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Abstract 

In this thesis, I compare the models of interreligious dialogue set forth by Paul Griffiths 

and Leonard Swidler by applying their models to a conversation between the religious thinkers 

Jtirgen Moltmann and Shinran. I also suggest a possible synthesis of, or middle path between, 

Griffiths' and Swidler's theories, and indicate how this synthetical model might be applied to a 

dialogue between Moltmann and Shinran. My primary goal in this thesis is to explore problems of 

the theory of interreligious dialogue; the application of the theories I examine to a specific example, 

however, is crucial to a thorough understanding of these theories. 

In the introduction, I explain and contrast Griffiths' and Swidler's theories of dialogue, and 

I locate the contemporary Christian Moltmann and the Medieval Buddhist Shinran in their historical 

contexts. In chapter one, I explicate several of Moltmann's major texts, and attempt to show how 

Moltmann develops his theological perspective out of the Christian doctrinal tradition. In chapter 

two I examine Shinran's thought, and trace the development of his thought from the Buddhist 

doctrinal tradition. In chapter three I construct three dialogues between Moltmann and Shinran: 

one according to Griffiths' schema, one according to Swidler's theory, and one according to the 

synthetical model which I develop . . In this chapter, I focus on my explications of Moltmann and 

Shinran as reinterpreters of their respective doctrinal traditions; I attempt to build a case that an 

understanding of how the two theologians develop their perspectives out of their traditions has 

significant ramifications for the construction of a dialogue between them. Finally, in the epilogue, 

I reflect on my success in applying these three models of dialogue to the specific example of 

conversation between Moltmann and Shinran. 
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Prefatory Note 

In this thesis, I do not use diacritical marks on Sanskrit and Pali words, nor do I italicize 

Buddhist and Greek terms. Instead, I have underlined the first usage of a Buddhist or Greek 

word in each chapter. Further, my use of the pronouns "he" and "his", rather than "she", "her", or 

"s/he", does not reflect an insensitivity to the issue of gender; I simply decided to stick to the 

masculine form throughout the paper for the sake of consistency. Finally, I would like to distance 

myself from any anti-Semitic ideas which may be implicit in Jiirgen Moltmann's writings. 
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Introduction 

In An Apolo~y for Apolo~etics; A Study in the Lo~ic of Interreli~ious Dialogue, Paul 

Griffiths issues a challenge to those who engage in interreligious dialogue to reject conceptual 

relativism and take their own religious commitments more seriously. He attacks a tendency that he 

perceives, among many current practitioners of interreligious dialogue, to accept all expressions of 

religious belief as equally valid, and to dissolve real distinctions between theological utterances in 

an effort to merge them into a single "universal" theology. Leonard Swidler, in Toward a 

Universal Theolo~y of Reli~ion, advocates the very model of interreligious dialogue that Griffiths 

so vehemently attacks. This thesis will lay out in greater detail Swidler's and Griffiths' claims 

about the purpose and proper mode of dialogue between members of different faith traditions, and . 

then apply their models to a hypothetical conversation between the contemporary Christian 

theologian JUrgen Moltmann and the 13th-century Buddhist theologian Shinran. It is, of course, 

impossible to access what a dialogue between Moltmann and Shinran would really look like; the 

purpose of this thesis is to shed light on Swidler's and Griffiths' understandings of the purpose of 

interreligious dialogue, and to suggest a possible alternative to their seemingly irreconcilable 

models of dialogue. 

Griffiths employs the terms "representative intellectual" and "doctrine-expressing sentence" 

to formulate his thesis about the necessity of apologetics in the dialogic process. Representative 

intellectuals are the religious thinkers who most fully understand their religious community's 

doctrines; doctrine-expressing sentences set forth the beliefs which these thinkers hold. These 

sentences are not simply any statements uttered by members of a religious community, rather they 

are linguistic expressions that make truth claims central to the community's understanding of 

ultimate reality, or to its understanding of the course of action that leads to salvation. l 

He clearly sets forth his basic claim concerning the relationship between docuine-

expressing sentences of different faith traditions; 

If representative intellectuals belonging to some specific religious community come 
to judge at a particular time that some or all of their own doctrine-expressing 
sentences are incompatible with some alien religious claims(s), then they should feel 
obliged to engage in both positive and negative apologetics vis-a-vis these alien 

t Paul J. Griff~hs. An Apology for Apologetics: . A Study in the Logic of Interreligious Dialogue. Orbis 
Books (NY): 1991. pp.1-12. 
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religious claim(s) and their promulgators.2 

Griffiths' claim refers to a very specific situation, and calls for a very specific response to this 

situation. He does not encourage representative intellectuals to actively seek out members of 

different religious communities and attempt to convince them that their faith traditions are entirely 

false. Nor does he argue that all doctrine-expressing sentences of one religious community are 

necessarily incompatible with those of another community. Instead, he claims only that should a 

representative intellectual of one religious community perceive some particular doctrine-expressing 

sentence produced by another religious community as incompatible with any doctrine which he 

holds, he is under an obligation both to defend his own view and to produce reasons why the view 

which he fmds unacceptable is incorrect. This obligation, Griffiths explains, is epistemic and 

ethical. Representative'intellectuals must be able to defend their doctrines in some way, if they are 

to maintain their intellectual integrity. Furthermore, they must be able to produce reasons to 

convince others that their understanding of the path to religious selfboodlsalvation is authentic, if 

they believe that their understanding applies to all people and that they have a responsibility to save 

those who are following the wrong path. It is possible, Griffiths goes on to admit, that a perceived 

incompatibility between doctrine-expressing sentences could be resolved in the course of an 

interreligious conversation; however, it is not necessarily the case that all incompatibilities will be 

recognized as resolvable through the dialogic process.3 

The argument that interreligious conversation must proceed apologetically rests on a 

particular understanding of what most (if not all) religious thinkers have considered to be their 

purpose in producing doctrine-expressing sentences. Griffiths devotes the bulk of his book to 

explaining and defending his understanding of what, historically, religious thinkers have perceived 

their task when constructing doctrine-expressing sentences. This passage succinctly describes his 

view: " ... representative intellectuals of religious communities have typically tended to think of the 

sentences they construct as being capable of comprehension outside their own community; as 

extending their claims beyond the bounds of their own community; and as being, simply, both true 

and important,,4 A sustainable objection to any prong of this theory of the nature of doctrine-

2 Griffiths, p.3. 
3 Ibid., pp.12-18. 
4 Ibid., p.20. 
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expressing sentences would deny the validity of Griffiths' central claim about the need for 

apologetics in interreligious dialogue; thus, Griffiths addresses several possible objections to his 

understanding of the nature of doctrine-expressing sentences. In this chapter, I will lay out in 

some detail Griffiths' philosophical understanding of religious expression, in an effort both to 

clarify his model of interreligious dialogue and to shed light on the relationship between his 

understanding of religious expression and Swidler's. 

Some may argue, Griffiths contends, that doctrine-expressing sentences of one religious 

community are necessarily incomprehensible to members of other communities. Griffiths 

concedes that because of their different backgrounds, representative intellectuals of different faith 

traditions can never understand a particular doctrine-expressing sentence in exactly the same way. 

However, he holds that this does not negate the project of inten·eligious dialogue, for 

representative intellectuals of different religious communities can always achieve some level of 

mutual understanding; total mutual incomprehensibility between representative intellectuals simply 

does not obtain. 

Comprehensibility refers merely to representative intellectuals' ability to understand each 

other's statements. A further objection to Griffiths' theory of doctrine-expressing sentences might 

be that even if representative intellectuals of different religions can understand each other, they 

cannot evaluate the truth of each other's statements because the criteria for the truth value of 

religious utterances make sense only within the community that produces those utterances. 

Griffiths argues that ways of assessing truth in different religious communities are always 

commensurable with each other to some extent, i.e. that representative intellectuals of different 

communities can always at least debate rationally the truth of particular doctrines. Thus, doctline

expressing sentences extend beyond the communities that produce them, in the sense that they are 

capable of being judged true or false in other religious communities. 

The third prong of Griffiths' theory of doctrine-expressing sentences is related to the 

commensurability of criteria for judging religious utterances across the borders of religious 

communities. Doctrine-expressing sentences produced by a religious community, Griffiths holds, 

must be understood as making universal truth claims; that is, their truth value may not only be 

judged by members of different faith traditions, but must be seen as applicable to members of 

different religious communities as well. If representative intellectuals did not understand 
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themselves to be making truth claims that transcended the boundaries of their own religious 

communities, there would be no reason for them to attempt to defend their doctrines against those 

produced by other religious communities which they perceived as incompatible with their own. 

Griffiths explains and attempts to meet three possible objections to the notion that doctrine

expressing sentences carry truth claims that extend beyond the boundaries of the religious 

communities that produce them. First, he addresses the conceptual relativist view: that it is the 

shared cultural background of the members of a religious community that accounts for their 

common acceptance of particular religious beliefs, and that it is impossible to distinguish reasons 

for the acceptance of particular beliefs from the cultural causes for the acceptance of these beliefs. 

In other words: "All doctrine-expressing sentences are equal with respect to the causes of their 

credibility for those who believe in them; talk of the truth of doctrine-expressing sentences can be 

reduced, without reminder, to talk of the causes of their credibility for those who believe in them."s 

Conceptual relativists would deny that particular beliefs stand in any special relationship to 

particular reasons; for them, reasons are dissolved into the larger set of historical causes, and it 

becomes impossible for religious thinkers to argue for their beliefs without simply asserting that 

their culturally conditioned beliefs are superior to someone else's. 

While admitting that it is impossible to prove deductively ,the position that doctrine

expressing sentences may carry truth value that can be traced to particular reasons, i.e. reasons 

distinct from the general cultural background of a particular religious community, Griffiths argues 

that there is no good reason to accept the conceptual relativist view. He invokes what he calls the 

principle of hermeneutical charity: that representative intellectuals are engaged in the process of 

producing transcultural reasons for their communities' beliefs, so we must understand them as 

engaged in, this process and as considering their reasons for believing what they believe to bear 

transcultural truth value. Whether or not people outside of a religious community agree that the 

reasons a religious thinker produces for the acceptance of a particular doctrine actually are reasons, 

as opposed to causes, the religious thinker himself certainly does perceive himself as arguing from 

reasons that are distinct from the larger set of causes. If this is the case, as Griffiths believes it is, 

religious thinkers really are engaged in the process of creating doctrine-expressing sentences that 

they believe may be proven true to people outside their religious communities. 

5 Griffiths, p.32. 
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Second, Griffiths meets the challenge of the experiential expressivist view: that all 

doctrine-expressing sentences are merely alternative linguistic expressions of the same inner 

religious experience, so there can be no real incompatibility between them. Griffiths attacks this 

position on several points. First, he argues that experiential expressivists are naive in believing 

that religious utterances are the expressions of prelinguistic experiences: historically it has been the 

case that religious experiences themselves are conditioned by previously learned doctrines. Also, 

Griffiths points out that doctrine-expressing sentences are never original expressions of inner 

experience, rather they are abstract, theoretical translations of these original expressions. Thus, 

Griffiths does not believe that experiential expressivism poses a serious threat to the notion that 

doctrine-expressing sentences are intended to be universally verifiable by the religious communities 

that produce them, and may very well be found false by other religious communities. 

Third, Griffiths challenges the ru1e theorists' position: that a religious community's 

doctrine-expressing sentences can make no claim to universal on~ological truth, but rather function 

only to prescribe a certain way of living -- certain rules for acting -- that coinhere with that 

community's overall world-view and common cu1tural background. That is, doctrine-expressing 

sentences can only have meaning for the members of the religious community that produced them, 

because of the way these sentences function to affirm the community's world-view. This is not to 

say, as the conceptual relativists would, that it is impossible to produce any reasons at all for the 

acceptance of particular beliefs. Ru1e theorists would argue that representative intellectuals may be 

able to invoke reasons that make sense within their communities, but that these reasons will carry 

no weight in a religious community with a different world-view and cultural inheritance. 

The ru1e theorists' most significant defense of their view seems to be that religious 

utterances only have meaning if they are performative, that is, if they work to change the 

relationship between a member of the religious community and ultimate reality as it is construed by 

that community: therefore, no religious utterances make what might be considered universal truth 

claims. Griffiths attacks this argument by pointing out that, for example, in order for prayers to 

have effect, they must already be understood as efficacious by the person praying through 

acceptance of a previously established doctrine-expressing sentence. Thus, while some religious 

utterances may perform a purely performative role, these sorts of utterances must be reducible to 

doctrine-expressing sentences which make ontological truth claims. The view that some religious 
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statements prescribe rules for proper ways of living is not mutually exclusive with the notion that 

doctrine-expressing sentences make claims on truth that transcend the boundaries of religious 

communities. 

Griffiths goes on to point out that some religious thinkers have maintained, even while 

conceding that religious intellectuals of alternative faith traditions may understand each others' 

doctrines and may seem to discern incompatibilities between each others' doctrines, that any 

incompatibilities between doctrine-expressing sentences produced by different faith traditions are 

necessarily merely illusory. These thinkers believe that .any incompatibilities between doctrine

expressing sentences will be dissolved from the perspective of thorough and authentic knowledge 

of absolute truth. Griffiths labels this position universalist perspectivalism, and argues for its 

connection to conceptual relativism: 

Notice that universalist perspectivalism, like conceptual relativism, applies an 
equivalence principle to all doctrine-expressing sentences. The view requires that · 
there actually is a single religiously ultimate reality, and that it is of a kind capable of 
being effectively mediated through a wide variety of incompatible doctrine-expressing 
sentences.6 

This position, as Griffiths indicates, hinges on an a priori belief that all expressions of religious 

belief actually access the same absolute truth, even if they seem empirically to be drastically 

incompatible. If universalist perspectivalists actually believe that all doctrine-expressing sentences 

of religious communities are equally true, Griffiths argues, they cannot logically make any 

distinction between the beliefs of, say, peaceful Buddhists and of Jim Jones' followers who 

committed suicide by ingesting cyanide. In fact, though, those who hold this position have 

historically distinguished between legitimate and illegitimate forms of accessing the one ultimate 

reality, that is they have accepted empirical evidence as a means of determining authentic 

expressions of religious belief. Griffiths believes that universalist perspectivalism is "massively 

implausible," because its proper acceptance requires the disavowal of all empitical evidence in · 

determining the compatibility of doctrine-expressing sentences.7 

Clearly, then, Griffiths believes that members of different religious communities share a 

common ground -- namely, the ability to understand and rationally debate theological doctrine -

from which they may move towards a deeper understanding of the differences between each 

°Griffiths, p.47. 
7lbid., pp.21-S1. 
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other's beliefs. Doctrine-expressing sentences, he contends, may be comprehended by people who 

do not adhere to the doctrines they set forth. Representative intellectuals may defend their doctline

expressing sentences by appealing to reasons which are distinct from their unique cultural 

backgrounds, and which may be understood, judged, and quite possibly rejected by members of 

another religious community. Gliffiths does not insist that representative intellectuals must enter 

dialogue determined to maintain the validity of their positions at all costs. He believes that 

religious thinkers may benefit from dialogue both by learning about their own beliefs through the 

process of producing reasons to defend these beliefs, and even by abandoning certain of their 

beliefs which their dialogue partner's apologetics effectively disprove.s 

While Griffiths simply establishes ground rules for interreligious dialogue, Swidler actively 

encourages interaction between faith traditions. Griffiths, in other words, offers a model of 

dialogue he thinks religious intellectuals should follow if they happen to engage in dialogue; 

Swidler believes that religious thinkers should feel an obligation to engage in interreligious 

dialogue: 

Our search for the truth of the meaning of things makes it a necessity for us as 
human beings to engage in dialogue. Knowingly to refuse dialogue today could 
be an act of fundamental human irresponsibility -- in Judeo-Christian terms, a sin.9 

Swidler asserts that all expressions of religious belief are simply alternative means of accessing the 

same metaphysical truth. He explains that interreligious dialogue today must occur within the 

framework of what he calls the deabsolutization of truth in the modem West: the realization that no 

single religion or ideology can fully access absolute truth, because particular expressions of belief 

are bound to particular cultural and historical perspectives and are trapped by the limitations of 

language. However, he does insist that there exists a single ultimate reality, which all religions 

(and ideologies) desclibe in different ways. All human beings, regardless of their histolical and 

cultural contexts, constantly strive to understand the same ultimate truth; all expressions of 

religious belief are simply historically conditioned graspings at this truth. Human beings' quest for 

ultimate truth should lead them to engage in dialogue with members of other faith traditions in an 

effort to absorb the insights of these alternative traditions and move towards a fuller understanding 

of ultimate truth. 

8Griffiths, pp.80-2. 
9 Leonard Swidler,ed. TOward a Universal Theology of Religion. Orbis Books (NY): 1987. p.12. 
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The goal of interreligious dialogue, in Swidler's view, shQuld be the formulation of a 

"universal theology of religion-ideology," an "ecumenical esperanto." This theology absorbs both 

dialogue participants' insights, and thus represents a more accurate understanding of ultimate truth 

than either dialogue partner's individual, culture-bound perspective can on its own. Dialogue 

partners should not approach their interaction determined to tear down each other's positions. 

Rather, they should strive first to understand each other's perspectives, and then to work together 

to develop a new perspective which incorporates both of their perspectives; perhaps this 

"ecumenical esperanto" could be seen as a way of talking about ultimate truth that does not 

necessitate the rejection of either partner's beliefs. It may be important to note here that Swidler 

does believe that linguistic expressions of religious belief access their expressers' religious 

perspectives, and that he holds that mutual understanding between thinkers of different religious 

traditions is possible to.a great extent He is not, that is, making the claim that different 

expressions of religious belief are merely different linguistic reflections of the same immanently 

human understanding of absolute truth. Swidler's model for interreligious dialogue is inspired by 

the belief that religious thinkers of different faith traditions have much to offer each other, that all 

religions are not simply expressions of the same angle on absolute truth.IO 

How, then, does Swidler deal with apparent contradictions between alternative expressions 

of religious belief! He welcomes authentic differences between belief systems, but where do 

incompatibilities fit into his "ecumenical esperanto"? He admits that certain faith traditions may be 

drastically incompatible with each other on poin~ of praxis: for example, certain Christians may 

morally oppose the Hindu practice of ~, the tradition of widows cremating themselves on their 

husbands' funeral pyres. "Thus, it is apparent that there are important contradictory differences 

between religions-ideologies, and at times these differences warrant not dialogue, but even 

opposition."11 However, Swidler seems to deny the possibility of incompatibility between 

dialogue partners' religious beliefs, insofar as these beliefs do not call for actions to which either 

dialogue partner is morally opposed: 

... [I]f they [our dialogue partner's beliefs] are perceived as complementary rather 
than contradictory, they will be seen to operate within the total organic structure of 
the other religion-ideology and to fulfill their function properly only within it 
They could not have the same function -- the same relationship to the other parts --

tOSwidler, pp. 7 -26. 
t t Ibid., p.28. 
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in our total organic structure, and hence would not be understood to be in direct 
opposition, in contradiction to the "differing" element within our structure. 12 

In Swidler's view, apparent incompatibilities between two religious belief systems are necessarily 

revealed as illusory from the perspective of a position developed out of dialogue between the two 

systems. Certain tenets of one belief system may appear initially to contradict certain tenets of 

another faith tradition. However, in the process of developing a new theology out of their 

individual theologies, representatives of each tradition will come to recognize a deeper 

compatibility between each other's belief systems that transcends divergences between isolated 

tenets. While Swidler, in his zealous advocacy of movement towards a universal language of 

religious belief, attempts to gloss over the issue of incompatibility between religious beliefs, it 

appears that he might in some instances be forced to simply deny the incompatibility of doctrines 

that appear obviously to diverge. 

Swidler and Griffiths agree on the crucial point that mutual understanding and meaningful 

dialogue may obtain between members of different faith communities. They both, that is, reject 

absolute fideism and believe that there exists a foundation of human rationality which permits 

mutual exchange of ideas between religious thinkers. Griffiths, however, does not go any further 

than arguing for the existence of this foundation. In his view, interreligious dialogue may benefit 

religious thinkers by forcing them to hone and defend their expressions of religious belief; that is, 

dialogue may help religious thinkers understand their own doctrines more fully. It is not 

necessary, though, for religious thinkers to pursue dialogue with members of other faith traditions 

in their quest for absolute truth. Religious thinkers may very well be satisfied with the 

understandings of religious truth they derive from their own faith traditions. 

Swidler, by contrast, believes that religious thinkers should not be content with their 

historically-conditioned descriptions of ultimate reality. They should seek dialogue with other faith 

traditions in order to absorb the insights into absolute truth which these alternative traditions have 

to offer. Swidler does not deny the existence of a common ground of rationality which acts as a 

base for interreligious conversation. However~ he moves beyond Griffiths in his insistence that 

this common ground of rationality is transcended by a single absolute truth. Religious thinkers 

must strive for a fuller understanding of this absolute truth, and development towards thorough 

12 Swidler, p.27. 
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comprehension of this truth can only take place through dialogue between different religious 

perspectives. Swidler perceives interreligious dialogue as a teleological progression towards 

understanding of a single absolute truth, Griffiths sees dialogue as a means of clarifying the 

differences between dialogue partners' understandings of absolute truth. 

Another way of getting at the divergence of Griffiths' and Swidler's perspectives on 

interreligious dialogue might be to compare their understandings of the relationship between 

individual believers' doctrines and these individuals' faith traditions. Swidler maintains that 

religious thinkers must recognize that their beliefs are historically conditioned and accept that these 

beliefs, while not exactly false, can provide only limited access to ultimate truth. Thus, he advises 

religious thinkers to move beyond the intellectual and cultural baggage which shapes their 

particular expressions of religious belief, and progress through dialogue towards an ahistorical, 

unconditioned conception of absolute truth. Religious thinkers should not totally abandon their 

historically conditioned perspectives; rather, they should merge these perspectives with their 

dialogue partners' perspectives into a closer approximation of the ahistorical and absolute 

"universal theology." In a sense, Swidler seeks to remove religious thinkers from their distinct 

historical traditions and see them as individuals in search of a common human conception of 

ultimate reality. 

Griffiths, on the other hand, uses the term "representative intellectual" in order to stress the 

fact that individual religious thinkers are bound to particular faith traditions, traditions which 

determine the reasons these individuals accept for embracing or rejecting specific beliefs. In a 

sense, like Swidler, he dehistoricizes interreligious dialogue. He understands it as purely 

intellectual debate, conducted according to eternal and transcultural rules of logic and rationality. 

Ultimately, however, Griffiths sees representative intellectuals who engage in interreligious 

dialogue as very much tied to their unique doctrinal traditions, since these traditions provide the 

well of reasons from which the representative intellectuals draw in order to defend their doctrine

expressing sentences. He believes that religious thinkers understand the reasons they draw from 

their inherited traditions as carrying eternal and transcultural truth value, and insists that these 

thinkers cannot and should not simply dismiss their reasons as having only a limited relationship to 

absolute truth. While he does claim that representative intellectuals share a common human ground 

of rational discourse, Griffiths understands religious thinkers primarily as members of distinct faith 
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traditions, and only secondarily as individuals on their own personal quests for ultimate truth. 

I will focus on the relationship between the individual religious thinker and his inherited 

faith tradition, and explore the relevance of this relationship to the theory of interreligious dialogue. 

To what extent are religious thinkers bound by their distinct religious traditions, and to what extent 

may they be seen as individuals grasping at an understanding of ultimate reality that lies beyond the 

confines of anyone faith tradition? Griffiths' answer to this question leads him to understand 

interreligious dialogue as apologetical conversation, while Swidler's answer leads him to see 

dialogue as teleological development towards a "universal theology." Must Griffiths' and 

Swidler's positions, though, stand as irreconcilable poles of the debate over the project of 

interreligious dialogue? Might it not be possible to understand religious thinkers as both bound by 

their distinct faith traditions and as individuals who move beyond their traditions in search of 

absolute truth? I wager that a path between Griffiths' and Swidler's perspectives is possible. I 

will attempt to develop a model of interreligious dialogue out of the conviction that dialogue 

partners must take seriously both their commitments to their distinct faith traditions and the unique, 

personal agendas which drive their reinterpretations of these traditions. 

The crucial question for this thesis, then, becomes: to what extent may religious thinkers' 

individual agendas or perspectives be distinguished from the faith traditions out of which these 

thinkers develop their theologies? In a sense, this question lies very much beyond the 

philosophical scope of this thesis. It seems impossible to draw a rigid boundary line between the 

intellectual and historical influences on a religious thinker and the unique reinterpretive prism that 

he brings to bear on his doctrinal tradition. However, the extent to which it is possible to 

distinguish between a religious thinker's commitments to his inherited tradition and his unique, 

individual theological perspective may have important ramifications for the project of interreligious 

dialogue. It may determine the degree to which religious thinkers may move beyond the beliefs 

they develop out of their own faith traditions and absorb beliefs produced by other faith traditions. 

An understanding of religious thinkers as bringing personal reinterpretive prisms to bear on 

doctrinal traditions to which they feel certain commitments may contribute to a resolution of 

Griffiths' and Swidler's perspectives. In this thesis, I will examine Moltmann and Shinran as 

reinterpreters of their faith traditions. I will attempt to delineate both how their theological 

perspectives are influenced by their respective traditions, and how their perspectives are driven by 
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individual theological agendas. I will go on to explain the possible implications of an examination 

of Moltmann and Shinran as reinterpreters of their traditions for dialogue between them. 

Moltmann and Shinran, in the texts I examine, reinterpret their doctrinal traditions' 

understandings of the salvation process. Both thinkers were members of religious communities 

which experienced intense cultural and intellectual upheaval, and both attempted to adapt their 

doctrinal traditions to the problems of their historical circumstances. Their wdtings indicate that 

they experienced a dramatic inner tension -- between their allegiance to an inherited religious 

tradition, and their felt obligation to transform this tradition in order to render it meaningful to the 

people of their religious community. Moltmann's project, according to M. Douglas Meeks, is the 

reconciliation of a unique Christian identity and Christian solidarity with the people of the 20th 

century: ''The dialectic of reconciliation is a theological methodology which aims at demonstrating 

the thorough interdependence of the relevance and the identity of Chdstian theology. "13 Shinran's 

project could be understood, similarly, as the attempt to formulate a theological perspective both 

distinctly Buddhist and relevant to his era. 

It is possible, to an extent, to explain both thinkers' reinterpretations of their traditions by 

pointing to the historical contexts within which they produced their texts. Moltmann was born in 

Hamburg, Germariy in 1926, and after surviving the fIre,..bombing of Hamburg and several years 

of incarceration in an English POW camp, turned to religion and the study of theology in a search 

for hope. Arguably as a result of the seemingly senseless suffering of World War I, a movement 

developed in 20th-century Protestant theology that appropdated Soren Kierkegaard's notion of 

faith as purely existential, and of human history as orderless. Moltmann's theology is a reaction to 

this divorce of meaning and order from human history. He describes his thought as a "theology 

after Auschwitz", a theology that -- just like Jewish post-Holocaust theologies -- attempts to speak 

of God despite the fact that the idea of God's existence seems absurd: ''This condition of being 

unable to speak any longer of God, but all the while being compelled to speak of him -- as the 

result of concrete expedences of an overwhelming burden of guilt and of ghostly absurdity in my 

generation -- would seem to be the root of my theological endeavors, for reflection about God is 

continually reducing me to this perplexity. ,,14 

13M. Douglas Meeks. Origins of the Theology of Hope. Fortress Press (Philadelphia): 1974. p.3 

14 Jurgen Moltmann, as quoted in A.J. Conyers. God. Hope and History: JOrgen Moltmann and the 
Christian Concept of History. Mercer University Press (Macon, GA): 1988. p.204. 
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As Meeks points out, the late 1940s and 1950swas a time of "no-risk" politics and 

economic revival in Germany, and during this period theology in Germany tended to emphasize 

other-worldly questions and not to critique the cautiously prospering society. During the 1960s, 

the general mood in Germany -- and the world -- shifted from caution to optimism, and humanistic 

movements strove for the perfection of human society; in the late 1960s and 1970s, however, 

optimism increasingly turned to despair, as poverty spread and the environmental crisis became 

acute. Moltmann's theological progression can be seen as a reflection of these broad developmentS 

in his religious community: he published Theology of Hope in 1964, in an attempt to reinvest an 

element of hope in theological thought, an element which he believed had been missing for far too 

long; in The Crucified God (1972), he stressed the continuing suffering of people in this world, in 

an attempt to draw the Christian community's attention to its obligations to those still suffering; 

[mally, in The Trinity and the Kingdom (1981), he explained in greater detail his theory of how 

the Holy Spirit works in human history. 

In addition, Moltmann has attempted to adapt theology to the needs of his historical 

situation through dialogue with ideological movements such as Marxism and with other theological 

initiatives such as the liberation theology of Latin America, black theology in the United States, and 

feminist theology. He believes strongly that Protestantism can -- and must -- make a contribution 

to the solution of the problems of human society and of the environment, and that only through 

adapting itself to historical contingencies and to the conflicting s,?lutions of other world faiths can it 

become relevant ,to 20th-century human life. Indeed, while his theology has generally been 

popular among pastors, it has often been criticized by academic theologians, who see it as 

compromising intellectual integrity for pragmatic adaptation. 

Like Moltmann's thought, Shinran's theology can be interpreted as a reaction to histodcal 

events. Born in 1173 into a poor noble family in Kyoto, Japan, Shinran entered a Tendai Pure 

Land monastery at age nine and completed 20 of the 21 years of dgorous training required for full 

ordination. Tendai Pure Land Buddhism emphasized grueling meditation and chanting practices, 

and adherence a strict set of ethical precepts, as the path to enlightenment; it saw a dgid distinction 

between the clergy, who were capable of abiding by these practices and precepts, and the laity, 

who were not. At age 29, plagued by doubts over his own ability to follow the rigorous Tendai 

path to enlightenment, and tortured by sexual desires that he believed must trap him in samsara, 
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Shinran abandoned the ordination program and spent 100 days in solitude. After 95 days, he had a 

dream in which Prince Shotoku -- who had supported the entry of Chinese Buddhism to Japan in 

the seventh century C.E. -- told him to join the Pure Land teacher Honen. 

Honen advocated a form of Pure Land practice that was much easier for uneducated lay 

people to follow than Tendai Buddhism: he claimed that all that was necessary for the achievement 

of enlightenment was the uttering of the nembutsu, or Amida's name. According to Paul Williams, 

the cultural climate of 12th-century Japan was conducive to the spread of Honen's form of Pure 

Land Buddhism: 

The civil warfare, famine, disease, economic collapse, and general misery in Japan 
which accompanied the end of the Heian era and the ushering in of the Kamakura age 
gave an immense impetus to the growth of Pure Land Buddhism, for all could vividly 
appreciate the wish of Queen Vaidehi for another world of happiness far from the 
present troubles. We have already seen that these ghastly sufferings and the 
accompanying 'other worldliness' gave a strong impetus to the development of the 
theory of the Last Days (mappo ) .15 

During this period of cultural strife and change, many Buddhists came to believe that humans were 

no longer capable of following the difficult path to nirvana that Sakyamuni had originally set out. 

According to the doctrine of maDDo which gained popUlarity during this period, there are three ages 

after the coming of the Buddha: for the first 500 years after the Sakyamuni's life, humans are able 

to follow his teachings and attain enlightenment; for the next 1000 years, humans are able to follow 

the precepts set out by Gautama, but are not able thereby to attain enlightenment; fmally, during the 

last 10,000 years, the age of mappo, humans are not even capable of following the dharmic 

precepts at all, let alone of achieving enlightenment through their own self-power. 16 The only way 

humans can attain enlightenment, then, is to place their trust in Amida's compassion by reciting his 

name. Shinran, probably as a direct result of his own intense feelings ofinadequacy and his 

doubts about his ability to follow the strict Tendai path, was drawn to this notion of mappo, and to 

Honen's emphasis on humanity'S dependence on Amida. 17 

Shinran became one of Honen's closest disciples, and in 1208 the wanior-run monarchy 

15 Paul Williams. Mahayana Buddhism: The Doctrinal Foundations. Routledge (London): 1989. 
p.264. 

18 James Dobbins. Jodo Shinshu: Shin Buddhism in Medieval Japan. Indiana University Press 
(Bloomington): 1989. pp.31-8. 

17 Dennis Hirota and Voshifumi Ueda. Shinran: An Introduction to His Thought. Komiyami Printing Co. 
(Tokyo): 1989. pp.19-30. 
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exiled both master and student because it saw their doctrines as a threat to the power of Tendai 

teachings to keep the laity subservient and docile. Shinran was forcibly defrocked and sent to live 

on the remote island of Echigo; according to Yoshifumi Ueda, Shinran's perspective on human 

nature in the age of mappo was fundamentally transformed during his time in exile. Shinran lived 

as a layman for the first time in his adult life in Echigo, taking a wife and preaching among the 

largely illiterate peasants. He changed his name to "Gutoku" -- which means foolish, bald-headed 

one -- because he considered himself deeply sinful and prone to wrongdoing and 

misunderstanding, and did not want to be perceived as in any way superior to the most uneducated 

peasant. IS 

With his entry into lay life, Shinran's consciousness of the impossibility of achieving 

enlightenment through self-power apparently deepened, and he Came to believe that even his 

teacher Honen's theory of salvation relied too heavily on self-power. It was during his exile that 

Shinran composed by far his most important work, the Kyogyoshinsho (Teaching, Practice, Faith, 

and Enli~htenment). Although he spent much of the last 30 years of his life in Kyoto writing, all 

the treatises he produced during these years merely elaborated the ideas he had developed in this 

original work. Drawing -- in all of his works -- on the work of Indian and Chinese writers he 

considered authoritative for the Pure Land tradition, Shinran attempted to forge a soteriological 

system that was coherent in the age of mappo, in language that uneducated lay people could 

understand:9 Shinran',s message gained great popularity, and today he is considered the founder of 

Jodo Shin Shu, Japan's largest sect of Buddhism. 

Both thinkers' transformations of their doctrinal traditions are clearly guided by particular 

theological agendas, agendas that spur them to abandon certain tenets within their traditions and 

embrace others. These agendas might be seen as unique prisms through which Moltmann and 

Shinran perceive their doctrinal traditions: they are perspectives which belong specifically to 

Moltmann and Shinran, and they determine the thinkers' acceptance and rejection of particular 

theological ideas. In a sense, these perspectives arise out of historical crises. Moltmann's 

reinterpretation of the Christian tradition is motivated by his expelience in World War II and by his 

acute perception of continued political oppression; Shinran's reinterpretation of Pure Land 

18 Hirota and Ueda, pp.30-5. 
18 Dobbins, pp.22-39. 
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Buddhism hinges on his own experiences in a Tendai monastery, as well as the general social 

tunnoil of his era, which both inculcate in him a sense of humanity's utter sinfulness. However, 

while historical circumstances might ultimately be seen as a crucial driving force behind 

Moltmann's and Shinran's reinterpretations of their traditions, I am more interested in the two 

thinkers' theologies as reinterpretations of their inherited traditions than as reactions to historical 

circumstances. That we may explain Moltmann's and Shinran's theological agendas through 

historical causality -- i.e., that we may perceive the thinkers' theological moves as expressions of 

historical problems -- does not obviate the fact that the two thinkers understand themselves as 

correcting theological problems within their traditions, and as appealing to theological reasons for 

these corrections. I will examine Moltmann's and Shinran's reinterpretations of their traditions not 

primarily as reactions to historical circumstances, but as efforts to articulate theological truth. 

Chapter one will explicate Moltmann's theology and attempt to explain how he developed 

his theology; chapter two will analyze Shinran's thought and the influences on his thought. 

Chapter three will draw on chapters one and two in order to construct three distinct dialogues 

between Moltmann and Shinran: one according to Griffiths' model, one according to Swidler's 

model, and one according to my own understanding of how interreligious dialogue should be 

approached. The project of this thesis is not exactly to logically tear down Griffiths' and Swidler's 

positions. Rather, it is to examine, through concrete examples, the implications of their 

suggestions for interreligious dialogue, and of my own model of dialogue. I will attempt to 

develop a case, out of detailed analyses of Moltmann's and Shinran's theological perspectives and 

of the possible ways they might engage in dialogue with each other, that it is possible to steer a 

middle ground between Griffiths' and Swidler's positions. 
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Chapter One: Moltmann and the Christian Tradition 

This chapter will explicate Moltmann's theology and probe his theological rationale, 

attempting to distinguish Moltmann's personal agenda from the doctrinal influences on his thought. 

Griffiths might describe this chapter as setting out doctrine-expressing sentences that convey 

Moltmann's theological perspective, and as attempting to determine the specific reasons -- as 

distinct from his individual cultural background -- that Moltmann might invoke in defense of his 

theology. It is impossible, of course, to fully understand and reconstruct all the cultural influences 

that went into Moltmann's doctrine-expressing sentences, and that is not my goal. Instead, this 

chapter (and chapter two) will be developed from Griffiths' perspective that doctrine-expressing 

sentences stand in a unique relationship to particular ideas or reasons. My analysis of Moltmann's 

thought will focus on three of his most important texts: Theolo&y of Hope, The Crucified God, 

and The Trinity and the Kingdom. These texts point to certain thinkers and traditions that 

influenced Moltmann. This chapter will examine these influences in some detail, seeking to 

recreate the original ideas that shaped Moltmann's thought rather than depending on Moltmann's 

own reinterpretation of these ideas. 

In The Crucified God, Moltmann explicitly states the theological project that informs his 

writings: 

Christian theology must be a theology of the cross, if it is to be identified as Christ
ian theology through Christ. But the theology of the cross is a critical and liberating 
theory of God and man. Christian life is a form of practice which consists in follow
ing the crucified Christ, and it changes both man himself and the circumstances in 
which he lives. 1 

Moltmann sees theology, then, as a way of thinking about humanity's relationship to God that is 

inextricably connected with a particular way of living according to the message of the crucifixion 

event. Thought and historical action must be fused, for Moltmann, in the authentic Christian life. 

The crucifixion event forces humans to realize that their "Christian" thought has become too 

abstract, too detached from history and from any drive to work for change within history. A vision 

of Christian faith as spurring concrete action shapes Moltmann's thought. This agenda drives him 

to reinterpret the dominant theology of the mid-20th century, and to reappropriate for his own 

purposes a number of the authoritative texts and traditions of Christian history. 

The Protestant Reformation provides the overarching framework for the development of 

1 Jurgen Moltmann. The Crucified God. Harper and Row (New York): 1974. p.25. 

18 



Moltmann's thought. However, in order to understand the place of Moltmann's theology in the 

history of Christian doctrine, it is necessary to mention the impact of at least one pre-Reformation 

thinker: Saint Augustine. AJ. Conyers summarizes the conception of Christian history that 

Augustine lays out in City of God: Augustine rigidly separates the history of God/heaven from the 

history of the mundane human world, stating that it is impossible to determine the course of God's 

history directly from an understanding of mundane history. Although there are parallels between 

human and divine history, only faith can enable humans to achieve any understanding at all of 

God's history. Through an allegorical interpretation of the scriptures, faith reveals to humanity that 

in the future eschaton, human history will be united with divine history and humanity will enter 

heaven. Augustine's thought necessitates an understanding of God and the eschaton as unaffected 

by human action, for it establishes an absolute distinction between humanity's mundane life on 

earth and the transcendent course of heaven towards the eschaton. According to Conyers, the 

pervasive influence of Augustine's thought on Medieval Christianity made it easy for the traditional 

church to concern itself exclusively with humanity's spiritual life and not with poverty and political 

oppression. In Augustine's theology, only inner faith -- not a change in the course of human 

history, no alteration of the status quo in the mundane world -- can contribute to humans' 

attainment of resUlTection. 2 Augustine left a mark on Western religious thought that Moltmann is 

detennined to eliminate. 

A discussion of Moltmann's theology must really begin with a summary of Martin Luther's 

contribution to the Christian doctrinal tradition. Perhaps Luther's most important claim -- indeed, 

perhaps the central claim of the Reformation as an intellectual movement -- is that humans are 

incapable of contributing to their own salvation, that they are totally dependent on God's mercy for 

their salvation. Luther's understanding of original sin and of how humanity may be absolved of 

original sin is clearly influenced by Augustine and by Saint Anselm: since the moment Adam 

disobeyed God in Eden, humanity's will has been fundamentally mired in sin, and humans are 

incapable of simply willing to change themselves and become righteous. The resurrection of the 

crucified Jesus Christ constituted God's promise to sinful human beings that He would resurrect 

them into eternal fleshly life as well; God is all-powerful and the creator of everything, and only · 

2A.J. Conyers. God. Hope. and History: JOrgen Moltmann and the Christian Concept of History. 
Mercer University Press (Macon, GA): 1988. pp.17-20. 
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He can free humanity from the taint of original sin, just as only He could have originally created 

humanity ex nihilo. Adam's original sin, and thus the sin that binds humanity to death even today, 

was the refusal to recognize God's total power and self-sufficiency; the attempt to contribute to 

one's own salvation through good works or through following some human-constructed law 

represents the modem version of Adam's sin. In Paul Althaus' view: "Taking one's stand before 

God on the basis of moral or religious achievements would therefore mean nothing less than 

forgetting that God is God, that is, forgetting the glory of the creator."3 To follow the laws set out 

by the traditional, pre-Reformation church is, for Luther, to sin. 

The Hebrew Scriptures, in Luther's view, set out commandments that are impossible to 

fulfill. In contrast, the Christian Scriptures proclaim God's promise that He has sent His son to 

redeem humanity. In despairing of the soteriological efficacy of following the commandments -- or 

any fixed system of actions or rituals -- the human attains a recognition of his inherent sinfulness, a 

necessary prerequisite for faith in God's promise in Jesus. Faith is the acceptance of God's Word, 

of His promise in the form of Christ's resurrection. It is God Himself who creates this faith in 

humans, as humans in and of themselves have no power to attain salvific faith.4 Althaus offers a 

helpful explanation of this process of humanity'S reception of faith through God's grace: 

Even though a man has lost every capacity to do good in matters concerned with his 
relationship to God, this passive capacity still remains: he can be grasped by grace 
and by God's Spirit. Sin does not destroy this capacity. For it remains true that God 
has created and intended man for eternal life -- as well as for the possibility of etemal 
death.5 

Thus the attainment -- or reception -- of faith does not eradicate a human being's inherent 

sinfulness, it simply ensures his ultimate resurrection into eternal life. Humans must attain 

righteousness before God in order to attain salvation, that is, the blemish to God's honor that was 

perpetrated by Adam's original disobedience must be cleansed. Humans' original sin prevents 

them from achieving righteousness themselves, but through faith in God's promise in Christ they 

acknowledge their humility and powerlessness. Through this acceptance of God's promise as 

valid, the authentic righteousness which Christ achieved through his death is imputed to humans. 

They are, consequently, assured of salvation as if they were righteous themselves, or at least, 

3 Paul Althaus. The Theology of Martin Luther. Fortress Press (Philadelphia): 1975. p.123. 
4 John Dillenger. Martin Luther: Selections From His Writings. Doubleday and Company (Garden City, 

NY): 1961. pp.52-66. 
5 Althaus, p.157. 
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some of them are. Luther claims that it is a divine mystery why God elected certain humans to be 

able to accept His promise and achieve salvation, and destined others to eternal damnation.6 

. Althaus voices the dominant interpretation of this issue when he explains that the idea of 

predestination was not central to Luther's thought, but that he propagated it in order to prevent 

people from becoming too confident that their salvation has been secured.7 

The acceptance of faith opens a human being to a new life in Christ, in which he is 

simultaneously righteous and sinfuL Luther sees a conflict, or tension, within the faithful human 

being between the old sinfulness and a new righteousness which is really Christ working through 

the individuaL Through the process of regeneration, Christ is constantly struggling within the 

faithful person to overcome the sin inherent in the flesh. This working of Christ is evidenced in 

the faithful by the performance of spontaneous good works, such as the natural love of neighbors. 

Although Luther admits that these good works may be taken as evidence of election, he is careful 

to insist that only the acceptance of the Word indicates the absolute certainty of election.8 Baptism 

is the external manifestation of this death of the sinful self and rebirth of the righteous self. After 

the initial physical baptism, the death of the old and the rebirth of the new is repeated daily at an 

inner level, as faith within the elect continually battles the original sin. 

Luther and the other Reformers broke dramatically with the orthodox church over the 

nature of baptism and the other sacraments, condemning the Medieval church for keeping the host 

from the laity and for propagating the view that attendance at mass and adherence to other rituals 

guaranteed salvation. What is important for this thesis, however, is the Protestant Reformation's 

theological break from the Roman Catholic church. Luther emphasizes the Pauline insistence that 

God's power grants humans salvation; that sinful human beings cannot contribute to their own 

salvation. As a Protestant, Moltmann is to a great extent an heir to Luther's thought; however, he 

believes that Luther did not go far enough in his critique of the Medieval church, because he failed 

to critique the oppressive feudal system in which the Medieval church was embedded.9 While 

Luther stressed that the elect spontaneously performs good works, Moltmann claims that faith 

generates historical change, that it compels human beings to overturn oppressive status quo 

6Dillenger, pp.86-96. 
7 Althaus, pp.274-86. 
8 Ibid., pp.242-9. 
9 Moltmann, The Crucified God, pp.207-218. 
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political structures. 

The Enlightenment, with its glorification of science and of human progress, radically 

challenged and restructured Western religious thought. Moltmann's critique of Luther is clearly 

tied to strands of thought that developed out of the Enlightenment's questioning of the traditional 

Christian conception of history, and its emphasis on the power of humanity to positively alter its 

own history. While Moltmann appreciates the Enlightenment's faith in human action, he is 

determined to distance himself from the Deism spawned by modernity: 

[The Enlightenment's] mistake, however, is to be seen in the fact that it sought to 
discover the eschatological progressiveness of salvation history not from the cross, 
and the resurrection, but from other 'signs of the times' -- from an apocalyptic view 
of the corruption of the Church and the decay of the world, or from an optimistic view 
of the progress of culture and knowledge -- so that revelation became a predicate of 
history, and 'history' was turned deistically into a substitute, for God.lO 

G.W.F. Hegel and Kierkegaard represent contrasting 19th-century approaches to the 

relationship between the human and the divine, and the tension between their divergent reactions to 

the Enlightenment might be seen as the crucible out of which Moltmann forms his own theological 

perspective. For Hegel, human history is a progression towards an immanent eschaton. The logic 

of this progression can be discerned in the events of human history, rather than through the 

revelation of a fixed absolute reality or an epiphany of a transcendent structure of divine history. 

"The question of God is a question of transcendence in history, a question posed in terms of the 

openness of history and the totality of experience."ll The Enlightenment's deification of human 

progress is the final, logical stage in the development of human history, for it allows the absolute 

Spirit which has driven human history since its origin to become immanent in humanity. The 

tearing down of a conception of an ultimate other, that is, allows humanity to finally assume its 

transcendent subjectivity. 

The Christ event is crucial to Hegel because it negates what he perceives as a modern sense 

of Godforsakenness, a sense of the absence of transcendence from history. "Paralleling the 

personal history of Jesus with the modem historical experience, the absence of God in the cross 

has its social correlative in modem society in the loss of total meaning."l2 Just as the resurrection 

negated Jesus' sense of abandonment by God, it affects a reconciliation between the "death of 

10 Jurgen Moltmann. Theology of Hope. Harper and Row (New York): 1967. p.76. 

11 M. Douglas Meeks. Origins of the Theology of Hope. Fortress Press (Philadelphia): 1974. p.36. 
12Ibid., p.36. 
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God" implicit in the Enlightenment and the immanence of God in human history. The resurrection, 

thus, enables humanity to achieve the recognition that its subjectivity is indeed an immanent 

transcendence. The distinct historical significance of the Christ event seems to be lost in Hegel's 

thought, however, because it is reduced to the occasion for the realization of humanity's 

transcendent subjectivity. The resurrection in itself does not radically alter the future course of 

human history, rather the absolute spirit is immanent in the world regardless of whether humanity 

recognizes its immanence. 

Moltmann rejects Hegel's total deification of humanity, but he does draw on certain basic 

Hegelian insights as they are fllteredthrough Ernst Bloch's The Principle of Hope. Bloch, a 20th

century Marxist philosopher, sought to reappropriate Christianity and transform its traditional 

theism in order to show that it logically precedes Marxism. For Bloch, hope in historical change -

rather than faith in some fixed metaphysical structure -- constitutes authentic seltbood: 

The Authentic or essence is not something existing in finished form such as water, air, 
fire, even the invisible cosmic idea or whatever these real-Fixa were called when they 
were made absolute or hypostatized. The Authentic or essence is that which is not yet, 
which in the core of things drives towards itself, which awaits its genesis in the 
tendency-latency of process; it is itself only now founded, objective-real-- hope.13 

Bloch, then, sees the implementation of historical change, generated by hope, as the action that 

defines the authentic human condition; the human world, and the political and social structures 

constructed by humanity, are not fixed, but are instead defined by change and development. This 

tendency towards, and possibility of, historical change is rooted not in some external transcendent 

reality, some ultimate other, but in human nature itself. Bloch holds the triumph of communism to 

be the fmal outcome of this "tendency-latency of process" within humanity. Moltmann does not 

necessarily see communism as the ultimate result of the human tendency towards hope, but he is 

influenced by Bloch's emphasis on the potential of human hope to spur historical change. 

The world's religions, in Bloch's view, have progressed since their origins in the earliest 

nature cults towards the evacuation of any notion of a transcendent reality distinct from the, reality 

of this world. Christianity, as he understands it, represents the last stage in this development. All 

religions, Bloch contends, center around certain central, or founding, figures. The most primitive 

cults saw these figures as embodiments of ultimate principles or ultimate hopes, but as the 

13 Ernst Bloch. The Principle of Hope. T.J. Press (Great Britain): 1986. p.1373. The italics are 
Bloch's. 
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phenomenon of religion has developed it has increasingly seen its central figures as actual flesh

and-blood humans. This progression towards an understanding of central figures as ordinary 

humans rather than as reified principles represents a tendency to transfer the hope within humanity 

from some external, transcendent reality to mundane reality; thus, it represents a development 

towards the ultimate rejection of theism. ''This means that the kingdom, even in its secularized 

form, and all the more so in its utopian-total form, relrUlins as a messianic Front-space even 

without any theism, indeed it can only remain at all, as every 'anthropologization of heaven' from 

Prometheus to the belief in the Messiah has increasingly shown, without theism ."14 Bloch 

describes Buddhism, for example, as a significant step towards atheism, because the Buddha 

taught that other humans could achieve salvation by following his model for life in the mundane 

world. However, Buddhism is ultimately not concerned with the realization of human hope within 

the mundane world, according to Bloch, because it rejects the mundane world as samsara and sees 

salvation -- or nirvana -- as the absolute negation of the form and order of this world; that is, the 

human hope embodied in Buddhist self-deification is hope for the complete dissolving of the forms 

of the human world, rather than for the perfection of these forms. 

The authentic message of the Christ event, on the other hand, although it may have been 

corrupted through layers of mythological accretion, is one of radical change of this world: 

The glad tidings operate theologically as the abolition of absolute God-transcendence 
through Christ's homousia, i.e. equality to God. It operates democratically and 
mystically as the perfection of the exodus god into the god of the kingdom, the 
dissolution of Yahweh in this glory. The creator, indeed the Pharoah in Yahweh fell 
away completely; he remains only as a goal, and the last Christ called only the 
community to be the building material and city. 15 

The original and true message of Christianity, according to Bloch, is that through following Jesus' 

model for life in this world, humans can achieve transcendence, or unity with God. This unity is 

expressed through an understanding of Christ as simultaneously divine and human. Christianity 

actually calls for the rejection of a notion of God as other or distinct from humanity, and 

encourages humanity to see itself as the ultimate, and to construct the eschaton out of its own 

community rather than wait for God to bring in a transcendent eschaton. In other words, in 

describing the human Jesus as equal to or one with God, the original Christians actually manifested 

14 Bloch, p.1200. 
15Ibid., p.1265. 
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the ultimate expression of human hope: the breakdown of a distinction between humanity and 

ultimate reality. Moltmann's theology incorporates Bloch's attempt to connect Christianity and 

human action in history through the phenomenon of hope. As a devoted Lutheran, however, 

Moltmann is careful not to accept Bloch's contention that humanity may initiate an ultimate end

time in and of itself. 

Kierkegaard's thought represents a radical rejection of the path followed out of the 

Enlightenment by Hegel and his followers. Kierkegaard, often labelled the "grandfather of 

existentialism", condemns the rationality that the Enlightenment glorifies. He emphasizes the vast 

chasm between humanity and God, as opposed to Hegel's vision of humanity's own potential for 

transcendence. For Kierkegaard, humanity is mired in a sinfulness that it brought upon itself, and 

this sinfulness rigidly separates it from God. Whereas Hegel sees human history as constantly 

progessing towards humanity'S assumption of its own transcendence, and describes all historical 

events as noncontingent, inevitable steps on a dialectical road to ultimate synthesis, Kierkegaard 

sees human history as utterly contingent and meaningless, because of humanity's deep sinfulness. 

In Philosophical Fragments, substituting "Socrates" for "Hegel", Kierkegaard ruthlessly attacks 

the notion that humans may tap, or recognize, the absolute truth within themselves at any moment 

along the clearly mapped-out road of human history. Instead, for Kierkegaard, sinful humans are 

"untruth", and an "absolute relation with the absolute" occurs in an ahistorical moment of departure 

from mundane existence: 

In the moment, a person becomes aware that he was born, for his previous state, 
to which he is not to appeal, was indeed one of "not to be." ... If his previous state had 
been one of "to be," then under no circumstances would the moment have acquired 
decisive significance for him, as explained above. Whereas the Greek pathos focuses 
on recollection, the pathos of our project focuses on the moment, and no wonder, for 
is it not an exceedingly pathos-filled matter to come into existence from the state of 
"not to be"?16 

The moment represents a fundamental break from sinfulness, for Kierkegaard, a radical rejection 

of what characterizes human nature in the historical world and a rebirth into a different, sinless 

state of being. Hegel does not emphasize the importance of the moment because for him there is 

no need to break radically from human nature or human history: humans already possess absolute 

reality and must simply recognize this fact. To what, though, does Kierkegaard refer with the idea 

16 Soren Kierkegaard. Philosophical Fragments/Johannes Climacus. Princeton Univ. Press 
(Princeton, NJ): 1985. p.21. 

25 



of "the moment"? The moment is a unique historical event -- the incarnation -- that will never be 

repeated, and thus becomes the single point of departure for the individual human being's 

achievement of absolute truth; however, the moment is also the continuously reenacted moment of 

faith in the incarnation. 

It is the Christ event, in Kierkegaard's theory, that provides the crucial bridge between 

humanity and the divine. For Hegel, Jesus' resurrection is merely an occasion for humanity's 

realization of its own nature as absolute truth. For Kierkegaard, on the other hand, the Christ 

event is the unique moment in which contingent human history and necessary, eternal ultimate 

reality meet. The fleeting positive relationship that is forged between necessary and unnecessary, 

between eternal and transient, is the absolute paradox which humans can never understand but 

which offers them access to absolute truth. Kierkegaard explains the complex relationship between 

human reason and the paradox: 

The understanding certainly cannot think it, cannot hit upon it on its own, and if it 
is proclaimed, the understanding cannot understand it and merely detects that it will 
likely be its downfall. To that extent, the understanding has strong objections to it; 
and yet, on the other hand, in its paradoxical passion the understanding does indeed 
will its own downfall. But the paradox, too, wills this downfall of the understanding, 
and thus the two have a mutual understanding, but this understanding is present only 
in the moment of passion. 17 

In order to achieve an "absolute relation" to absolute truth, the human must accept the 

incomprehensible paradox of the incarnation. Acceptance of the paradox requires the human to 

will the downfall of his own reason -- but the very power to will the downfall of reason is granted 

by the paradox itself, in what Kierkegaard terms a "happy encounter", or a moment of passion, 

between human reason and the paradox. 

As Mark Taylor points out, God's incarnation and the individual human's acceptance of 

faith in the paradox are mirror images of each other: "The eternal God becomes temporal in the 

moment of Incamation and the temporal individual becomes eternal in the moment of faith."IS The 

hist0l1cai moment of a human's achievement of existential faith is simultaneously the ahistorical 

moment of the absolute relationship with eternity, and the human's life in this transient moment of 

existential decision is authentic and noncontingent. Christian faith, Kierkegaard insists, must be 

17 Kierkegaard, p.47. 

18 Mark Taylor. Journeys to Selfhood: Hegel and Kierkegaard. Univ. of California Press (Los Angeles): 
1980. p.139. 
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purely existential and disconnected from historical action in the mundane world of sin and 

contingency: the moment of faith is an emphemeral experience of freedom from contingency and 

change. 

Karl Barth is probably the foremost representative of early 20th-century Neo-Orthodoxy, a 

theological movement that appropriated and explored Kierkegaard's insight into the distinction 

between humanity and the divine. Neo-Orthodox theologians reacted to what they perceived as 

liberal theology's tendency to deify humanity, to place too much faith in humans' potential to 

improve and perfect the world. To counteract liberal self-deification, Barth insisted that human 

beings' deification of themselves, or of any human construct -- the Nation, the Church, etc. -- is 

their ultimate sin. God and humanity are totally separate from each other, for Barth: God is 

eternal, omnipotent, and absolutely free, while humans are transient, finite, and dependent on God 

for salvation. In constructing God in its own image, by deifying itself and what it creates, 

humanity renders itself unrighteous and incurs God's wrath. In ''The Barmen Declaration", Barth 

atticulates the German Confessing Church's reaction to the Nazis' cooptation of the German 

Evangelical Church: "We reject the false doctrine that the church could and should recognize as a 

source of its proclamation, beyond and besides this one Word of God, yet other events, powers, 

historic figures, and truths as God's revelation."19 Thus Barth's theology became a powerful 

weapon against secular movements and ideologies that sought absolute power and claimed to have 

access to absolute truth. 

As Barth indicates in "The Epistle to the Romans", God's unlimited freedom allows Him to 

move beyond His wrath, to transcend His anger at humans' self-deification, and grant humans 

salvation despite their umighteousness: "The positive relation between God and humanity, which 

is the absolute paradox, veritably exists."20 Barth defines this positive relationship of God's mercy 

to human unrighteousness as God's righteousness, or faithfulness. It can only be perceived in the 

moment in which the individual human recognizes the vast chasm between his own finiteness and 

God's absolute freedom to have mercy. This is the moment of faith in the Christ event. 

It is Christ's crucifixion that reveals to humanity the path to authentic faith, indeed to 

authentic human selfhood. According to Barth, Jesus Christ is simultaneously divine and uniquely 

19 Karl Barth, as quoted in Clifford Green. Karl Barth: Theologian of Freedom. Collins Publishers 
(Glasgow): 1989. p.149. 

20 Ibid., p.127. 
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human. In sacrificing himself to God's desires, and admitting his complete abandonment by God, 

Jesus recognized his own finiteness and surrendered any sinful urge towards self-deification. In 

realizing the depth of his human sinfulness, though, Jesus actually transcended his humanity and 

was resurrected into eternal divinity. Jesus' life is not only a model for humans to follow in order 

to achieve authentic selfhood, i.e. recognition of their own utter finiteness, but it is also the 

revelation of God's righteousness; hence, the achievement of faith in the notion that Jesus found 

divinity in his selfless surrendering to God represents acceptance of the revelation of God's 

positive relationship to all of humanity. 

Barth describes, again in "The Epistle to the Romans", how Jesus' faithfulness to God and 

God's faithfulness to humanity are inextricably connected: 

The faithfulness of God and Jesus the Christ confirm one another. The faithfulness 
of God is established when we meet the Christ in Jesus. Consequently, in spite of all 
our inadequacy, we are able to recognize the veritable possibility of the action of God 
in all his divers witnesses in history; consequently also, we are able to discover in the 
traces of the righteousness of God in the world more than mere chance occurrences, 
and are in a position to see that our own position in time is pregnant with eternal 
promise, if -- nay, because! -- we meet truth of another order at one point in time, 
at one place in that time which is illuminated throughout by reality and by the answer 
of God.21 

Meeks explains that Barth locates God's revelation of His righteousness in the reconciliation of the 

crucifixion and the resurrection, in the identity of the crucified Jesus and the resurrected Christ. 

Through accepting this seemingly paradoxical identity of utter human finiteness and absolute 

reality, humans receive God's revelation of their own salvation, which was achieved by God 

through Christ's resun·ection. Thus for Barth, humanity'S salvation was forged by God in a 

particular historical moment, and will be fully revealed in the coming of the eschaton. In the 

interim between resurrection and eschaton, God's revelation of His righteousness breaks into the 

contingent and finite human world and offers humans a glimpse of the eternal truth that actually 

underlies their apparently meaningless lives. 22 

Moltmann embraces Barth's condemnation of self-deification, and his insistence that Jesus' 

divinity may be found in his godforsakenness: these points cohere with Moltmann's agenda of 

formulating a theology that encourages positive action for those oppressed and abandoned by 

society. However, he rejects Barth's conception of God's self-revelation as revelation of an eternal 

21Barth, as quoted in Green, pp.129-30. 
22 Meeks, pp.93-9. 
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and fixed nature of absolute reality. Instead, Moltmann contends, if revelation is to have any 

relevance to the future of the human world, it " ... could not be the naked self-proof of the eternal 

present, but a promise which as such discloses and guarantees an outstanding future ... . Not all 

ages would have an equally immediate relation to God and an equal value in the light of eternity, 

but they would be perceived to be in a process determined by the promised eschaton.'>23 If 

humanity's salvation is seen as already determined, and God is seen as a righteous but immutable 

essence, Moltmann believes that there is no reason that faith should generate hope in the possibility 

of positive change in pre-eschatological human history. 

Moltmann's project, then, is shaped by the tension between Hegel and his 20th-century 

descendents on the one hand, and Kierkegaard and his disciples on the other. Luther understood 

God as present in the mundane world in the form of the positive action of the faithful. Hegel and 

Kierkegaard restructured Western religious thought in the wake of the Enlightenment. Both 

accepted modernity's denial of the immanence of a transcendent other in the human world and in 

human history, but while Hegel replaced the immanence of God with humanity'S own transcendent 

subjectivity, Kierkegaard located God completely outside the realm of contingent human history. 

For Hegel, human history is the dialectical unfolding of absolute reality, and authentic human 

selfhood entails the acceptance that humanity's subjectivity is this absolute reality; for Kierkegaard, 

human history is devoid of meaning or logical progression, and authentic selfhood is achieved in 

the rejection of human reason and the escape from contingent human history. In a general sense, 

Moltmann's task is to reinterpret Lutheranism in the face of these challenges to belief in an ultimate 

other that both works in human history and is responsible for the initiation of the eschaton. 

Specifically, Moltmann's work is both a reaction to the Neo-Orthodox movement that was 

dominated by Barth's thought, and an attempt to incorporate Bloch's Hegelian insights about 

Christianity into a theology that remains loyal to the idea of an ultimate other. In Moltmann's view, 

Barth is con·ect in stressing that the distinction between humanity and God renders humanity 

utterly dependent on God for salvation, but that he goes too far in separating contingent human 

history from the eternal, absolute structure of the divine. Instead, for Moltmann, humanity and 

ultimate reality must be seen as more closely related, as fused in some way even before the 

eschaton. Human history must not be quite as contingent as Barth makes it out to be, and the 

23 Moltmann, Theology of Hope, p.58. 
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structure of absolute reality must not be quite so eternal and fixed. Bloch's contention that 

Cluistian faith is the ultimate embodiment of human hope, and that hope drives historical change in 

the human world, provides Moltmann with the linchpin of his theology. It is the link between the 

encouragement of positive human action in the pre-eschatological world that Moltmann is so 

detelmined to introduce into theology, and the Lutheran emphasis on humanity's dependence on an 

ultimate other for salvation to which Moltmann is committed. Moltmann defmes authentic faith in 

the Christ event as hope, and claims that this hope must not only forge humans' resUll'ection into 

an other-initiated eschaton but must also generate positive action in human history. 

In developing his theology, Moltmann appropriates several authoritative texts and doctrines 

of the Christian tradition: the Hebrew and Christian Scriptures, the doctrine of the Trinity, and the 

notion of the cross as the symbol of Jesus' suffering. A conception of human history as 

progressing and mutable, rather than as pre-determined and static, is crucial to Moltmann's 

theological project. In Theology of Hope, he traces this notion of histOlY back to the roots of the 

Western religious tradition, to the wandering, nomadic tribes that settled in the area now known as 

Israel, and eventually became the Jewish people. Moltmann argues that while nomadic peoples 

usually construct changing, mobile gods, not tied to any particular sacred space, the religions of 

settled, agrarian cultures tend to be characterized by ahistorical, unchanging gods who are 

periodically accessed in sacred places and through recurring agricultural rituals. The religion of the 

ancient Israelites, he contends, was unique because it was a synthesis of these two basic ways of 

interacting with ultimate reality: while the Israelites saw God as manifested through revelations 

just as other settled peoples saw their gods as revealed in the epiphanies of sacred rituals, the 

Israelites saw these revelations not as temporary glimpses of an eternal, unchanging ultimate 

reality, but as promises of an historically developing structure of ultimate reality. That is, rather 

than simply affirming the way life Was, the Israelite revelations indicated that life would be better in 

the future eschaton; history, for the Israelites, had to be interpreted in the light of these revelatory 

promises, as the developing course of events moving towards the eschaton rather than as simply a 

set of contingent happenings. This synthesis invested a unique emphasis on hope in what would 

become Judaism. In Moltmann's words: "It is from promise that there arises that element of 

unrest which allows of no coming to terms with a present that is unfulfilled."24 

24 Moltmann, Theology of Hope, p.102. 
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The other side of this promise element in Israelite religion was the element of dependence 

on a rigid law. The Israelites saw the fulfillment of Yahweh's promise as dependent on the 

fulfillment of humanity's obedience to the revealed law, i.e. they saw God's faithfulness as hinging 

on human faithfulness. This development of a covenant theology indicated a perception that 

humanity does have a certain responsibility in bringing in the eschaton, but it also trapped the 

Israelites in what was for Moltmann an excessive and inhibiting legalism. Moltmann does not 

reject the notion of a general guideline for living in alignment with the hope engendered by God's 

promise, but he believes that in Judaism the law became too rigid, an end in itself rather than a 

means to proper living in the unfulfilled world. The prophets of the Hebrew Scriptures, according 

to Moltmann, initiated the transformation of the Israelite religion -- which was closely tied to a 

perception of God's promise to the Israelite people -- into Christianity. During a period of · 

subjugation, the Israelite prophets developed the notion that all of humanity must fall under God's 

master plan: the subjugation of the chosen people must be part of God's master plan, and the 

subjugating peoples must then also be under God's control in some way. In this way, the prophets 

contributed to the universalization of an original religion of promise to a specific group. In 

addition, during a period of warfare and violence, the prophets contributed to the transformation of 

the nature of the promise, from the promise of material prosperity for which the settling nomads 

had originally hoped, to a promise of life after death.25 

It was Saint Paul, according to Moltmann, who first articulated the radically new notion of 

history that was introduced by the Christ event. In his epistle to the Romans, Paul indicates that 

Christ's appearance did not abrogate the promise inherent in the Hebrew Scriptures; instead, the 

future fulfillment ofYaweh's promise was guaranteed by the resurrection event, freed from 

dependence on humanity's obedience to the law, and extended to the entire cosmos. By rejecting 

two other possible interpretations of the Christ event, Paul points towards the true nature of God's 

promise. Paul rails against "Christian Jews" who see Christ as the specifically Jewish messiah 

who inaugurated an eschaton of Jewish political power, and against Hellenistic gnostic/mystery 

cults which celebrate Christ's resun'ection as an epiphany of the etemal presence of God, of the 

already-fulfilled eschaton. Paul understands Christ's resurrection as representing the presence of 

future redemption in present, unredeemed historical reality; thus faith in the resurrection implies 

25 Moltmann, Theology of Hope, pp.120-33. 
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hope in the future fulfillment of God's promise. 26 

Moltmann also credits Paul with an opposition to rigid monotheism. In The Crucified 

God, Moltmann outlines his understanding of the development of the Western notion of God. In 

classical Greece, God was an eternal, immutable principle/logos, emotionless and unaffected 

by humanity. Humans were supposed to aspire to this apathetic model in order to properly access 

ultimate reality, so humans were to be stoic, self-sufficient, and imperturbable. The prophets of 

the Hebrew Scriptures, on the other hand, saw Yahweh as marked by pathos. They understood 

Him as incapable o~ suffering or of being changed against His will, but as capable of experiencing 

compassion for His chosen people. The role of humans, then, was not to emulate God, but to live 

in obedience to His law, in order to win His compassion. 

Originally, Christianity broke free from both of these conceptions of God. Paul, in 

Moltmann's view, propagates the notion of a God who is not only compassionate but who is 

mutable and who can suffer along with humanity. In I Corinthians, Paul describes a change in 

Jesus' title, from Christ to Son, upon his turning over of the world to his father at the arrival of the 

eschaton. According to Moltmann, this passage is evidence that Paul sees God as opening Himself 

up to human history through the event of crucifixion and resurrection. Rather than simply 

manifesting Himself temporarily as a human, in order to expiate humanity'S collective original sin, 

and then returning to His immutable nature upon the completion of this expiation process, God is 

actually transformed when he suffers in the form of Christ. His transformed state, after this 

human suffering, is represented in Paul's thought by the continued presence of Christ as the Son 

after the arrival of the eschaton; that is, Christ's continued presence indicates a new element in or 

transformation of God's nature. Moltmann claims that Paul properly understands the Christ event 

as a "God-event", an historical change in God's nature. This sort of change would be impossible 

were God conceived of as an eternal principle or as a compassionate but immutable ultimate 

patriarch. Along with this authentically Christian vision of God goes a model for human 

interaction that emphasizes compassion and active change of human history. TI 

UnfOltunately, Moltmann claims, Christian doctrinal history has not been loyal to Paul's 

conception of God. Moltmann believes that the original Christian notion of God may be 

26Moltmann, Theology of Hope, pp.155-165. 
27Moltmann, The Crucified God, pp.263-278. 
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expressed through the doctrine of the Trinity; however, he contends that while patristic Christianity 

establised a Trinitarian grammar useful for describing Christ as both human and divine, it failed to 

access the deeper relevance of the Christ event to human suffering. Since before the Medieval 

Ages, Christianity has embraced an essentially classical notion of God as immutable logos: 

Christian doctrine, that is, has traditionally emphasized a rigid monotheism to the exclusion of the 

idea of God's mutability and interactive relationship with humanity. Moltmann associates this 

monotheism with political and environmental oppression because the rigid hierarchalism it implies 

can and has been used to legitimize rigid hierarchy in this world. Medieval Christian monarchies 

established themselves as worldly models of the hierarchical relationship between God and 

humanity. The ruling elite cOlTesponded to immutable, all-powerful God, and the exploited 

peasants to dependent and powerless humanity. Moltmann perceives himself as exposing 

monotheism's power to support oppressive systems of human interaction, and as offering an 

interpretation of the doctrine of the Trinity that coheres with the original and authentic Christian 

theory of God. 

By linking the idea of God as Trinity with an elaborate theory of perichoresis -- or the 

panentheistic indwelling of God in humanity and humanity in God -- Moltmann seeks to explain 

how the three persons of the Trinity relate to human history. For Moltmann, the word "God" 

refers to the notion of a "God-event", a changing, progressing ultimate reality rather than an 

eternal, immutable ultimate reality. God's mutability is expressed through the idea of relationality 

between the three persons of the Trinity. The Father and the Son, according to Moltmann, exist 

only in relation to each other, neither are self-sufficient; the changing relationship between them 

represents the changing nature of the God-event. The Father may be considered the origin or font 

of the Son and the Holy Spirit, but He must create them in order to have someone to love and a 

way to love. The Son is the center, the focus, of the Trinitarian event: the Father's love is fulfilled 

through the resurrection of His Son. The Holy Spirit is the power in which the Father and the Son 

love each other, the Father sacrificing His Son and the Son sacrificing his life in love and 

obedience to the Father; this power of love ultimately glorifies and redeems the Son. In other 

words, the telm "Holy Spirit" actually refers to the positive relationality between Father and Son. 

Not only does the God-event exist through relationalitY, but this relationality by defmition 

seeks to open itself to an other. That is, the triune God-event is kenosis, or self-emptying love. 
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The God-event manifests its kenotic nature through the phenomenon of perichoresis, opening up 

its own transcendence, its own unrestricted freedom, to humanity. ''To throw open the circulatory 

movement of the divine light and the divine relationships, and to take men and women, with the 

whole of creation, into the life-stream of the triune God: that is the meaning of creation, 

reconciliation and glorification."28 The creation is the first step in this development, as it generates 

an other for God to love. The reconciliation refers to the identity of the resurrected Christ and the 

clUcified Jesus, i.e. the fact that the human Jesus is also a person of the divine Trinity. Through 

this incarnation of God, or the merging of divine and human history, the God-event actually fuses 

itself with human history. Finally, the future glorification refers to the parousia, when Christ will 

return to lUle the mundane world in glory, divine and human history will be glorified, and the 

process of perichoretic indwelling of divine and human will be complete. 

Thus, the positive relationality between Father and Son -- expressed through the words 

"Holy Spirit" -- draws human history into divine history. The history of the God-event and the 

history of humanity are intertwined. Both histories impact each other. Not only does the God

event draw human history into the eschaton, but the contingency of human history shapes the God

event, through God's suffering in humanity's suffering and its exultation upon humanity'S ultimate 

glorification in the eschaton: " ... the history of the Spirit moulds the inner life of the triune God, 

through the joy of liberated creation when it is united with God."29 

Finally, Moltmann explains his teleological understanding of the progression of human 

history, marked by contingency and logical limitations, as it is drawn into divine history, 

characterized by absolute freedom. Moltmann sees the history of human freedom as progressing 

through three broad stages -- to be more accurate, human tendencies which are gradually 

manifested rather than distinct stages in human history -- which correspond to the history of the 

God-event. In the first stage, humans live in freedom through the domination of other humans and 

the evironment; this stage corresponds to the Father's "lordship" over the Son and the Holy Spirit 

in His creation of them. Next, humans live in freedom through living for other humans in a 

community. This stage corresponds to the Christ event, in which the Father sacrifices His Son for 

the sake of humanity and the Son sacrifices himself for humanity and in obedience to his Father. 

28Jurgen Moltmann. The Trinity and the Kingdom. Harper and Row (New York): 1981. p.178. 
29Ibid., p.161. 
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The final, as yet unfulfilled stage, represents the culmination of the perichoretic process and 

con·esponds, in the history of the God-event, to the glorification of the Son through the power of 

the Holy Sphit. According to Moltmann, humans during this fmal eschatological stage will tend to 

live for the future, and will be imbued by the God-event with the power to achieve their goals for 

the future: 

In relationship to the project of the future, freedom is a creative initiative. Anyone who 
transcends the present in the direction of the future in what he thinks, says and does is 
free. Seen theologically, this is the special dimension given by the experience of the 
Spirit.30 

Moltmann's understanding of the eschaton, then, bears a striking resemblance to Bloch's 

description of the final outcome of the development of the human phenomenon of religion. Both 

Moltmann and Bloch believe that humanity will ultimately be free to live entirely for the future, 

with no restricting doubts about its abilities to implement change and work towards perfection of 

the political and social systems of the world. They differ only in their notions of how humanity is 

to be imbued with this freedom. Bloch believes that in the future, human hope will be freed from 

trust in some ultimate other, and empowered to transform and perfect human history. Moltmann 

awaits an eschaton, forged by God through the Holy Spirit, in which humanity will actually 

become equal to God and thus will be infused with the power to overcome the injustices of the 

status quo political and social structures. Moltmann expects an eschaton in this world in which 

there will be no limits to humanity'S hopes and therefore to its potential for positive action; 

however, he expects this eschaton to be introduced to the world by God rather than by any human 

action. In short, Moltmann is unwilling to abandon Luther's insistence that humanity is dependent 

on God for salvation. 

A keno tic God-event is linked to a different mode of revelation and has a different sort of 

impact on humans to whom it is revealed than an immutable "eternal principle" God. Moltmann 

describes the cross, the symbol of Jesus' crucifixion, as the form in which the God-event is 

mediated to humanity. He contends that the full meaning of the cross has been lost since Medieval 

Christianity. At the time of Jesus' crucifixion, the cross was a symbol of miserable and degrading 

suffering: it evoked a humiliating punishment for enemies of the Roman government. Early 

Christians' appropriation of the scandalous cross as representative of their movement indicates that 

30 Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom, p.217. 
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originally Christianity was a religion focused on the injustice of the oppression and violence within 

society. However, Moltmann believes that from the Middle Ages up to the 20th century, the 

symbol of the cross has been emptied of its power to bring into clearer focus the injustices of 

society. The mysticism that developed during the Middle Ages around Christ's wounds and 

suffering was exploited by the powers-that-be to convince the poor that they must suffer before 

reaching heaven just as Christ had to be crucified before he could be resurrected. In this way, the 

ruling powers of the status quo have been closely associated with Christianity ever since the 

Medieval Ages have corrupted the original message of the Christ event, undermining the challenge 

it poses to Christians to actively transform and improve society. 31 

Moltmann seeks to reinvest the cross -- the ultimate symbol of Christianity -- with its 

original scandal, what he considers to be its original power to expose society's problems and to call 

the faithful to positive action. He aims to awaken contemporary Christianity, which he perceives 

as too accepting of status quo political structures, to its roots in the suffering and humiliation 

embodied in the Christ event. Moltmann argues that traditional theism -- the belief that the course 

of history and the intricacies of the cosmos provide evidence for the existence of an absolutely 

perfect, immutable creator God -- leads to self-deification and contentment with the status quo. 

Theism understands God as the absolutely perfect structure of the cosmos and of history, and 

projects onto humanity a corresponding perfection. Moltmann juxtaposes to this understanding of 

God and revelation the mode in which the kenotic God is revealed: 

Man seeks to know God in the works and ordinances of the cosmos or the course of 
world history, in order to become divine himself through knowledge. If he sees and 
believes God in the suffering and dying Christ, he is set free from the concern for 
self-deification which guides him towards knowledge.32 

If humans perceive ultimate reality as revealed in the utter humiliation of Christ on the cross, in 

society'S complete abandonment of Christ, they will no longer deify the status quo power structure 

or imagine that humanity is capable of perfection in and of itself. Instead, they will recognize God 

in the lowliest and most oppressed among society; their attention will be drawn to the glaring 

injustices and problems within the human world, and they will abandon their faith in both an 

absolutely perfect structure of ultimate reality and a perfectly constructed human world. 

31 Moltmann, The Crucified God, pp.45-53. 
32 Ibid., p.69. 

36 



In addition to condemning the traditional theistic understanding of revelation because it 

leads to self-deification, Moltmann believes that unabated human suffering and injustice render 

theism untenable. A perfect God could not allow this sort of suffering. Indeed, this inability to 

reconcile a theistic conception of God with a powerful sense of human suffering might be seen as 

the driving force behind Moltmann's reinterpretation of the Christian tradition. Moltmann rejects 

"crude" atheism -- the denial of God's existence, based solely on empirical evidence -- as no more 

tenable than theism, because it, too, claims to find evidence about the existence of God through 

empirical knowledge of the world. Protest atheism, the rejection of any God who could allow 

apparently senseless injustice rather than the flat-out denial of God's existence, seems to Moltmann 

a much more serious intellectual challenge to Christian faith. He claims to counter this 

condemnation of a merciless God with his notion of God as a God-event, as a suffering, mutable, 

and even imperfect God. Essentially, Moltmann maintains that the rejection of a theistic notion of 

God does not require the rejection of a notion of God as suffering and mutable.33 The cross 

because the cross symbolizes God's suffering, suffering which both punctures the self-deifying 

pretensions of theism and coheres with the continued human suffering in the world. 

As already suggested, Moltmann's project is not simply to draw attention to the oppressed 

within society and to undermine the theistic tendency towards self-deification, but to encourage 

positive action. The revelation of the God-event must be located not only in the humiliation of the 

crucifixion, but also in the hope inspired by the resurrection. Moltmann grounds his conception of 

the resun·ection's message to the faithful in the Hebrew Scriptures, which promulgate a message of 

Yahweh's promise of the future fulfillment of the eschaton. In his view, the Jewish notion of 

history involves a tension between promise and fulfillment that generates positive human action in 

the time before the eschaton: "The logos of the eschaton is promise of that which is not yet, and 

for that reason it makes history. ,,34 Moltmann interprets the Jewish conception of history as 

antithetical to the idea of an eternal, immutable ultimate reality, affirmed through cyclical 

agricultural rituals, that formed the background of the development of Judaism. 

Moltmann, too, stresses the notion of an unfulfilled eschaton, introduced by an ultimate 

other and affecting human action in the interim between promise and fulfIllment, over and against 

33 Moltmann, The Crucified God, pp.219-27. 
34 Moltmann, Theology of Hope, p.165. 
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the notion of an eternal and immutable structure of ultimate reality that is revealed through periodic 

epiphanies. He rejects the Jewish conception of God as a compassionate but unchanging patriarch, 

who demands from humanity obedience to a particular law. In Moltmann's theory, hope generated 

by faith in the resurrection, rather than obedience to a received law, spurs positive human action 

between the promise and the fulfillment of the eschaton. The promise inherent in the resurrection 

event is the promise of the Hebrew Scriptures' Yaweh extended to all of humanity, indeed to all of 

the cosmos. It is a promise freed from the condition of adherence to a set of laws. 

The resurrection has the power to create positive human action in history because it draws 

human history into divine history: it sets off the perichoretic process of indwelling of God in 

humanity and humanity in God, and infuses humans with the drive to live in positive relationships 

with other people rather than in dominance over them. Divine kenosis, the self-emptying 

relationality of the persons of the Trinity, is infused into humans who accept the crucifixion and 

the resUlTection as the revelation of the God-event. As Moltmann explains, faith that the 

resurrection was an historical event -- and, thus, faith in God's promise of the eschaton -- is 

experienced through the urge for positive action that is received through perichoresis: 

In this sense the event of the raising of Christ from the dead is an event which is 
understood only in the modus of promise. It has its time still ahead of it, is grasped 
as a 'historical phenomenon' only in its relation to its future, and mediates to those 
who know it a future towards which they have to move in history.3s 

Recollection of Christ's suffering on the cross requires critique of the status quo political or social 

structures. The crucifixion is a reminder of the suffering and exploitation still present in the world, 

and an indication that if God is ever going to bdng in an eschaton, He certainly has not done it yet. 

Faith in the resurrection spurs humans to actually engage in historical action to correct the problems 

brought into focus by the symbolism of the cross, for the resurrection is an indication that God will 

fulfill His promise to alleviate the suffedng of humanity. The tension between a recognition that 

history's progression towards the eschaton remains unfulfilled, and faith that God will ultimately 

fulfill the promise He revealed in the resurrection, generates what Moltmann calls hope. This hope 

spurs the individual Christian believer to positive action in the interim between promise and 

fulfillment. It is the medium through which the perichoretic process is embodied in the mundane, 

pre-eschatological world. 

35Moltmann, Theology of Hope, p.190. 
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Moltmann's conception of faith necessitates the rejection of both Hegel's and 

Kierkegaard's systems of metaphysics. The Christ event cannot be understood, as Hegel 

understands it, as simply a moment just like any other moment in the historical progression of 

humanity towards the assumption of its own transcendent subjectivity. Moltmann understands the 

resurrection as a unique, nonrepeatable moment of the blending of mundane and absolute reality. 

At the same time, the moment of faith in the Christ event cannot be -- as Kierkegaard claims -

purely existential, the transient achievement of an ahistorical salvation. Faith in the Christ event is 

faith that God is revealed both in the crucifixion and in the resurrection, so it is faith that although 

the eschaton remains unfulfIlled, human history is developing towards its fulfillment. Faith cannot 

be purely existential, because it generates a tension within the believer that manifests in him the 

historical process of perichoresis and spurs him to concrete, historical action. Christian faith is 

not, as Bloch claims, hope for an immanent eschaton initiated only by human beings; nor is it, as 

Barth claims, acceptance of the revelation of a nonhistorical structure of absolute reality and an 

already fulfilled eschaton. Instead, faith is the confidence that divine history is still developing, 

and therefore that human history, driven by perichoresis, is also progressing: " ... knowledge of 

Christ becomes anticipatory, provisional, and fragmentary knowledge of his future, namely, of 

what he will be.,,36 

A few critiques of Moltmann's thought may help bring his theological agenda into sharper 

focus. Douglas SchuUlman claims that Moltmann's eschaton is essentially other-worldly, thereby 

undermining his attempt to encourage positive action in pre-eschatological history: 

Hopes for any sort of continuity between creation and re-creation are effectively 
smashed by predictions that whatever created beings there will be (ifindeed it is 
legitimate to speak of "created beings," rooted as they are in the present) will be 
divested of temporality, relationality, the possibility for change -- stripped of all 
the limitations the Creator so tenderly set about us and called "very good.'>37 

As a Lutheran, Moltmann is faithful to the notion that the eschaton is totally distinct from the 

mundane world: he believes that humans will be resurrected into fleshly -- but not mundane -

bodies in the eschaton. Salvation is purely God's gift, for Moltmann, and it can be accessed only 

by trusting in God's mercy. In Schuurman's view, Moltmann's claim that faith spurs positive 

36 Moltmann, Theology of Hope, p.203. 

37 Douglas Schuurman. "Creation, Eschaton, and Ethics: An Analysis of Theology and Ethics in 
JOrgen Moltmann" Calvin Theological Journal, Volume 22, April 1987 . p.50. 
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action in the mundane world is not compatible with his claims that positive action in the mundane 

world cannot contribute to salvation, and that the eschaton is totally disconnected from it. Why 

should humans, that is, engage in positive action to improve the world if they can only access 

salvation through faith, and if their salvation involves the destruction of the mundane world? 

Paul Molnar attacks Moltmann's understanding of God as existing only through His 

relationship with humanity. In Molnar's view, Moltmann actually abandons the notion of an 

ultimate other -- to which he claims allegiance -- by defining God as self-giving relationality. In 

Moltmann's theory, God has no free will: He might be described as a slave to the principle of self

giving love. He must create and redeem humanity; He does not decide to do so. In fact, "infinite" 

God might be considered just as dependent on His relationship with humanity as "finite" humanity 

is dependent on its relationship to God: "In this thinking, where is the distinction to be found 

between the Holy Spirit and the spirit of the universe? Where is the distinction to be found 

between Christ as the image of the unseen God and and sinful creatures who need 

reconciliation 1"38 

How might Moltmann defend his theology against these criticisms? He would admit that 

positive action in the world cannot contribute to humanity's salvation. He claims that humans can 

never create an eschaton in the world through their own powers, and he does not encourage 

positive action as a means of achieving salvation. He would also admit that God exists purely 

through its relationship with humanity, and therefore that God is impacted upon and contingently 

shaped by humanity's suffering. The doctrine of perichoresis does not mean, however, that God 

is humanity, but rather that God is infused into humanity. Moltmann consistently affirms God as 

an ultimate other. Fmthermore, Moltmann argues that faith in God's promise of an otherworldly 

eschaton generates positive action in the pre-eschatological world specifically because of God's 

relational nature. Finite humanity is dependent on infinite God for salvation, and humanity can 

only access salvation through trust that God is capable of fulfilling the promise He revealed 

through the resurrection. However, faith that God is revealed in the resurrection goes hand in 

hand with faith that God is revealed in the crucifixion: that is, faith that God is infmite and capable 

of fulfilling the promise of an otherworldly eschaton is attained simultaneously with faith that God 

38 Paul Molnar. "The Function of the Trinity in Moltmann's Ecological Doctrine of Creation" 
Theological Studies, Volume 51, December 1990. p.692. 
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is affected by contingent human history. Through this dual faith in God's othemess and in His 

expelience of contingency, God's self-giving compassion is infused into humanity. 

The purpose of this chapter is not to defend the coherency of Moltmann's theological 

proposal, but to work towards an understanding of why he makes this proposal. An interpretation 

of Moltmann's theology as a reaction to theological developments, of course, must be approached 

with care. Although it is possible to detelmine various strands within Westem religious thought 

that shape his world-view, it is also important to recognize that Moltmann reinterprets his 

theological predecessors. He does not simply extract a few ideas from some sort of theological 

catalogue and patch these ideas together into his own theology; rather, his theology is a 

reinterpretation, or transformation, of the perspectives of his predecessors. Bloch was an 

important influence on Moltmann's thought, but it is crucial to understand how Moltmann 

transfOlms Bloch's conception of faith in order to incorporate it into his own theological system. 

Moltmann's thought is both a product of theological forces and a theological force itself, as it 

extends and transforms strands of modem Westem religious thought; his theological agenda, in 

other words, is uniquely his own. 

To what extent, then, is it possible to tease Moltmann's personal theological agenda from 

the influences that shape it? Can his creative voice be distinguished from voices that influenced 

him? Moltmann is committed to the Lutheran notion that humanity depends on an ultimate other 

for salvation, and that this ultimate other is manifested through the positive action of the faithful in 

the interim between the promise and the fulfillment of the eschaton. That is, he sees ultimate reality 

in mundane, pre-eschatological history. However, Moltmann moves beyond Luther and claims 

that ultimate reality is not manifested through humans simply as neighborliness, or good works 

between individuals, but rather as a drive to transform oppressive systems of human interaction 

and to eradicate injustice. In short, for Moltmann God's love or compassion is also justice. 

Christian responses to the Enlightenment develop the context for Moltmann's break from 

Lutheranism. Hegel and Kierkegaard represent contrasting reactions to the Enlightenment's 

deification of human reason. Hegel extends this deification to its logical conclusion, abandoning 

entirely the notion of an ultimate other and elevating human subjectivity to transcendence; 

Kierkegaard totally rejects the notion that ultimate reality can be found in mundane history, 

perceiving human history as purely contingent and random and defining faith as an existential 
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escape from this randomness. These ideas influence Moltmann most clearly through the works of 

Bloch and Barth, 20th-century descendents of Hegel and Kierkegaard respectively. Bloch sees 

Christian faith as the ultimate embodiment of the humanistic hope that drives mundane history 

towards an immanent eschaton. For him, Christian faith necessarily leads to the abandonment of 

theism and to humanity's confidence in its own potential to construct a perfect world. Barth, on 

the other hand, sees no historical progression in the mundane sphere, only contingency and 

disordet: God is absolutely distinct from sinful humanity. For Barth, God capriciously reveals to 

humans the eternal, fixed structure of absolute reality, and the eschaton that He forged through the 

resUlTection. 

To an extent, it is possible to understand Moltmann's theology in terms of his Lutheran 

background and by his conflicting commitments to Bloch and to Barth. Bloch's thought challenges 

Moltmann to understand Chtistian faith as spurring positive action within history, action that 

tranSfOlTIlS history and tears down systems of human interaction that perpetuate oppression. Barth 

offers a post-Enlightenment interpretation of the central Lutheran notion -- to which Moltmann is 

committed -- of humanity'S utter dependence on God for salvation. For Barth, ultimate reality 

cannot be present in human history; rather, human history is characterized by finiteness and 

contingency, and faith is the purely existential acceptance of the paradox of God's righteousness. 

Moltmann incorporates both Bloch's and Barth's understandings of faith into his theology. For 

him, faith both infuses ultimate reality into human history -- driving positive historical action in the 

mundane world -- and requires the Kierkegaardian acceptance of a "happy paradox", i.e. the 

paradox that ultimate reality is revealed in the crucifixion and in the resUlTection, that the eschaton 

has not yet been but will be fulfilled. 

What dtives Moltmann to merge Bloch's and Barth's seemingly irreconcilable 

understandings of faith and of humanity'S relationship to ultimate reality? Apparently, he is 

motivated by a deep sensitivity to the suffering that exists in the world, and by a sense that the 

existence of suffeli.ng is incompatible with the existence of an immutable and omnipotent God. 

This unwillingness to reconcile human suffering with a traditional theistic conception of God -- as 

well as a desire to understand God as working against human suffeting to the best of His 

necessari.ly limited abilities -- is the principle force behind Moltmann's reinterpretation of the 

Chtistian tradition. Unwilling to abandon either the notion of an ultimate other, or his concern for 
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human suffering in the world, Moltmann produces an understanding of God as suffering and 

changing along with humanity. He explicitly distances himself from the Hegelian notion of human 

history as possessing a telos independent of an ultimate other, but also from the belief that ultimate 

reality may possess a telos independent of human history. Moltmann's heightened perception of 

human suffering might be attributed -- as it was in the introduction -- to his experiences in World 

War II. Whatever the histOlical and intellectual forces that shape his theological agenda, it is clear 

that this agenda acts as a plism through which he radically reinterprets several dominant strands of 

modern Westem religious thought. 
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Chapter Two: Shinran and the Buddhist Tradition 

This chapter will trace the important influences on Shinran's thought, focusing on 

Mahayana philosophy but also examining early Indian doctdne, and explain how Shinran attem pts 

to ground Pure Land thought in its Mahayanist roots. Whether or not Shinran's apologetics are 

convincing for other Mahayana Buddhists is up for debate among Mahayanists themselves; what is 

certain is that Shinran's doctdne-expressing sentences are steeped in the language and doct11nal 

tenets of Mahayana Buddhism. His major writings are pdmadly expositions of auth0l1tative 

Indian and Chinese scdptures. He believes that the Pure Land path is the most fully Mahayanist 

school of Buddhism, and that his wdtings correct past mistakes in Pure Land interpretation. 

Although Shinran himself does not call on the authodty of any pre-Madhyamika sctiptures, 

a discussion of early Indian Buddhism may give perspective to an examination of the Mahayanist 

structure of Shinran's thought. Sakyamuni Gautama plays only a limited role in Shim'an's thought, 

but the founding figure of Buddhism was more central to early Indian Buddhism. The historical 

Buddha was probably the son of a relatively minor Indian ruler, (he king of the Sakyan clan. 

According to early Indian scriptures, Sakyamuni lived a luxUl10us prince's life until age 29, when 

he abandoned the material pleasures of his father's palace in search of spiritual fulfillment. He 

experimented with yogic meditational practices and with severe asceticism before finally achieving 

enlightenment under the sacred bodhi ("wisdom") tree. For the rest of his life, he preached the 

dharma (salvational truth) that he had realized, and gathered his disciples into a sangha, or a 

community of monks that would pass on his teachings after his death. 

Different early Indian scriptures present different views of the hist0l1cal Buddha, but most 

seem to share a basic understanding that the Buddha was unique because of his identity as the 

bdnger of truth into the world of humans. In general, although his life is marked by many 

wonderful miracles, Sakyamuni is seen as fully human. His uniqueness lies in his realization of 

salvational truth and his ability to teach this truth, rather than in his supramundane nature. Other 

humans may realize the dharma -- and thereby achieve nirvana or salvation -- after Sakyamuni 

introduced it, but only Sakyamuni realized it on his own. 1 His life is a unique embodiment of the 

dharma which he espouses. 

1 Actually, early Indian texts such as the Buddhavamsa set forth the belief that Sakyamuni is one in a 
line of fully enlightened Buddhas. In early Indian doctrine, however, Sakyamuni is the only Buddha in his 
world-age. 
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Essentially, in early Indian Buddhist doctrine, the Buddha's teaching is that life in the 

mundane samsaric world necessarily involves suffering, and that in order to escape the chain of 

death and rebirth that constitutes samsara one must become detached from all emotional and 

physical attachments. Early Indian Buddhist metaphysics was rooted in the doctrine of dependent 

co-arising, namely that all forms of life are interdependent and dynamic; none persist 

independently. Buddhism rejected the Vedantic notion of an eternal self, or .atm.an., and instead 

taught a doctrine of anatman: that what we perceive as a self is really only a constantly changing 

stream of material and nonmatedal elements that has no existence on its own apart from the web of 

dependent co-adsing. The self has no eternal essence, but nonetheless the karma-defined stream of 

momentarily existing aggregates that we call a self does transmigrate from rebirth to rebirth, and 

thus repeatedly expedences suffering and death. If we can abandon our self-reflective sense of 

independent own-being, and the con·esponding attachment to matedal and emotional pleasures, we 

can achieve freedom from the samsadc cycle of becoming and from the suffedng that this cycle 

inevitably produces. In relinquishing his attachment to the notion of atman, the Buddha of early 

Indian doctrine rejects the extremes of extravagant physical pleasure and ascetic self-deprivation as 

oppositional modes of attachment to self. Instead, he embraces a Middle Path of mendicancy and 

mindfulness, subsisting on a modest daily meal and adhedng to a few basic moral precepts. 

The life of homelessness and celibacy that Sakyamuni supposedly set out as the authentic 

path to nirvana was only popular among a small group of monks and nuns, many of whom were 

members of the upper classes just like Sakyamuni himself, who sought some meaning in their lives 

beyond matedal prospedty. The vast majodty of Buddhists, from very early on until today, have 

been lay followers who lived normal householder lives but who have contributed alms to the 

monastic community, attended ritualistic ceremonies, and attempted to abide by a simple set of 

moral precepts. By preserving the sangha which carries on the Buddha's teachings, and by 

attempting to live, to some degree, according to the teachings promulgated by the Buddha, lay 

followers have sought to accrue karmic merit in order to promote a more favorable rebirth and the 

eventual possibility of the achievement of nirvana. In any case, for the vast majodty of Buddhists 

in early India, the Middle Path did not mean complete rejection of all worldly attachments, but 

rather an attempt to live everyday life in alignment with some sort of awareness of the dharma, and 

to pay homage to the histodcal figure who introduced the possibility of salvation into the world. 
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Early Indian Buddhism inherited not only the Brahmanical notion of karma and of a 

continuing chain of death and rebirth, but also the Hindu notion of time as cyclical, progressing 

through many expanding and diminishing~. Early Buddhist thinkers developed a 

con-esponding notion of a Buddha for each kalpa and, consequently, Sakyamuni became only the 

latest Buddha in the progression of the etemal dharma through many time-cycles. Each kalpa 

requires its own Buddha to introduce the same truth and enable humanity to escape from the never

ending cycle of death and rebirth. Along with this notion of previous Buddhas arose the belief that 

Sakyamuni himself progressed to a rebirth in which he could achieve enlightenment by perfecting 

his virtues over countless rebirths as a bodhisattva, or a Buddha-to-be. The stories of 

Sakyamuni's remarkable virtues in his past lives provided an ethical guide for householding laity in 

early Indian Buddhism.2 

Mahayana Buddhism, or "Greater Vehicle" Buddhism, developed within the context of 

early Indian Buddhism. Some scholars argue that the early Indian notions of dependent co-arising, 

previous Buddhas, and former lives of the Buddha formed the foundation for the development of 

Mahayana Buddhism; that, in fact, Mahayana Buddhism emerged gradually out of earlier 

doctrines. The founders of Mahayana Buddhism, however, perceived themselves as reorienting 

the tradition in order to rediscover the authentic message of Sakyamuni. They dubbed early Indian 

Buddhism "Hinayana", or "Lesser Vehicle", because they believed it did not authentically or fully 

access the Buddha's message. Essentially, Mahayana Buddhists argued that because early Indian 

Buddhism did not encourage all people to seek Buddhahood (or bodhisattvahood), it did not enable 

humans to achieve their full Buddha-potential. For Mahayanists, the self-giving, compassionate 

nature of the bodhisattva was not limited strictly to the Buddha Sakyamuni in his previous lives, 

but rather represented the ideal achievement of all sentient beings, if only they realized that the 

Buddha had originally preached the universality of Buddha-nature. The earliest Mahayana 

Buddhists saw themselves as correcting earlier doctrines in two basic ways: they taught that the 

achievement of nirvana did not entail complete detachment from worldly affairs, but instead 

necessitated a vow to return to the world of samsara and work to save unenlightened beings until 

all creatures had achieved nirvana; and they brought the Buddha's message to the common people, 

2 For this assessment of early Indian Buddhism, I am indebted to Prof. Donald Swearer's seminar 
"Buddha in History, Myth, and Cult." 
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by stressing that all sentient beings, not just monks, had the potential to achieve bodhisattvahood. 

Shinran himself traces Pure Land Buddhism back to the second-century C.E. Indian 

Mahayana thinker Nagarjuna. He considers Nagarjuna the first "patriarch" of Pure Land 

Buddhism, and his own thought, while in some ways a radical departure from Nagarjuna's, is 

nonetheless rooted in Nagarjuna's reorientation of the early Indian tradition. Nagarjuna, the 

seminal thinker of the Madhyamika (the first major school of Mahayana Buddhism), employed 

logical reasoning to break down all arguments for the inherent existence of things. For him, all 

things and events arise contingently out of causes: they are dependent on causes and do not 

possess independent existence. As Nagarjuna explains: 

The origination of inherent existence from causes and conditions is illogical, since 
inherent existence originated from causes and conditions would thereby become 
contingent. How could there be contingent inherent existence, for inherent existence 
is not contingent, nor is it dependent on another being.3 

Anything that we perceive as inherently existing, including our own Selves, is just a mental 

construct. The ultimate truth about things is their emptiness, their lack of existence independent of 

other things. However, Nagarjuna is careful not to equate emptiness with nonexistence, for to 

impute nonexistence to one thing would be to imply that some other things do inherently exist. 

Instead, the ultimate truth about things -- including this "absolute" principle itself -- is that they 

neither truly do exist nor truly do not exist, but rather are in a constant state of flux because they 

are continuously arising out of a causal nexus. 

In the context of a discussion of Shinran's thought, Nagarjuna's most important 

contribution to Buddhist doctrine is probably the notion of the nonduality of samsara and nirvana: 

this nonduality lies at the heart of Shinran's conception of authentic Mahayana thought. Samsara, 

for Nagarjuna, is simply the incorrect way of perceiving the world, i.e. the perception that things 

actually possess inherent existence, that they possess independent own-being. Nirvana, then, may 

be attairied in the present moment by realizing that it is incorrect to understand things as inherently 

existing. There are two levels of truth in Nagarjuna's understanding of the world, which 

correspond to samsara and nirvana and are defined in relationship to one another. The level of 

conventional truth corresponds to samsara. This level is certainly necessary for human life to 

continue and, indeed, for Buddhism as a religion to exist. The level of ultimate truth corresponds 

3 Nagarjuna, as quoted in Paul Williams. Mahayana Buddhism: The Doctrinal Foundations. Routledge 
(London): 1989. p.60. 
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to nirvana; it is defined over and against everyday, conventional truth and at the same time is the 

ground of this conventional tmth. Paul Williams succinctly describes the complex relationship 

between conventional and ultimate truth: 

Conventional and ultimate are thus not separate. Nevertheless, they are not the same. 
A chair and its emptiness of inherent existence are not literally the same thing. Nor is 
it a question of two different ways of seeing the same thing, as is sometimes stated in 
modem books on Madhyamaka. The fact that something lacks iriherent existence is not 
just a way of looking at that thing. It is also something which happens to be tme of it as 
well!4 

The achievement of nirvana entails the abandonment of a subjective understanding of the world and 

of our relationship with it, an understanding of ourselves as distinct entities in the world who 

interpret distinctly separate things or events. Mter nirvana has been achieved through the logical 

tearing down of the deluded notion that we and other things are distinctly existing entities, we 

continue to exist in the material world, but our lives are pervaded by the ultimate truth of 

emptiness. Objects and even emotions in a sense do not differ in samsara and nirvana, but their 

con·ect perception by the perceiving self as nondual affects a qualitative change at the level of action 

in the mundane realm of conventional tmth. 

Yoshifumi Ueda and Dennis Hirota explain that the achievement of wisdom (prajna) that is 

designated by the achievement of nirvana is inextricably related to a fundamental transformation of 

practice in the realm of samsara. They point out, though, that Nagarjuna did not see his teachings 

as a conscious transformation of practice, but instead as a means of enabling humans to achieve a 

deeper wisdom that brings along with it a transformed way of life. For Nagarjuna, any verbal 

teachings can only be upaya, or skillful means, because it is impossible to transmit ultimate tmth 

through human language. Nagarjuna's teachings point towards an ultimate truth that is 

inconceivable to conventional rationality, but that pervades and changes the thoughts and actions of 

the enlightened person who has moved beyond the level of conventional tmth: 

These teachings, however, are not intended as objective descriptions of reality to be 
grasped by discriminative thought and discursive reasoning; they express the nature 
of practice and the awareness of the bodhisattva who has awakened nondiscriminative 
wisdom. In prajna, there is no dualism of subject and object; reality is itself wisdom, 
and wisdom is reality. Thus, although the nature of the subjective remains obscure 
in the Prajnaparamita sutras and in Nagatjuna, reality must be seen to embrace the 

4 Williams, pp.71-2. 
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activity of the awakened mind.5 

In Shinran's view, the Yogacara thinker Vasubandhu is the second patriarch of Pure Land 

Buddhism. Yogacara further developed both Nagarjuna's notion of prajna as compassionate action 

and the Madhyamika understanding of subjectivity. Madhyamika appropriated the early Indian 

understanding of the bodhisattva as a compassionate previous life of the Buddha, and began to 

develop a notion of the bodhisattva as the compassionate form of life that all creatures achieve 

upon their penetration to the level of ultimate truth, or their attainment of nondiscriminatory reason. 

Yogacara produced the notion of subsequently attained wisdom: the idea that after they have 

attained nondiscriminatory wisdom, or complete nonattachment, sentient beings enter a further 

stage of wisdom in which they do perceive objects, but perceive them correctly as empty of own

being and dependent on causes. The deluded, sam sara-bound sentient being becomes enlightened 

upon its attainment of nondiscriminatory wisdom; it becomes a bodhisattva when it enters the stage 

of subsequently attained wisdom and vows to return to sam sara to work to save all sentient beings 

who remain trapped at the level of conventional truth. 

Yogacara thought differs from Madhyamika thought essentially in its understanding of 

subjectivity as truly existing. That is, while Nagarjuna describes absolute reality as void of subject 

or object, Vasubandhu describes ultimate reality as truly existing nondiscriminative subjectivity. 

This pure subjectivity signifies both subject and object; it is ultimate reality, or ultimate truth. 

Gadjin Nagao offers one way of accessing the apparent contradiction between the Madhyamika 

stress on the emptiness of all things, including the notion of ultimate truth, and the Yogacara 

understanding of this ultimate truth as truly existing subjectivity: 

Perhaps one should understand this as an ultimate reality that is never denied, not even 
at the extremity of radical negation; it is, for instance, similar to the situation in which 
one cannot negate the fact that one is negating. It is affirmation found in the midst of 
negation, and it is true existence because it is found in negation.6 

For Madhyamika, samsara and nirvana are nondual because both are empty: the emptiness of 

things is both ultimate truth and the ground of conventional truth. For Yogacara, on the other 

hand, samsara and nirvana are nondual because both are equated with, or grounded in, pure 

5 Dennis Hirota and Yoshifumi Ueda. Shinran: An Introduction to His Thought. Komiyana Printing Co. 
(Tokyo): 1989. p.66. 

6 Gadjin Nagao. Madhyamika and Yogacara: A Study of Mahayana Philosophies. SUNY Press 
(Albany): 1991. p.S4. 
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subjectivity. This affinnation of existence in the midst of negation might be seen as a means of 

emphasizing the bodhisattva's potential for compassionate action. Nagarjuna's relentless attack on 

the notion of inherent existence has sometimes been perceived as hopeless nihilism. By accepting 

the existence of something , Yogacara might be considered to more definitively stress the salvific 

potential of the bodhisattva's actions in samsara. The subjectivity that actually exists is manifested 

in samsara through the compassionate action of the bodhisattva: "In 'subjectivity appearing as 

form' in this way, genuinely knowing things and knowing oneself are both established freely and 

without hindrance, and the bodhisattva carries on a life characterized by both aspects of 

awareness.,,7 Totally freed from attachment to a notion of its own independent existence, the 

bodhisattva can reside simultaneously in samsara and nirvana: it talks and acts seemingly just like 

any unenlightened being, but its words and actions are really manifestations in various forms of a 

compassionate subjectivity that really does exist. 

Yogacara thinkers developed a complex theory of three Buddha bodies -- the doctrine of 

tlikaya -- to explain the relationship between the historical Buddha Sakyamuni and the pure 

subjectivity that constitutes ultimate reality. Nagao explains that a two-fold theory of the Buddha's 

"body" can be traced to early Indian Buddhism: according to this traditional understanding of the 

Buddha, there exists an eternal dharma body, or the ageless truth espoused by the historical 

Buddha, in addition to Sakyamuni's transient physical body. Along with the development of the 

Mahayana notion of the bodhisattva there came a theory of the Buddha's reward body, or the body 

of any sentient being who has fulfilled the vows and disciplines necessary to become a 

bodhisattva. The Yogacara school brought these two theories together into a system of three 

Buddha bodies.8 

According to the trikaya doctrine, the svabhavikakaya (dharma, or self-existent body) is the 

underlying ground or essence of all the things that unenlightened beings perceive as independently 

existing entities in samsara. This svabhavikakaya is pure subjectivity. It cannot be fully 

understood and cannot be changed; it has existed and will continue to exist eternally. In a sense, it 

corresponds to the early Indian notion of the Buddha's dhanna body, the absolute principle that the 

historical Buddha preached and which continued to point samsara-bound creatures the path to 

7 Hirota and Ueda, p.75. 
8 Nagao, pp.104-7. 
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nirvana after Sakyamuni's physical death. The svabhavikakaya manifests itself in two forms to 

sentient beings trapped in samsara, in order to enable them to attain nirvana: the sambhogikakaya, 

or enjoyment body, and the nainnanikakaya, or transformation body. The nairmanikakaya is the 

physical body of any sentient being who preaches the dharma. In contrast to the svabhavikakaya, 

which eternally and truly exists, the nairmanikakaya does not truly exist; rather, it is transient and 

arises contingently just like anything else in the realm of samsara. Sakyamuni Gautama, as the 

human who most effectively helped unenlightened humans access ultimate truth, may be the 

foremost example of the nairmanikakaya, but he was not the only manifestation of 

nailmanikakaya.9 

The sambhogikakaya is the linchpin of the trikaya system: it is a concrete manifestation of 

the fOlmless svabhavikakaya, just like the nairmanikakaya, but unlike the nairmanikakaya, it is not 

a physical form visible to beings in sam sara. Rather, it is the "celestial" body in which the 

bodhisattva can enjoy the dharma it has realized, and in which it can share this enjoyment with 

other creatures. In its "enjoyment body," the bodhisattva is visible to other bodhisattvas, i.e. other 

sentient beings who have also realized the dharma, but not to beings still trapped in sam sara. 

However, the sambhogikakaya is accessible to sentient beings in samsara in the form of the 

teachings of the nairmanikakaya. It is the sambhogikakaya, that is, which is actually manifested 

for samsara-bound sentient beings through the preaching of the physical form of a Buddha. 

The sambhogikakaya is a mutable, compassionate manifestation of the svabhavikakaya. At 

the same time, it is the eternal huth that pervades the words of the nairmanikakaya and imbues 

these words with salvific force for sentient beings. Nagao explains the significance of the 

sambhogikakaya's double character of eternal formlessness and historical, transient manifestation: 

The sambhogika-kaya, through this double character, lies between the svabhavika
kaya and the nairmanika-kaya, and serves as a link between the two. But that's not 
all! Sambhogika-kaya occupies the central position in the triple-body doctrine, and in 
particular, the soteriology in Buddhism revolves around the axis of this double 
character of the sambhogikakaya.lO 

Nagao describes how the qualities that in early Indian Buddhism were considered particular aspects 

of the Buddha Sakyamuni's character were attlibuted to the three "bodies" of the Buddha in trikaya 

theory: svabhavikakaya was seen as embodying the Buddha's wisdom, sambhogikakaya as 

9 Nagao, pp.107-9. 
10 Ibid., p.111 . 
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embodying the Buddha's will, or his compassionate vow, and the nairmanikakaya as embodying 

his concrete actions. The Buddha-bodies, thus, are not exactly distinct entities; rather, they are 

inextlicably related, as the sambhogikakaya and the nairmanikakaya are simply manifestations of 

the same formless essence. 11 The bodies might be seen as different but related modes in which the 

pure subjectivity that constitutes ultimate reality functions to save deluded sentient beings from 

sam sara. The sambhogikakaya, as the central function of the salvific process, might be seen as the 

Yogacara articulation of the Mahayana notion of the bodhisattva: it is the concrete expression of the 

compassionate nature of ultimate reality. Tlikaya thought emphasizes the wisdom of the 

svabhavikakaya, but the fact that this formlessness manifests itself concretely in the 

sambhogikakaya indicates that the pure subjectivity that is ultimate reality in Yogacara thought is 

inherently compassionate. 

In a sense, the idea of Buddha bodies transformed the histolical, human Buddha of early 

Indian doctline into a supramundane manifestation of ultimate reality in samsara. Some scholars 

have viewed Mahayana Buddhism as dramatically changing, indeed falsifying, an oliginally 

humanistic philosophy; Williams offers an alternative interpretation of the development of 

Mahayana thought: 

The Buddha was never simply a human being, and is not seen this way by any 
Buddhist tradition. He always embodies our three dimensions -- physical, 'spiritual' 
(for want of a better word; exemplifying the true nature of things), and magicaL If 
after the Buddha's death interest shifts from the physical to the spilitual and magical 
(eventually embracing also the Buddha seen in meditative absorption) this is only 
natural and embodies a change of emphasis rather than growing falsification!2 

In Williams' view, then, the elements that went into the notion of the three Buddha bodies were 

incipient in early Indian Buddhism; they were simply transformed as the histolical Buddha became 

more important as a manifestation of ultimate reality than as a human teacher. According to 

Williams' understanding of Mahayana philosophy as developing out of, rather than over and 

against early Indian doctrine, the early Indian notions of the bodhisattva, of previous Buddhas, and 

of different Buddha-fields might be seen as appropliated by and transformed in Mahayana 

doctline. In early Indian thought, a creature becomes an enlightened one, a Buddha, because of a 

vow he makes to save sentient beings. Over many rebirths as a bodhisattva, or Buddha-to-be, he 

llNagao, p.112. 
12Williams, p.169. 
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builds up the karmic merit necessary to become enlightened through countless acts of 

compassionate generosity. After his enlightenment, the Buddha shares the karmic merit he has 

accumulated by preaching salvific truth to the rest of humanity. The Mahayana ideal of the 

bodhisattva is very similar. The bodhisattva is a sentient being who has realized dharmic truth 

through innumerable lives of compassionate activity in samsara. Upon his realization of dharma, 

the bodhisattva vows to put off entering the complete detachment of nirvana, and instead to help 

unenlightened creatures escape samsara by actually transferring his own huge store of karmic merit 

to these creatures. Likewise, the early Indian notions of previous Buddhas in different Buddha

fields were incorporated into Mahayana thought. They became the Mahayana belief in an infinite 

number of Buddhas and bodhisattvas occupying an infinite number of Buddha-fields. 

Pure Land Buddhism developed out of the Mahayana appropriation of these central early 

Indian tenets, and out of the traditional Buddhist practice of buddhanusmrti: the meditative 

contemplation of the Buddha's greatness, in an effort to "visualize" or "meet" him and access his 

unique characteristics. Along with the emergence of the Mahayana ideal of the bodhisattva arose 

the notion of a Pure Land, a Buddha-field that is purified through the compassionate activity of a 

particular bodhisattva. Rebilth in a Pure Land essentially guarantees the achievement of nirvana, 

for a Pure Land is undefiled, leaving no obstacles to the realization of enlightenment. This Pure 

Land ideal, in conjunction with the meditative devotionalism of buddhanusmrti, contributed to the 

development of a Mahayana devotionalism: meditation on the wonderful compassion of a 

particular Buddha or bodhisattva as a means of achieving rebirth in that Buddha's or bodhisattva's 

Pure Land, and thus of achieving nirvana. This devotionalism was considered a simpler or easier 

path to nirvana than the more widely accepted route of stringent meditative and ethical discipline. 13 

As Williams explains, this notion of a Buddha-field as purified presented a problem for the 

traditional understanding of the historical Buddha Sakyamuni. If Sakyamuni were really a 

Buddha, would his Buddha-field be defiled? That is, if Sakyamuni's Buddha-field, the one in 

which we live, were really a Pure Land, there should be no obstacles to the achievement of 

enlightenment -- but there quite obviously are. The most widely accepted solution to this dilemma 

was produced by an Indian text, the Vimalakirtinirdesa: Sakyamuni's Buddha-field is indeed a 

Pure Land, and what is impure is the mind of the unenlightened human. This solution preserves 

13 Williams, pp.217 -24. 
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the fundamental Mahayana tenet of the nonduality of samsara and nirvana: "Thus the real way to 

attain a Pure Land is to purify one's own mind. Put another way, we are already in the Pure Land 

if we but knew it."14 

Although devotional cults developed around a number of particular bodhisattvas and 

Buddhas, the term "Pure Land Buddhism" generally refers specifically to the devotionalism which 

arose around the Buddha Amitabha (the Amida Buddha, in Japanese). Possibly in an attempt at 

apologetics, Pure Land Buddhists themselves trace this faith in the compassion of Amitabha to 

Nagrujuna: in the Dasabhumikavibhasa Sastra, a text which mayor may not actually have been 

wIitten by the great Madhyamika thinker, meditation on Amitabha's greatness is advocated as an 

easier path to nirvana than adherence to Stilct ethical precept. 15 It is debatable whether and to what 

degree Nagarjuna and Vasubandhu, who are considered the first two Pure Land patIiarchs by Pure 

Land Buddhists themselves, actually encouraged devotionalism to Amitabha; there are, however, 

descIiptions of Amitabha and his Pure Land in scriptures which are dated as early as the second 

century c.E. The concept of the Amitabha Buddha appears to have oIiginated very early on in the 

development of Mahayana Buddhism in India, and then gradually to have grown into the largest 

single Pure Land cult as Mahayana Buddhism was brought to China and Japan. 

Three scIiptures provide the crucial textual basis for the development of Pure Land 

doctIine. The Larger Sukhavativyuha Sutra explains how, innumerable aeons in the past, the 

prince Dharmakara was inspired by the suffering that he perceived in the world to become a 

Buddha and to create an absolutely perfect Pure Land. He set out to fulfill 48 specific vows before 

fully entering nirvana. Over an infinite number of rebirths as a bodhisattva, he finally achieved his 

goal, becoming the Buddha Amitabha and creating the ultimate Pure Land. The vows which he 

fulfilled through infinite aeons of compassionate activity descIibe his Pure Land and how humans 

may attain rebirth there. The vows establish that creatures who are reborn in Amitabha's Pure 

Land necessarily attain enlightenment (11th Vow); that the Amitabha Buddha is infinite light and 

infinite life, in other words infinite wisdom and compassion (12th and 13th Vows); that the infmite 

Buddhas praise and repeat Amitabha's name (17th Vow); and that Amitabha himself will appear to 

14 Williams, p.227. 
15lbid., p.257. 
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the faithful on their deaths and escort them to his Pure Land. 16 The 18th Vow, which sets out a 

simple path to rebirth in Amitabha's Pure Land, probably had the greatest influence on the 

development of Pure Land thought: 

If, when I attain Buddhahood, the sentient beings of the ten quarters, with sincere mind 
entrusting themselves, aspiring to be born in my land, and saying my Name perhaps 
even ten times, should not be born there, may I not attain the supreme enlightenment. 
Excluded are those who commit the five grave offenses and those who slander the right 
dharma. I? 

The Smaller Sukhavativyuha Sutra describes Amitabha's Pure Land in even greater detail. 

It explains that while this Pure Land may be a sensual paradise, with beautiful trees and oceans, a 

soft breeze, and no pain or hard work, it is not designed for excessive material pleasure; rather, 

Amitabha's realm is the most perfect possible land in which to contemplate and realize the dharma, 

and thus to escape to nirvana. All the physical beauty in the realm simply contributes to this 

salvific efficiency. While both the Lar~er Sukhavativyuha Sutra and the Smaller Sukhayatiyyuha 

Sutra are generally accepted as Indian texts, the third essential Pure Land scripture, the 

Amitayurbuddhanusmrti Sutra, may be of Chinese or Central Asian origin. This sutra teaches a 

series of meditation techniques designed to enable the believer to "visualize" or access Amitabha. 

The text's greatest influence on the subsequent development of the Pure Land tradition is its 

assertion that even if they cannot access Amitabha through meditative practices, the most evil 

sinners can attain Amitabha's compassion, and be freed from their immense negative karmic 

accretions, simply by chanting his name ten times. IS 

Although Pure Land Buddhists claim Nagarjuna as the first patriarch of Pure Land thought, 

it was the sixth-century Chinese teacher T'an-Iuan who actually founded an Amitabha cult as a 

distinct tradition within Buddhism. Nagarjuna and other Indian Buddhists who acknowledged the 

unique compassion of Amitabha actually continued to rely heavily on "self-power": that is, while 

they saw meditation of Amitabha's greatness as an easier path to nirvana than the strict meditative 

and ethical practices required for enlightenment in this imperfect Buddha-field, they retained an 

emphasis on the human's own responsibility to access Amitabha's compassion through meditative 

16 Hirota and Ueda, pp.313-5. 
t7lbid., p.314. 
16 Williams, pp.253-6. 
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practices!9 T'an-luan appropriated what was supposedly Nagarjuna's distinction between an easy 

and a difficult path to nirvana, and forged from it the crucial Pure Land distinction between other

power and self-power. Especially concerned with the salvation of the laity -- the mass of 

Buddhists who did not have the time or the means to cultivate the rigorous religious practices 

generally considered necessary for the achievement of enlightenment -- T'an-Iuan sought a path to 

nirvana that was easily accessible for even the most uneducated and poorest Buddhists. Drawing 

on the authoritative texts that encouraged the chanting of Amitabha's name, he claimed that even the 

most sinful people could achieve rebirth in Amitabha's Pure Land simply by reciting Amitabha's 

name. Through piously chanting Amitabha's name, these people would access Amitabha's 

compassion: their salvation would depend, that is, on the other-power of Amitabha's compassion 

rather than on their own ability to fulfill difficult meditative practices and actually "visualize" or 

"meet" Amitabha.20 

Shinran's thought is obviously indebted to T'an-Iuan's reorientation of the Buddhist 

tradition, and many of his ideas may be traced directly to T'an-Iuan's writings. In order to provide 

perspective on the immense depth and variety of the Pure Land doctrinal tradition between T'an

luan and Shinran, however, it may be helpful to summarize the key contributions of the Pure Land 

pauiarchs up to Shinran. The fourth patriarch, seventh-century Chinese master Tao-ch'o, 

introduced what would become a central tenet of Pure Land doctrine: that the current age is one of 

mappo, of the decline of the dharma. According to this doctrine of mappo, no humans in this 

world age can attain enlightenment by following the path of meditative and ethical practices set out 

by Sakyamuni, because the dharma's salvific force has waned since the time of Sakyamuni. 

Instead of attempting to achieve enlightenment in this world by following the impossible path set 

out by Sakyamuni, humans should place their trust in Amitabha and seek rebirth in his Pure Land 

through the recitation of his name. In the Pure Land, it is actually possible to attain enlightenment 

through the practices designated by Sakyamuni.21 Williams describes Tao-ch'o's reaction to the 

criticism that Pure Land thought is not authentically Mahayanist because it does not encourage the 

attempt to realize nirvana in samsara: 

The Pure Land is a conventional truth, a skillful means, for the benefit of sentient 

19 Hirota and Ueda, pp.130-6. 

20 Alfred Bloom. Shinran's Gospel of Pure Grace. Univ. of Arizona Press (Tucson): 1987. pp.8-11. 
21 Ibid., pp.11-13. 
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beings who otherwise have no possibility of spiritual development. It is true, more
over, that the Pure Land is said in the sutras to equal in reality a fully purified mind 
(cf. Vimalakirtinirdesa), but for those who cannot aspire to such heights there is also 
the conventional Pure Land in the west into which one can indeed be reborn after 
death.22 

The last Chinese patriarch, Shan-tao, did not exactly continue along the same vein as T' an

luan and Tao-ch'o: he did not place the same emphasis on other-power as the defming 

characteristic of Pure Land thought. Shan-tao concentrated on SOlting out the practices that would 

lead to rebirth in Amitabha's Pure Land from those that would not, in an effort to show common 

people the path to nirvana in the simplest terms possible. He recognized the Pure Land doctrine 

that humans in the age of mappo are mired in sinfulness, incapable of achieving enlightenment 

through their own self-power, and that Amitabha's compassion may be accessed through the 

recitation of his name; however, he also stressed that a deep and sincere faith in Amitabha and that 

a desire for rebirth in his Pure Land must accompany the recitation of Amitabha's name. As Alfred 

Bloom explains, Shan-tao's dual emphases could be interpreted as mutually exclusive: 

Though Shan-tao's teaching exhibits a deep concern for the common man and a 
recognition of his sinful condition, the assertion that the three minds of faith were 
necessary for the attainment of birth in the Pure Land created a problem for Pure Land 
thought. He did not indicate how beings who have committed the five deadly sins and 
the ten evil acts could cultivate those mental attitudes. It would appear that a consider
able degree of self effort and mental discipline were required.23 

Thus Shan-tao, like the Pure.Land thinkers before him and those who would follow him, had to 

deal with the problem of defining salvation as the compassionate activity of Amitabha, while at the 

same time clarifying for the common people the precise means of accessing this compassionate 

activity. Shan-tao's teachings represent one of many possible ways of dealing with the somewhat 

ambiguous space that exists in Pure Land thought between Amitabha's compassionate activity and 

the individual human's responsibility for calling upon, or accessing, this compassionate activity. 

The first Japanese Pure Land patriarch according to Shinran's schema, the tenth-century 

thinker Genshin, saw a tremendous gap between the salvific efficacy of self- and other-power for 

common people in the degenerate age of mappo, and taught that recitation of the Amida Buddha's 

name -- the nembutsu -- was all that was required to tap into Amida's vast power. He claimed that 

meditation on Amida's greatness, the practice advocated by earlier Indian Mahayana Buddhism as 

22 Williams, p.260. 

23 Bloom, p.1S. 
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the "easier" path to nirvana, was actually the superior means of attaining rebirth in the Pure Land. 24 

Shinran's teacher, Honen, was the seventh Pure Land patriarch; Shinran understood his 

own work as simply an explication, or clarification, of his master's message. Bloom contends that 

Honen did not significantly develop or transform the understanding of the recitation of the 

nembutsu formulated by Shan-tao and Genshin. Rather, Honen's contribution to Pure Land 

Buddhism was the popularization of the notion that salvation requires only complete trust in the 

recitation of the nembutsu. Previous Pure Land patriarchs had taught that the chanting of the 

nembutsu was soteriologically effective in the age of mappo, but had also retained some faith in the 

potential of buddhanusmrti practices to access Amitabha's compassion. Honen simplified these 

teachings into a form that gained a vast lay following: "In order to assure the evil man of salvation, 

Honen compressed all of religious faith and practice into the act of reciting Amida Buddha's 

name.,,25 According to Honen, the three aspects of authentic faith that Shan-tao claims must be 

cultivated -- i.e., sincere faith, deep faith, and desire for rebirth in the Pure Land -- are actually 

generated through the recitation of the nembutsu. 

Among the Pure Land thinkers before Shinran, Honen focuses most clearly on the 

importance of abandoning self-power and relying on other-power to access salvation. 

Nonetheless, there is still confusion in his writings over the actual results of the recitation of the 

nembutsu. In some passages, he claims that the merit transferred from Amida to the chanter by a 

single utterance of the nembutsu is enough to outweigh the most evil acts imaginable, and to 

guarantee the believer rebirth in Amida's Pure Land. In others, he argues that rebirth in the Pure 

Land hinges on the human's state of mind upon his death: 

Even though through the days and years of life, you have piled up much merit by the 
practice of the nembutsu, if at the time of death you come under the spell of some 
evil, and at the end give way to an evil heart, and lose the power of faith in the practice 
of the nembutsu, it means that you lose that birth into the Pure Land immediately after 
death.26 

Despite his claim that an "evil heart" obviates the affects of a lifetime of nembutsu-chanting, Honen 

was accused by many of his contemporaries of encouraging evil behavior. His teaching that just a 

single utterance of the nembutsu is sufficient to achieve salvation seemed to undermine any ethical 

24 Bloom, pp.18-9. 
2slbid., p.20. 
26 Honen, as quoted in Bloom, p.21. 
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precepts that might be put forth as necessary for salvation. He was perceived as advocating 

"licensed evil", evil performed specifically as a result of the knowledge that salvation has no 

connection to ethical behavior. Honen himself continued to abide by his strict Tendai monastic 

vows, and encouraged his followers to chant the nembutsu repeatedly, both because of the salvific 

efficacy of repeated chanting and because he believed that this chanting would engender moral 

discipline in the common people. He continually struggled with the tension between his desire to 

provide the uneducated laity with a simple practice sufficient for the attainment of rebirth in the 

Pure Land, and his conviction that an authentic faith and an ethical life were also essential 

ingredients of the religious life. He did not see his teachings as encouraging evil behavior or even 

as encouraging a break from the traditional moral code of the Buddhist canon.27 

This struggle points to the core of Shinran's objections to the Pure Land doctrinal tradition: 

a confusion over the relationship between self- and other-power in the salvation process. Honen's 

seemingly contradictory teachings about the distinction between self- and other-power are 

emblematic of several deeper problems that Shinran perceived in the Pure Land doctrinal tradition, 

problems of both Pure Land's relevance to humans in the age of mappo and of its Mahayanist 

identity. Honen's thought was not relevant to laity, according to Shinran, because it did not take 

seriously enough the fundamental Pure Land doctrine of mappo. Like the Pure Land patriarchs 

before him, Honen retained a place for self-power in his theory of salvation, while at the same time 

stressing humanity'S dependence on other-power. Shinran could not accept any notion of the 

salvific efficacy of self-power, because he held that if extended to its logical conclusion, the notion 

of humanity's deep sinfulness in the age of mappo left no place at all for a notion of humanity'S 

responsibility for its salvation. 

Pure Land thought was also flawed, in Shinran's view, because it had strayed from the 

philosophical tenets that he saw as defming authentic Mahayana thought: the notion of the 

nonduality of samsara and nirvana, and the ideal of the bodhisattva as the compassionate 

manifestation of formless ultimate reality. Pure Land Buddhism prior to Shinran drew a rigid 

distinction between this defiled world and Amida's Pure Land, and maintained that the believer 

does not enter the Pure Land until the moment of his death.28 This absolute distinction between the 

27 Bloom, pp.19-23. 
28 Hirota and Ueda, pp.137 -43. 
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defiled samsaric world, and the undefiled Pure Land in which the achievement of nirvana is 

possible, contradicted the notion of the nonduality of samsara and nirvana. Further, humanity's 

desperate need for salvation was emphasized in Pure Land doctrine, Shinran believed, to the 

exclusion of the idea of the bodhisattva as the embodiment of self-giving compassion. That is, 

Pure Land thought stressed humans' utter dependence without recognizing their potential for 

positive action. Shinran's concern with this facet of Pure Land thought may have been driven by 

his awareness of the licensed-evil critique of Honen. His attempt to correct this perceived problem 

might be interpreted as an apologetic aimed at those who claimed that Honen's single-nembutsu 

teaching encouraged conscious evil. In any case, by drawing from distinctive Pure Land 

doctrines, and from central Mahayana teachings, Shinran sought to resolve this relevance and 

identity crises that he perceived in his tradition. The rest of this chapter will explicate Shinran's 

reinterpretation of the Pure Land doctrinal tradition. 

Ueda explains that. Shinran's conception of karma is radically different from that of the 

Buddhist tradition he inherited. Buddhist doctrine in general holds that while humans' present 

happiness is determined by their actions in previous lives, they are capable of improving their 

future lives by building up karmic merit in their present lives. Shinran, certainly influenced by his 

strong sense of humans' deep sinfulness in the age of mappo, believes that because our present 

lives are karmically predetermined, it is impossible for us to change ourselves and build up karmic 

merit if we are not destined to do so. By extending the doctrine of karmic retribution -- an integral 

element in Buddhist cosmology -- to what he sees as its logical conclusion, Shinran develops the 

notion that each human's karmic fate must have already been decided in the infinite past, so long 

ago that it is impossible for him to point to particular actions that affected his present state of 

existence. All our actions and our thoughts in our present life are simply the result of our actions 

and thoughts in our previous life, all those actions and thoughts can be traced to the life previous to 

it, and so forth ad infinitum. Therefore, while actions may be considered good or evil in human 

ethical terms, it is impossible for them to be good -- or evil-- in karmic terms: any actions 

perfOlmed as the result of karmic influence can only entangle us further in the samsaric cycle, they 

cannot free us from this cycle and enable us to attain nirvana. In a sense, it is meaningless to 

worry about whether our actions are good or bad, because we are karmic ally bound to perform 

those actions anyway, and the intention to build up karmic merit is rooted in karmic predestination 
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just as deeply as the intention to sin.29 

The connection Shinran forges between, as it were, an infinite past and an infinite future 

has important implications about the nature of time and history: "The pastness in Shinran's concept 

of kalma -- the endless future being controlled by the past -- is not a past relative to present and 

future, but is eternal, pervading the temporality called past, present, and future; it is beginningless 

and continues endlessly.,,30 Thus, while we may perceive ourselves as existing in historically 

developing, contingently changing time, we actually reside in a static, predetermined karmic 

eternity: there is no historical change or human freedom within samsara, and what we call past, 

present, and future are just different aspects of the immutable working of the karmic cycle. The 

notion of self-power, of the potential for humans to escape the karma-determined cycle of samsara 

through their own thoughts and actions, makes no sense if human free will and historical change 

are simply the misconceptions of ignorant sentient beings. 

If humans are totally incapable of working towards their salvation by accruing karmic 

merit, then this salvation must be purely a gift from Amida. In order to emphasize the 

overwhelming force of Amida's compassion, a force that must be equal to the burden of karmic 

evil that traps humans in sam sara, Shinran transforms the Pure Land conception of Amida. He 

appropriates from Honen an understanding of Sakyamuni as a transient, historical manifestation of 

the sambhogikakaya Amida; thus he inherits from Honen a view of Amida as the sambhogikakaya 

of our Buddha-field. However, he moves beyond Honen in his elevation of Amida from the most 

powerful among many Buddhas, or the one who has created the most perfect Pure Land, to an 

expression for the compassion of ultimate reality itself. Bloom offers an interpretation of how 

Shinran's paradigm shift coheres with the development of Pure Land thought: 

Shinran capped the evolution of Amida thought as it developed from the conception of 
Amida as a supplementary Buddha who could be worshiped and invoked along with 
other Buddhas and Bodhisattvas in the general Mahayana tradition to a superior Buddha 
in the Pure Land tradition, which singled Amida out as the most effective source of salv
ation for this age of decline, to the Supreme Buddha as the ultimate foundation of all 
reality and the basis of all compassion however it was expressed in the Buddhist 
tradition.3l 

29Yoshifumi Ueda. "Freedom and Necessity in Shinran's Concept of Karma" The Eastern Buddhist, 
Volume 19, Number 1, Spring 1986. pp.79-86. 

3°lbid., p.83. 

31 Alfred Bloom. "Shinran's View of Absolute Compassion" The Eastern Buddhist, Volume 10, 
Number 1, May 1977. pp.115-6. 
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While this description is not, of course, true to the intricacies of change within Pure Land thought, 

it does capture a broad tendency within the tradition to elevate Amida from a specific manifestation 

of compassionate ultimate reality to the eternal principle of compassion itself. Shinran seeks to 

define Pure Land Buddhism as the authentic heir to Yogacara's understanding of ultimate reality as 

fOlmless subjectivity which manifests itself in samsara through the compassionate activity of a 

sambhogikakaya. He also focuses on the compassionate nature of formless ultimate reality in 

response to his sense of humanity's heightened dependence on ultimate compassion in the age of 

mappo. In combining these two aims, he makes explicit an inclination which may already have 

been latent in the Pure Land doctrinal tradition: he transfOlms the sambhogikakaya Amida from a 

manifestation of ultimate reality into the expression for ultimate reality itself, or, in a sense, melds 

the notions of sambhogikakaya and svabhavikakaya. 

Amida's compassion is concretely expressed through his vow -- which he made and 

fulfilled in the infinite past -- to create the most perfect Pure Land. The vow that a human makes to 

become a Buddha was significant in early Indian Buddhism and in early Mahayana Buddhism. It 

represented a powerful compassionate intention to save sentient beings, an intention that is 

translated into krumic merit and the ability to save sentient beings. In Shinran's thought, Amida's 

original vow becomes the Primal Vow, the ultimate manifestation of the abstract compassionate 

intention to help sentient beings achieve nirvana. The Primal Vow, in a sense, is synonymous with 

the word "Amida" itself, as both refer to the compassionate nature of ultimate reality. 

In the Kyogyoshinsho, Shinran compares the Primal Vow to an ocean: 

Concerning the term "ocean": since the infinite past, the river waters of the sundry 
practices and disciplines performed by ordinary people and sages, and the ocean waters 
of the ignorance -- infinite as the sands of the Ganges -- of those who commit the five 
grave offenses, who slander the dharma, or who lack the seed of Buddhahood, have 
been transformed into the waters of the great treasure ocean of all the true and real 
virtues -- countless as the sands of the Ganges -- of the great wisdom-compassion 
of the Primal Vow. This is likened to an ocean. We know truly, then, that it is as a 
sutra states, ''The ice of blind passions melts and becomes the water of virtues.'m 

This power to transform evil passions into virtues provides the basis for Shinran's grounding of 

Pure Land thought in the central Mahayana tenet of the nonduality of samsara and nirvana. 

Madhyamika understood Samsara and nirvana as nondual because both are equally empty of 

inherent existence; Yogacara saw the two realms as nondual because both are ultimately grounded 

32Shinran, as quoted in Hirota and Ueda, p.286. 
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in pure, formless subjectivity. For these two schools of Buddhism, nirvana might be seen as the 

ground of samsara: sam sara, that is, is the ignorant being's misunderstanding of nirvana. Shinran 

defines the compassion that is the Primal Vow as nondual with the karmic evil that binds us to 

sam sara, and he sees the Primal Vow as the ground of existence itself; sentient beings perceive their 

guaranteed salvation as entrapment by karmic evil only at the level of conventional truth, at the 

level of delusion. The determination of our karmic evil and the Primal Vow's sealing of our 

salvation both occurred in the infinite past, and both actually forged the same destiny for us. From 

the perspective of ultimate truth, the distinction between Primal Vow and karmic predestination 

disappears. 

The nembutsu, introduced into the vocabulary of the present age by the nairmanikakaya 

Sakyamuni, is the skill-in-means employed by Amida to manifest his compassion in samsara. It 

enables unenlightened creatures to access the ultimate truth -- i.e. the nonduality of Primal Vow and 

kalmic evil -- that they cannot grasp through discursive reasoning. In this quotation from the 

Letters of Shinran, Shinran clarifies his conception of the connection between the uttering of the 

nembutsu and the arising of shinjin (faith): 

Although the one moment of shinjin and the one moment of nembutsu are two, there 
is no nembutsu separate from shinjin, nor is the one moment of shinjin separate from 
the one moment of nembutsu. The reason is that the practice of nembutsu is to say it 
perhaps once, perhaps ten times, on hearing and realizing that birth into the Pure Land 
is attained by saying the Name fulfilled in the Primal Vow. To hear this Vow and be 
completely without doubt is the one moment of shinjin .... nembutsu and shinjin on our 
part are themselves the manifestations of the Vow. 33 

The recitation of the nembutsu by sentient beings is not a means of developing shinjin and 

accessing nirvana, as it was for previous Pure Land thinkers; rather, it is aspontaneous expression 

of gratitude for the merit that is transferred from Amida to humans when they hear the nembutsu. 

Shinjin, then, is not a state of mind to be cultivated through meditation or recitation of the · 

nembutsu, instead it is a state of mind granted to humans through Amida's compassion. 

In the Letters of Shinran, Shinran explains his understanding of jinen, or the way 

compassionate ultimate reality works "naturally" or "spontaneously" to save unenlightened 

creatures: 

linen means that from the very beginning one is made to become so [enlightened]. 
Amida's Vow is, from the very beginning, designed to have each one entrust oneself 
in Namu-amida-butso and be received in the Pure Land; none of this is through the 

33Shinran, as quoted in Hirota and Ueda, p.227. 
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practicer's calculation. Thus there is no room for one to be concerned with being good 
or bad.34 

Jinen refers to the working of the Primal Vow, through humans' hearing the nembutsu and 

realizing shinjin, in the historical present. Since jinen is the natural working of the Vow through its 

own power, it is obstructed by any human attempt to attain salvation through self-power. In other 

words, the manifestation of jinen -- the natural result of the Primal Vow -- rests on sentient beings' 

abandonment of their quest to attain rebirth in the Pure Land through practices calculated to achieve 

that end. Thus "jinen" signifies both the spontaneous working of the Vow to save unenlightened 

humans, and the spontaneity of the lives of humans who have abandoned self-power and accepted 

the power of the Vow. Humans are united with the absolute freedom of the Primal Vow in the 

moment of shinjin. 

According to Shinran, that is, humans' realization that they do not possess free will or the 

ability to change history, and that they are, instead, trapped in the eternity of the karmic cycle, 

actually frees them for a ahistorical "future" in the eternity of the Primal Vow. What appears to 

ignorant beings to be an historical future, with the potential for positive change, is actually a 

predetermined samsaric eternity with no possibility for change. In the moment in which the 

ignorant being, through the humility activated by hearing the nembutsu, recognizes the 

immutability of the karmic "future", this samsaric eternity is revealed for what it is at the level of 

ultimate truth: the infinite future of the compassion of the Primal Vow, an infinite future in nirvana. 

The recognition of the nonduality of the prison of samsara and the eternal freedom of the Primal 

\bw allows the human to transcend his lack of free will in sam sara and attain a deeper, more 

profound freedom: the freedom to live according to ultimate truth. 

The relationship between the eternal moment of the Primal Vow and the historical moment 

of shinjin is complex. Ueda succinctly articulates Shinran's conception of how the present believer 

becomes aware of the unity of the samsaric cycle and the working of the Primal Vow: 

The prevailing pastness of karmic evil (samsaric existence of the sentient being) and 
the pastness of the fulf1llment of the Vow (Amida Buddha) are established for the prac
ticer only in self-contradictory fusion and interpenetration with each other; this fusion 
takes place in the present as genuine time, and its first emergence is the thought
moment of the realization of shinjin, in which the mind of the being and the mind of 
Buddha become one.35 

34 Shinran, as quoted in Hirota and Ueda, pp. 272-3. 

35 Ueda, "Freedom and Necessity in Shinran's Concept of Karma", p.93. 
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The individual human has, at the level of ultimate reality, resided in the eternal moment of the 

Primal Vow's compassion since the infinite past. However, as long as he continues to perceive his 

karmic entrapment as historical time, and continues to have faith in his own free will, he cannot 

escape samsara and attain rebirth in Amida's Pure Land. When he hears the nembutsu, the human 

attains shinjin and recognizes the power of the Primal Vow as well as the futility -- indeed, the 

illusion -- of his own self-power. He is made aware that he resides simultaneously in an historical 

moment and in the eternal "moment", the moment in which the Primal Vow was fulfilled in the 

infinite past: "The power of the Primal Vow is this power to make simultaneous.,,36 Shinjin, then, 

signifies knowledge that historical, samsaric time and the eternal moment of the Primal Vow are 

nondual, but it does not signify escape from historical time. The achievement of nirvana can only 

occur after the human's physical death and rebirth in the Pure Land. 

This passage from the Kyogyoshinsho describes Shinran's understanding of the historical 

moment of shinjin as one in which nirvana becomes guaranteed: 

When foolish beings possessed of blind passions, the multitudes caught in birth-and
death and defIled by evil karma, realize the mind and practice that Amida directs to 
them for their going forth, they immediately join the truly settled of the Mahayana. 
Because they dwell among the tmly settled, they necessarily attain nirvana.37 

For previous Pure Land thinkers, the moment of shinjin is the moment in which the human 

achieves faith in Amida's compassion; not until the moment of death, when Amida appears to 

escort the believer to the Pure Land, does the human actually attain rebirth in the Pure Land. As 

Honen says, it is possible for a human who has attained shinjin to be denied rebirth in the Pure 

Land because of an evil state of mind at the moment of death. Shinran, with his understanding of 

the Primal Vow as having already forged the human's rebirth in the Pure Land -- and thus the 

human's attainment of nirvana -- in the infinite past, sees the moment of shinjin somewhat 

differently. While he does not claim that the human is physically reborn in Amida's Pure Land in 

the moment of shinjin, he does believe that the human attains the stage of nonretrogression in 

which rebirth in the Pure Land, and thus enlightenment, is necessary and inevitable. 

In Shinran's view, however, the human who has attained shinjin does not attain 

bodhisattvahood before death. Shinran is loyal to the Pure Land belief that enlightenment is not 

36 Nishitani Keiji. "The Problem of Time in Shinran" The Eastern Buddhist, Volume 11, May 1978, 
p.21 . 

37 Shinran, as quoted in Hirota and Ueda, p.304. 
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achieved until after physical death and rebirth in the Pure Land. Bloom points out that Shinran is 

firmly opposed to the notion that the attainment of faith signifies the attainment of bodhisattvahood: 

Men of faith are not Bodhisattvas in the flesh. One cannot consider himself a Buddha 
in the state of return to act for the salvation of others. The reason for this is the fact that 
the man of faith is not yet the man of enlightenment. So long as he is in this world in the 
flesh he is a passion-ridden sinner in need of help and totally incapable of helping others.38 

Thus, after experiencing shinjin, the human is paradoxically both unenlightened and enlightened. 

He has attained the knowledge that historical time is only an illusion; that paradoxically he has 

always resided in the eternal moment of the Primal Vow, and, at the same time, he is trapped in the 

temporal realm until his death. This paradox is Shinran's distinctive reinterpretation of the 

fundamental Mahayanist notion of the bodhisattva's existence as an enlightened creature in the 

realm of delusion. Shinran focuses on the temporal lapse between shinjin and enlightenment as 

creating the contradictory fact of a creature who simultaneously already has and has not yet 

achieved enlightenment, whereas earlier Mahayana doctrine emphasized the difference in 

understanding that distinguishes a bodhisattva from other samsara-bound creatures. 

Veda explains Shinran's view of how the sentient being who has attained shinjin, but has 

not yet died and been reborn in the Pure Land, manifests Amida's compassion in samsara: 

... the person of shinjin acts in accord with his nature and circumstances, manifesting 
the working of compassion in the occurrences and interactions of ordinary life. In 
awakening to his karmic evil, he carries on his life subject to causality and, further, 
has transcended it.39 

Thus Shinran's attempt to resolve one problem that he perceives in the tradition carries over into 

another one, the lack of emphasis on humans' potential for bodhisattvahood and for compassionate 

action. Shinran objects to previous Pure Land thought in part because it concentrated too much on 

enabling humans to access Amida's compassion and achieve salvation, and not enough on the 

compassionate action that is the ultimate result of salvation. Pure Land thought up to Honen, 

Shinran argues, concentrated on Amida's compassion but neglected the compassionate nature with 

which humans are imbued in the moment of shinjin. In Shinran's view, the human's mind 

becomes one with the mind of Amida in the moment of shinjin, and the spontaneous compassion 

that is Amida is manifested in samsara through the actions and thoughts of this human. Shinran's 

conception of the nonduality of Amida's mind and the mind of the human who has attained shinjin 

38 Bloom, Shinran's Gospel of Pure Grace, p.84. 

39 Ueda, "Freedom and Necessity in Shinran's Concept of Karma", p.100. 
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parallels the Yogacara notion of the nonduality of pure subjectivity and the sentient being who has 

awakened to ultimate truth. As already indicated, Shinran's emphasis on the faithful human's 

manifestation of Amida's compassion may be seen as an apologetic designed to convince 

perpetrators of the licensed-evil critique that the single-nembutsu teaching does not encourage evil 

behavior. 

For Madhyamika and Yogacara, the realization of ultimate truth -- whether of the 

interpenetration of emptiness and form, or the equation of sam sara and nirvana with fOlmless 

subjectivity -- is seen as the salvific force that generates humans' enlightenment. Indeed, the 

realization of ultimate truth is the attainment of salvation for these early Mahayana schools. The 

power of the bodhisattva to help ignorant beings on their way to the realization of ultimate truth is 

stressed more in Yogacara than in Madhyamika thought, but in both traditions the knowledge of 

absolute uuth is seen as latent within humans, and only activated through the compassion of the 

bodhisattva. Pure Land Buddhism focuses on the compassionate aspect of ultimate reality, as it is 

delineated in the Yogacara doctrine of three Buddha bodies. It emphasizes devotionalism and 

reliance on the compassion of ultimate reality rather than the attempt to attain knowledge of ultimate 

truth through self-power. 

Shinran is attracted to Pure Land Buddhism's recognition of humanity's deep sinfulness, its 

central claim that humanity must rely on other-power for salvation in the age of mappo. He seeks 

to COlTect theological problems that he perceives in Pure Land doctrine as he inherits it from 

Honen, in order to render the central message of other-power soteriologically efficacious to 

humans trapped in mappo, and at the same time legitimately Mahayanist. In Shinran's view, Pure 

Land thought as articulated by Honen is not fully relevant to humans in the age of mappo because it 

retains some faith in self-power; it is not authentically Mahayanist because it is not faithful to the 

tenets of the non duality of samsara and nirvana and of the human potential for compassionate 

action through enlightenment. 

While it is possible to point to various theological problems that Shinran perceives in the 

Pure Land u·adition, it is equally valid to understand his reinterpretation of the tradition as driven 

by a central paradigm shift in his world-view. That is, it is possible to point to a fundamental 

difference between his own thought and that of his theological predecessors that pushes him to 

transfOlm his tradition. Perhaps -- as was suggested in chapter one -- because of his experiences 
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as a Tendai monk, and because of the social disruption of the Heian Age, Shinran developed a deep 

sense of humanity's sinfulness and inability to access nirvana through self-power. Roger Corless 

clearly articulates Shinran's solution to the problem of humanity's utter sinfulness, in other words 

the paradigm shift in Pure Land thought that guides Shinran's work: "His answer was the 

discovery of the nonduality of his impure mind and Amida's pure mind, the co-inherence of his 

practice and Amida J s attainment.,,4o Corless explains in detail how Shinran appropriates and 

reinterprets the Buddhist canon through the interpretative prism of this idea of the nonduality of the 

faithful mind and Amida's mind. For example, he points out that Shinran concentrates on the 

Larger Sukhavativyuha Sutra in his analysis of the key Pure Land texts, because this sutra 

emphasizes Amida's compassionate vow, and that he transforms T'an-Iuan's notion of faith in 

Amida as unification of outer practice with inner trust into a notion of faith as " ... a certainty of 

belief from which all doubt has been expelled by the power of Amida's primal VOW.,,41 Corless' 

key point is that Shinran's thought represents a major shift in Pure Land doctrine, a shift that is 

guided by a distinct theological agenda. 

Whether generated by his personal experiences or by a purely intellectual reevaluation of 

Pure Land thought -- probably a mixture of both -- Shinran's theological agenda pushes him to 

meld the ideas of authoritative early Mahayana philosophers with the defining texts and doctrines 

of the Pure Land tradition. The nonduality of sam sara and nirvana becomes the nonduality of the 

etemal kmmic cycle and the compassion of the Primal Vow. Enlightenment is attained through the 

realization of this ultimate truth. Shinran, however, retains the Pure Land notion of a temporal 

lapse between the attainment of shinjin and the achievement of enlightenment. He cannot accept a 

theory in which the human can attain enlightenment in his present life, because he is loyal to the 

belief in a burden of karmic evil so heavy that it obstructs the achievement of enlightenment. 

Reconciling two apparently contradictory teachings, Shinran formulates the theory that the 

human is guaranteed enlightenment in the moment of shinjin, through his attainment of the 

knowledge that his salvation has been forged by the Primal Vow in the infinite past. The 

compassion that is ultimate reality, which enables the human to access nirvana through rebirth in 

the Pure Land, is more important to Shinran than the truth that is ultimate reality which enables the 

40 Roger Corless. "Shinran's Proofs of True Buddhism" in Donald Lopez, Jr., ed. Buddhist 
Hermeneutics. University of Hawaii Press (Honolulu): 1988. p.284. 

41 Ibid., p.279 . 
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human to achieve enlightenment in his present life in Madhyamika and Yogacara thought. Through 

this shift in the emphasis of the Mahayana understanding of ultimate reality's salvific force, from 

the wisdom it engenders to the compassion it manifests, Shinran adapts Mahayana Buddhism to an 

age in which he perceives compassion as acutely necessary for human beings' achievement of 

salvation. 
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Chapter Three: Moltmann and Shinran in Dialogue 

Chapters one and two explicated Moltmann's and Shinran's reinterpretations of their own 

religious traditions. In this chapter, I will examine how several different models of dialogue might 

be applied to a conversation between their reinterpretations. I will start out by submitting several 

doctline-expressing sentences that seem to convey Moltmann's and Shinran's soteliological 

perspectives. In developing a dialogue according to Gliffiths' model, I will emphasize the 

incompatibilities between Moltmann's and Shinran's theological perspectives; I will draw upon the 

two thinkers' reinterpretations of their own traditions in an effort to understand how they might 

defend their perspectives against doctline-expressing sentences which they find unacceptable. In 

my examination of Swidler's model, I will offer suggestions about how incompatibilities between 

Moltmann and Shinran might be resolved, and point towards a theological perspective from which 

the two thinkers' doctlinal positions might be seen as accessing the same truth from different 

angles. Finally, I will suggest a possible alternative to Gliffiths' and Swidler's models of 

dialogue, based on my explications of Moltmann and Shinran as reinterpreting their doctrinal 

traditions through individual theological plisms. 

I 

Moltmann desclibes absolute reality as a kenotic God-event, as self-giving love that 

progresses and changes histolically. Absolute reality exists only through relationality, through the 

love of humanity. It may suffer along with and be contingently shaped by the experiences of the 

humanity it necessarily created in order to have an other to love. However, while the God-event 

may be impacted by human expelience, and may be transformed through the course of history as a 

result of this impact, it necessarily progresses towards an eschaton in which humanity will be 

glolified. That is, the contingency of human history may have some affect on divine history, but 

ultimately the necessity of the God-event's progression towards the eschaton must overwhelm any 

contingency in human history and draw human history into the necessary outcome of divine 

history. 

Human beings, in Moltmann's view, are distinct from God insofar as they are incapable of 

initiating an immanent eschaton: they cannot construct perfect societies in the mundane, pre

eschatological world. Moltmann does not emphasize human sinfulness as the factor that 
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distinguishes humanity from God. His desire to encourage positive human action in mundane 

history leads him to stress humanity's connection with God, and the potential for positive action 

that results from this connection, rather than humans' utter sinfulness and the deep chasm between 

humanity and God. Human history was drawn into divine history, and thus a connection drawn 

between humans and God, through the event of the resurrection. In this historical moment, the 

God-event opened up its own divine relationality to include humanity. By suffering as a human, 

the Son -- one member of the Trinity that comprises the God-event -- allowed the God-event to be 

impacted by contingent human history. By resurrecting the Son through the power of the Holy 

Spirit, the Father in turn drew human history into divine history. The Christ-event -- the 

crucifixion and the resUlTection together -- is the historical link between a divine history that 

necessarily proceeds historically towards the eschaton, and a human history that is contingent and 

devoid of meaning. Through the Christ-event, that is, human history is drawn into a necessary 

histOllcal development towards the eschaton, and the God-event experiences contingency and 

suffering. 

Faith in the Christ-event is the medium through which divine self-giving love is manifested 

in the mundane world before the eschaton. Faith that ultimate reality is revealed in the Christ-event 

generates a tension within the believer. While faith in the resurrection signifies trust in God's 

promise that humanity will itself eventually be resurrected into an other-worldly eschaton, faith that 

it was God who was crucified and humiliated on the cross requires recognition of the suffering and 

oppression that still exists in the mundane world, i.e. recognition that God's promise has not yet 

been fulfilled. The individual human who achieves faith and accepts this tension is simultaneously 

optimistic about the future eschaton and conscious that problems still remain to be solved in the 

mundane world. He spontaneously manifests, through his acceptance of the tension between 

God's suffering and His triumphant promise, the self-giving love that is the God-event infused into 

human history. 

Thus Moltmann deemphasizes the importance of faith as a means of accessing an 

ahistorical, otherworldly salvation, even though faith in Christ's resurrection is certainly, for him, 

the human's guarantee of his own resUlTection into the future eschaton. Rather, faith is significant 

for Moltmann primarily as the vessel through which divine, historically changing and progressing 

love makes its way into the otherwise contingently changing, but not historically progressing, pre-
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eschatological world. Through faith, perichoresis -- the panentheistic indwelling of the God-event 

in humanity and vice versa -- is experienced and recognized in human history. 

For Shinran, absolute reality is eternal, immutable, and formless compassion, that 

manifests itself concretely in the realm of mundane reality to save unenlightened creatures. This 

compassion -- which Shinran refers to as the Primal Vow or simply as the Amida Buddha -- may 

be seen as the ground of existence itself: it is reality from the perspective of ultimate truth. 

However, Shinran believes that there are two levels of truth: the level of ultimate truth, in which 

there is no change and no free will, and the conventional level of everyday human life, which 

appears to change contingently and to be shaped by human free will. Conventional, for Shinran, 

implies illusory. Humans are trapped in the samsaric realm of death and rebirth by their ignorance, 

their mistaken belief that they possess free will and can intentionally build up their kannic merit in 

order to achieve salvation/nirvana. In fact, all of our actions and thoughts in the present were 

detennined in the infinite past. There is absolutely nothing we can intentionally do -- including 

engaging in meditative practices and adhering to human-constructed ethical systems -- to extricate 

ourselves from the weight of kalmic evil which controls behavior that only appears to be driven by 

free wilL Attempting to achieve salvation through self-power only entangles us further in the 

samsaric cycle. 

In order to achieve salvation, we must abandon our pretension to free will and our belief in 

changing and contingent historical time. In accepting the truth that we are mired in what might be 

described as an eternal, immutable krumic "moment", we actually come to understand the eternal 

krumic cycle from the perspective of ultimate truth. In this manner we are freed for rebirth in 

Amida's Pure Land and therefore for salvation. The truth to which we awaken by abandoning our 

pretensions to self-power is that of the nonduality of the Primal Vow and the eternal karmic 

moment. This nonduality was forged in the infinite past and is, of course, eternaL Thus at the 

level of ultimate truth -- as opposed to the deluded perception of samsara-bound sentient beings -

there never has nor ever will be any distinction between compassion and karmic evil. The human 

who awakens to this truth, accepting that his salvation has already been forged by the Primal Vow 

and that he can therefore do nothing to affect his salvation, is freed to actually escape from 

mundane reality into blissful nirvana. 

The Primal Vow manifests itself in mundane reality through the nembutsu, the chanting of 
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Amida's name. Hearing the nembutsu and attaining shinjin, or faith in the power of the Primal 

Vow, are one and the same thing. The nembutsu is the skill-in-means through which the formless 

compassion that is absolute reality grants ignorant humans salvation. Originally the nembutsu was 

inu·oduced into the world by Sakyamuni Gautama, a physical, transient manifestation of Amida; 

now it is passed from human to human as it is uttered spontaneously, in gratitude, upon the 

realization of shinjin. 

The moment of shinjin, however, does not signify the moment of enlightenment, or the 

achievement of salvation. Rather, salvation, rebirth in Amida's Pure Land and subsequent 

enlightenment, is guaranteed in the moment of shinjin. Thus the human being who has realized 

shinjin through the power of the Primal Vow resides simultaneously in the historically changing 

realm of conventional truth and in the ahistorical moment of the Primal Vow. He is united with the 

compassion that is ultimate reality, but continues to live in samsara until his physical death. 

According to Shinran, the human being manifests Amida's compassion in the mundane world, 

both through his spontaneous chanting of the nembutsu and through his naturally compassionate 

actions and thoughts: that is, his uttering of the nembutsu and his other actions help ignorant 

sentient beings achieve salvation. Freed from concern over whether his actions are good or bad in 

conventional terms, the human who has accepted the gift of shinjin lives according to the higher 

freedom of ultimate uuth and manifests the purely salvific compassion that is this ultimate truth. 

II 

In this section, I will develop a conversation between Moltmann and Shinran out of 

Griffiths' theory of interreligious dialogue. According to Griffiths, members of different faith 

traditions may communicate with each other because they share a common ground of rational 

thought: they may understand each others' theological perspectives and debate rationally with each 

other about these theological perspectives. If dialogue partners can understand each other's 

docui.ne-expressing sentences, they can discern real incompatibilities between each other's 

perspectives. In Griffiths' opinion, a religious thinker's ability to recognize challenges to his 

theological perspective obligates him, both epistemicaily and ethically, to defend his own 

perspective and attack the challenging doctrine. What are the incompatibilities between Moltmann's 

and Shinran's conceptions of ultimate reality, in particular between their soteriological 
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perspectives? How might they defend their own views and attack each other's views? I will 

attempt to answer these questions by looking closely at my examinations of Moltmann and Shinran 

as reinterpreters of their doctrinal traditions. 

Perhaps the most significant point of divergence between the two thinkers is over the 

question of time and history. In Moltmann's view, both humans and God -- that is, both mundane 

and ultimate reality -- progress towards an historical end-time in which humans will be granted 

salvation. Just as the necessary progression of the God-event towards the glorification of 

humanity draws contingently-changing human history towards the eschaton, human history shapes 

the progression of the God-event. For Shinran, on the other hand, historical progression and, 

indeed, time itself are merely illusory, the misconceptions of ignorant sentient beings. At the level 

of ultimate truth, there is no change and certainly no dialectically-progressing development towards 

a future end-time in which salvation will be granted to humans. Instead, there is the eternal 

moment of the Primal Vow, in which the salvation of all humans has already been achieved, and all 

sentient beings are united in the formless compassion that is ultimate reality (i.e. the Amida 

Buddha). When they realize that the Primal Vow has forged their salvation, humans enter the stage 

of "nonretrogression" and necessarily achieve salvation after their physical deaths; however, as 

long as they continue to exist in their physical bodies, they do remain trapped in the mundane realm 

of samsara. 

The fundamental difference between Moltmann's and Shinran's perceptions of time 

highlights a more subtle difference between their understandings of the distinction between ultimate 

and mundane reality. Despite his espousal of a doctrine of perichoresis, Moltmann discerns a real 

distinction between mundane and ultimate reality, between humanity and the God-event. The God

event is infused in humanity through perichoresis, but Moltmann's theory is panentheistic rather 

than pantheistic: ultimate reality is in , or works through, mundane reality, but mundane reality 

does not become ultimate reality. Even in the eschaton, humanity is equal with but not equivalent 

to God. For Shinran, the distinction between sentient beings and the formless, eternal compassion 

that is Amida's mind is an illusion. At the level of absolute truth, mundane and ultimate reality are 

one and the same thing; it is only in the deluded minds of ignorant humans that a difference 

between the two seems to arise. 

Finally, Moltmann and Shinran have very different understandings of the nature and 
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significance of human faith. Faith, for Moltmann, is the paradoxical acceptance of the tension 

generated by ultimate reality's mode of revelation. It requires, that is, the belief that the God-event 

is revealed both in the suffering and humiliation of the crucifixion and in the triumph of the 

resurrection. The acceptance of this paradox generates a corresponding tension within the believer: 

he simultaneously places his absolute trust in God's promise of the future fulfillment of the 

eschaton, and recognizes that this promise has not yet been fulfilled. In an attempt to resolve this 

tension, the faithful human works in history against injustice and oppression. Through faith, the 

self-giving, historically-progressing love that is the God-event is infused into otherwise 

contingently changing mundane history. Faith, in the pre-eschatological world, entails absolute 

trust in God's promise to bring in the eschaton. However, as a result of this absolute, ahistorical 

faith, humanity (and, therefore, the nature of humanity's actions) develops historically in the 

interim between the promise and the fulfillment of the eschaton. Faithful humans tend increasingly 

to work against oppressive power structures as mundane history approaches the eschaton. 

According to Shinran, faith (shinjin) is purely the gift of Amida, of the compassion that is 

ultimate reality. If humans can be said to play any part at all in their reception of the gift of faith 

from Amida, it is in abandoning all activity calculated to access faith and salvation. Through this 

abandonment of all efforts at self-power, humans acknowledge their complete inability to 

intentionally do anything to change their actions and thoughts, and come to recognize their ultimate 

unity with Amidalthe Primal Vow. Faith, then, is the medium through which humans come to 

recognize that their nonduality with ultimate reality has already been forged by compassionate 

ultimate reality. It is the recognition of an eternal and already achieved salvation, rather than -- as it 

is for Moltmann -- the acceptance of a gradual progression towards an unfulfilled salvation. Faith 

is the medium through which Amida's salvific compassion is manifested in the realm of samsara, 

but it does not inspire the desire to transform the structures of society in order to root out all 

suffering. 

Moltmann's and Shinran's apologetics would clearly be shaped not only by their inherited 

traditions, but by their individual agendas. That is, in order to construct an apologetical dialogue 

between Moltmann and Shinran, it is not enough merely to see the two thinkers as drawing upon 

certain reasons from within their distinct traditions in an effort to back up their positions. Rather, it 

is crucial to understand how they would draw upon these reasons, how their reinterpretations of 
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their traditions would impact their exploitation of these traditions as authority sources in 

inten-eligious debate. I will attempt to explain how Moltmann and Shinran would engage in debate 

with each other over the apparent incompatibilities between their theological perspectives, taking 

into account both their faith traditions and their individual reinterpretive prisms. 

Moltmann's theology is influenced to a great degree by his acute perception of human 

suffering, and of the need to root out the social structures which perpetuate this suffering. His 

overwhelming sense of humanity'S pain shapes both his understanding of faith and his conception 

of God: he is driven to formulate a theory of faith that encourages positive human action, and a 

notion of God that is compatible with the existence of real human suffering. Moltmann would 

attack Shinran's conceptions of faith and of the nature of ultimate reality because they contradict his 

own agenda. He would accuse Shinran of not recognizing the need to work against oppressive 

social structures and, further, of not recognizing human suffering as real in the first place. In 

addition, he might attack Shinran because Shinran's metaphysical system does not draw the clear 

distinction between humanity and ultimate reality to which Moltmann is committed as a Christian; 

thus, his apologetic might rely to some degree on an appeal to beliefs which may fundamentally 

distinguish the Christian from the Buddhist tradition. 

In dismissing time and historical change as merely the delusions of ignorant sentient 

beings, Moltmann would argue, Shinran denies the existence of suffering and undermines any 

encouragement to work against this suffering. If what appears to be contingently-changing human 

history is actually predetermined, and if humanity'S salvation has already been forged in the infmite 

past, then it is impossible to work within history against oppressive social structures and other 

human phenomena that generate injustice and suffering. Shinran asserts that in accepting -- from 

the compassion that is ultimate reality -- the knowledge that his actions are predetermined by 

karmic evil, and that he has no control over what he does and thinks, the human attains the higher 

truth that the "etemal moment" of karmic predestination is actually the "etemal moment" of his 

predetelmined salvation. Moltmann would contend that to believe that suffering is in reality a 

misunderstanding of an already forged ahistorical salvation is to ignore suffering which obviously 

exists and which calls for human action. 

Moltmann's attack on Shinran's disavowal of a distinction between humanity and ultimate 

reality would be rooted in his commitment to the Christian doctrinal tradition as well as in his keen 
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sensitivity to human suffering. While the Christian tradition draws its name from a divine human, 

and Christian thought has worked out the boundary between humanity and ultimate reality in many 

ways, the Protestant tradition which Moltmann reinterprets perceives a rigid distinction between 

sinful humanity and an ultimate other to which it refers as God. Barth in particular, whose 

dogmatic theology nurtured Moltmann, emphasizes the infmite gap between humanity and God. 

Luther and the original Reformation theologians, furthermore, stress humanity's utter dependence 

on God for salvation. To some degree, Moltmann's loyalty to the Christian doctrinal tradition 

binds him to the belief in an ultimate other in the face of an awareness of human suffering that 

forces him to question this other's omnipotence and absolute mercy, two of the very qualities 

which supposedly distinguish it from finite humanity. 

Moltmann's personal theological agenda, however, shapes his appropriation of the notion 

of an ultimate other, and thus would shape the sort of apologetic he might construct in response to 

Shinran's rejection of an ultimate other. In order to reconcile a notion of an ultimate other with his 

sensitivity to the existence of suffering, he defines God as self-giving love that creates humanity 

because it needs an other to love, and claims that God suffers along with humanity out of love for 

it. That is, Moltmann cannot abandon the idea of an ultimate other on which humanity is utterly 

dependent for salvation, but he also cannot deny the existence of suffering in the mundane world. 

Rather than impute salvific efficacy to human suffering -- a tactic employed by oppressors to 

justify the suffering of the oppressed, and therefore one totally antithetical to his project -

Moltmann transforms the traditional theistic notion of God. Further, he recognizes that an 

emphasis on humanity'S finiteness effectively relativizes any human accomplishment and prevents 

humans from becoming self-satisfied and content with social structures that may actually perpetuate 

injustice. Moltmann's apologetic vis-a-vis Shinran's rejection of an ultimate other would be based, 

then, not simply in his commitment to the Christian tradition's belief in an ultimate other, but in his 

perception and appropriation of this fundamental tenet of Christianity. He would attack Shinran 

by contending not only that the Buddhist does not recognize the existence of an ultimate other that 

necessarily loves humanity, but that he fails to undermine status quo oppressive social structures 

by relativizing human achievement. 

Finally, Moltmann's attack on Shinran's conception of faith would be rooted in the 

divergence between the two thinkers' understandings of time and history. In Moltmann's view, 
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faith cannot be simply the passive acceptance of knowledge of an already forged salvation. If faith 

entailed merely recognition that salvation is inevitable, it would have no relevance to human life in 

the mundane world. Our faith must never be stable; we must never rest totally assured that our 

salvation is inevitable until it has arrived. Instead, faith in the mundane world can only be the 

experience of yearning and hoping for salvation in the face of constant reminders that salvation has 

not yet been achieved. This experience generates a tension which weare driven to resolve by 

eradicating all the suffering that reminds us that the promise of salvation has not yet been fulfilled. 

Thus Shinran's understanding of faith, Moltmann would argue, is too passive and static. Although 

he would not question Shinran's contention that faith accesses salvation, he would attack Shinran's 

notion of faith because it does not bring injustice into clearer focus nor spur historical action to 

transfonn oppressive social structures. 

Shinran's apologetics, of course, would be driven by a very different conception of the 

significance of human faith. His reinterpretation of the Buddhist tradition is motivated not by the 

desire to transfonn oppressive systems of human interaction in the mundane world, but by the 

desire to provide humans trapped in the mundane world with a path to salvation. In apologetical 

dialogue with Moltmann, Shinran would rely both on his distinctly Buddhist perspective on the 

mundane world and on his own reinterpretation of traditional Buddhist ideas about how humans 

may access ultimate reality. He would attack Moltmann's faith in the possibility of development 

towards eradication of human suffering in the mundane world, which is the force behind . 

Moltmann's reinterpretation of his tradition, because it contradicts central Buddhist tenets. He 

would question the theory of faith that Moltmann develops by appealing to his own reinterpretation 

of Buddhist soteriology. 

The belief that life in the mundane world of death-and-rebirth is suffering would not be 

questioned by any Buddhist. This Noble Truth lies at the crux of Buddhism; for early Indian 

Buddhism it was an essential part of the truth to which Sakyamuni awakened under the bodhi-tree. 

Life in the material world is not simply characterized by suffering, rather it is suffering itself, 

because it is driven by attachment. Attachments to people, to things, even to ideas generate greed 

and lust which can never be fully satisfied. These attachments keep the cycle of death-and-rebirth 

in motion. While humans may believe that they experience pleasure through their material lives, in 

reality their momentary physical and emotional "pleasures" only contribute to their sickness, death, 
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and anguish by trapping them in the chain of death-and-rebirth. Early Indian Buddhism 

encouraged detaching oneself from the material world by following a Middle Path of mild 

asceticism and simple ethical precepts, and held that escape from the samsaric cycle could be 

achieved upon physical death. Early Mahayana Buddhists contended that humans could achieve 

salvation in the mundane world, because the difference between mundane and ultimate reality is in 

the human mind. 

For Shinran, as for early Indian Buddhism, the material world is a barrier to the 

achievement of salvation; however, it is not a barrier to the achievement of a guarantee of 

posthumous salvation. That is, although he claims that humans in their physical bodies may "enter 

the ranks of the truly settled", or the ranks of those who will necessarily attain nirvana upon their 

deaths, Shinran does not believe that humans in the mundane world may experience total 

detachment and the accompanying bliss. He would, then, contend that Moltmann's concern with 

leveling social systems which perpetuate suffering is misguided, because ultimately it is impossible 

to alleviate humans' suffering in the mundane world. In Shinran's view, Moltmann is mistaken in 

his belief that life in the material, mundane world could ever be anything but suffering: it is not 

that Shinran actively supports oppressive social systems, but simply that he believes human 

suffering is inevitable, that it is the way of things and cannot be eliminated. 

In a sense, this divergence between Shinran and Moltmann might be reduced to a 

fundamental difference between the Buddhist and Christian conceptions of suffering. Although the 

Buddhist term for suffering encompasses physical and emotional pain, it does not only describe 

this sort of pain. Rather, the Buddhist notion of suffering includes seemingly pleasurable 

experiences as well as obviously painful ones: for deluded creatures trapped in the realm of death 

and rebilth, suffering is existence itself. Most Christians, on the other hand, see a distinction 

between pain and pleasure in the mundane world. Although they may believe that life in the 

mundane world is often characterized by physical suffering, Christians in general do not equate 

mundane life and suffering. As a Buddhist, Shinran is committed to a basic link between suffering 

and life in the material world; Moltmann recognizes that the mundane world is marred by human 

suffering, but does not see an absolute correlation between mundane life and suffering. 

Shinran's commitment to celtain basic Buddhist tenets lies at the core of his disagreement 

with Moltmann. However, his transformation of Buddhist soteriology would shape the contours 
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of a negative apologetic he might construct against Moltmann's understanding of the salvation 

process. Shinran breaks radically with the traditional Buddhist understanding of karma by 

asserting that all of our actions in our present lives are predetermined. It is impossible for us to 

achieve nirvana by building up our karmic merit, because simply by intending to do so we sink 

deeper into the morass of our karmic evil. In order to balance out this weight of karmic evil, 

Shinran elevates the Amida Buddha -- the embodiment of compassion in Pure Land Buddhism -- to 

a stature equal with the power of karmic predeterminism. He claims that in the infinite past, 

through the Primal Vow, Amida's compassion overwhelmed the force of karmic evil and forged 

each human's individual salvation. For Shinran, then, the notion that our salvation was achieved 

in the infinite past, and that at the level of ultimate truth we reside in the eternal moment of the 

Primal Vow, follows automatically from the notion that we are bound to our present actions and 

thoughts by the weight of karmic evil. 

Moltmann espouses the notion of a contingently developing process of salvation that was 

set in motion by an event in the historical past, is affected by human action and suffering in history, 

and will not be complete until some moment in the future. Shinran would attack Moltmann's 

theory because it does not recognize that all human actions and thoughts are predetermined, that 

there is no real historical change. Shinran would agree with Moltmann that at the level of 

conventional reality, of everyday human life, there appears to be historical change and contingency. 

However, he would reject Moltmann's contention that this contingency exists at the level of 

ultimate reality as well. For Moltmann, the contingency of human history impacts and shapes the 

salvation process itself, i.e. the progression of the resurrection event to its fulfillment in the 

eschaton. For Shinran, the very idea of a "salvation process" makes no sense, since there can be 

no hist0l1Cal change or development at the level of ultimate reality. At this level there is, indeed, 

nothing but the formless, eternal compassion that is Amida Buddha. 

What sort of argument might Shinran construct in defense of his disavowal of any 

distinction between mundane and ultimate reality, in other words between human history and the 

ahistorical Amida Buddha? He would, of course, acknowledge a distinction between 

conventional, apparently historical reality and eternal ultimate reality, but he would claim that this 

distinction lies only in the minds of confused humans. To back up this claim, Shinran might 

appeal to Nagarjuna's analytical deconstlUction of belief in the inherent existence 'Of things, and to 

80 



the Yogacara extension of Nagarjuna's thought. For Buddhists who accept him as authoritative, 

Nagaljuna proves that nirvana and sam sara are nondual. If all things, ideas, selves are empty of 

independent own-being and only exist in relationship to each other, then the concepts of samsara 

and nirvana are also empty of inherent existence. Since they are equally empty of inherent 

existence they are actually identical. Yogacara thinkers moved beyond Nagarjuna and equate 

samsara and nirvana not with emptiness but with pure sUbjectivity. Shinran describes this pure 

subjectivity as essentially characterized by compassion, and labels it Amida. I will not examine 

Madhyamika and Yogacara philosophy in any more depth in this chapter; I only seek to point 

towards the arguments Shinran might call upon to defend his conception of ultimate reality against 

Moltmann's. 

Finally, Shinran's attack on Moltmann's understanding of faith would obviously be rooted 

in the apologetic he would construct vis-a-vis Moltmann's conception of the salvation process. For 

Moltmann, human faith is essentially the mirror image, or the embodiment in the mundane world, 

of the active tension inherent in the salvation process. That is, through accepting the instability of a 

promised eschaton that has not yet been fulfilled, humans in the pre-eschatological world manifest 

the dialectically-progressing compassionate activity that is divine history. Shinran, of course, 

rejects the notion of a salvation process because he believes that at the level of ultimate truth, 

salvation was achieved for each human in the infinite past. Therefore, the attainment of faith 

cannot involve the acceptance of tension. It requires simply the abandonment of belief in historical 

change and the human pretension to free will, and the acceptance of the nonduality of humanity and 

Amida. Moltmann sees faith as always questioning, as never sure of itself, and for that reason as 

productive of positive historical action. For Shinran, faith must be absolute trust in an already 

achieved salvatIon. Faith is, Shinran would admit, the medium through which the individual's 

unity with the compassionate Amida Buddha is manifested in the (illusory) realm of samsara; 

however, this unity takes the form of chanting the nembutsu and other actions that contribute to 

other beings' salvation rather than of questioning and working to transform the mundane world. 

III 

Swidler's model of dialogue is similar to Griffiths' in that it postulates a foundation of 
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common rationality which permits reasonable interchange of ideas between members of different 

faith traditions. However, while Griffiths focuses on dialogue partners' obligation to attack 

doctrines which they perceive as incompatible with their own perspectives, Swidler encourages 

dialogue partners to work towards a "universal theology" which they can both accept as descriptive 

of ultimate reality. For Griffiths, dialogue must be centered around points of divergence between 

theological perspectives; for Swidler, it must be developed out of points of (apparent) similarity. 

Swidler's approach to inten·eligious dialogue is driven by his belief that humans share a higher 

commonality than the ability to rationally discuss ideas, that they all ultimately seek to access the 

same absolute uuth through their doctrine-expressing sentences. This belief forces Swidler to 

dismiss any apparent divergences between theological perspectives as merely apparent: from the 

perspective of absolute truth, he believes, any divergences that seem at first to arise will be 

dissolved. Through dialogue, that is, religious thinkers necessarily move towards a shared 

theological perspective from which apparent incompatibilities between their individual beliefs are 

revealed as merely differences in nuance. 

John Cobb, Jr., Seiichi Yagi, and Paul Ingram all forge connections between Shinran's 

thought and Christian theology. Not one of these scholars discusses connections between Shinran 

and Moltmann specifically, although Cobb comes close to doing so. Nevertheless, it may be 

possible to incorporate their suggestions into a Swidlerian dialogue between Shinran and 

Moltmann: their insights seem to capture several superficial similarities between Shinran's and 

Moltmann's theologies. In this section I will, first of all, summarize Cobb's, Yagi's, and Ingram's 

proposals. I will then merge their proposals into a distinct theological perspective, one which 

Moltmann and Shinran themselves might develop out of apparent similarities between their two 

positions. Finally, I will explain how acceptance of this "third" perspective would require both 

thinkers to abandon tenets which are central to their individual theological perspectives. 

According to Cobb, the word "Amida" in the Pure Land tradition and the word "Christ" in 

the Christian tradition refer to the same aspect of ultimate reality. Cobb claims that through this 

recognition both Pure Land Buddhists and Christians may learn more about their own faiths. He 

makes the connection between Amida and Christ because he sees each as the compassionate 

manifestation of ultimate reality that enables humans in a contingently driven, historical world to be 

united with a noncontingent, etemal ultimate reality, and thus to attain salvation. Amida is not just 
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one among many Buddhas for Pure Land Buddhism, rather he is the compassionate manifestation 

of ultimate reality itself, or fonnless ultimate reality which has taken on form. Similarly, for 

Chdstianity, Chdst is the incarnation in the human world of an eternal and ultimately other God. 

Cobb asserts that in both Pure Land Buddhism and in Chdstianity, there has been the 

tendency to sublimate this ultimate reality in a form expedenced by humans to fonnless ultimate 

reality; in other words, to consider eternal, ultimate reality which has taken on some sort of 

transient and histodcal fonn as inferior to or not as authentic as eternal ultimate reality itself. He 

believes that this trend denies a crucial aspect of the religious expedence, for ultimate reality as 

fOlm must possess the same characteristics as eternal ultimate reality itself, and therefore must truly 

exist: "All that could ever be actually expedenced or realized is ultimate reality with its primordial 

character. "1 In Cobb's view, Shinran in the Pure Land tradition, and 20th-century critics of the 

doctdne of God's immutability in the Christian tradition, both access properly the au.thenticity of 

ultimate reality in its manifestation as histodcal form. For Shinran, Amida is a necessary and truly 

existing fonn of ultimate reality: without hearing the nembutsu, the skill-in-means fonn of the 

compassion that is Amida, the human burdened by kannic evil could never attain salvation. For 

modern Christians who question a too rigid notion of God's immutability, Christ as a suffering and 

changing fonn of God in the human world is an absolutely necessary aspect of ultimate reality, 

without whom God could never implement humanity's salvation. 

After establishing this fundamental link between Pure Land Buddhism and Christianity, 

Cobb goes on to discuss how Pure Land Buddhists and Christians may come to a deeper 

understanding of their own traditions by entedng into dialogue with each other. He believes that 

they may absorb from each other nuances of a shared religious message that might be missing from 

their own particular articulations of this message. From Christians, especially from the modem 

critique of the doctdne of God's immutability, Cobb believes that Pure Land Buddhists may gain a 

greater appreciation of the notion of the nonduality of Amida and humanity, i.e. of nirvana and 

sam sara. Just as Chdst suffers along with humans and is affected by human history, Amida 

changes along with and is affected by human history, because he is ultimately non dual with 

humanity. Also, Pure Land Buddhists may benefit from certain modem theologians who claim that 

Christ's suffering represents a call to humans to work to change the status quo, to work for 

1 John Cobb, Jr. Beyond Dialogue. Fortress Press (Philadelphia): 1982. p.126. 
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positive change within human history. Cobb contends that while Buddhists are not usually 

immoral, they are too often unconcerned with working towards the transformation of oppressive 

political and social structures. Through the realization that modem theologians' message about the 

relevance of the Christ message to positive historical action applies equally to the significance of 

Amida, Buddhists may develop a more profound social ethic.2 

Christians, on the other hand, may glean insights into themselves and God through an 

appreciation of the Buddhist emphasis on emptiness. While Christianity need not totally abandon 

its notion of the self as a distinct entity, it may extend its ideal of the generous, giving self that 

exists for other selves, through an appropriation of the Buddhist notion of the emptiness of the self 

and the interrelatedness of all things. This Buddhist notion of emptiness as ultimate truth may also 

be applied to the Christian idea of God. Christians, once again, need not abandon their idea of a 

truly existing and ultimately other God, but they may develop a greater sense of God's absolute 

intelTelatedness with the human world, and of the danger of drawing too rigid a boundary between 

ultimate and mundane reality. Finally, Cobb claims that the Buddhist concept of time has impOltant 

implications for Christianity. For Buddhists, historical time is an illusion, and every moment may 

be considered the center of an ahistorical, unchanging eternity. In the moment of enlightenment, 

salvation is attained and the human escapes from historical time. Christians believe that there is an 

objective beginning and ending to time, that every moment stands in a unique relationship with the 

progress of history toward salvation. Christianity may accept from Buddhism an emphasis on the 

significance of the present moment for the achievement of salvation: the present moment may be 

seen as an "immediately fulfilling" path to salvation, a moment in which the human, in a sense, 

simultaneously works towards and achieves salvation.3 

Seiichi Yagi sees a connection between the way faith in the Pure Land tradition and faith in 

the Christian tradition frees the believer to manifest the compassion of ultimate reality in this world. 

Calling especially on the Johannine logos, Yagi, like Cobb, observes that for both Pure Land 

Buddhism and for Christianity, formless ultimate reality becomes form -- either formless 

subjectivity in the form of Amida Buddha, or the logos in the fleshly form of Jesus -- to save 

humanity. A similar paradox appears in both traditions' understandings of the development of 

2 Cobb, pp.129-36. 
3Ibid., pp.10B-1B. 
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faith: the savior, the compassionate manifestation in form of ultimate reality, is simultaneously the 

object and the subject of human faith. That is, the savior inspires faith in us, causes us to realize 

faith, but at the same time it is the savior who grants us this faith, so it is actually the savior who 

realizes faith. While the "usual" self, the self at the level of normal human interaction, speaks of 

the savior in the third person (Amid a or Jesus), at a deeper level the manifestation of faith is 

actually the subjectivity of the savior working through the human. 

The authentic self, then, is actually the savior in the form of the human being who has 

realized faith. The "usual" self is concerned with the ethics of human interaction, with following 

some human ethical theory, while the authentic self that has attained faith is freed from any human 

grounded ethical system. Jesus perceived the authentic self as freed from Judaic law, and Buddhist 

philosophers like Nagarjuna perceived themselves as freed from any articulation of human ethics in 

a human-constructed language. In Yagi's view, both Shinran and authentic Christian thought 

perceive the human who has realized faith as actualizing true compassion because his practices 

represent the manifestation of an ultimate compassion that is not constrained by any ethical theory 

bound to human reason or language.4 

Paul Ingram represents a third Swidlerian type perspective. He discerns a connection 

between Shinran's and Luther's conceptions of faith. First he points out a few key differences 

between Shinran's and Luther's thought. In Shinran's view, Ingram claims, the law of karma 

governs human existence, and while Amida can enable humans to transcend this law by 

transfen-ing merit to them and assuring them rebirth in his Pure Land, he cannot actually change the 

law. Amida's compassion lies in his generous giving of the karmic merit he accumulated over an 

infinite number of rebirths as a bodhisattva to samsara-bound humans. For Luther, on the other 

hand, God is the creator and controller of the universe, and He is not bound by any laws. God's 

compassion lies in His granting of salvation to humans who do not deserve it: God imputes to 

humans the righteousness that Christ attained for himself through his death on the cross, but 

Christ's righteousness is not actually transferred to humans. Humans, that is, do not in reality 

deserve salvation. God simply grants them salvation as a gift because He acts as if they actually 

4 Seiichi Vagi. "Paul and Shinran; Jesus and Zen: What Lies at the Ground of Human Existence?" in 
Paul Ingram and Frederick Streng, eds. Buddhist-Christian Dialogue: Mutual Renewal and 
Transformation. Univ. of Hawaii Press (Honolulu): 1986. pp.200-9. 
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had attained the righteousness that Christ attained.s 

The essential similarity between Shinran and Luther, in Ingram's view, lies in their notion 

of humanity's inability to achieve salvation for itself. Whether because of the original sin inherited 

from Adam, or because of the karmic taint forged in the infinite past, humans are incapable of 

attaining salvation through their own power. All humans can do is place their complete trust in the 

saving power of ultimate reality: 

Here, Shinran and Luther fully agree: no one, apart from Amida Buddha's other-power 
or God's grace, can decide to "have faith" and thereby trust in Amida Buddha or God 
revealed through Christ. For both teachers, faith is an unmerited gift granted to us 
regardless of our physical, mental, moral, or social condition.6 

For both Shinran and Luther, then, faith is a necessary condition for salvation, but faith itself is the 

gift of compassionate ultimate reality. It is impossible for the human to cultivate faith; he can only 

abandon his faith in his own ability to achieve salvation. Any practice -- such as chanting the 

nembutsu, or acting in a manner consistent with some human notion of morality -- that stems from 

the human's attainment of faith is merely doxological, an expression of gratitude for the gift of 

salvation. Apparently positive actions in this world cannot have any affect on the human's 

achievement of salvation. 

A few central claims emerge from these three scholars' proposals, and I will draw these 

claims into a single theological perspective. Jesus and Amida are expressions for the 

compassionate manifestation in mundane reality of the formless ultimate reality that determines and 

grounds human salvation. Salvific faith is purely the gift of this manifestation of ultimate reality; in 

fact, the achievement of faith is the subjectivity of ultimate reality working through human beings 

who have abandoned any attempt to achieve salvation through actions that are considered 

soteriologicallyefficacious. Through the recognition that they are grasping at the same soteriology, 

Christians and Pure Land Buddhists may come to a fuller understanding of this soteriology. 

Buddhists may develop a stronger sense of Amida's nonduality with humans as well as a social 

ethic that calls for historical action; Christians may recognize more fully both God's 

intelTelatedness with humanity and the soteriological significance of the individual moment. 

Were they to accept Swidler's model, Moltmann and Shinran would approach dialogue with 

5 Paul Ingram. "Fa~h as Knowledge in the Teaching of Shinran Shonin and Martin Luther" Buddhist 
Christian Studies, Volume 8, 1988. pp.26-8. 

6 Ibid., p.31. 
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the assumption that their theological perspectives represent historically conditioned angles on the 

same absolute truth. They would assume that through dialogue, they could -- indeed, necessarily 

would -- move towards a deeper understanding of this truth. Thus, their dialogue would focus on 

building a theological perspective which they could both accept out of apparent similarities between 

their perspectives. This "third" perspective should represent a closer approximation of absolute 

truth than either of their positions individually. I believe that by following Swidler's guidelines for 

intelTeligious dialogue, Moltmann and Shinran might produce the description of ultimate reality that 

I gleaned from the insights of Cobb, Yagi, and Ingram. I would go on to argue that if they were to 

embrace this "third" perspective, the two theologians would be forced to abandon their personal 

theological agendas. 

Moltmann and Shinran do both discern a link between ultimate reality and mundane reality, 

a link which Moltmann describes as Jesus and Shinran as Amida or nembutsu. However, they 

make subtly different distinctions between ultimate reality and the form in which it is manifested in 

mundane reality. For Moltmann, Christ is the link between noncontingent divine history and 

contingent human history. Through his crucifixion and resurrection, divine history is imbued with 

contingency and human history is drawn into a necessary progression towards the eschaton. 

Christ, then, simultaneously embodies human and divine characteristics, he truly exists in the 

realms of both mundane and ultimate reality. Shinran, em the other hand, sees the nembutsu as the 

transient form in which the formless and eternal compassion that is ultimate reality is manifested in 

samsara for the benefit of ignorant sentient beings. For him, Amida cannot truly exist in the realms 

of both samsara and nirvana, since the realm of samsara is only the delusion of confused humans 

and does not itself truly exist. Unlike Moltmann, that is, Shinran does not believe that ultimate 

. reality may simultaneously exist as fundamentally different essences: for him, there is one 

ultimate reality, one essence, that may be manifested in a form accessible to humans who do not 

understand its authentic essence. 

Do Moltmann and Shinran agree that Jesus and Amida are expressions for the concrete 

manifestations of a formless and eternal ultimate reality? This description of ultimate reality may 

accurately access Shinran's conception of the Amida Buddha; however, it does not do justice to 

Moltmann's understanding of God as a God-event. For Moltmann, ultimate reality is definitely not 

an eternal and immutable principle, an undifferentiated compassionate essence. Rather, it is 
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constantly changing and progressing. Specifically, it consists of the relationality between three 

distinct persons of a Trinity. To see Moltmann and Shinran as both grasping at the idea of a 

fOlmless ultimate reality which manifests itself in mundane reality in some compassionate form 

dilutes Moltmann's understanding of the God-event into the very eternal-principle-model of God to 

which he is so vehemently opposed. In order for Cobb's connection between Pure Land 

Buddhism and Christianity to hold true for a dialogue between Shinran and Moltmann, then, the 

two thinkers would have to agree that they mean exactly the same thing by the terms Jesus and 

Amida, which they obviously do not. 

Both religious thinkers speak of ultimate reality as manifesting itself in mundane reality 

through the phenomenon of human faith; that is, both do see some sort of unity between the 

faithful human and ultimate reality. Indeed, both perceive the salvific force of faith as purely a gift 

from ultimate reality; they believe that humans are incapable of accessing salvation through their 

own power. Despite these sUlface similarities, however, Moltmann's and Shinran's conceptions of 

faith are actually quite different. To merge them into one understanding of faith is to dissolve the 

distinction between them. For Shinran, faith is the manifestation of the eternal unity between the 

human mind and Amida's mind. Faith is realized in the illusory mundane world when the human 

being relinquishes his pretensions to individual free will and acknowledges his nonduality with the 

compassion that is the Primal Vow. Moltmann, on the other hand, discerns a real distinction 

between the human who receives faith and the God-event which grants him faith. Faith is not, that 

is, recognition of an eternal unity with God. Moltmann, in fact, rails against any conception of 

faith as an "epiphany" of an eternal metaphysical structure. Instead, he would describe faith as the 

acceptance of the paradox that God is revealed both in the humiliation of the crucifIxion and in the 

triumph of the resurrection. Through faith, the human does not become one with God; rather, the 

human accepts God's promise that at some point in the future humanity will be made equal with 

God. Thus Moltmann's theory of faith is panentheistic: through human faith the God-event is 

infused into humanity. The God-event, however, does not itself become humanity. Although both 

theologians perceive humans as incapable of obtaining salvation through the powers they possess 

in the mundane realm, their definitions of faith reflect their contrasting motivations in reinterpreting 

their traditions. 

Finally, I will briefly evaluate Cobb's claim about what Buddhists and Christians may learn 
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from the recognition that Amida and Jesus are expressions for the same conception of ultimate 

reality. Would Shinran accept the idea that trust in Amida's salvific power requires action in history 

to transform an oppressive political status quo? It is only worth reiterating briefly the point made 

earlier in this chapter that Shinran would deny both the ultimate existence of contingent time and 

the possibility of the elimination of human suffering in the mundane realm. To force upon Shinran 

the notion that faith requires active transfOlmation of social structures would be to force him to 

deny tenets that are central to his metaphysical system. Would Moltmann, conversely, incorporate 

into his theological perspective a Buddhist-influenced notion of the centrality of each moment in the 

salvation process? Moltmann, as already mentioned, explicitly rejects the idea that each moment 

stands in an equal relationship to the eschaton; that each moment may be seen equally as the "center 

of time." Such an understanding of history would undermine, in his view, any emphasis on 

positive change and progression in history, and thus any encouragement of positive human action 

in history. 

IV 

In this final section I will reflect on the strengths and weaknesses of Griffiths' and 

Swidler's approaches to dialogue, and suggest an alternative to their approaches. Griffiths' 

insistence that incompatibility between expressions of religious belief calls for apologetics is 

helpful because it recognizes the possibility of authentic divergence between religious thinkers' 

theological perspectives. Griffiths makes the perhaps obvious, but nonetheless important, point 

that religious thinkers should not abandon the ideas to which they are committed when they engage 

in dialogue with a representative of a different faith tradition. He does not, that is, encourage 

religious thinkers to abandon the ideas to which they are committed in their quest to forge common 

ground with a dialogue partner. That Griffiths does not see religious thinkers as moving beyond 

their doctrinal positions through dialogue, though, does not mean that he sees dialogue as a totally 

worthless endeavor. In crafting apologetical arguments in defense of their views, adherents of 

Griffiths' model of dialogue may come to understand their own positions -- and how their 

positions relate to their own doctrinal traditions -- more cleady. 

However, Griffiths' approach is limiting in its focus on the incompatibilities between 

doctrine-expressing sentences. Griffiths perceives religious beliefs, to a certain extent, as reified, 
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stable, and immutable. While he does not deny that doctrinal traditions may change over time, and 

that different members of the same religious community may hold quite different theological 

perspectives, his model of intelTeligious dialogue does not place sufficient emphasis on the 

possibility that dialogue with another faith tradition may drive a religious thinker to transform his 

own theological perspective. Representative intellectuals may, in Griffiths' view, attain deeper 

understandings of their theological perspectives through the process of defending these 

perspectives. A representative intellectual may even be convinced, by his dialogue partner's 

apologetics, that his own position is logically flawed in some way. But contact with alternative 

faith traditions does not -- at least in the model of dialogue Griffiths offers in An Apology for 

Apologetics -- inspire religious thinkers to further develop their own theologies. Griffiths' model 

is not exactly flawed: it does not force religious thinkers to abandon the agendas and ideas to 

which they are committed. His model simply fails to consider what may (depending, of course, 

on the specific dialogue participants) be an important component of the dialogue process. 

Whereas Griffiths' model of dialogue is limiting, Swidler's is tragically flawed. By 

assuming that all expressions of religious belief are historically conditioned graspings at the same 

absolute truth, and arguing that interreligious dialogue is crucial as the path to a fuller 

understanding of this truth, Swidler denies the possibility of divergence between different 

understandings of ultimate reality. While admitting that there may be authentic differences between 

religious thinkers' perspectives, he insists that these differences are necessarily complementary 

rather than contradictory. Dialogue is necessary because it generates a "third perspective" from 

which dialogue partners' individual perspectives are seen as alternative, and equally valid, 

expressions of the same ultimate reality. As I attempted to demonstrate by constructing a 

Swidlerian dialogue between Moltmann and Shinran, a "third" perspective developed out of 

surface similruities between two theological perspectives runs the danger of distorting the original 

perspectives. 

In spite of this fundamental flaw with his approach, Swidler does make an important point 

that complements the shortcoming I discern in Griffiths' model. He stresses the power of dialogue 

to inspire religious thinkers to transfOlm their doctrines, to move beyond the theological 

perspectives they bring into dialogue. Swidler's approach is problematic, then, because it defines 

teleological development beyond individual theologies towards a "universal theology" as the 
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purpose of dialogue. It is insightful in its insistence that interreligious dialogue allows theologians 

to transform their perspectives without rejecting them. 

Griffiths' emphasis on the need to preserve dialogue partners' theological commitments 

may be merged with Swidler's insight into the power of dialogue to shape religious thinkers 

transformations of their perspectives through an understanding of religious thinkers as 

reinterpreters of doctdnal traditions. If religious thinkers are perceived as transforming their 

doctdnal traditions according to unique, individual reinterpretive agendas, it becomes easier to 

understand how they might transform their traditions in the course of dialogue with members of 

other faith traditions. Why should a religious thinker not view ideas produced by other faith 

traditions through the same lens that informs his perception of ideas produced by his own faith 

tradition? Religious thinkers are simultaneously committed to certain ideas within their doctlinal 

traditions and to their own individual agendas. To the extent that religious thinkers' personal 

reinterpretive agendas can be distinguished from their inhedted traditions, it is possible to move 

beyond Griffiths' and Swidler's models towards a synthesis of their approaches. 

The model that I propose for interreligious dialogue shares with Gdffiths' and Swidler's 

models an assumption that religious thinkers of different faith traditions may understand each 

other's theological utterances to a great extent. Further, it adopts Gdffiths' position that all 

expressions of religious belief are not necessadly different ways of describing the same ultimate 

reality. In my model, after locating any divergences between their understandings of ultimate 

reality, religious thinkers would formulate apologetical arguments in support of their own positions 

and against their partners' positions. 

I do not, as Griffiths does, see apologetics as obligatory for religious thinkers who 

perceive an incompatibility between their own and another's theological perspective. Griffiths' 

argument that religious thinkers are epistemically and ethically obligated to defend their 

perspectives on absolute reality appears rooted to his personal, Western background. In his view, 

a challenge to a religious thinker's soteriological perspective compels that thinker to attempt to win 

over his challenger to the correct position. It is by no means clear to me that all religious thinkers 

would share this sense of ethical and epistemic obligation to defend their positions on ultimate 

reality; a religious thinker might very well recognize the inadequacy of his partner's soteriological 

position and leave him to his fate. Nonetheless, I do see the process of constructing apologetical 
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arguments as a helpful exercise. Formulating both positive and negative apologetical arguments 

may help religious thinkers understand their own positions more fully. FUlther, the apologetical 

process may contribute to a deeper mutual understanding between dialogue partners, as each one 

achieves a deeper understanding of why the other maintains his perspective. 

Religious thinkers would go beyond the apologetics advocated by Griffiths, however, in 

the model of dialogue that I envision. After noting the divergences between their positions, and, 

through apologetics, examining the source of these divergences, they would examine each others' 

religious perspectives as potential sources of useful theological ideas. Just as religious thinkers 

filter doctrinal positions within their own faith traditions through their personal reinterpretive 

prisms, embracing the ideas which cohere and contribute to their agendas and rejecting those that 

do not, dialogue partners may examine each other's theological perspectives through their uniquely 

personal reinterpretive lenses. Just as Moltmann, for example, rejects certain aspects of Barth's 

thought and incorporates others into his own theology, he could reject elements of Shinran's 

theology that he finds unacceptable and embrace elements that cohere with his own personal 

agenda. Dialogue may lead religious thinkers to transform their theological perspectives, but it 

need not force them to violate their uniquely personal agendas, or reinterpretive prisms. 

How might this mutual transfOlmation be played out in the case of a dialogue between 

Moltmann and Shinran? I will only point out a few directions in which dialogue between the two 

thinkers might proceed; an authentic interchange of ideas between the two could potentially go on 

without closure, as both thinkers would continuously alter their perspectives in reaction to each 

others' positions. What could Shinran, first of all, absorb from Moltmann's perspective that 

would affirm and contribute to his conception of humans as incapable of accessing salvation 

through self-power, and as totally dependent on the compassion that is ultimate reality? I already 

indicated that Shinran would have to reject Moltmann's understanding of ultimate reality as 

relational and as constantly changing. However, it seems possible that Shinran could discern in 

Moltmann's conception of ultimate reality as historically changing an expression for Amida's 

compassionate action in the mundane realm of samsara. At the level of ultimate truth, there is of 

course no historical change; but at the level of conventional truth, at which humans perceive 

historical time, Amida might be seen as active, self-giving compassion. By incorporating 

Moltmann's conception of the God-event into his own soteriological perspective, and developing a 
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stronger sense of Amida's active compassion in samsara, Shinran might advance his goal of 

encouraging ordinary lay people to relinquish self-power and instead trust in Amida's compassion. 

Moltmann, on the other hand, might be attracted to elements of Shinran's understanding of 

how human faith drives positive action in the mundane world. For Shinran, faith is attained 

through the abandonment of all attempts to achieve salvation through calculated action. Faith, that 

is, and therefore salvation, is only accessed when the human abandons the pretense that he may 

attain salvation by following a particular course of action, and instead acts spontaneously according 

to the higher truth that his salvation has already been achieved. Moltmann, of course, would reject 

the idea that our salvation has already been established, and that faith entails simply accepting our 

unity with an ahistorical eschaton. Howevet, he might accept the notion that the compassion of 

ultimate reality is manifested in the mundane, pre-eschatological world when humans abandon all 

efforts at achieving salvation by adhering to a fixed human law or by performing actions generally 

considered ethical by other humans. Moltmann insists that Christian faith requires rejection of the 

status quo. Faith must drive humans to live according to a perception that the world is moving 

towards -- but certainly has not yet reached -- the eschaton, and therefore it must inspire rejection 

of status quo political structures that claim to represent ultimate reality in the human world. By 

incorporating Shinran's perception that the achievement of faith is synonymous with the 

abandonment of limited human ethical systems, Moltmann could further develop his own 

conception of faith as motivating positive human action in history. 

These suggestions for a mutual interchange of ideas between Moltmann and Shinran are 

merely intended to demonstrate that such an interchange is possible between them. The Christian 

and the Buddhist need not limit their dialogue to defmitions and apologetics, nor need they assume 

the validity of each others' perspectives and seek to draw the two positions together into a single 

"universal theology." Instead, they have a third option, to allow the theological agendas that guide 

their reinterpretations of their own traditions to guide their dialogue with each other. Ideas which 

contradict their agendas may be rejected and disproved through apologetics, while ideas which 

cohere with their agendas may be accepted and absorbed. I believe that interreligious dialogue may 

extend beyond mutual understanding tomutual transformation, but that this transformation need 

not force either dialogue partner to abandon ideas to which he is committed. 
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Epilogue 

When I first began researching this thesis, my aim was simply to compare Moltmann's and 

Shinran's theological positions. I had compared and contrasted Christian and Buddhist ideas in 

general terms in papers for other religion classes; Moltmann and Shinran were religious thinkers 

with whose work I was vaguely familiar, and I planned to delve deeper into their texts and 

compare the ideas that I discovered. As I proceeded with my examination of Moltmann's and 

Shinran's work, however, and attempted to understand the theological contexts of their writings in 

order to better understand the significance of their positions, I did not consider how I would 

stmcture a comparison of the two thinkers. That is, I did not bring to my reading a previously 

worked out methodology of comparison. In previous papers, I had analyzed Christian and 

Buddhist perspectives as general ideas disconnected from history and from their intellectual 

contexts. When I completed researching Moltmann's and Shinran's theological projects and their 

contexts, I was confronted with historically rooted religious thinkers, thinkers who had reacted to 

and transformed their inherited traditions. As I began to think about comparing MoItmann and 

Shinran, I could not help but see them as reinterpreters of their traditions, thinkers who had 

constructed their own perspectives through the filter of other religious ideas. 

This heightened perception of Moltmann's and Shinran's ideas as developed out of 

particular intellectual and historical contexts led me to wonder how the two thinkers themselves 

might react if engaged in dialogue with each other. I realized that the question of how these two 

figures would actually go about the process of intelTeligious dialogue was a more interesting 

question for me than how their ideas compared at some general level. I looked around for models 

of intelTeligious dialogue, and found that Paul Griffiths and Leonard Swidler represented two 

opposing approaches to dialogue. The models they set forth represent their own visions of 

dialogue rather than a specific scenario for how dialogue between religious thinkers would 

actually be played out. Griffiths is determined to preserve the power of reason in the face of 

conceptual relativism. He insists on religious thinkers' obligation to defend their own doctlines 

against doctrines which they fmd unacceptable. This emphasis draws attention to the possibility of 

incompatibilities between religious beliefs, and thus to the power of reason to discern these 

incompatibilities. Gdffiths does not actively encourage religious thinkers to engage in dialogue 

simply for the sake of dialogue: he understands religious thinkers as satisfied with their own 
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beliefs, and merely offers guidelines to follow should a theologian discern an incompatibility 

between his own and another's theological perspective. Swidler; on the other hand, firmly 

believes that all religious thinkers are simply describing the same absolute reality in different -- bUL 

equally valid -- ways. For him, interreligious dialogue is urgently necessary if religious thinkers 

are to move beyond their own historically conditioned positions to a fuller understanding of the one 

ultimate tmth. 

While I generally agreed with Griffiths' argument that representatives of different faith 

traditions may understand each other's positions, and may find real incompatibilities between their 

positions, I was troubled by his apparent reification of religious belief. Moltmann and Shinran, as 

I was acutely aware, did not construct their theologies in a vacuum. Their perspectives obviously 

represent transformations of extant doctrinal traditions, as both had reinterpreted their inherited 

traditions according to their own intellectual and historical experiences. While I would not argue -

as Swidler does -- that Moltmann and Shinran must recognize the limitations of their own 

perspectives, and seek dialogue with members of other faith traditions in an effort to progress 

beyond their culture-bound beliefs, I also would not dismiss the potential of dialogue to generate 

mutual transfOlmation. In other words, my understanding of Moltmann and Shinran as 

reinterpreters of their traditions led me to believe that there is no reason the two thinkers should be 

influenced only by ideas produced within the boundaries of their own faith traditions. Their 

theological perspectives could be transformed through contact with other faith traditions, even if 

this transformation did not represent a teleological development towards some shared ground 

between the two faith traditions. 

My thesis, which began as a study of representative Buddhist and ChIistian thinkers, has 

mutated into an analysis of the theory of interreligious dialogue, although I have altern pted to root 

this theoretical discussion in a concrete dialogue between Moltmann and Shinran. My goal has 

been not only to explain and compare Griffiths' and Swidler's theories and to offer my own model 

of dialogue, but to examine how all these theories would be played out in relationship to actual 

religious thinkers. I am not making the claim that Moltmann ano Shinran would -- were they to 

actually engage in dialogue with each other -- react in exactly the ways I have spelled out. Rather, 

I am making suggestions about how Griffiths', Swidler's, and my own model of dialogue would 

look if instantiated by Moltmann and Shinran specifically. I am also making the normative claim 
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that my own model of dialogue between Moltmann and Shinran would most closely approximate 

an actual dialogue between these two thinkers. 

How successful was I in achieving my goals? First of all, how effective were my analyses 

of Moltmann's and Shinran's reinterpretations of their traditions? Any attempt to understand why 

religious thinkers produce the doctrines they do must, of course, ultimately be reduced to 

speculation. Even if it were actually possible to ask a religious thinker to explain the influences on 

his thought, there is no guarantee that he himself would understand all the forces that pushed him 

towards his specific beliefs. However, I believe that by examining a religious thinker's intellectual 

and historical context, by looking at some of the important ideas within his doctrinal tradition 

which may have influenced him, it is possible to come up with a reasonable interpretation of how 

and why that theologian transfonned his tradition. My overall argument rests, to a great extent, on 

my ability to distinguish between Moltmann's and Shinran's individual reinterpretive agendas and 

the traditions which they reinterpret. Is it ever possible to make this distinction cleanly and 

absolutely? I believe that it is not; but this question lies beyond the scope of my thesis . I do 

believe, however, that it is possible to work towards an approximation of this distinction that may 

contribute to a deeper understanding of interreligious dialogue. I recognize that my analyses of 

Moltmann and Shinran are limited, that they represent only suggestions about how and why the 

theologians transfOlID their traditions, rather than hard-and-fast explanations. Nonetheless, I do 

believe that my understanding of how the two thinkers develop their positions is sufficient to allow 

me to incorporate this understanding into an examination of different models of inteITeligious 

dialogue. 

How successfully did I apply Griffiths', Swidler's, and my own models of dialogue to the 

example of a conversation between Moltmann and Shinran? Tha,t is, how closely did I merge 

theory and practice? It is, in a sense, the least problematical to construct a dialogue between 

Moltmann and Shinran according to Griffiths' model. It is not so difficult to tease out the 

incompatibilities between Moltmann's and Shinran's theological agendas; I feel that the apologetic 

arguments I constructed between the two theologians are consistent with my analyses of Moltm ann 

and Shinran as reinterpreters of their doctrine traditions. 

It is in one sense easier, but in another sense more difficult to construct a dialogue between 

Moltmann and Shinran according to Swidler's model. It is not so difficult to find similatities 
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between Moltmann's and Shinran's theologies, but it is impossible to predict where these 

similarities might push a Swidlerian dialogue between Moltmann and Shinran. Swidler assumes 

that something original must be forged through dialogue, a perspective beyond that of either 

dialogue partner. The theological perspective that I submitted as the possible result of a Swidlerian 

dialogue between Moltmann and Shin ran is, most decidedly, only one possible result of this sort 

of dialogue. Swidler himself would say that only Moltmann and Shin ran themselves can develop a 

Swidlerian "third" perspective out of their individual positions. He would argue that as an outside 

observer, I can never tap the necessary development towards a "universal theology." Such a 

transformation only occurs in the process of intell'eligious dialogue between Moltmann and 

Shinran. I do not claim that my interpretation accesses accurately how the two thinkers might 

merge their perspectives into a single theology that both could accept. I am merely trying to show 

that Swidler's approach tends to subordinate each dialogue partner's personal perspectives to the 

goal of universality. 

The success of my own model hinges, of course, on the success of my analyses of 

Moltmann and Shinran as reinterpreters of their traditions. To the extent that my interpretations of 

these two thinkers' personal agendas are accurate, I believe that the suggestions I offer for mutual 

transformation between their positions are valid -- although I recognize that these suggestions 

represent only the "tip of the iceberg", so to speak. Perhaps this sensibility is part of the point of 

my thesis. Griffiths and Swidler both assume that ultimately, dialogue between representative 

intellectuals must reach a point of stability, a point beyond which no further development of their 

positions is possible. I believe that dialogue may continue indefinitely. Dialogue partners need not 

seek a single, ahistorical absolute reality that they both share, nor need they be limited by the 

boundaries of their own faith traditions. 

This thesis might be seen as performing the same function as the books by Griffiths and 

Swidler that I examine. It might be seen as encouraging religious thinkers to go about dialogue 

with members of other faith traditions in a particular way. However, I would make the claim that 

my thesis is least useful at this level of advice, for I do not perceive myself -- as I perceive 

Gtiffiths and Swidler -- as developing a model of dialogue out of my own personal agenda. 

Whereas Griffiths and Swidler argue that dialogue should be carried out in particular ways, I see 

my project as attempting to understand how dialogue between religious thinkers would actually be 
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played out. In my view, then, it is unnecessary to offer religious thinkers guidelines for dialogue, 

since they will naturally go about dialogue in the general manner which I have suggested. 

Essentially, the debate over the proper approach to interreligious dialogue may be reduced 

to a debate over what occurs when two religious thinkers exchange ideas. I agree with Griffiths 

and Swidler that religious thinkers may understand each other's theological perspectives, that there 

exists a foundation of rational thought upon which meaningful intelTeligious conversation may be 

built. However, I believe that both Griffiths' and Swidler's visions of dialogue are too limiting. 

Griffiths does not recognize that dialogue may lead religious thinkers to transform -- but not reject, 

or abandon -- their theological perspectives. Swidler, on the other hand, does not recognize that 

religious thinkers may disagree with each other on certain points, and that mutual transfonnation 

need not develop towards a shared "universal theology." While I do not claim that religious 

thinkers must seek out dialogue in an effort to understand absolute truth more fully, I do believe 

that the dialogic process may inspire religious thinkers to further develop and modify the 

theological perspectives they bring into dialogue. 
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