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I would like to suggest yet another understanding of theology to establish a firm foundation for
Jewish relationships with other peoples in our time. It is based on the same three considerations that
argue for pluralism within the Jewish community -- history, philosophy, and theology -- but their
application to interfaith relations requires some careful thought.
Clearly, the question of how Jews should interact with non-Jews does not arise in matters of
justice, commerce, or other, general human concerns, for there what governs Jewish behavior are
Jewish conceptions of God as the Creator of us all and Jewish laws insisting that all people be treated
fairly.1 Later Jewish law went further: in order to establish good relations between Jews and non-Jews,
Jews must help the poor and the sick of all religions and aid in burying their dead and in comforting their
mourners.2 That kind of care for others is unusual even for peoples in the modern world. Moreover,
the ways in which Christians and others persecuted Jews throughout history make this high standard of
civility in traditional Judaism remarkable: Jewish theology, unlike some versions of Christian and Muslim
theology, did not blind its believers to the human necessity of being honest, fair, and caring toward
others who believed differently.
The deeper question, then, is not practical, but theological -- namely, how can and should Jews
understand the truth status of other religions? How shall we understand their moral claims and
practices? Are other peoples simply deluded, or may their religions contain truths and values from
which Jews can themselves learn? On the other hand, if other religions do contain truths and
commendable values, why should Jews remain Jewish? Answering such questions about one’s own
religion clearly and convincingly is absolutely critical for people of all faiths if adherents of the various
religions or of none are ever going to go beyond persecuting others, avoiding them, or, at best, merely
tolerating them and advance to the point of actually understanding and appreciating them while at the
same time retaining their own convictions and sense of identity.

1. History.
I shall apply my historical argument first to Western religions and then to Eastern faiths.

Historically, Christianity has been subject to change and redefinition at least as much as Judaism
has, if not more. Within both faiths, even within the same denomination, creeds created centuries ago
have continually changed, sometimes through outright amendment, sometimes through new
interpretations, emphases, or applications, and sometimes through simply ignoring them. This
constantly evolving nature of both Judaism and Christianity makes some of the faithful uneasy; they long
for certainty and stability. Each religion, though, has retained its relevance and its dynamism only by
opening itself to change.
The same is true about each faith’s understandings of others. The Second Vatican Council's
repudiation of blaming Jews living then or now for the death of Jesus, and the recent rejection by the
Evangelical Lutheran Church of America of Luther's many anti-Semitic writings, are relevant cases in
point. Conversely, few modern Jews dismiss other faiths out of hand as being theologically false and
morally bad; on the contrary, this very chapter is but one of many attempts to create a new Jewish
understanding of other religions.3
At the same time, history does not undermine a religious community's ability to draw
boundaries and to take a strong stand on what it believes. Even though the contemporary Jewish
community is much exercised over the question of who is a Jew, for example, it has uniformly and
authoritatively determined that groups like Jews for Jesus are decidedly not Jews. The historically
evolutionary nature of both faiths should, however, help contemporary Jews and Christians get beyond
the feeling that the present articulation of their faith is the only one possible for a decent person to
have; on the contrary, history should teach us that people of intelligence, morality, and sensitivity most
likely exist in other faiths too.4
Muslims affirm the importance of not only the Koran, but also the oral traditions, the hadith.
Moreover, Islam included various denominations, with Shi’ite and Sunni as the chief divisions but with
many subdivisions within those (e.g., Ishma’ili). The historical record and the present reality of Islam,
then, make it clear that it has developed in various forms.
However, Muslims -- even Muslim scholars -- are loathe to interpret their tradition historically.
Not even the most liberal schools of Islam study the Koran with the modern historical and linguistic
techniques of scholarship that many, although not all, Jews and Christians apply to their own scriptures
and traditions. As a result, Muslims treat the Koran as only fundamentalist Jews and Christians see their
respective Bibles -- i.e., as the direct and indubitable word of God. Muslim scholarship, then, frankly
denies what non-Muslims would assert -- namely, that Islam from its earliest stages is the product of
historical influences, that the Koran itself and all later Muslim sources and practices manifest the effects

of Judaism, Christianity, and the other cultures that Muslims saw and learned from in each age. Only
when Muslims acknowledge that historical development in their own faith will they be open to relations
with other faiths that are not exclusivist and triumphalist.
Awareness of Asian faiths should, if anything, make the point of this section -- that all faiths
continually develop over time -- all the more compelling for devotees of all three Western faiths.
Because Eastern religions differ from Judaism more extensively and obviously than the two other
Western faiths do, and because the Eastern religions and peoples have not had a long history of conflict
with Jews, as people of the other two Western faiths have had, Jews can view Asian religions more
objectively and dispassionately than they see Christianity and Islam. The same, I would imagine, is true
for adherents of Christianity and Islam (except, perhaps, for those Muslims living in countries like India,
where they come into direct contact with devotees of Eastern religions). Moreover, much less is at
stake in subjecting another religion to modern, critical analysis. Acknowledging that all of the world’s
faiths took a little from here and a little from there in shaping what has come down to us moderns as
the particular form of contemporary religions will hopefully help Westerners recognize the same
process of development in their own religion. That, in turn, should convince people of all religions that
the present embodiment of their own faith’s convictions will not likely be the way it will always be.
Moreover, since even their own religion will inevitably change over time, the present form of it cannot
be the only possible way for all people of intelligence and moral sensitivity to think and act.
The very awareness of historical development, then, should engender flexibility in
understanding all religions, including one’s own. Cognizance of the rampant borrowing among all
cultures and religions should undermine exclusive claims to truth or goodness. Moreover, even if
relations between people of specific faiths have not been good in the past, they can be reshaped in the
present and future, for all religions change over time.

Philosophy. This realization is only reinforced when one turns from historical considerations to
philosophical ones. In the previous chapter, I espoused the position of epistemological relativity in
contrast to absolutism on the one side and relativism and subjectivism on the other. Relativity, when
applied to interfaith relations, asserts that all human beings, whatever their background or creed, suffer
from the same limitations on human knowledge. Many of us have sacred texts and traditions that, for
us, reveal God's nature and will -- or, for non-theological traditions, ultimate reality and morality -- as
clearly and fully as we think possible. We all must recognize, though, that other peoples make the same
claim for their sacred texts and traditions. Moreover, we have no grounds outside the various traditions

to provide shared criteria to judge them; medieval Western philosophers tried to use reason to justify
and compare all three Western faiths, but we now know that the rules of reason themselves vary with
cultures and over generations. Therefore, we must either resort to vacuous and disingenuous debates
like those of the Middle Ages about whose tradition is right, or we must finally confront the fact that
none of us can know God's nature or will with absolute certainty.
At the same time, just as historical considerations like the interactions of nations and cultures
do not make all faiths the same or spoil the significance of living by one specific faith, so too
philosophical factors like the relativity of human knowledge do not undermine faith altogether. We may
think that our particular understanding of God and all other religious topics is the correct one for all
people, as far as we can tell. We may also advance arguments toward convincing others of its truth and
worth and even of its preeminence over other faith claims. We must do so, however, knowing ahead of
time that no human argument on these matters can be conclusive, for no person is omniscient and no
human vantage point can claim inherent superiority over all others.
Moreover, we must recognize that part of the reason that the arguments for my faith seem
most persuasive to me is because it is, after all, my faith and that of my family and my people.5 One
need not deny cognitive meaning to religion to take such a position, as A. J. Ayer, R. B. Braithwaite, and
others did in the middle of the twentieth century,6 for people of all faiths are trying to respond to
objective reality as they see it; one need only be humble enough to recognize that none of us sees the
world through transparent lenses, that we all view it through the lenses of our particular religion or
philosophy of life and from one or another viewpoint, and that our autobiographical backgrounds
inevitably do, and perhaps should, play a role in determining what we see and how we respond to it.7
This explains why I think that Dominus Iesus, the Vatican’s document on interfaith relations
issued on September 6, 2000, is based on a fundamental philosophical error. The document censures
the spread of “religious relativism,” “the mentality of indifferentism [that] leads to the belief that one
religion is as good as another.” Instead, while the Church has “sincere respect...for the religions of the
world,” followers of non-Christian faiths have “gravely deficient” chances for salvation, and other
Christian churches have “defects,” partly because they do not recognize the authority of the pope.8
The Vatican’s mistake is to think that the only alternative to religious relativism is the kind of
absolutism that the document embraces. As I have indicated above, proponents of all religions certainly
have the right to like their own religion best and even to declare that among the various religions and
philosophies of the world theirs most adequately articulates what is both true and good as far as they
can tell. What they cannot do with philosophical warrant is proclaim that they have objective grounds

for preferring their faith, for the inevitable perspectivism of human knowledge means that no person
has such grounds. Especially given the immense steps that the Vatican itself has taken in interfaith
relations since the Second Vatican Council, it is both surprising and disappointing that this recent
document seems to undermine all that progress. The Vatican, I would suggest, can satisfy both
confidence in the rightness of Catholicism for Catholics and also outreach to people of other faiths if it
instead adopts the epistemological relativity that I have been explaining and advocating.
Now that I have applied epistemological relativity to both internal, Jewish discussions and to
external, interfaith matters, I would like to describe more of why it makes sense to think of human
knowledge in that way. The stance I am advocating is, in Van Harvey's terminology, “soft perspectivism"
rather than “hard perspectivism" or “non-perspectivism." Non-perspectivists claim that we look at the
world through epistemologically transparent eyeglasses, that our personal and cultural differences make
no difference whatsoever in how we see the world. Hard perspectivists, on the other end of the
spectrum, maintain that one's perspective so strongly affects what one sees that it inevitably makes it
impossible to understand, let alone learn from, those who see the world from other viewpoints. Instead
of these two extremes, we should say, as soft perspectivists do, that we each have a perspective that
influences how we think and act but that our perspectives are permeable enough so that we can all
understand each other and even learn from each other.9
Later Hilary Putnam and Robert Nozick articulated the same approach from the other end,
emphasizing the realism involved in it, even though the real world is always perceived through a
particular lens. Thus, as they point out, it is erroneous to think of knowledge as our social conventions
about what is true, where a statement is true if, and only if, it accords with a given society's “language
game." That severs knowledge from any explicit tie to the real. On the other end of the spectrum, it is
also wrong to assert “metaphysical realism," that is, that human beings can apprehend that which is
beyond all human conception or possibility to know, namely, the world as it objectively is. Such a view
ignores the limitations of human knowledge, especially the fact that none of us is an objective observer
of the world, that we all see the world through conceptual lenses of one sort or another. We may be
able to refine our own lens as we learn more about life, and we may even be convinced that we need to
exchange our present lens for a new one, but there is no escaping the necessity of viewing the world
from a particular vantage point and through some lens. Instead, we should embrace what they call
“conceptual realism," where one affirms both the tie to the real and the need for a perspective to access
it.10 As Gordon Tucker has pointed out,11 this last theory about knowledge avoids the tyranny that both
of the other theories produce (either that of the society that claims to determine the truth or that of the

one person who somehow has absolute knowledge of the metaphysically real), and it opens the way for
dissent, debate, and, I would add, democracy.
Westerners who are used to an “either/or" approach to truth in both their philosophy and
religion will undoubtedly feel ill at ease with the “both/and" approach I am advocating. The religions of
the Far East would find this approach quite compatible, for they have historically been inclusivist rather
than exclusivist. That is, they have stated their convictions and practices and permitted individuals to
adhere to them while simultaneously adopting other faiths. Rabbinic Judaism would also find my
epistemological approach congenial, for, as we have seen in Chapter Three, the Rabbis understood that
texts are open to multiple interpretations and that even impressive events like the revelation at Mount
Sinai are experienced and understood differently by various people, each according to his or her
abilities.
At the same time, this position does not entail that there is no such thing as knowledge and that
people should therefore believe whatever suits them. The realism in the position I am espousing makes
it possible to be right or wrong -- and to debate with others about which position is correct. Thus having
strong convictions about the true and the good is compatible with a pluralistic approach to people of
other faiths as well as one’s own; I must just acknowledge that however much I believe in what I affirm, I
am not omniscient and therefore may be wrong. I must therefore be open to discussions with people
who hold other views in order to understand them, evaluate them, and either oppose them or learn
from them.
Indeed, the only people who are philosophically ruled out of an accepting, pluralistic approach
are those who maintain a brand of metaphysical realism, often coupled with fundmentalism, for such
people insist that only they can be right. That cocksure stance is not only philosophically unfounded and
intellectually fascist, often leading, when such people have power, to political fascism; it is also, in
essence, an idolatrous worship of their own intelligence and views. For pluralism to take place, all
people involved must have a much more accurate and humble understanding of their own knowledge,
including the awareness that they may be wrong. At the same time, they must have the intellectual
wherewithal and thoughtfulness to affirm convictions that they are prepared both to defend and to
evaluate.12 That stance, embracing epistemological relativity, soft perspectivism, and conceptual
realism, has the double advantage of realistically describing human knowledge while simultaneously
making pluralism and strong interfaith relations possible.
Theology. In addition to these historical and philosophical considerations, Judaism contains
some important theological tenets that can be used to lay the groundwork for a genuine appreciation of

others. Many of the same sources that we reviewed in the last chapter to justify pluralism within the
Jewish community, although originally intended for that context, can be applied, with varying degrees of
stretching, to the interfaith context as well.
Thus, for example, the Rabbis' assertion of the uniqueness of both the bodies and thoughts of
each individual is, of course, true for non-Jews as well as Jews. In those remarks, the plain meaning of
the Rabbis' comments applies to non-Jews as well as Jews without any expansion of their comments
whatsoever.
On the other hand, in claiming that at Sinai God did not reveal the truth about Himself or His will
completely but rather wants us to argue with each other in each generation to discern it, the Rabbis
clearly were talking about the conversations among Jews based on the Torah, and so applying that
comment to non-Jews takes it beyond its intended context. Even so, biblical and rabbinic sources
indicate that Jews learned about theological and moral matters from their discussions with non-Jews.
Thus despite the fact that Job and his friends were not Jewish,13 the Rabbis intentionally included the
Book of Job in the biblical canon, undoubtedly because they knew that Job's discussion did indeed
increase our knowledge of God and His ways. Indeed, much of the Bible, and especially the Wisdom
literature (Proverbs, Job, Ecclesiastes, etc.), reflects the significant influence of the ancient cultures near
whom the Jews were living.14 Furthermore, the Talmud records a number of conversations between the
Rabbis and non-Jews on theological and moral topics, including, for example, the theological questions
posed by Tineius Rufus, the Roman governor of Palestine, to Rabbi Akiba.15 In some of the talmudic
conversations with heathens, the point is to demonstrate not only the superiority of Judaism, but also
the difficulty of the topic. Thus in some cases the rabbi gives the non-Jew a facile answer, but then the
rabbi's students say, "You have pushed him away with a [weak] reed, but what are you going to say to
us?"16 In all these biblical and Talmudic conversations with heathens, the Jews involved are stimulated
by the non-Jews' questions and thoughts to real learning.
And yet there are some limitations to this line of reasoning as the basis for Jewish relations to
other faiths. It may be the case that God wants us to think independently, but ultimately the Jewish
tradition asserts that Judaism's Torah is God's true teaching, the one that all nations, according to the
biblical Prophets, will ultimately learn.
One should note that Micah, a younger contemporary of Isaiah, copies the latter's messianic
vision but then adds a line of his own that effectively changes it: "Though all the peoples walk each in
the names of its gods, we will walk in the name of the Lord our God forever and ever."17 This is a
decidedly pluralistic vision of Messianic times: every people shall continue to follow its own god. Even

so, Micah added this line after quoting Isaiah's vision that "the many peoples shall go and say: `Come, let
us go up to the Mount of the Lord, to the House of the God of Jacob, that He may instruct us in His ways,
and that we may walk in His paths.' For instruction shall come forth from Zion, the word of the Lord
from Jerusalem" (Isaiah 2:3; Micah 4:2). Thus even for Micah, apparently, other gods and other visions
of the good life might exist, but only Israel has the true understanding of God's will.
In sum, God may indeed want multiple conceptions of the divine, but traditional sources assign
non-Jewish views to a clearly secondary status. God may like variety among His creatures, and He may
hold non-Jews responsible only for what they could be expected to know (the seven Noahide laws); but
ultimately only the Jews know what is objectively correct and good. This is liberal toleration -- and it
should be appreciated as such -- but it certainly is not a validation of others' views. In that sense, it falls
short of Rabbi Simon Greenberg's criterion for genuine pluralism -- namely, that "your ideas are
spiritually and ethically as valid -- that is, as capable of being justified, supported, and defended -- as
mine."18 And, indeed, Greenberg himself may not have wanted to extend his thesis beyond
disagreements among Jews.
I would take a somewhat broader view. It is only natural that the Jewish sources discussed
above should reflect a tension between nationalism and universalism. God is, according to Jewish belief,
the God of all creatures, but, at the same time, He chose the Jews to exemplify the standards He really
wants for human life. This is how Jews understand God's will, the reason why Jews commit all their
energies and, indeed, their very lives to Jewish belief and practice.
Despite this nationalistic side of the Jewish tradition, however, what ultimately rings through it
is the Rabbis' assertion that non-Jews fully meet God's expectations by abiding by the Seven Noahide
Laws and the Rabbis' statement that “The pious and virtuous of all nations participate in eternal bliss."19
Jewish sources that speak about God wanting plural approaches to Him within the Jewish community
can therefore apparently be applied, without too much tampering, to inter-communal relations as well.
Of course, the same segments of the Jewish community that have difficulty with pluralism within the
Jewish community would undoubtedly shun it in dealing with non-Jews, except on the most pragmatic
of levels. For that matter, even some Jews committed to pluralism within the Jewish community would
need to stretch their understanding and sensitivity to apply Jewish theology to interfaith relations.
Nevertheless, a firm basis for this kind of theology exists within the Jewish tradition, and so theological
as well as historical and philosophical considerations can and should make Jews open to serious
interfaith discussions and motivate them to participate in many interfaith activities on behalf of the
general good.
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