the diversity of religious beliefs and
practices by positing that different religions offer various perspectives on
a single transcendent reality.

The Real and Noetic Experiences

Hick proposed that the ultimate reality, or the Real, transcends specific
religious doctrines and personal conceptions of God. According to his
philosophy of religion John Hick developed, religious experiences across
traditions are encounters with the Real, interpreted through diverse cultural
and historical lenses. This noetic dimension emphasizes the experiential and
transformative aspects of religion rather than doctrinal correctness.

Implications of Pluralism

Hick’s pluralism has significant implications for interfaith dialogue,
religious tolerance, and theological inclusivism. It encourages mutual
respect among religions and rejects the notion that salvation or
enlightenment is confined to a single tradition. This perspective also
challenges believers to recognize the validity of other faiths while
maintaining their own religious identities.

Promotes religious tolerance and mutual understanding

Encourages reevaluation of exclusivist doctrines

Supports the idea of salvation or enlightenment as accessible through
multiple paths



Fosters global religious dialogue and cooperation

The Problem of Evil and Hick’s Soul-Making
Theodicy

The problem of evil—how to reconcile the existence of suffering with a
benevolent, omnipotent God—has been a central issue in the philosophy of
religion John Hick addressed thoroughly. Hick rejected traditional theodicies
that appealed to free will or the necessity of evil for contrast. Instead, he
developed the “soul-making” theodicy, inspired by the ideas of philosopher
John Keats and theologian Irenaeus. This theodicy posits that evil and
suffering serve a developmental purpose in the formation of human character
and spiritual maturity.

Key Features of the Soul-Making Theodicy

According to Hick’s soul-making theodicy, the world is a “vale of soul
making” where individuals undergo moral and spiritual growth through facing
challenges and suffering. This process enables humans to develop virtues such
as courage, compassion, and patience, which would not be possible in a world
without adversity. The presence of evil is thus seen as necessary for the
realization of higher moral and spiritual goods.

Philosophical and Theological Significance

This approach to the problem of evil departs from traditional views by
emphasizing the future eschatological fulfillment of human development. Hick
maintained that ultimate justice and restoration occur after death, where the
soul’s progress is completed. His philosophy of religion John Hick formulated
offers a hopeful and constructive response to the existential dilemma posed
by suffering, situating evil within a broader divine purpose.

Epistemology of Religious Experience

John Hick’s philosophy of religion John Hick also includes a distinctive
epistemological stance regarding religious knowledge. He argued that
religious experiences are fundamental sources of knowledge about the divine
or the ultimate reality. Unlike purely rationalist or fideist approaches,
Hick advocated for a balanced understanding that recognizes the validity of
personal religious experience while acknowledging its interpretative and
cultural mediation.

Religious Experience as Evidence

Hick contended that religious experiences provide prima facie justification
for religious beliefs. They are direct encounters with the Real, which
generate transformative insight and conviction. However, these experiences
are interpreted through religious traditions, language, and symbols, which
shape their content and meaning. This epistemological framework supports



Hick’s pluralistic theology by validating diverse religious experiences
across cultures.

Challenges and Responses

While affirming the significance of religious experience, Hick also
recognized challenges such as conflicting religious claims and the subjective
nature of experience. His pluralist approach offers a way to address these
issues by emphasizing the underlying unity of the Real beyond doctrinal
differences. This nuanced epistemology contributes to ongoing debates in the
philosophy of religion concerning faith, reason, and evidence.

Critiques and Legacy in Contemporary Philosophy
of Religion

The philosophy of religion John Hick developed has been subject to various
critiques and continues to generate discussion within academic and
theological circles. Some critics argue that his pluralism relativizes
religious truth or undermines the distinctiveness of particular faiths.
Others question the feasibility of his soul-making theodicy in light of
extreme suffering or natural disasters. Nevertheless, Hick’s contributions
have left a lasting legacy by opening new avenues for interreligious
understanding and providing innovative responses to enduring philosophical
problems.

Common Criticisms

Accusations of religious relativism and loss of doctrinal integrity1.

Challenges to the coherence of the “Real” as an ineffable ultimate2.
reality

Debates over the adequacy of the soul-making theodicy in explaining3.
gratuitous evil

Concerns about the epistemic status of religious experiences across4.
conflicting traditions

Enduring Influence

Despite criticisms, John Hick’s philosophy of religion John Hick remains
influential for scholars exploring religious diversity, theodicy, and
epistemology. His work encourages a more open and dialogical approach to
theological and philosophical inquiry, emphasizing respect for pluralism and
the transformative power of religious experience. Hick’s legacy persists in
contemporary discussions on how to understand religion in a globalized and
pluralistic world.



Frequently Asked Questions

Who was John Hick in the philosophy of religion?

John Hick was a prominent 20th-century philosopher of religion known for his
work on religious pluralism and theodicy. He sought to reconcile different
religious traditions and address the problem of evil.

What is John Hick's theory of religious pluralism?

John Hick's theory of religious pluralism posits that all major world
religions are valid responses to the same ultimate reality, which he called
'the Real.' He argued that no single religion holds a monopoly on truth, and
different religions offer diverse but equally authentic paths to salvation or
enlightenment.

How did John Hick address the problem of evil?

John Hick proposed a 'soul-making' theodicy, suggesting that the presence of
evil and suffering in the world serves as a means for human beings to develop
virtues and moral character, ultimately leading to spiritual growth and
maturity.

What is the significance of John Hick's concept of
'the Real'?

In Hick's philosophy, 'the Real' refers to the ultimate divine reality that
transcends all religious descriptions and symbols. It is an ineffable source
that different religions interpret in their own ways, which underpins his
pluralistic approach.

How did John Hick critique traditional Christian
exclusivism?

Hick challenged Christian exclusivism—the belief that salvation is only
through Christ—by arguing that other religions also provide genuine
encounters with the divine. He promoted a more inclusive understanding that
respects diverse religious experiences.

What role does epistemology play in John Hick's
philosophy of religion?

Epistemology is central to Hick's philosophy as he emphasized that human
knowledge of the divine is limited and conditioned by cultural and historical
contexts. Therefore, religious beliefs are seen as interpretative frameworks
rather than absolute truths.

How has John Hick influenced contemporary discussions
on interfaith dialogue?

John Hick's advocacy for religious pluralism has significantly influenced
interfaith dialogue by encouraging mutual respect and understanding among
different faith traditions. His ideas support the view that diverse religions



can coexist peacefully and learn from each other.

Additional Resources
1. Philosophy of Religion
John Hick's "Philosophy of Religion" offers a comprehensive introduction to
the major themes and issues in the philosophy of religion. Hick explores
arguments for and against the existence of God, the problem of evil, and the
nature of religious experience. This book is widely regarded as a
foundational text for students and scholars interested in religious
philosophy.

2. The Metaphor of God Incarnate
In this influential work, Hick challenges traditional Christian doctrines,
particularly the incarnation of God in Jesus Christ. He proposes a
metaphorical understanding of religious language, encouraging readers to
interpret theological claims symbolically rather than literally. The book
fosters dialogue between faith and modern philosophical thought.

3. Evil and the God of Love
"Evil and the God of Love" is one of Hick's most significant contributions to
theodicy. He presents a "soul-making" theodicy, arguing that the existence of
evil serves a purpose in developing moral and spiritual growth. This work
addresses the age-old problem of how a loving God can permit suffering.

4. An Interpretation of Religion
This book explores the ways in which religious experiences and traditions can
be interpreted across cultures. Hick advocates for a pluralistic
understanding of religion, suggesting that many religious paths lead to the
same ultimate reality. It is an important text for those interested in
interfaith dialogue and religious diversity.

5. The Rainbow of Faith
In "The Rainbow of Faith," Hick expands on his pluralistic hypothesis,
examining the diversity of world religions with a sympathetic and
philosophical lens. He argues that different religions are like colors in a
rainbow, each reflecting aspects of the divine truth. The book invites
readers to appreciate religious diversity without relativism.

6. A Christian Theology of Religions: The Rainbow of Faith
This work specifically addresses Christian theology in the context of
religious pluralism. Hick articulates a framework for understanding
Christianity alongside other world religions without dismissing their
validity. It is a key text for theologians and philosophers interested in
pluralism and inclusivism.

7. Faith and Knowledge
"Faith and Knowledge" delves into the epistemological questions surrounding
religious belief. Hick examines how faith can be rational and what it means
to know religious truths. This book bridges the gap between philosophy of
religion and epistemology, offering insights into belief justification.

8. Death and Eternal Life
In this thought-provoking book, Hick explores concepts of death, afterlife,
and immortality from a philosophical and religious perspective. He challenges
traditional doctrines about the afterlife and proposes alternative
understandings consistent with religious pluralism. The book encourages
readers to reconsider commonly held beliefs about life after death.



9. Philosophy of Religion: An Introduction
This introductory text by Hick provides a clear and accessible overview of
key philosophical questions about religion. It covers topics such as
arguments for God's existence, religious experience, and the problem of evil.
Ideal for newcomers to the subject, it lays the groundwork for deeper study
in the philosophy of religion.
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